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ABSTRACT  

Exponential Organizations (ExOs) are firms able to continuously disrupt their reference 

markets through an extremely ambitious purpose, unconventional ways of organizing, 

and an adaptive culture – all of which are catalysed through a proper usage of digital 

technologies. 

Despite ExO concept is gaining momentum among practitioners, we have scant 

evidence on how “going exponential”. This work is based on a comprehensive and 

systematic literature review with a twofold aim: (1) understanding and reviewing the 

theoretical lenses to better interpret the topic; (2) rigorously placing it in the scientific 

literature, understanding a potential future research agenda for further deepening it.  

This research relies on an inductive approach and a bibliometric analysis carried out 

through VOSviewer to map ExO research with co-occurrences and bibliographic 

coupling analysis. As the term ExO is not yet systematically used into the scientific 

literature, we included several similar concepts that are related to this peculiar kind of 

organizations. Our findings allow demystifying the ExO concept and considering it as 

a way of thinking that allow fostering the development of dynamic capabilities, which 

are conducive to the generation of competitive advantages in highly turbulent contexts. 

Theoretical and empirical contributions are discussed together with a potential research 

agenda. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

In an increasingly dynamic competitive environment firms are pushed to continuously 

adapt and innovate. Companies are required to look for novel ways of organising, 

allowing them to manage continuous innovation (Burton, et al., 2020; Corso & 

Pellegrini, 2007; Martini, et al., 2013).  

The concept of Exponential Organizations (ExOs) introduced by Ismail et al. (2014), 

and later expanded by Palao et al. (2019), fits precisely into this context, as it aims 

extracting the common traits of these organizations. Despite ExOs are gaining 

momentum, it is not clear if they have an intrinsic value or are just a managerial fad.  

A first aspect to consider is related to the term ExOs itself and its storytelling. Thinking 

of the most common examples used to refer to ExOs – Airbnb, Uber, Google, etc. – one 

might be led to think of exponential growth from a financial standpoint. This is not true. 

Although the literature has shown that certain mechanisms foster better performance 

(Subramanian & Balanagarajan, 2018; Thomke, 2020; Teece, 2007; Zeitler, 2019), this 
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is a correlation and not a causation. ExO term derives from the underlying digital 

technologies that all these firms seem capable to handle, which exponentially improve 

in time (see Table 1) and open up novel ways of creating and capturing value (Kurzweil, 

2001).  
 

Technology Average cost for equivalent functionalities Scale Impact 

3D Printing 

 

From $40,000 (2007) to $100 (2017) 400x in 10 years 

Industrial robots 

 

From $500,000 (2008) to $1.000 (2017) 500x in 9 years 

Drones From $100,000 (2007) to $100 (2017) 1,000x in 10 

years 

Solar From $30 (1984) to $0.02 (2018) 1,500x in 24 

years 

Biotech From $10,000,000 (2007) to $100 (2017) 100,000x in 10 

years 

Table 1: Exponential Technologies path (Ismail, et al., 2014). 

According to Ismail et al. (2014), an ExO is “one whose impact (or output) is 

disproportionally large – at least 10x larger – compared to its peers, because of the 

use of new organizational techniques that leverage [digital,] exponential 

technologies.”. This “10x impact” is not rigorously defined or effectively compared. It 

is difficult to generalize as the metrics are different: for Valve it is about market 

capitalization (30x), for Google Ventures about design process (10x), for Airbnb about 

listings per employee (90x), etc. As stated by Díaz-Piloneta et al. (2021), the 

exponential growth approach was addressed long ago by Kendall (1997) and Mitchell 

(1999). These authors emphasized that the basic problem of any organization depends 

on its decisions on what to pay attention to and what to reject. The former addressed 

this issue by taking up the Theory of Constraints (Goldratt & Cox, 1984), while the 

latter identified the typical “stalls” of common thinking and proposed a new set of 

thought processes to overcome these habits and deal with continuous change. These 

considerations are explained in the ExOs concept from two viewpoints: organizational, 

with the term 'Corporate Immune System', exploring aspects of employee involvement 

and establishing a culture of experimentation and data-driven ('fail fast, learn faster') to 

overcome the human tendency to preserve the status quo (Ismail, et al., 2014); 

innovation and technology strategy, with the 6 D’s of Diamandis & Kotler (2015) – 

Digitization, Deception, Disruption, Demonetization, Dematerialization, 

Democratization – or the six phases by which a technology achieves a massive impact 

through a chain reaction (Figure 1). 



