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Abstract 

Digitalization, globalization, and environmental awareness make the operating environments 

inherently systemic, complex, and volatile. Hence, research on shaping strategies, i.e., agentic 

efforts to influence how the operating environment evolves, is gaining increased attention 

both in marketing and strategic management. The special issue focusing on “Using shaping-

strategies to thrive in the age of disruption” aims to take stock of, digest and reduce what is 

known about shaping strategies, and highlight gaps impeding progress in our understanding. 

Before summarizing the papers in the special issue, we first explore a set of questions by a 

cross-fertilization of literatures, namely: (1) what is being shaped, (2) why are shaping 

strategies pursued, (3) when is shaping done, (4) who is the shaper, (5) how is the shaping 

done, and (6) what are its consequences? For each of these questions, we explore what is 

known from extant research and simultaneously generate a research agenda as a foundation 

for future research directions. 
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1. Introduction 

Agentic efforts to influence how the operating environment evolves have gained interest both 

in strategic management and strategic marketing, notably under the terms “shaping 

strategies” (Helfat, 2021) and “artificial evolution” (Patvardhan & Ramachandran, 2020) in 

the former, and “market-shaping” (Nenonen et al., 2019a), “market innovation” (Sprong et 

al., 2021) and “service ecosystem design” (Vink et al., 2021) in the latter. 

Despite the heterogeneous origins of shaping strategy research, most definitions of 

shaping strategies highlight similar points: (1) the agency of the focal actor(s) (Nenonen & 

Storbacka, 2021), (2) a purposive process (Nenonen et al., 2019a; Patvardhan and 

Ramachandran, 2020), and hence (3) they proactively influence the direction of the 

organization–environment co-evolution (Helfat, 2021). While the level and exact 

manifestations of intentionality may vary (Hawa et al., 2020; Patvardhan & Ramachandran, 

2020), what unites shaping strategies is the intention to move beyond adapting to one’s 

operating environment (Helfat, 2021).  

The phenomenon is near-universal. All operating environments undergo multiple, often 

conflicting shaping efforts. For that reason alone, the actions by focal actors lack full 

Austinian performativity (MacKenzie, 2004), or perfect causation of their system-level 

consequences. Causation between focal actors and their operating environments is not only 

imperfect but bi-directional. Furthermore, operating environments – which include their 

component actors and elements – evolve through an interplay of not only deliberate shaping 

efforts and indeed reactive adaptation on the one hand, but spontaneously emerging system 

properties on the other (Vargo et al., 2022). Emergence in general denotes the advent of 

properties qualitatively different from, and not reducible to, previous system elements (Capra 

& Luisi, 2014; Deacon, 2006). Recent works both in marketing (Nenonen et al., 2019a; 

Vargo et al., 2022; Vink et al. 2021) and management (Levinthal, 2020; Patvardhan & 
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Ramachandran, 2020) recognize this duality of deliberate actions on actor level and 

spontaneous emergence on system level. 

Literature on shaping strategies began accumulating in earnest in the early 2000s and 

continues to burgeon. Recently there have been efforts to consolidate our understanding of 

shaping strategies. Helfat (2021) underscores firm–market co-evolution and draws the basic 

conceptual line between shaping and adaptation. Vargo et al. (2022) select emergence as their 

starting point and portray shaping as the fourth-order emergence characterizing all social 

systems, coexisting with the omnipresent lower orders of emergence: specifically of novel 

system properties, novel patterns, and reactive reproduction. Sprong et al.’s (2021) literature 

review identify six thematic clusters in the area of market innovation research, while Flaig et 

al.’s (2021a) qualitative meta-analysis distills a three-phased generic market-shaping process. 

Nenonen and Storbacka (2021), meanwhile, take a theoretical approach and provide an 

overview of seven prevalent theoretical perspectives on market-shaping.  

These advances notwithstanding, we propose that shaping strategy research would 

benefit from a more comprehensive conceptual stock take, abstracting from theoretical 

divisions but enhancing knowledge of the concept and phenomenon (Jaakkola, 2020). Thus, 

in this editorial we summarize the current understanding of shaping strategies and outline 

avenues for future research.  

Given the theoretical heterogeneity and fragmentation of shaping strategy literature, we 

have chosen to ask a relatively atheoretical set of questions: (1) what is being shaped, (2) why 

are shaping strategies pursued, (3) when is shaping done, (4) who is the shaper, (5) how is the 

shaping done, and (6) what are its consequences? We hope that this structure offers a 

meaningful structure “to guide the reader toward a better understanding of the focal 

phenomenon and provide a foundation for insights about future research directions” 

(Palmatier et al., 2018, p. 4). The six questions form the rows of Table 1.  
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Table 1. Shaping strategy research: current understanding and gaps 
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Table 1. Continued 
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2. What is being shaped? 

