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Abstract
This study investigates the effects of strategic orientation on customer orientation. The
importance of the research is depending on that customer orientation not only changes the
strategy processes; it also establishes an institutional understanding of the structural and cultural
conditions under which the strategic focus. Cross-sectional survey data (n=105) were obtained
from top managers of each service firm and analyzed with structural equation modeling
technique. The results showed that strategic orientation is a strong antecedent for customer
orientation. Additionally, a proactive strategy is higher positively related to customer orientation
than future, and defensive strategies. Prescriptions for theory development and practitioners are
highlighted.
Keywords: strategic orientation, defensive strategy, proactive strategy, future strategy, customer
orientation
Recommended Citation: Arun, K., & Yildirim Ozmutlu, S. (2021). Strategic orientation of
service enterprises towards customers. In C. Cobanoglu, & V. Della Corte (Eds.), Advances in
global services and retail management (pp. 1–11). USF M3 Publishing.
https://www.doi.org/10.5038/9781955833035
Introduction
Strategic orientation is the calibration of individual strategic aspects of the firm individually
instead of the holistic perspective approach (Ho et al., 2016). Strategic orientation reflects the
customer, competitor and product variables (Voss & Voss, 2000) to the processes, practices and
decision-making activities (Escribá-Esteve et al., 2009; Frambach et al., 2016). So, there is an
interference between customer orientation and strategic orientation of an organization (Wang et
al., 2016). The driver effect of customer orientation on strategy is a well-studied topic (Miao &
Wang, 2016; Neneh, 2019; Pekovic & Rolland, 2016), there is a scarcity of research studying the
effects of strategic orientation on customer orientation in the literature. In this regard, this study
investigates the effects of strategic orientation on customer orientation.
Even if, Venkatraman (1989) found six types of strategic orientation, defensive (Hällgren et al.,
2018), proactive (Criado-Gomis et al., 2018), and future (Yadav et al., 2019) orientations are
found to be more effective on organizational performance. So, in this study, we used these three
types of strategic orientation as independent variables. Customer and competitor orientation is
more focused on creating superior value to the target market and framing and implementing the
strategy to be followed (Sahi et al., 2018). Both customer and competitor orientation make up an
organization's strategic initiatives; in this way, an organization implements a strategy to meet the
needs of customers or counteract the actions of competitors and follows the strategic direction to
1
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achieve the expected value. In other words, a firm's strategy often revolves around the customer
and competitor orientation and the strategies to be adopted by these two major players in the
foreign market. Therefore, these two major players from the strategic imperative of an
organization (Chen & Myagmarsuren, 2013; Chinakidzwa & Phiri, 2020; Sahi et al., 2018). We
know that service companies are to increase customer satisfaction, especially during the Covid19 epidemic period. For this purpose, the study is aimed to determine which strategic
orientations the service companies focus on providing superior value to the customer without
ignoring the competitor orientation. In fact, the whole process requires companies to understand
their target customers and to transform customer needs into the company's strategic orientation.
This juxtaposes with what customers value because customers are the best judge in determining
the value the firm creates in customer orientation (Madhavaram & Hunt, 2008).
Literature Review
Strategic Orientation