  
Figure 1: 6 D’s of exponential model (Diamandis & Kotler, 2015). 

 

These two issues also affect to the limitation of positioning ExOs in the academic scene. 

For instance, the ExOs cannot be analysed in the same way as the High-Growth Firms 

(HGFs) and scale-up concepts, which involve a more numerical lens and is attribute to 

firms with average annualized growth greater than 20% over a three-year period and 

ten or more employees at the beginning of the observation period (OECD, 2007; Coutu, 

2014). In other case, the focus from this perspective is on three aspects: 1) growing 

revenue; 2) growing the customer base; 3) scaling the firm to serve a large and usually 

global market (Sullivan, 2016). As previously highlighted, the ExOs concept refers to 

the exponential growth of technology, “borrowing” evidence gathered from singularity 

research (Kurzweil, 2001; Kurzweil, 2006; Vinge, 1993; Eden, et al., 2013). Such 

research has gained particular attraction, as the focus on the acceleration of 

technological innovation allows an easy validation. Indeed, decades after the first 

suggestion, the trajectory still appears accurate. The question arises how far does the 

focus on the acceleration allow us to understand the changes in organization? It is not 

easy to connect the literature on singularity to the literature on organizational and 

innovation strategy, especially if there are still no clear and unambiguous definitions 

and positioning of the ExOs concept. Not by chance, probably, only recently there are 

scientific papers mentioning it, albeit from different organizational angles: computer 

and information science, sustainability, marketing, etc... (Pompa, 2019; Díaz-Piloneta, 

et al., 2021; Reynolds-Pearson & Hyman, 2020; Ananyin, et al., 2021).  

It can be noted by reviewing the literature on firms defined by Ismail et al. (2014) as 

ExOs, that little is known about them. Moreover, each research stream has given similar 

but not equal definitions to describe these firms (hyper-scalable organizations, agile 

organizations, self-managing organizations, HGFs, etc.) further contributing and 

accentuating to blurring the reference context.  

The value of the work of Ismail, et al. (2014) lies in having gathered a significant 

number of evidence on these firms, being able to be highly credible in answering the 

following questions: What do companies like Google, Airbnb, Spotify, etc. have in 

common? What are their main characteristics? 



According to them, at least four of the attributes described by the acronyms SCALE 

and IDEAS are needed, as well as a Massive Transformative Purpose (MTP), an 

aspirational purpose that plays a key role in stimulating the company to achieve 

exponential value creation, because it should make each individual think about “why” 

they work for and with that company (Sinek, 2009). 

What emerges and appears to be promising is the thinking underlying the concept of 

ExOs: leverage the abundance rather than scarcity (we live in a world full of 

information and resources), technology and knowledge rather than physical assets 

(awareness of the exponential trajectory of technology), the need to continuously 

change and adapt to the environment through a certain level of agility (Diamandis & 

Kotler, 2012; Ismail, et al., 2014; Diamandis & Kotler, 2015; Palao, et al., 2019; 

Diamandis & Kotler, 2020).  

ExOs leverage the SCALE attributes – Staff on Demand, Community and Crowd, 

Algorithms, Leveraged Assets, Engagement – to allow the organization to tap into the 

abundance, i.e., exploit the richness coming from the external environment (access 

ideas, build knowledge, foster creativity and adapt to the uncertainty) while the IDEAS 

attributes – Interfaces, Dashboards, Experimentation, Autonomy, Social Technologies 

– to manage the abundance and drive culture (filter what is coming from outside, 

manage operations, build knowledge, engage in new projects, measure performance, 

foster communication and limit the chaos).  