The object of shaping strategies bears many labels in different disciplines or literature 

streams. Marketing often refers to a “market” or “(service) ecosystem”; whereas strategic 

management may refer to both “markets” and “industries”; and economic sociology variously 

to “markets”, “fields”, “networks”, and so on (Möller et al., 2020). As we cover a multitude 

of literature streams, we will follow the example of Möller et al. (2020) and refer to the 

object using a “wide and neutral” construct, i.e., the ‘operating environment’ that shaping 

strategies try to influence. The operating environment can be seen as a context for value co-

creation and as a complex adaptive system (Holbrook 2003; Mele et al., 2015; Nenonen et al., 

2019a; Vargo et al., 2017). 

Differentiating between creating a “brand new” operating environment and an “old” 

operating environment that has simply been changed is challenging. Some instances of 

shaping are indeed more akin to the formation of an operating environment where none 

existed before, around a new technology or idea (cf., Lee et al., 2018; Mason et al., 2017; 

Moeen et al., 2020), whereas others resemble the transformation of a recognizable existing 

operating environment (cf., Geiger & Gross, 2018; Kindström et al., 2018; Pontikes & 

Rindova, 2020). “Transformation” need not imply dramatic change but rather serves as 

shorthand for everything that is not formation. 

To better understand what aspects of the operating environment are being targeted for 

(trans)forming, many theoretical perspectives implicitly or explicitly divide it into three 

nested levels or layers: micro, meso and macro. Möller et al. (2020) go further and 

conceptualize the operating environment as four nested layers: actors (micro), focal 

ecosystems (lower meso), business fields (upper meso), and socio-economic-technological 

systems (macro). Splitting the meso layer better guides strategy makers through a 
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subjectivity-objectivity dilemma: Each actor perceives the operating environment somewhat 

differently, yet it is a shared social context. According to Möller et al. (2020), micro and 

lower meso layers are more subjective, upper meso and macro more inter-subjective or even 

objective.  

A complementary perspective on the operating environment focuses on the elements or 

processes comprising it. Exact categorizations depend on one’s theoretical perspective. 

However, most conceptualizations include elements such as: the offering to be exchanged 

and its qualification and/or pricing; mode of exchange; actors involved in the exchange; other 

actors in the network; technologies and infrastructure; representations of the operating 

environment such as terminology and statistics; and legal or moral norms guiding actors’ 

behavior (cf., Harrison & Kjellberg, 2016; Kindström et al. 2018; Lee et al., 2018; Nenonen 

et al., 2019a).  

Plainly, the object of shaping strategies relates to the subject – the shaping actor. Being 

commercial, a firm often chooses to influence the operating environment indirectly by 

innovating business model elements, assuming these micro-level changes will flow onto the 

meso and macro levels over time (cf., Biggemann et al., 2013; Holloway & Sebastiao, 2010; 

Storbacka & Nenonen, 2011). Shaping strategies can target the demand (cf., Burr, 2014) 

and/or supply side (cf., Ozcan & Hannah, 2020; Ulkuniemi et al., 2015) of the operating 

environment. Public actors, in particular and in contrast, may directly target the “rules of the 

game” on the meso or macro levels. Examples include influencing regulations (Mountford & 

Geiger, 2020). Furthermore, different elements’ performative power over the development of 

the operating environment likely varies with context. Further research could illuminate 

respective elements’ power under specific conditions.  

A few typologies of the content of shaping strategies – which elements are being 

shaped – have emerged. For example, Humphreys and Carpenter (2018) categorize shaping 
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strategies by the “basis of competition” (technological innovation vs. symbolic leadership), 

while Jaworski et al. (2020) differentiate shaping strategies by the focus of shaping efforts 

(cultural vs. functional). Flaig et al. (2021b), on the other hand, propose a typology based on 

the shaping intention (defensive vs. offensive) and perception of the operating environment 

(stable vs. unstable). All three typologies could inform further empirical research into the 

effectiveness of varying configurations of elements targeted under different conditions. 

Towards that end, Nenonen et al. (2019a) found that of 21 successful market-shaping firms 

none had addressed either a sole element or all elements. This suggests shapers need to 

identify patterns or configurations of elements to shape. Explicating such patterns would 

repay research effort. 

3. Why pursue shaping strategies? 

Curiously enough, beyond the aim to do more than merely adapt to one’s operating 

environment (Helfat 2021), the exact motivation of shaping strategies is left implicit in much 

literature. Why exactly do organizations pursue shaping strategies? Many studies highlight 

benefits for the shaping firm such as improved financial performance or market share (cf., 

Gavetti et al., 2017; Kumar et al., 2000; Stathakopoulos et al., 2022; Tang et al., 2021; Van 

Vuuren & Wörgötter 2013), sometimes also called entrepreneurial rents (Alvarez, 2007) or 

influence rents (Keyhani et al., 2015). Thus, we may assume a leading motivation behind 

commercial firms’ shaping strategies is improved business performance.  