The conceptualization of strategic orientation is still under development (Strecker, 2009).
Strategic orientation is the strategic tendency depending on the set of values and beliefs of the
firm (Guo et al., 2020). Strategic orientation reflects the interpretation of organizational culture
and structural patterns (Bozaykut Buk, 2017). Top management or leaders are important in that
process because tactical decisions and actions taken by them are the key moments in achieving
orientation (Leonard, 2013). There are two main gaps in the strategic orientation process. First,
the strategic orientation perspective predicts contingencies that are important only to traditional
organizational culture values but not to the modern organizational culture values (Zhong et al.,
2006). Second, activities to build strategic orientation are diverse and depending on unique
organizational context including adopted customers (Kaliappen et al., 2019; Lim & Falk, 2016).
So, it is important to study the effects of strategic orientation on different aspects of competitive
advantage from a general and wholistic perspective.
Venkatraman (1989) identified aggressiveness, analysis, defensiveness, futurity, proactiveness,
and riskiness as dimensions of strategic orientation. strategic orientation is important in
allocating firms’ specific resources and calibrating activities to fit these resources to accomplish
superior performance. In this sense, customers are particularly valuable for strategic orientation,
because the demands from customers should be embodied as an activity system that guides
strategy execution (Guo et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2005).
Strategic orientation focuses on three different aspects of competitive advantage: (1) customers,
fulfilling varying customer demands into the product/service development and marketing process
(2) competition, integrating competitor knowledge into the production and marketing process;
and (3) product, integrating innovation into the product development and marketing process
(Gatignon & Xuereb, 1997; Gorondutse & Hilman, 2017; Voss & Voss, 2000). Speed of
orientation is beneﬁcial under the combined condition of the customer market, geographic
relatedness and when these conditions are reversed (Singh & Mcgrath, 2018). Even many
publications studied the strategic orientation of entire firms, this paper investigates the strategic
orientation in the context of customer view. So, the main research question is to find out whether
strategic orientation is an important factor in customer orientation.
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Customer orientation here is to be a required strategy to manipulate customers. Customer
orientation is the ability of firms to sufficiently understand the of target buyers “to be able to
create superior value for them continuously”(Narver & Slater, 1990). At an individual level,
customer orientation is the degree to well-being, commitment, and enjoyment of using the firm’s
service and products (Menguc et al., 2016). In that sense, customer orientation is based on
required strategic orientation to marketplace needs. This approach encompasses the overall
strategic orientation of an organization toward its customers, intending to identify customer
values and supply customer demands continuously (Wang et al., 2016). This awareness in
organizations must be reflected by a strategic orientation that has different facets to solve
customers’ problems.
Customer orientations can be achieved by tactical plans which lead to strategic alignment of
organizational resources. In other words, organizational plans endeavor to serve stable and
narrow product or market domains that contain a particular customer group and established
structure which is called defensive orientation (Zhou & Li, 2007). Defenders seek stability, risk
reduction, and greater operational efficiency (Liang et al., 2009). From the customer perspective,
it can be interpreted as not getting new customers but instead connecting existing customers
more.
•