These aspects highlight three key points that are widely discussed and considered 

crucial by the literature – people, processes, and growth – and so we want to conduct 

this bibliometric research considering ExOs as an orientation, a thinking rather than as 

a real new organizational form or anything else. As such, I want to answer the following 

questions:  

RQ1: which are the theoretical lenses for interpreting ExOs?  

RQ2: what is the future research agenda for the exponential 

orientation/thinking literature?  

2. METHODOLOGY  

This paper mainly adopts an inductive approach, since our goal is of “demystifying 

ExOs”: start from the track record of these organizations (observation) and the related 

concept from the practitioner perspective to build new theory or integrate some of them 

together to explain this phenomenon. 

Initial reading of the seminal ExOs books and a snowball sampling of the literature, 

allowed to understand why it was relevant to study these types of organizations from 

an academic perspective. Then, I chose a systematic literature review (Fink, 2014; 

Tranfield, et al., 2003) to offer a crystalline method that would allow me to be explicit 

in identifying the perimeter of this concept, offer the chance to replicate and advance 

the research, and better elaborate a future agenda.  

In line with this purpose, the possibility to use VOSviewer and thus perform a 

bibliometric analysis is the best solution to also allow the reader for some sort of 

visualization of the evidence collected.  

2.1. SAMPLE SELECTION 

Relying on Scopus, the largest citation database of peer-reviewed literature, it became 

immediately evident that scholars do not treat the aspects of the ExOs concept with this 

term. From a simple search – TITLE-ABS-KEY ("exponential organization*") – in fact, 

only 9 results emerge, of which only 3 come from journals. In this sense, the 



preliminary search conducted in the literature was useful to identify and select 

synonyms that would allow to broaden the search results, ensuring competence and 

representativeness as well as avoiding bias.  

The synonyms chosen for the string along with "exponential organization*" are hyper-

scalable organization, hyper-scalable firm, hyper-scalable company, agile organization, 

digital organization, fast-moving company, fast-growing company, self-managing 

organization, high-growth firms. 

According to our management perspective, the SUBJAREA limitation was used – 

business, social science, decision science –, also allowing you to limit where the Agile 

concept comes from in the IT world. In addition, I chose to select only papers written 

in English and originating from articles and reviews. This is intended to ensure greater 

rigor (articles have more reviews than books or conference papers) but at the same time 

not to limit the knowledge and identification of the concept to top journals. As we will 

see in a moment, an exception was made for the concept of High-Growth Firms (HGFs). 

Some reasoning has also been done on "learning organizations" concept that is 

sometimes erroneously juxtaposed to the concept of ExOs, but then declined. Although 

there are some common traits, this concept is already very mature and refers to specific 

dimensions of knowledge management leaving out other crucial ones of ExOs. 

The final string appears as below and allowed me to collect 493 papers. 
 

TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "exponential organization*"  OR  "hyper-scalable 

organization*"  OR  "hyper scalable organization*"  OR  "hyper-scalable 

firm*"  OR  "hyper scalable firm*"  OR  "hyper-scalable compan*"  OR  "hyper 

scalable compan*"  OR  "agile organization*"  OR  "digital organization*"  OR  

"high-growth firm*"  OR  "fast-moving compan*"  OR  "fast-growing compan*"  

OR  "self-managing organization*" )  AND  ( LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA ,  "BUSI" 

)  OR  LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA ,  "SOCI" )  OR  LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA ,  

"DECI" ) )  AND  ( LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE ,  "ar" )  OR  LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE 

,  "re" ) )  AND  ( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE ,  "English" ) ) 
 

277 of these 493 papers come from the keyword "high growth firm" and so it was 

appropriate to find a way to standardize the database by taking advantage of the 

increased attention to this concept in the top journals. In the 216 papers with all 

keywords except HGFs, in fact, only 7 come from top journals. In the 277 papers of 

HGFs, there are 41.  