Importantly, as shaping strategies alter the operating environment – and these 

alterations impact also other actors – performance improvements need not be limited to the 

focal shaper. The concept of stakeholder synergy, whereby value can be not only co-created 

but synergistically shared among stakeholders (Tantalo & Priem, 2016), suggests that actual 

benefits of a shaping strategy pursued by a commercial firm may spill over as improved 



9 

 

outcomes to customers, suppliers, channel partners and even competitors. So far though, little 

research qualifies or quantifies the spillover (business) performance outcomes that could 

make investments in shaping strategies much more attractive. 

However, whereas current management and marketing research predominantly portrays 

shapers as firms, non-firm actors actively shape their operating environments too, and 

managers need to grasp this reality. Thus, we posit that the motivations behind shaping 

strategies are more numerous and heterogeneous than merely improved competitive 

advantage and business performance. Even within firms’ own initiatives, one might expect 

the mounting pressures for corporate social responsibility and sustainability reporting to 

motivate shaping strategies aimed to improve non-financial bottom lines.  

Whatever the reason, the literature about shaping strategies for improved environmental 

and social outcomes remains slender, especially in mainstream marketing and management 

(Nenonen & Storbacka, 2021). Hence recent calls to broaden the scope of shaping strategies 

in practice and research from a sole focus on economic improvement to sustainability (Sheth 

& Parvatiyar, 2021). The first empirical studies answering this call are now emerging. They 

explore the application of shaping strategies for social change (Kullak et al., 2022; 

Tarnovskaya et al., 2022) and increased resilience (Beninger & Francis, 2021; Fehrer & 

Bowe, 2022). However, environmental motivations behind shaping strategies remain largely 

unresearched. To better grasp the use of shaping strategies for environmental and social 

sustainability, two research streams outside mainstream marketing and management look 

particularly promising. First, the economics of innovation has developed theories about 

mission-oriented innovation. This goes beyond fixing market failures to expressly shaping 

market systems for inclusive growth and environmental sustainability (Mazzucato, 2016, 

2022; Mazzucato & Ryan-Collins, 2022). Second, the corpus on strategic agency in 

sustainability transitions literature is maturing apace (Novalia et al., 2018; Werbeloff et al., 
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2016). In their systematic review of the latter, Koistinen and Teerikangas (2021) find 

growing interest over 2014–2018 in agentic efforts to influence the operating environment for 

increased sustainability – but that this research is scattered and theoretically fragmented.  

Further research is needed on how to balance the business, social and environmental 

objectives of shaping strategies. Notably, emerging evidence suggests that even when 

environmental and social benefits are pursued, economic growth remains the main motivation 

(Giuliani et al., 2021). Work on “contested markets” (cf., Debenedetti et al., 2021; Dorobantu 

et al., 2017), where “the legal, cultural, and moral legitimacy of the plural logics are in flux 

and in tension and where market actors try to shape the market via adopting series of 

institutional work” (Coscuner-Balli et al., 2021, p. 663), as well as “moral markets” 

(Georgallis & Lee, 2020), “concerned markets” (Geiger et al., 2014) and “concerned 

innovation” (D'Antone et al., 2017) may help research into balancing increasingly 

heterogeneous objectives of shaping strategies.  

4. When is shaping done? 

Would-be shapers need to the timing of their initiatives in relation to the state of the 

operating environment. Systemic operating environments differ in their capacity to take and 

retain form at different times (Nenonen et al., 2014). Viable systems typically exhibit both 

high compatibility between system elements and several feedback loops that act as stabilizing 

mechanisms (Peters et al., 2020). Stable operating environments relatively resist shaping 

attempts; disrupted ones are relatively amenable to them. Therefore, it is much easier to 

nudge a disrupted operating environment in a specific direction than move a stable one in any 

direction (Nenonen & Storbacka, 2020a). These insights suggest that actors wanting to 

engage in shaping strategies should time their efforts to periods of instability or discontinuity, 

when their operating environment is being disrupted or is in turmoil (Luksha, 2008; Nenonen 
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& Storbacka, 2020a; Pedersen & Ritter, 2022). Empirically though, too little literature studies 

the timing of shaping strategies’ implementation vis-à-vis the operating environment. Hence 

answering our question of when shaping is done needs empirical investigation to integrate 

and confirm or contest the work on when it should be done. Studies of failed shaping 

strategies would particularly help us understand timing and actor–operating environment co-

evolution (Ozcan & Santos, 2015).  

