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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to disclose a drawback in the 
literature of the constructs of market orientation (MO) and customer 
orientation (CO). This flaw is indeed the lack of a systematic literature 
review of both concepts. This literature review should serve not only to 
collect all the literature regarding both constructs, but also to identify 
and classify the different relationships between MO and CO suggested 
by academics.

The methodology is therefore divided in two, a first stage where 
a systematic literature review is conducted and a second stage where 
each study would be classified according to their positioning relative to 
the MO-CO relationship.

The preliminary results suggest that there are three research 
streams regarding the MO-CO relationship: (1) MO and CO are 
analogous, (2) CO is part of MO, and (3) MO and CO are independent 
constructs. This conclusion must still be confirmed with the systematic 
literature review and used to catalogue the eventually collected 
studies.

A key contribution of this research is to help academics to have 
access to the main literature about MO and CO and provide them with 
an adequate reference to frame their studies in one of the three 
research streams that have been identified. A potential contribution for 
professionals is the synthesis of several theories regarding MO and CO 
that could facilitate their implementation in companies and eventually 
improve their performance.

KEY WORDS: Market orientation; customer orientation; literature 
review; COSE; service marketing.
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INTRODUCTION

Market orientation (MO) and customer orientation (CO) are two well-
known constructs in the marketing literature in general (Kohli and 
Jaworski, 1990; Narver and Slater, 1990; Saxe and Weitz, 1982; 
Deshpandé et al., 1993), and in services marketing in particular 
(Kelley, 1992; Brady and Cronin, 2001; Hennig-Thurau and Thurau, 
2003).
According to Rodriguez Cano et al. (2004), there is an enormous 
quantity of studies dedicated to these constructs due to their relevance 
for the marketing concept and their capacity to predict business 
performance. Unfortunately, the more studies are published the more 
different positionings appear regarding the relationship of both. This 
makes the approach to any of these constructs very complex and 
discouraging.
To the best of our knowledge, no authors have taken time to collect, 
study and arrange the huge available literature regarding MO and CO. 
This is the aim of the preliminary literature review presented in this 
study. However, because of the particularities of both constructs and 
their interconnections, the literature review should aim not only to 
collect everything that has been written to the date about MO and CO, 
but also to investigate the different approaches to the relationships 
between MO and CO.

PRELIMINARY LITERATURE REVIEW

Market orientation

There is the general agreement in the literature that MO is a necessary 
means for the implementation of the marketing concept (Gray and 
Hooley, 2002). Indeed, the term of MO and how to implement it was 
already mentioned by the middle of the last century (Keith, 1960). 
However, it was not until the last decade of the twentieth century that 
relevant MO research and a theory was published. Kohli and Jaworski 
(1990) stated that the implementation of the marketing concept 
underpinned by a sufficient framework had not been adequately 
addressed. 
They defined MO as the “implementation of the marketing concept” 
and therefore described a market-oriented organisation as “one whose 
actions are consistent with the marketing concept” (Kohli and Jaworski, 
1990, p. 1), and identified the three elements that support MO: market 
intelligence, intelligence dissemination and responsiveness to market 
intelligence.
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Simultaneously, Narver and Slater (1990) developed an empirical 
approach to MO by measuring its effect on business profitability. 
According to them, MO is the company culture that has three 
behavioural components: customer orientation, competitor orientation, 
and interfunctional coordination. They also demonstrated that 
profitability is determined by the level of MO.
This connection was also demonstrated by Jaworski and Kohli (1993) 
who concluded that the MO of a company has a significant impact on 
its performance, in spite of any exogenous factors like competition, 
market context or technological changes. Yet despite that similarity in 
the outcomes of the company MO, it is important to point out that the 
approach of Narver and Slater was different to that followed by Kohli 
and Jaworski (1990), with regards to one significant aspect. MO was 
considered to be a behaviour that emanates from organisational 
culture, thus, MO was not considered to be a cultural aspect itself 
(Slater and Narver, 2000). 

Customer orientation

Even prior to the development of the concept of MO in 1990 as 
presented above, CO was already identified as a key factor in the 
marketing field and was measured empirically in sales teams from 
different retail, industrial, and service companies (Saxe and Weitz, 
1982). CO was then defined as the practice of the marketing concept 
at the employee level. Its importance emerges from the difficult 
challenge that implied its conceptualisation and the further 
development of a measurement instrument with the aim of assessing 
and evaluating the construct, and eventually, its impact on business 
success. This justifies why a selected group of distinguished scholars 
have profusely studied CO, with particular interest on the service sector 
(Kelley, 1992; Brown et al., 2002; Donavan et al., 2004; Ifie, 2014).

On the one hand, many of these studies have proposed a new CO 
model and a corresponding measurement scale, with, in most of the 
cases, a series of consequences, like business performance 
(Deshpandé et al., 1993), customer satisfaction (Hennig-Thurau, 
2004),  customer value (Blocker et al., 2011), or customer-oriented 
deviance (Leo and Russell-Bennett, 2014), to name but a few. 
Surprisingly, many of these new configurations of the construct of CO 
did not clearly state its relationship with the construct of MO. This 
situation calls into question the adequacy of the model in case new 
authors would dare to use them.

On the other hand, other authors limited their work to use previously 
proposed models to reformulate the construct (Thomas et al., 2001), 
reinterpret them (Morales Mediano and Ruiz-Alba, 2018) or simply 
apply CO measurement scales in new settings or to explore new 
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consequences (Bejou et al., 1998; Ifie, 2014). This approach 
diminished their contributions, however confirmed the interest of the 
academia for the construct.