In table 2 and 3 are represented respectively the top journals from which come the 7 

papers of the string without HGFs, and the top journals referred to the papers of HGFs 

(we illustrate the journals with more than one publication). 
 

Source Documents Year Citations 

Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice 2 2017 0 

Academy of Management Annals 1 2020 17 

Journal of Financial Economics 1 2020 3 

Public Administration Review 1 2009 5 

Journal of Corporate Finance 1 2007 114 

Accounting Review  1 2005 171 

Table 2: Top journals of the string without HGFs. 

 

 

 



Source Documents Years of Publ.  Avg Cit. 

Journal of Business Venturing 10 1987-2012 172,7 

Journal of Financial and 

Quantitative Analysis 

4 1986-2010 161,3 

Research Policy 4 2012-2021* 70,3 

Journal of Finance 3 1997-2021* 415 

Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal 3 2011-2014 45,7 

Journal of Corporate Finance  2 2014-2016 30,5 

Journal of Financial Economics 2 1995-2021* 396 

Review of Finance 2 2008-2020 19,5 

Table 3: Top journals of the string of HGFs.  
*In the average citation count (Avg cit.), the paper published in 2021 is not counted. 

It can be seen again how fragmented the literature is on these concepts. Furthermore, 

from the 41 papers, the concept of HGFs receives considerable attention mostly from 

the world of finance and entrepreneurship. 

Adding the 216 papers to the 41 papers from HGFs, we then reach 257 papers that are 

the body of knowledge in this bibliometric literature review. The choice of 41 papers 

from HGFs allows us not to unbalance our database and, at the same time, to leverage 

contributions from top journals in a context where we do not have many. In addition, 

this inclusion also allows us to "neutralize" the other more mature concept of these 

synonyms, agile organizations, going from 45% of results to 38%.    

The breadth of the proposed synonyms makes it possible to be fairly confident that we 

have covered the areas of affluence of the ExOs concept (e.g., self-managing 

organizations comes from the world of organization design, agile organizations come 

from the world of technology innovation, HGFs and hyper-scalable come from the 

world of entrepreneurship and startups). 

2.2. VOSVIEWER AND BIBLIOMETRIC ANALYSIS 

After defining the sample and before starting the analysis on VOSviewer, it was 

appropriate to "clean" the extraction made on Scopus. In this sense, plurals were 

eliminated (investments in investment, ecosystems in ecosystem, high growth firms in 

high growth firm) and other components that would have created errors (decision-

making in decision making, small and medium size enterprise in SMEs, etc.). Once 

ready, I started the bibliometric analysis because it is the methodology that better allow 

to identify patterns, have a bigger picture of a phenomenon, and provide a contribution 

useful to advance the research on the topic. Bibliometric analysis in fact, have the 

potential to introduce a systematic, transparent, and reproducible review process that 

help researchers to map the field without subjective bias (Zupic & Čater, 2015). 

Then, the use of VOSviewer as a text mining tool is perfect to highlight the intellectual 

roots of a concept/discipline and/or its use as a lens of analysis for other 

concepts/disciplines (Van Eck & Waltman, 2010; Randhawa, et al., 2016; Van 

Oorschot, et al., 2018). 

The research focused mostly on co-occurrence analysis for the purpose of mapping 

constructs and illustrating research hotspots. Then, after having identified the most 

appropriate theoretical lens, I further investigated through a bibliographic coupling 

analysis.  



3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

This section is divided in three parts: the first one aims to highlight the increasing 

attention towards the topics covered by the ExOs concept; the second one shows the 

results collected with VOSviewer, mapping the body of knowledge, and identifying the 

most appropriate lens to interpret the ExOs concept: Dynamic Capabilities (DCs). 

Finally, in the third part, I further validated the chosen lens and by performing a 

bibliographic coupling analysis I highlighted some possible future avenues.   