The timing of the shaping strategies should also be considered in relation to the actions 

of other actors. Even if the operating environment is in flux, and hence receptive to shaping 

efforts, should the shaper strive to be the first mover or a follower? Considerable research 

studies the first mover/fast follower dilemma for those entering new markets or launching 

innovations in various industrial contexts (cf., Chiu et al., 2006; Katila & Chen, 2008; 

Markides & Geroski, 2004; Posen & Chen, 2013; Posen et al., 2013). Furthermore, there is 

evidence that operating environments exhibiting network effects, such as platform-based 

markets, may encourage first (or early) mover advantages (Iansiti & Levien, 2004; McIntyre 

& Srinivasan, 2017). On the other hand, if the operating environment requires 

complementary assets and/or actors to work efficiently, it would be wise to postpone 

implementing shaping strategies until these complementarities have emerged (Adner, 2012; 

Adner & Kapoor, 2010). However, because studies still concern market entry (“market” 

mostly denoting a geographical area or product category) or product launch, they alone 

cannot guide timing for shaping strategies.  

Empirical research on shaping strategies suggests they are slow (Baker & Nenonen, 

2020; Humphreys, 2010; Maciel & Fischer, 2020; Storbacka & Nenonen, 2015). Typically, 

shaping strategies took years to significantly change operating environment. Hence shaping 

seems best suited for longer-term strategies and as a complement to shorter-term competitive 

strategies. Yet again, literature on how exactly long-term shaping strategies and other 



12 

 

strategic initiatives (both long and short term) co-exist and interact is slight. Furthermore, 

how fast the operating environment changes (or can change) is likely to vary. Hence, more 

research on the speed of change in various contexts would aid decision making. 

5. Who is the shaper? 

When it comes to identifying which types of actors implement shaping strategies, the 

shaping strategy literature has two common biases. First, research has centered on 

commercial firms as the focal actors shaping or driving the market (Jaworski et al., 2000; 

Narver et al., 2004; Nenonen et al. 2019a). However, as aspirations to shape the operating 

environment are not confined to firms: consumers (Dolbec & Fischer, 2015; Martin & 

Schouten, 2014; Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013), industry associations (Cropper & Bor, 2018; 

Prokopovych 2015), public actors (Kaartemo et al., 2020; Mountford & Geiger, 2020) and 

nation states (Mazzucato, 2016; Nguyen & Özçaglar-Toulouse, 2021) also pursue shaping 

strategies. The recent calls to broaden shaping strategies from economic improvement to 

increased sustainability (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 2021) will require more research on the shaping 

strategies of public actors, including nation states and supranational organizations such as the 

European Union (EU). This is particularly relevant if/when the climate emergency causes 

public actors to expand their roles from fixing market failures with regulation and creating 

specialist marketplaces (e.g., carbon emission trading scheme) to also proactively forming 

new and transforming existing market systems for improved sustainability (Mazzucato & 

Ryan-Collins, 2022).  

Second, much of the research has focused on the shaping efforts by a single actor. 

However, both formation (Baker & Nenonen, 2020; Maciel & Fischer, 2020) and 

transformation (Lee et al., 2018; Randhawa et al., 2022; Struben et al., 2020) of operating 

environments commonly require collective efforts by a multitude of actors – either in loose, 
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informal consortia or under the auspices of more formal multi-actor organizations. To better 

understand collective shaping, much could be learned from the rich literature on social 

movements. These are typically loosely organized group actions, involving both individuals 

and organizations, pursuing (or resisting) social or political changes in the operating 

environment (Scott & Marshall, 2009; see Georgallis & Lee, 2020 in a market entry context). 

Furthermore, scrutinizing how industry or trade associations deliberately pursue shaping 

strategies would tease apart the passive, “voice of the industry” stance they are often assumed 

to take and a more active shaping (Rajwani et al., 2015).  

Our definition of shaping strategies requires focal actors to exercise their agency to 

influence the direction of the organization–environment co-evolution. However, this agency 

can manifest in several forms – hence some interest in the different actor roles in shaping 

strategies. Nenonen and Storbacka (2020a) differentiate “shapers” (who lead the shaping 

efforts) from “supporters” (who consciously participate in the necessary collective action). In 

their examination of whether actors support/oppose a vision, and are active/passive, Flaig and 

Ottoson (2022) identified six roles: “driver”, “supporter”, “missionary”, “catalyzer”, “rival”, 

and “detractor”. More empirical and longitudinal research is needed – especially as roles are 

likely fluid over the shaping process. 

The choices between different actor roles in shaping strategies may also be explained 

by actors’ relational characteristics, such as relative power position and ownership structure 

(of especially commercial firms). Even though research on “keystone actors” (Zahra & 

Nambisan, 2012; Poblete et al., 2022) ventures that power differences may significantly 

explain why certain actors choose particular shaping roles, scant research explicitly examines 

power in shaping strategies. Similarly, extant research has largely assumed all commercial 

firms are the same, regardless of ownership structure. However, enthusiasm for (risky and 
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long-term) shaping strategies may well vary between family-owned, stock-listed, venture 

capitalist-funded, or cooperative companies. This is another promising avenue for research.  