Hypothesis 1: Defensive strategy is positively related to customer orientation.

Customer orientation is about the long-term satisfaction of external customers, so it depends on
future predictions.
•

Hypothesis 2: Future strategy is positively related to customer orientation.

In contrast to a defensive strategy, the proactive firm strategy focuses on innovation and change
and strives to compete primarily by stimulating new customers. Proactive organizations should
spend considerable time and effort fitting organizational resources to customer demands
(Pettigrew, 2009). Proactivity involves a dimension of the intentionality of the organizational
strategic way through engagement with the customer demands are pursued on an ongoing basis
to minimize and avoid the occurrence of undesired outcomes for customers (Graham & Potter,
2015).
•

Hypothesis 3: Proactive strategy is positively related to customer orientation.

The model of hypotheses can be seen in Figure 1.
Figure 1: The Research Model
Defensive
Strategy
H1

Future
Strategy

H2

Customer
Orientation

H3
Proactive
Strategy
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Methods
Research Universe and Sample
The universe of the study consists of managers from the top 500 lists of retail companies, which
operate in the Thrace region/Turkey by 2020. 105 out of 500 distributed questionnaires were
returned and deemed usable for analysis with a response rate of 21%.
First of all, the profiles' CEO positions in the companies within the scope of the research were
examined. According to the descriptive analysis, it was seen that the samples were male (69.5%).
When the age range of people working in CEO positions in companies within the scope of the
study was examined, it was seen that 55 managers were in the 26-35 age range (52.4%) and 37
managers were in the 36-45 age range (35.2%). It is observed that 93 (88.5%) of the
administrators within the scope of the research have completed their university education and 10
(9.5%) have completed their master's education, and the educational status is concentrated at
these levels.
Variables and Their Measurement
The research survey was implemented between April-December 2020 from the active firms in
the retail sector in the Thrace region/Turkey. Using the random sampling method, a total of 105
data were collected by in-person interviews with a senior manager from each company.
The research survey consists of 21 questions (Appendix). In the survey, 5-point Likert scales
ranging from "Strongly Disagree" (1) to "Strongly Agree" (5) were used to evaluate defence,
future, and proactive strategies and customer orientation. All scale items used within the scope of
the research were adapted by considering terminology suitable for the retail industry.
Defense (five items), future (five items), and proactive strategy (five items) dimensions of the
"Strategic choice" scale developed by Venkatraman (1989) in six dimensions were found
suitable for the study. Statements on the scale of strategic choice dimensions are as follows.
Defense strategy dimensions are about improving the quality of existing services. Future strategy
dimensions are about being future-oriented rather than today and providing information about
future customer needs. Proactive strategy dimensions consist of questions that aim to be a
pioneer in developing new services and to measure the focus on continuous opportunity research.
The customer orientation (6 items) dimension is one of three sub-dimensions of the "market
orientation" scale, developed by Narver and Slater (1990), was found suitable for the study. The
customer orientation dimension; consists of questions to measure situations such as continuously
improving the service offered to the customer and determining how to provide more superior
value to the customer with the strategies adopted.
Findings
We used structural equation modeling for hypothesis testing. The main reason for using the SEM
method for the study is that it is a statistical technique used to test models in which causal
relationships and correlation relations between observed variables and latent variables coexist
(Hair et al., 2019) to predict dependence relationships, variance, covariance analysis, factor. It is
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a multivariate method (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013) that is formed by the combination of analysis
and analysis such as multiple regressions. However, it has been found useful in the research
since it is a method that shows the relationships between variables in a comprehensive and
simultaneous analysis.
For hypothesis testing, this research used the structural equation model (Figure 2). According to
regression weights (Table 1) defensive, future, and proactive strategies are statistically effective
on customer orientation.
Table 1: Regression Weights: (Group Number 1 - Default Model)
Customer Orientation
Customer Orientation
Customer Orientation

<--<--<---

Defensive Strategy
Future Strategy
Proactive Strategy

S.E.
.152
.087
.059

C.R.
2.204
3.019
5.957

P
.028
.003
***

Estimate
.209
.267
.531

According to Table 1, estimates (beta coefficients) of the independent variables on customer
orientation are as follows: Effect of defensive strategy on customer orientation is positive and
.209, the effect of future strategy on customer orientation is .267, and effect of proactive strategy
on customer orientation is .531. In other words, one point in defensive strategy increases
customer orientation by 0.2 points, one point in future strategy increases customer orientation by
approximately 0.3 points, and one point in proactive strategy increases customer orientation 0.5
points. In that sense, a proactive strategy is statistically more effective in customer orientation.
Figure 2: Strategic Choice and Customer Market Orientation Relationship SEM Model

To test the pathway analysis AMOS (Analysis of Moment Structures) software was used (Figure
2). χ2 (Chi-square), df (Degrees of Freedom), χ2/df (Chi-square/ Degrees of Freedom), CFI
(Comparative Fit Index), NFI (The Normed Fit Index), GFI (Goodness of Fit Index), RMR (Root
Mean Square Residual), RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of Approximation), AIC (Akaike
Information Criterion) tests were used to find the pathway results. The χ2 goodness-of-fit
statistic assesses the “magnitude of discrepancy between the sample and fitted covariance
matrices, and it is the product of the sample size minus one and the minimum fitting function”
(Hu & Bentler, 1999). Values of RMSEA less than .05 be considered as indicative of close fit
where values in the range of .05 to .08 indicate fair fit, and that values greater than .10 indicate
poor fit (Browne & Cudeck, 1989). So, the results of χ2 = 303.293, df = 180, χ2/df = 1.685, CFI
= 0.922, NFI = 0.830, GFI = 0.878, AGFI = 0.844, RMR = 0.029, RMSEA = 0.052, AIC:

5
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Suitable show that there is a relatively good fit between the hypothesized model and the
observed data.
Discussion
H1, the positive relation of defensive strategy on customer orientation, is supported. Defensive
strategy is about adaptation and adjustment or change by considering the environmental
organizations, or customers continuing change (Legionosuko et al., 2019). On the other hand,
from the organizational culture perspective, as strategic orientation depends, some organizational
ethics or codes may be viewed as a defensive strategy to new high technology firms (Gunz &
Gunz, 2006). Additionally, firms’ physical and human resources may not be adequate to pursue
proactive strategy thus they follow defensive strategy (Aslan, 2017). From Porter’s perspective
(1998): “defensive strategy rests on an acute understanding of how a challenger views the firm
and on the perceived profitability of the challenger’s various options for improving position”. If
we adopt this view to customer orientation, the defensive strategy depends on how customers
view firm from their demand to be met. So, in changing environments and turbulent times (like
pandemic), firms may choose to understand what customers are demanding instead of
forecasting. In that sense, the defensive strategy may be used when the organization is at its most
vulnerable point. Thus, even if the firms’ defensive strategy is positively related to customer
orientation, it is the least effective (Table 3, Standardized ß is 0.209). This result supports the
study which found defensive strategy is mostly used by the firms in emerging economies that
cannot risk proactive strategy or lack the customers and market (Freeman & Soete, 2017).
H2, the positive relationship between future strategy on customer orientation is supported. The
development, success, and even failure of any organization are related to the strategies they have
adopted (Johnson et al., 2011). What and how companies will gain over time and how they will
reach sustainable development is about being customer-oriented (Ulrich, 2014). The strategies
adopted by customer-oriented companies are important for solving emerging problems and for
their survival in the future (Gray, 2015). Firms' focus on the future at the present is an indication
that they are trying to predict the conditions of future strategic orientation (Carter, 2013;
Kornberger, 2013) (Kornberger, 2013; Carter, 2013). The future strategy is about firms' being
prepared for environmental changes in the long term and turning the opportunities that may arise
in their favor (Venkatraman, 1989). In particular, the situation of constantly finding and applying
additional value for the customers of market-oriented companies (Narver, Slater, 1990) shapes
their future strategic orientation. On the other hand, future-oriented companies are interested in
analyzing future customer opinions and competitor analysis (Nickols, 2016). The reason for
being strategically oriented, especially for experienced firms, lies in the future time frame.
Future-oriented companies have devoted the "time" to their future strategic orientation, to solve
problems in a short time, and to gain opportunities in a long time. Service firms adopt the
approach of getting opportunities in predicting the future demands of their customers and
shaping future customer assumptions (Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2009). In a way, the future strategy
is one of the indicators of the competitiveness of the organization. Future strategies also can
evaluate customers' future expectations and shape the proposed future. Firms take into account
the progress of the past and present to explore potential future options. It should be taken into
account that the perceived future time frame is largely not fixed and objective, especially in
variable (crisis, epidemic) environments. Customer-focused firms can combine the complex
nature of temporal change and the unstable change of customer demands with future creative
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opportunities, thanks to their future competencies and change capabilities (Tsoukas & Shepherd,
2004). Thus, even if the firm's future strategy is positively correlated with customer orientation,
it does not have a very high impact (Table 3 is the standardized ß 0.267).
H3, the positive relation of proactive strategy on customer orientation, is supported. A proactive
strategy is about generating a new complementary supply in a highly competitive environment.
Proactive strategic orientation is most closely associated with the customer orientation of the
markets (Araujo & Gava, 2012). Because, proactive strategy deals with customers when a firm
determines that it wants to go beyond customer expectations (Büschgens et al., 2013). Proactive
firms continuously learn as calibrating their capabilities and structure. Assumptions have been
made as firms initial decisions that orientation will verify or contradict. Thus, more experienced
firms can shape their future assumptions of customers may modify their strategy based on events
early in the process. This presents an important opportunity for the firms using defensive
orientation to shape customers’ information and assumptions. Often a firm will know more about
the industry than the customer and may be able to predict the demands better than the customers
(Porter, 2008). This may allow a firm to influence the demand of customers in such a proactive
way. This result supports the study which found customer-oriented firms need proactive
strategies (Arun & Yenigun, 2015).
Table 2: The Hypothesis Result
Relationships
Hypothesis

Independent Variable

Dependent Variable

Path Value
Standardized ß
Model 1

Conclusion

Supported/
Unsupported
H1
Defensive Strategy
Customer Orientation
0.209*
Supported
H2
Future Strategy
Customer Orientation
0.267**
Supported
H3
Proactive Strategy
Customer Orientation
0.531***
Supported
χ2 = 303.293, df = 180, χ2/df = 1.685, CFI = 0.922, NFI = 0.830, GFI = 0.878, AGFI = 0.844, RMR = 0.029, RMSEA = 0.052, AIC = Suitable.
Path coefficients are standardized. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