3.1 PUBLICATION OUTPUT AND GROWTH TRENDS  

The quantity of the publications is an important indicator that reveals the development 

trends of scientific research. As we can see in figure 2 below, there was a first peak in 

2014 (13 papers), a slight decline in 2015 (7 papers) and then achieving a continuous 

growth until today. The highest peak was reached last year (30 papers), also because of 

the pandemic that have made academics as well as organizations even more aware of 

the importance of being adaptable and change continuously. For this year we are 

already at 29 papers, and it is therefore sure that the growth trend will continue. 
 

 
Figure 2: Documents by year of our 257 papers (Scopus). 

By analysing the provenance of the publications, the concept is of interest across 

various academic communities. In Table 4, there are the top 5 journals per number of 

publications in the last 5 years (2017-2021). JOD is the journal with the most 

publications collecting the interest of the organization design community, then 

Sustainability Switzerland that also deals with issues related to project management and 

then the other three journals that are linked to the academic communities that study how 

technological innovation can help business (BI, CBTJ, TFSC). In the case of TFSC 

there is also a social relevance that aligns with what is called MTP in the ExOs concept.  

 

Source Documents Years of Publ. 

Journal of Organization Design 6 2017-2019 

Sustainability Switzerland 4 2018-2021 

Technological Forecasting and Social Change 4 2020-2021 

Business Informatics 3 2018-2021 

Cutter Business Technology Journal 3 2018-2018 

Table 4: Top 5 journals per number of publications on the topic.  



With one less publication (2 papers) than those shown in the table, there are 9 journals 

that also pertain to the strategy, entrepreneurship, finance, and knowledge management 

communities: Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Global Journal of Flexible 

Systems Management, Industrial and Commercial Training, Journal of Financial 

Economics, Journal of Knowledge Management, Management and Labour Studies, 

Organizational Dynamics, Research Policy, Strategy and Leadership.  

3.2 CO-OCCURRENCES ANALYSIS WITH VOSVIEWER  

The bibliometric data show that there are 1159 keywords in the selected 257 papers. To 

map the perimeter of the concept and illustrate the research hotspots, keywords co-

occurrence was analysed with VOSviewer. The co-occurrence threshold of the 

keywords was set as 4 and 37 items – I removed 4 items that were not relevant: article, 

case study, industry, research – were brought into visualization (Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3: Co-keyword network visualization based on occurrences.  

 

The size of the circle represents the occurrences of keywords. The larger a circle, the 

more a keyword has been co-selected in the publications. The keyword “innovation” 

and “agility” had the strongest relevance. The distance between the two keywords also 

demonstrated relative strength and topic similarity. Circles in the same colour cluster 

suggested a similar topic among these publications.  

From the analysis, we can see the centrality of the intertwining among the cluster of 

"innovation" and "agility" which is particularly interesting for our research perspective. 

Regarding the other three clusters, the following considerations can be made:  

• yellow cluster: more distant from the others, it could be called "entrepreneurship 

and investments".  

• purple cluster: it refers to agile from a different perspective, that of production and 

manufacturing. For this reason, the 3 items are poorly connected with the rest. 

• green cluster: it refers to the IT world, is positioned in the middle of the 

visualization, denoting good connections with the other clusters. However, it should 

be considered that the best-connected items of the cluster can present bias (agile 

organization) or could be included in the red cluster. In the first case, it is plausible 



that “agile organization”, being one of the initial keywords, could be present also in 

this visualization. As the connections show though, when we talk about “agile 

organization” we include three clusters: red, blue, and green.                                                   

Regarding the second case, two examples: the keyword “competitiveness” has 7 

connections out of 10 items in the red cluster, and 7 connections out of 10 items 

(including competition) in the green cluster; talking about “information 

management” today, also implies deepening the themes of knowledge management 

(“red cluster”) and digitalization (“blue cluster”). 

In Figure 4, it can also be seen that the three most distant clusters are also the most 

dated from the viewpoint of the average year of publication.  
 

 
Figure 4: Co-keyword overlay visualization was based on the occurrences and average 

publication per year. 
 