6. How is shaping done? 

How shaping strategy processes unfold was relatively unexplored until recent 

publications. A common feature, independent of the theoretical foundations is to divide the 

process of change in complex systems into three or four phases (Giddens, 1984; Johnson et 

al., 2006; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Möller, 2010; Storbacka & Nenonen, 2011; Flaig et 

al.’s (2021a). Building on Storbacka & Nenonen (2011), we explore three phases of shaping 

strategies: origination, mobilization, and stabilization.  

Origination activities relate to developing a vision and value proposition for the desired 

change and altering the core product and business model as needed (Flaig et al., 2021a). 

Altogether, more study is needed to understand this initial phase (Liljenberg, 2022). For 

example, very little work explicitly and solely examines visions behind shaping strategies. 

Existing typologies suggest visions vary widely: Patvardhan and Ramachandran (2020) 

distinguish by levels of intentionality (intentional forward-looking vs. less intentional 

emergent shaping), while Hawa et al. (2020) mark a difference between present-oriented and 

future-oriented shaping intentions. Moreover, research into market-scoping for early-stage 

technologies suggests that under certain conditions a clear market vision may be undesirable 

(Molner et al., 2019). We also know little about how shaping visions translate into value 

propositions (Kindström et al., 2018; Nenonen et al., 2020) – or how exactly the terms 

“vision” and “value propositions” relate in shaping strategies. Investigating visioning and 

value propositioning as processes, instead of outcomes, could offer valuable insights. 

Furthermore, studying the sites where the acts of imagination or visioning occur would 

probably bear fruit (Gümüsay & Reinecke, 2022). Theoretically, sense-making and sense-
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giving have already been applied to shaping strategy processes (Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2022). 

They could also illuminate the origination phase.  

The mobilization phase involves mobilizing other actors, developing the network and 

cultivating a collective identity through images, stories and language (Flaig et al., 2021a; 

Henneberg et al., 2006; Möller, 2010; Storbacka & Nenonen, 2011). Interesting research 

questions concern the potential links between these mobilization activities and the product 

and business model innovations listed under infusion activities. For example, what are the 

sequences and configurations of these activities – product vs. business model vs. market 

innovation – and how do they vary with context? Besides the activities outlined by Flaig et al. 

(2021a), research indicates that securing the engagement of other actors – potentially 

including competitors but also going beyond them – and synchronizing their collective 

engagement may be crucial to mobilization (Fehrer et al., 2020; Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2021; 

Nenonen et al., 2019a; Storbacka, 2019). Despite the considerable interest in customer, actor, 

and stakeholder engagement over recent years (cf., Aksoy et al., 2021; Beckers et al., 2018; 

Brodie et al., 2011, 2019; Harmeling et al., 2017; Pansari & Kumar, 2017; Storbacka et al., 

2016), there is insufficient research on how exactly to orchestrate or manage this 

engagement.  

The stabilization phase of shaping strategies involves making the new or shaped 

operating environment more resilient by, for instance, institutionalizing supportive practices 

and norms, and stopping it unravelling (Flaig et al., 2021a; Storbacka & Nenonen, 2011). The 

institutionalization and legitimization aspects of shaping strategies are widely researched 

(Dolbec & Fischer, 2015; Humphreys, 2010; Scaraboto & Fischer, 2013; Slimane et al., 

2019; Vargo et al., 2015). But how actors proactively maintain the new or shaped operating 

environment has largely escaped attention: Emerging evidence suggests it may occur through 
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deliberately non-collaborative means such as threats of exclusion or coercion (Baker & 

Nenonen, 2020; Breidbach & Tana, 2021; Flaig et al., 2021b).  

Despite many “How” contributions taking an implicit or explicit process perspective, 

the distinction between “strategy process” and “strategy as a practice” (Whittington, 2007) 

is as nontrivial among shaping strategies as it is among other strategies. Since many scholars 

have applied practice theories to markets (Hietanen & Rokka, 2015; Kjellberg & Helgesson, 

2017; Martin & Schouten, 2014), it is unsurprising that several studies conceptualize shaping 

strategies as institutional work (Baker et al., 2019; Kaartemo et al., 2020; Koskela-Huotari et 

al., 2016; Fehrer et al., 2020; Nenonen et al., 2019b). Like other research streams applying 

the institutional work perspective, there is no universally accepted list of the forms of 

institutional work available to actors pursuing shaping strategies (Kaartemo et al., 2020). 

Instead, many studies use the three institutional pillars (regulative, normative, and cultural-

cognitive; Scott, 2013) or the work’s purpose (creating, maintaining, and disrupting 

institutions; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) to categorize institutional work observed in shaping 

strategies. The various forms of maintenance work could especially help augment our 

understanding of strategies aimed at retaining the shape of markets or other systems. 