Conclusions
This paper aims to study the effects of defensive, future, and proactive strategic orientations on
customer orientation. The effects of customer orientation on strategy are well-studied in the
literature, but the customer orientation effect is scarcely discussed topic. In other words, how
strategic orientation affects customers’ commitment, demand, and even values are not welldefined in the literature. So, this study fills an important gap in the strategy literature.
Given the theoretical considerations, in the present study, we considered three strategic
orientation types that seem more important to customers; and set the aim of the study as to
investigate, the relationships between three types of strategic orientation and customer
orientation. To do so, we first discussed Venkatraman’s (1989) study, which is accepted as the
foundation for strategic orientation. Then, we reviewed defensive, future, and proactive strategic
orientation types and customer orientation, respectively.
Theoretical Implications
Firms must prepare for the new normal in the post-pandemic period. Many firms require
different resources, including a customer base (Hitt et al., 2021; Killen et al., 2012). However,
resource-based theories cannot explain: how important customers are in formulating strategies in
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the retail sector? Our main contribution to the strategic management theory is explaining causal
mechanism (Makadok et al., 2018): why some retailers can be more successful in getting their
most important resource: customers.
This paper also contributes to strategic planning theory. Literature has been exploring how
specific types of contemporary organizations have been planning depending on one specific
organization or a specific category of organizations representing national contexts (Wolf &
Floyd, 2017). However, we showed that customers are an important factor in the actual praxis of
planning. In this context, market orientation should not imply responsiveness to the customer or
customer value as literature has discussed (Schweiger et al., 2019) instead market orientation
must be proactive.
Practical and Managerial Implications
Our results showed that even if all strategic orientations are positively related to customer
orientation, a proactive strategy is far more effective on customers. When we consider business
life in terms of customer demands, it constitutes a very important part of organizational
efficiency. For this reason, the orientation of strategy in business life plays a big role in meeting
customer demands. In this context, the findings of this research contain valuable
recommendations for top managers who are responsible for establishing a strategy for their
organizations. Proactive strategic orientation, which appears as bold, aggressive actions and
decisions by top managers (Droge et al., 2008), constitutes the behavioral dimension in the
process of strategic management. This result is relevant to the study that found managers are the
main factors to establish a firm’s pattern of strategic orientation (Haro-Domínguez et al., 2010).
Because, the strategic development process is more related to the frame of mind, or mental
“orientation” (Wood & Robertson, 1997), that managers bring to the organization.
Limitations and Future Research
The research was limited to commercial logistics service providers only and therefore there is a
need to confirm the results by future studies on whole supply chain management. The study is
heavily dependent on literature and survey from the emerging county. One of the core limitations
of this study relates to the sample size and cross-sectional data. The second limitation is related
to the representativeness of the sample. The sample size was small due to the exploratory nature
of the first part of the research. Further research should require other forms of strategic
orientations that are effective on customer orientation. Further studies should also seek how other
industrial service firms’ strategic orientation will be effective on customer orientation.
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Appendix: Statements
Strategic
Orientation

Customer
orientation

Defensive;
Q1: Our company tries to improve the quality of existing services.
Q2: Our company tries to reduce the costs of the services it provides.
Q3: Our company uses modern techniques in the management of existing service activities.
Q4: Our company constantly works as a team to increase the current service quality.
Q5: Our company occasionally makes important changes in the service technology offered.
Futurity;
Q1: Our company focuses on the future rather than today.
Q2: Our company searches for potential services that will provide competitive advantages in the future.
Q3: Our company pays more attention to future customers than existing customers.
Q4: Our company focuses on market research to determine the customer's future needs rather than the current needs.
Q5: Our company tries to predict future market trends.
Proactive;
Q1: Our company is generally a pioneer in developing new services and technology to market them.
Q2: Our company constantly searches for new opportunities to improve existing services and develop new services.
Q3: Our company is constantly encouraging and supporting to improve the service process and develop new activities.
Q4: Our company concentrates on a new service development process to compete with its competitors.
Q5: As management, our company tries to be ahead of its competitors in producing new services and ideas.
Q1. Our objectives and strategies are driven by the reassurance of customer satisfaction.
Q2. We always try to improve the services that we provide to our customers.
Q3. Competitive strategies are based on understanding customer needs.
Q4. Business strategies are driven by increasing value for customers.
Q5. Customer satisfaction is frequently assessed.
Q6. Close attention is given to after-sales services.
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