After clarifying the reasons for focusing on the intertwining of the two clusters of 

"innovation" and “agility” to identify the most appropriate lens for interpreting the 

ExOs concept, it is worth delving into the items of each: 

• blue cluster (innovation): artificial intelligence, digital organization, digital 

transformation, digitalization, ecosystem, innovation, sustainability, technological 

development; 

• red cluster (agility): agility, business performance, competitive advantage, decision 

making, dynamic capabilities, knowledge management, leadership, organizational 

agility, organizational culture, strategy. 

As for the blue cluster, the keywords that present connections to the red cluster are 

digital transformation (7), innovation (5), digitalization (3), ecosystem (3) with the 

other four having one or zero. In the red cluster there are only three keywords that have 

more than one connection with the blue cluster: agility (7), strategy (4) and dynamic 

capabilities (3). 

It is obvious that the lenses with the greatest number of connections cannot be taken 

into consideration because of their breadth, so we exclude from our choice: digital 

transformation, innovation, agility, and strategy.  



This leaves us with three keywords from which to choose the theoretical lens with 

which to interpret the ExOs concept: dynamic capabilities, ecosystem, and 

digitalization.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Connections of the three keywords to be selected as a theoretical lens for the study. 
 

In figure 5 above, the various connections of the three keywords. Here some interesting 

aspects can be noted: in the DCs node, relevance is given to organizational aspects, to 

digital transformation and agile organization (green cluster); in the ecosystems node, 

the greatest attention is given to aspects of the blue cluster (artificial intelligence, 

technological development and sustainability) as well as to elements of strategy and 

high growth firms (yellow cluster); in the digitalization node, the focus is mainly on the 

blue cluster and the green cluster (with some dated elements at the level of definition: 

“information management” and “internet”, as shown in fig. 4, belong to a nomenclature 

dating back on average to 2010). Also for this reason, the first two lenses seem to be 

more promising than the latter. 

I decided to focus on DCs for the following reasons: 

• DCs are among those with the highest occurrences and strength link; it is an 

established concept (see fig. 4) and has less variety within it. This is what is 

needed for an initial conceptualization of a practitioner concept.  

• organizational agility (OA) which is one of the nodes in the red cluster, is 

considered in the literature as one of the DCs that an organization can develop 

(Walter, 2021). This obviously increases the relevance of DCs over other lenses. 

• the distinctive aspect of the organizations described by the ExOs concept is the 

ability to adapt and continuously change through unconventional models, 

practices, and technological tools. Thus, an organizational perspective aimed at 

encompassing not only organizational but also innovation elements may be 

more promising than others. 

Completing the considerations about this choice, it is worth highlighting three other 

aspects. 

In Fig. 5, we can see that there is no connection between DCs and innovation. However, 

there is between innovation and OA. Based on our results, it seems that the literature 

deal with them in pairs: we talk about DCs and digital transformation or OA and 

innovation. This could be a gap in the literature that needs to be filled. 

The second aspect concerns the lack of connection between DCs and HGFs. Literature 

has shown how the development of DCs affects performance and growth (Pezeshkan, 

et al., 2016), so potentially there could be a connection to HGFs that has not yet been 

explored. 



3.3 FOCUS ON DCS: CO-OCCURRENCES AND BIBLIOGRAPHIC COUPLING ANALYSIS  

Delving into our selection of 257 papers, it was found that the first paper which 

discusses both concepts is that of Sparrow & Cooper (2014). Considering that the ExOs 

concept was also formulated in the same year, it seemed appropriate to limit this latest 

analysis to the period 2014-2021. The results we are therefore going to comment on in 

Figures 6 and 7 will refer to 147 papers. 
 

 
 

Figure 6: Co-keyword network visualization based on occurrences.  
 

The co-occurrences analysis above is a validation of what was expressed in 3.2. 