Furthermore, the spatial turn of social sciences suggests that spaces have agency in social 

practices (Warf & Arias, 2009). Yet rarely have researchers examined the spatial aspects of 

shaping strategies. As a rare exception, Holmes et al. (2021) probe the spatial dimensions of 

market-making practices and suggest the concept of “spatio-market practices”. 

Even though scholars of shaping strategies acknowledge that the operating environment 

is subject to ongoing and overlapping efforts to shape and re-shape it (Araujo, 2007; 

Kjellberg & Helgesson, 2006), sparse research investigates the “ecology of shaping 

strategies”, namely interactions between these multiple shaping efforts. However, Geiger and 
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Kjellberg (2021) propose three ways shaping strategies may intertwine: sequential 

interrelation, mutual reinforcement, and interference.  

7. What are the consequences of shaping? 

If successful, the obvious consequence of shaping strategies is a new or shaped operating 

environment. However, as discussed under “What”, a further neat dichotomy of “new” 

meaning brand-new (formed) vs “shaped” (transformed) operating environments is often 

unforthcoming. Overlapping and multilevel social systems like markets seldom oblige by 

exhibiting a clear and complete shift of state. More often, shaping strategies generate 

bifurcations: A new or modified post-shaping system branches out and at least temporarily 

co-exists with – rather than wholesale replaces – the pre-shaping system (Azimont & Araujo, 

2007; Diaz Ruiz & Makkar, 2021; Kjellberg & Olson, 2017; Rosa et al., 1999). 

Managerially and theoretically, it is crucial to acknowledge emergence as a key 

consequence of shaping strategies. The creation of “new” markets has sometimes been 

described as emergence, especially if the process has been less intentionally directed and/or 

the focal actors have been entities other than firms (Hietanen & Rokka, 2015; Martin & 

Schouten, 2014). However, a systems theory perspective allows us to be more analytical 

about emergence (for early applications relevant to shaping strategies, see Ehret, 2013; 

Peters, 2016). Emergence can be defined as the advent of phenomena that arise from the 

interactions among system elements but are qualitatively different from, and not reducible to, 

those elements (Capra & Luisi, 2014; Deacon, 2006). Vargo et al. (2022) conceptualize four 

orders of emergence: the first leading to novel system elements, the second to novel 

behavioral patterns, the third to reproduced system properties, and the fourth to deliberately 

shaped system properties. Under that conceptualization, shaping strategies beget fourth-order 

emergence, requiring reflexive actors who are aware of the system and their role in 
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(re)producing it and able to envision alternative system states. We believe this 

conceptualization opens interesting avenues for researching the intended and especially 

unintended consequences of shaping strategies. Accordingly, we call for further work on how 

shaping strategies interact with lower orders of emergence.  

The negative consequences of shaping strategies require explicit ethical assessment. 

They can spring from both intentional shaping and spontaneous, lower-order emergence, so 

intentionality is not a sufficient criterion to differentiate positive from negative outcomes 

(Cova et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2007; Tóth et al., 2022). Nascent research applying ethical or 

critical perspectives to shaping strategies has turned up, such as exclusion (Cova et al., 2021; 

Geiger & Gross, 2018), opportunism (Yngfalk, 2019), exploitation of power and/or 

information asymmetries (Mele & Russo Spena, 2021) and conflict (Mele et al., 2018). 

Despite these advances, better understanding of the ethics of shaping strategies is needed, not 

least because the object of shaping strategies, the operating environment, is ubiquitous.  

8. Summary of the Special Issue Articles  

In a recent editorial, Lindgreen and Di Benedetto (2017, p. 1) argue that IMM aims to serve 

as a “functional bridge between academic theory and practitioner applications, even as it 

maintains stringent standards for scientific rigor”. To do so in the context of shaping-

strategies, this special issue offers parsimonious explanations that create a platform for 

managerial action (Nenonen et al., 2017). It contains work that focus on synthesizing current 

research streams related to shaping-strategies and/or providing a comprehensive and 

managerially applicable framework on the subject.  

The eight papers included in the special issue consist of four empirical papers and 

four conceptual papers. In Table 2 we summarize the focus of the articles using the above 

developed structure: (1) what is being shaped, (2) why are shaping strategies pursued, (3) 

when is shaping done, (4) who is the shaper, (5) how is the shaping done, and (6) what are its 

consequences? 
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Table 2. Summary of Special Issue articles 
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In the empirical paper Innovation Intermediaries as Collaborators in Shaping Service 

Ecosystems: The Importance of Dynamic Capabilities, Krithika Randhawa, Ralf Wilden and 

Melissa Akaka address the gap in our understanding of the roles and capabilities of market 

shapers and their wider service ecosystem intermediaries. Using data from multiple cases 

within a healthcare service ecosystem, they expand their exploration of market shaping 

beyond that of the focal actor perspective alone to include the many service providers that 

may act as supporters of innovation in the service ecosystem through configuring 

organizational resources and relationships, and through supporting ecosystem governance by 

adapting institutional arrangements. They provide insights into both the shaper and supporter 

roles innovation intermediaries undertake, acknowledging that they have a vital part to play 

not only in the stabilization of institutional arrangements but also in providing more 

innovative ecosystem configuration and governance opportunities. Specifically, they explore 

the market shaping capabilities of the wider ecosystem (rather than focal actors alone) as 

collaborators may offer a system-level perspective and may be able to sense opportunities for 

co-designing innovation at a macro, or ecosystem wide, level.  