These two circumstances; (1) the lack of a clear statement of the MO-
CO relationship and (2) the remarkable interest of the construct within 
the academia prove the need for a definitive literature review of the 
topic.

THE MO AND CO CONTINUUM

Despite the high acceptance of both MO and CO constructs, Shapiro 
(1988) expressed his consternation at the vague differentiation that 
academic literature had made up until then between MO and CO. 
Unfortunately, such differentiation has not been sufficiently discussed 
in the literature yet, and there is limited consensus in terms of an 
interpretation of the constructs (Hennig-Thurau and Thurau, 2003). For 
instance, Homburg et al. (2011) grouped the positions into two; (1) 
those that consider CO as part of MO at the company level, and (2) 
those that consider CO as an independent and employee-level 
construct. However, that differentiation is imprecise, as there are 
actually three different research streams that treat the relationship 
between both constructs differently:

• CO and MO are analogous terms for the same construct. This 
conception is assumed by Shapiro (1988), Kohli and Jaworski 
(1990), and Deshpandé, Farley and Webster (1993). 
“We see customer and market orientations as being 
synonymous” (Deshpandé, Farley and Webster, 1993, p. 27).

• CO is a component of MO (Narver and Slater, 1990; Siguaw et 
al., 1994; Chang and Chen, 1998).
“The components indicated in the market orientation scale 
represent the instruments with which salespeople are equipped 
to use customer orientation” (Siguaw et al., 1994, p. 107).
Furthermore, a few authors give explicit priority, theoretically 
(Peters and Austin, 1985) and empirically (Siguaw and 
Diamantopoulus, 1995; Polo Peña et al., 2015) to CO –over MO– 
considering the former to be of vital importance in the most 
successful companies, particularly those operating in the service 
sector.

• CO is different to MO, particularly in the service sector. The 
differences are twofold; (1) CO is a behavioural concept, 
whereas MO can be cultural or behavioural, depending on the 
author, and (2) CO is at the individual level, while MO is at the 
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organisational level. This position is endorsed by Kelley (1992), 
Hoffman and Ingram (1992), Brown et al. (2002), Hennig-
Thurau and Thurau (2003), Donavan et al. (2004), and Yoo and 
Arnold (2014).
“Researchers working at the organisation level have identified 
several organisational outcomes of market orientation… 
However, our research [about customer orientation] addresses 
how the marketing concept is implemented at the level of the 
individual [service] worker.” (Donavan et al., 2004, p. 128).

Table 1 shows a summary of the three research streams identified:

TABLE 1. MO/CO research streams

Research 
stream

Main aspects Examples of authors

MO and CO 
are 
synonyms.

− MO and CO are the same, 
and therefore, both terms 
are interchangeable.

− They do not refer to a 
behavioural construct of 
the employee but to an 
organisational construct 
related to the culture and 
beliefs.

Shapiro (1988)
Kohli and Jaworski (1990)
Deshpandé et al. (1993)

CO is part of 
MO.

− CO is a behavioural 
construct but part of MO 
which has an 
organisational scope.

− MO influences the 
customer-oriented 
behaviour.

Narver and Slater (1990)
Deng and Dart (1994)
Siguaw et al. (1994)
Chang and Chen (1998)

CO and MO 
are 
independent.

− CO is always a 
behavioural construct at 
the employee level.

− Therefore, it is possible 
that companies with low 
level of MO have 
employees with high level 
of CO, and the other way 
around.

Kelley (1992)
Hoffman and Ingram (1992)
Brown et al. (2002)
Hennig-Thurau and Thurau (2003)
Donavan et al. (2004)

Source: Author’s own research.

Review proposals

As this study has presented, the dispute between MO and CO is a 
constant in the literature and theoretical debate, and one cannot say 
that it has been solved. This is the reason why researchers should take 
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a stance themselves in order to conduct their studies adequately, and 
hence, having the three research streams clearly differentiated should 
be a starting point. Therefore, the critical review of the three research 
streams presented above should be further developed.

Review proposal 1: To systematically explore and identify the 
literature pertaining to each of the three research streams 
identified, highlighting the differences and commonalities.

Similar to MO, the construct of CO has received diverse interpretations 
and measurement models. This wide variety of models makes it 
necessary to review and discuss the main, and more prolific, 
conceptualisations that have been published by scholars so far.

Review proposal 2: To critically review the main CO 
conceptualisations for services, classifying them in one of the 
three research streams presented before and indicating their 
main advantages as well as their level of acceptance amongst 
academics.

POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTIONS

With this review of the scientific literature we expect to contribute to 
the advance of the field of services marketing with the following:

1. Critical revision and discussion about the current state of 
knowledge regarding the differentiation between MO and CO. 
This should help academics to better understand a topic of 
interest such as MO and CO.

2. The identification and detailed explanation of the three research 
streams involving MO and CO. This contribution would guide 
academics in selecting the ideal research stream that better fits 
their future studies.

3. Provide an exhaustive review of the published research regarding 
CO in service companies claiming to measure the construct. 
Consequently, models lacking originality, with limited impact or 
not sufficiently adequate for the service context will be discarded, 
and the most appropriate model according to these criteria will 
be identified and classified according to one of the three research 
streams about MO and CO. 

We also expect to help practitioners to facilitate their access to the 
different theories regarding MO and CO and therefore to ease their 
practical application. This application would ultimately help companies 
to improve their performance (Jaworski and Kohli, 1993; Deshpandé 
et al., 1993), profitability (Narver and Slater, 1990; Chang and Chen, 
1998), and other customer-related outcomes (Hennig-Thurau, 2004; 
Morales Mediano and Ruiz-Alba, 2008).
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