Predictably, since the other two are still newer than the DCs, all three of the lenses I 

suggested are present. Four clusters are shown in which the yellow one (agility, DCs, 

and digitalization) is central and acts as a bridge for the others. The blue cluster is the 

one that in the previous visualizations referred to the world of IT without the most dated 

concepts, the green one is that of "innovation" and the red one, this time detached from 

"agility", probably due to the increasing relevance of concepts such as knowledge 

management and decision making. To be underlined also the increase of some circles 

such as digital transformation, agile organization and sustainability that are among the 

most discussed concepts at the time. 

The second analysis of this paragraph is a bibliographic coupling, the analysis that 

allow to connect documents, author, or journals based on shared references. This 

analysis helps to identify and map research fronts, but often fails to identify which 

publication are truly important. Here a fairly established lens such as DCs can help. 

Figure 7 shows the analysis on documents with a threshold of 15 citations per document 

and 31 items in the visualization. 



 
Figure 7: Bibliographic coupling analysis based on documents.  

 

The results clearly show the transversality of the ExOs concept, confirming the intuition 

of interpreting it "simply" as an orientation, a thinking that tries to answer the question 

of how to design organizations in the 21st century. This perspective could meet the 

attention of many scholars (Burton, et al., 2020).  

With such a wide range of fields, industries, and communities to which one could 

contribute, it is difficult to provide a future research agenda for each of these five 

clusters. However, I have named each of them and tried to give some hints:  
 

• red cluster: "organization design" (6 documents) 

Here are papers about self-managing organizations and digital organizations, 

digital transformation from an organizational perspective and the digital 

entrepreneurship ecosystem.  

In line with our lens of DCs, meaningful questions could be: How do companies 

(or ExOs) structure themselves to sense and seize opportunities? How do 

companies transform/reconfigure themselves according to the changing 

context?  

Alternatively, focusing instead on the individual, meso and firm dimensions 

considered by the DCs concept, we could ask:  

o How does technology foster entrepreneurial behaviours within the firm? 

o Which strategies and practices are adopted to foster a more adaptive 

organizational model?  

o How do companies structure themselves to build effective 

experimentation processes? 
 

• green cluster: "information management and technology" (5 documents) 

Here there are papers mainly related to the role of digital technologies 

associated with the theme of people and business performance. As the 

visualisation also shows, this area does not differ much from the previous one. 

As evidence of this, in both clusters we find a paper from TFSC. We then find 

other more specific journals such as International Journal of Information 

Management, Journal of Strategic Information System, Information 

Development and Journal of Organizational Effectiveness.   
 

• purple cluster: "production and manufacturing" (4 documents) 

Agility issues are also studied in production and manufacturing, but in a 

different way than years ago. In the future, this area might also include case 

studies of capital-intensive companies that have changed their business model 

to digital. 



The four documents identified were published in Industrial and Commercial 

Training, International Journal of Healthcare Quality Assurance, International 

Journal of Production Economics. 
 

• yellow cluster: “leadership and strategic management” (4 documents) 

This area sees journals such as California Management Review, Journal of 

Business Ethics, Leadership and Organization Development Journal.  

The lens of DCs could lend itself well, for example in association with the 

VUCA context – Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, Ambiguity – which was 

the subject of a call for papers by CMR in 2018 (Millar, et al., 2018). MTP, a 

central attribute of the ExOs concept, perhaps analysed from an individual 

perspective could have a strong impact on this community: how the C-level 

people could develop an "exponential" leadership? 
 

• blue cluster: “knowledge management and decision making” (4 documents) 

Here much emphasis is placed on the concept of knowledge management and 

how it should be considered and exploited to tame change. Here the cited 

authors have published in Strategic Change, European Management Journal, 

Journal of Knowledge Management, Management Decisions.  
 

Based on these clusters, it is worth focusing on some of them to make better use of the 

lenses identified for interpreting ExOs in the future. In this sense, for our innovation 

management perspective, it is worth focusing especially on the red and green cluster 

(Fig.7). From this bibliographic coupling analysis, three interesting elements also 

emerged: one reinforces the last choice, and two others should be explored.  