Market-Shaping Roles - Exploring Actor Roles in the Shaping of the Swedish Market 

for Liquefied Gas, by Alexander Flaig and Mikael Ottosson, is a longitudinal case study that 

follows the Swedish market for liquified gas over three years. They maintain that previous 

work on understanding market-shaping roles and the heterogeneity of market actors have 

mostly been aggregated into overarching practices, processes, or activities. It remains unclear 

how the differences in market actors’ market-shaping engagement translate back into specific 

roles. They discover that roles depend on the different levels in market-shaping engagement 

towards a focal market vision that ultimately relates to the disposition, behavior and influence 

displayed by the specific actors. Within this process they identify and delineate six market-



21 

 

shaping roles: the Market Driver, Market Supporter, Market Missionary, Market Rival, 

Market, Catalyzer, and Market Detractor. The study makes three contributions to our 

understanding of market shaping. First, it provides six empirically derived market-shaping 

roles conceptualizations which give insights into the behavior of market actors in market 

shaping processes and enhances the understanding of actor-driven market-shaping. Second, it 

contributes to the actor engagement literature by investigating market-shaping processes 

through an actor engagement lens. Third, it reveals that roles are not only created through 

specific actions, expectations, or intentions, but are created and performed through a focal 

market actor’s actions embedded in the context of a focal market vision and other market 

actors’ behavior. 

In an empirical paper, Unintentionality in Market Shaping – A Multiple Case Study of 

Touring Exhibitions from New Zealand, Australia, and the UK, Zsófia Tóth, Sergio 

Biggemann and Martin Williams examine the issue of unintentionality in market shaping 

with special regard to bifurcation points (where new structures and forms of order may 

emerge spontaneously), representational practices, and shared mental models. In the context 

of three case studies of touring museum exhibitions on indigenous cultures, they found that 

the intended outcomes of market shaping actions are potentially overshadowed by actualities 

that operate through feedback loops. These may reshape and redefine the role of an 

organization by broadening the market, bringing in new stakeholders, and creating new 

market segments - thus questioning the value elements of a market offering. They contribute 

to the market shaping debate by arguing that these inherent unintended occurrences - often 

not recognized and the result of prior and entrenched experiences – may hamper the 

development of alternative shared mental models. It is only when new parties and new 

resources are put in place that new shared mental models emerge, where unintended 
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occurrences have the ability to ‘shake up’ certain market practices, and also to help the 

stabilization of other market conditions (e.g., anti-racist practices).  

Shaping Market Systems for Social Change in Emerging Economies, by Franziska 

Kullak, Julia Fehrer, Jonathan Baker, Herbert Woratschek and  Joana Sam-Cobbah, is an 

empirical paper that examines how market systems are collectively shaped for social change 

in an emerging economy context. The perspective of markets they take is that they are 

complex and adaptive social systems – specifically social entrepreneurial ecosystems. Their 

work highlights the important role of collective action by actors striving for social change and 

demonstrates how a social entrepreneurial network can create a new market system that leads 

to improved social and societal well-being. They contribute to our understanding of market 

shaping by offering a holistic conceptualization of market systems for social change which 

sheds light on the complex interplay of bottom-up social entrepreneurial action, top-down 

government action, and the role of meso-level structures in shaping markets for social change 

in emerging economies. In support of this, they offer a two-stage framework comprising of 

five market-shaping patterns (combinations of institutional work types performed by one or 

more actors) that facilitate the formation of a market system for social change. This 

framework helps clarify the dynamics of market-shaping and presents a strategic viewpoint 

for practitioners, policymakers, and scholars to consider when aiming for systemic change in 

the direction of social purpose and ethical market practices. They stress that a market-systems 

perspective requires managers and social entrepreneurs to move from strategizing about their 

business to strategizing about the wider network in which they are embedded. Thus, 

collective social entrepreneurial activism will likely deliver better results than individual 

action. This consideration is especially important in emerging economies where social 

enterprises must compensate for government and market failures. 
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The Market-Shaping Potential of Crisis Management is a conceptual paper by Carsten 

Lund Pedersen and Thomas Ritter and makes two main contributions to the market-shaping 

literature. First, they introduce the paradox of “reactive market shaping,” which suggests that 

reactive crisis management is not meant to shape markets but may still do so. Second, they 

develop a conceptual framework that combines two dimensions and four managerial options: 

resilience (robustness and recovery) and responsiveness (ad hoc problem solving, and 

reconfiguration) from the crisis management and strategic management literatures 

respectively to explore how they can inform market-shaping opportunities. While resilience 

and responsiveness are reactive behaviors in light of a crisis, and market shaping is a 

proactive behavior aimed at developing a market into its future form, they contend that 

companies can leverage a crisis as a market-shaping opportunity and that the set of market 

shaping choices at their disposal is predicated upon their crisis management. They posit four 

main managerial implications of their conceptual framework. First, executives need to 

recognize the market-shaping potential of crisis management—what is done in response to a 

crisis may have long-term impacts on the market’s future functioning. Second, beyond their 

cognitive openness to engaging in market shaping and their readiness to do so, executives 

must analyze their own crisis-management options. Third, the four options are not only 

available to one’s own organization—competitors can also apply them. Fourth, customers 

may also initiate market shaping. Therefore, executives must monitor customers and their 

expectations for new exchanges and new standards that emerge from crisis-management 

initiatives. 

Sense-based Perspective on Market Shaping: Theorizing Strategies for the Origination 

and Propagation of New Resource Linkages is a conceptual paper by Michael 

Kleinaltenkamp, Ingo Oswald Karpen and Moritz Jan Kleinaltenkamp. It builds on view that 

the meaning which market actors ascribe to resources defines their value as well as the 
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potential for and the value of new resource linkages. They argue that meaning is the unit of 

analysis upon which the potential and actual value of resources and their linkages ultimately 

rest. Thus, without meaning shaping there is no market shaping. They ask, how do market 

shaping capabilities actually become expressed in practice to shape markets. To address this 

question, they develop a novel sense-based perspective of sensemaking, sensegiving, and 

sensebreaking and delineate four generic strategies that market shapers may enact to originate 

and propagate new resource linkages and shape markets: inspirational, expansive, 

authoritative and suppressive. These origination and propagation strategies capture generic 

patterns of interaction that market shapers might employ to express their capabilities and 

attempt to shape markets in accordance with their preferences. Implications include managers 

putting more emphasis on the relationship that natural environments, technologies and 

emotions might have with the meaning processes determining new resource linkages. For 

researchers this new emphasis on embodiment provides a foundation for more holistic 

analyses of market shaping phenomena. 

Another conceptual paper, Contextual Agility Informing Market Shaping by Anders 

Liljenberg, focuses on the aptitude of an organization to see what others do not see as a 

precursor to strategizing. The purpose of this research is to better grasp how firms do shape, 

and could shape, markets. He labels this aptitude contextual agility, defined as the prompt, 

responsive, and informed preparedness to act in relation to a group of interdependent market 

conditions. Contextual agility entails a reactive and unorthodox aspect of entrepreneurship 

which is anchored in creative market representations and decreases the risk of spending 

resources in vain on shaping strategies which do not resonate very well with how a market 

could be made sense of. Liljenberg maintains that the focus of market shaping lay in the 

agency of firms, his notion of contextual agility is concerned more with the readiness to act 

anchored in unique sensemaking geared at market opportunities. He recognizes that while the 
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two concepts are overlapping in the sense that contextual agility informs market shaping by 

complementing the strategic scaffold upon which agency is planned and executed, the 

contribution of contextual agility resides in its potential to inspire market shaping as 

representational practices are translated into exchange practices. Thus, allowing for 

considerations such as shaping effectiveness and efficiency.  

Engagement-driven Institutionalization: Shaping Markets through Synchronizing 

Multiple Actors’ Engagement Dispositions and Behaviors is a conceptual paper by Michael 

Kleinaltenkamp, Jodie Conduit, Carolin Plewa, Ingo Oswald Karpen and Elina Jaakkola, 

which seeks to address the lack of research on the mechanisms that facilitate the process of 

institutionalization in market shaping by specifically focusing on the role of engagement 

dispositions and behaviors in this process. They maintain that actor engagement can function 

as a catalyst for market shaping, as emerging dispositions and behaviors synchronize and 

diffuse through the network until they are collectively embraced and accepted by most actors. 

Their paper seeks explicitly to explain, using the theory of practice-driven institutionalism 

(the collective performance of institutions through situated, emergent and generative 

practices); (1) the mechanisms that drive institutional change within market shaping; and (2) 

the mechanisms through which collective engagement of various actors emerges for such 

institutional change. They develop a process model of engagement-driven institutionalization 

that consists of three stages: (1) the synchronization of collective dispositions and behaviors, 

(2) the development of temporal stability of these behaviors through self-reinforcing 

mechanisms resulting in practices, and (3) the ensuing institutional change for market 

shaping. Managerially, they propose that the model could be used in generating a joint 

understanding of the mechanisms that drive institutional change within market shaping and 

that this would build the foundation for a coherent and consistent implementation of activities 

required to progress the process and achieve the desired shaping of markets.   
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