The first is the reinforcing one. The theme of ecosystems emerges within the red cluster 

and therefore could be part of the reasoning regarding new organizational models and 

the meso level of DCs, as suggested by several authors (Moccia, et al., 2019; Schilke, 

et al., 2018; Thomke, 2020). Ecosystems are a very appealing part of the literature, not 

least because of their complexity. The fuzzy literature on them is also one of the reasons 

why we preferred DCs as a lens for this study. However, possible future avenues could 

be to investigate which DCs are best suited to orchestrate ecosystems. On this, it will 

first have to be defined which ecosystem to focus on among the many defined in the 

literature, often also in contrast to each other (Jacobides, et al., 2018; Cavallo, et al., 

2019; Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). 

The second aspect, the first of the “question mark”, is related to the fact that the blue 

cluster is opposite to the red and green clusters (Fig. 7). As much as even intuitively the 

organization-information-knowledge relationship and one would expect the blue cluster 

next to the other two. Nevertheless, this is not the case. Future research could explore 

with a larger number of papers whether indeed there is not such a poor connection when 

talking about these three themes in the ExOs concept. 

Finally, the third aspect poses the question regarding the nature of ExOs. Since they are 

built on exponential technologies, I would have expected to find a cluster that gave 

prominence to product themes. There might have been themes related to creativity, 

experimentation, and innovation. There might have been another cluster related to start-

ups (many ExOs were born that way) and entrepreneurship. This was not the case in 

this analysis, but from reading the papers it can be said that some of these aspects were 

mostly embedded in the papers of the red and green clusters. In considering future 

research, it might be interesting: playing with a DCs like ambidexterity to understand 

how companies deal with the exploit-explore dilemma; investigating the potential link 

between DCs and HGFs, adding evidence on the entrepreneurship area; conducting a 



cross-industry analysis, understanding how hub companies of an ecosystem behave to 

orchestrate them to their advantage.  

4. CONCLUSION  

This paper aimed to demystify the ExOs concept, meaning the fact that it has been 

almost ignored in the academic literature to date. Scholars use other terms to describe 

concepts like ExOs and pertaining to their research streams. They mention agile 

organizations, self-managing organizations, high-growth firms, hyper-scalable 

companies and so on.   

Our paper sheds light on this, pointing out in a structured and rigorous way the 

keywords to include for framing this concept in the literature. Furthermore, I highlight 

the growing trend in terms of publications on these topics. Subsequently, through 

bibliometric analysis, it was possible to visualise the intertwining of "innovation" and 

"agility". This intertwining led to the identification of three theoretical lenses through 

which we answered our first research question (which are the theoretical lenses for 

interpreting ExOs?). 

Through the focus on DCs, perhaps the most appropriate lens of the three identified, I 

reasoned about the five clusters identified with VOSviewer, resolved some doubts (e.g., 

to which area do the ecosystems belong?) and answered the second research question 

(what is the future research agenda for the exponential orientation/thinking 

literature?). 

Here I suggested some interesting research questions and oriented towards those 

"interesting elements” I wrote about in 3.3.  

The value of this study lies in having demonstrated with good objectivity the perimeters 

of the ExOs concept and why it is convenient to consider it as a thinking. Little is still 

known about these organizations, and the evidence could also increase if we consider 

digital transformation paths that embody many ExOs concepts (not by chance that ExO 

Sprint, Purpose Launchpad exist). 

To conclude, this work shows how it is promising and relevant to focus on two main 

areas that I have called "organization design" and "information management and 

technology" in Fig. 7. In identifying the questions (3.3), it is suggested to focus on those 

organizational domains aimed at fostering the development of DCs - e.g. adaptive 

organizational design, ambidextrous experimenting, innovation ecosystem 

orchestration -, which in turn lead to the tendency to continuously change and adapt to 

the context, generating competitive advantage. 

There are plenty of opportunities for other researchers as well: starting with exploring 

the other theoretical lenses suggested or understanding which of the ecosystems 

(business, innovation entrepreneurship, etc.) best describes the ExOs concept. 
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