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Abstract   This paper traces the issue of key account man-
agement success which has regarded as a pressing concern 
of many companies’ sales efforts at the organizational busi-
ness-to-business context. Based on the extensive review of 
extant literatures, we introduced a theoretical framework 
that covers the antecedents and consequence of key account 
management success. We theorized the conditions under 
which organizational and relational factors influence the 
success of key account management approach. We endeavor 
to develop research propositions for each construct and pro-
vide necessary suggestions to isolate a platform for future 
empirical research. Beyond this span, an improved under-
standing from this framework will help developing policies 
for successful key account management approach. 
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1. Introductions

Selling to customer and making them satisfied through ful-
filling their requirements are critical for marketing success 
because customer needs and expectations continually 
change over time. The situation is more critical when sell-
ing efforts are targeted at the organization’s most important 
customers with their salient features and impact on the sup-
plier business. Accordingly, key account management has 
become a strategic tool for keeping and maintaining compa-
nies’ best customers in terms of sales volume, strategic 
importance, new market entering capabilities, research and 
development capabilities, innovations etc. 

Key account management is a supplier company initiated 
approach targeted at the most important customers to solve 
their complex requirements with special treatment that 
eventually ensures both parties’ financial and nonfinancial 
objectives (Ahmmed and Noor, 2012). In the traditional 
marketing emphasis is given on exchange and transactional 
relationship, whereas key account management gives 
emphasis on wisely selecting the organization’s important 
customers and meeting their requirements with satisfaction 
(Sharma, 2003). Literatures show that several studies exam-
ined the key account management performance and effec-
tiveness. Workman et al. (2003) study the intraorganiza-
tional drivers that determine the key account management 
effectiveness. Similarly, Shi et al. (2010) examined the drivers 
and outcomes of global account management strategy. 
Sharma (2006) studies the success factors in key account. In 
addition, several studies suggest that key account manage-
ment success lead to market performance. 

Although various studies give emphasis on the key 
account management (KAM) success, however, deficiency 
in the academic literatures are available toward developing 
a comprehensive framework to elevate understanding key 
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account management success and its resulting impact on 
outcome performance. At the organizational level various 
organizational factors like decision making ways, manage-
rial issues, account manger’s behavior, managerial compe-
tences, key account manager role to create values all affect 
sales team’s ability to the recognize key customers needs 
and requirements properly and serve them successfully 
(George and Eggert, 2003; Guenzi et al., 2009; Harvey et 
al., 2003; Jacobides, 2007; Mahlamäki and Uusitalo, 2009; 
Weeks and Stevens, 1997). On the other hand, as an exten-
sion of relationship marketing (McDonald, 2000), various 
relational factors like bonds, relationship duration, commit-
ment, idiosyncratic investment have greater influence  on 
the key account management success (Claro et al., Hagelaar 
and Omta, 2003; Ganesan, 1994; Morgan and Hunt, 1994; 
Sin et al., 2002). But, theoretical study that reveals the 
organizational and relational drivers of key account man-
agement success in business-to-business context to deepen 
knowledge is scant. Additionally, although key account 
management success generates various dyadic outcomes, 
existing literatures have no clear direction in this regard. As 
long as joint working is involved, no research has consid-
ered it as the consequence of key account management suc-
cess. Despite joint working arrangements   help cement the 
buyer’s loyalty to the supplier (Homburg et al., 2003). 

In response to these critical aspects, this study endeavors 
to accumulate knowledge from the existing literatures on 
key account management success, provide a theoretical 
framework that encompasses organizational and relational 
factors affecting the key account management success and 
resulting impact of key account management success on 
joint working and eventually, outline a theoretical founda-
tion for scholars to devote thinking for future empirical 
studies. 

Toward the end, the paper is organized as follows. In the 
following sections literatures review on relationship market-
ing and key account management is provided, followed by 
key account management success.  The theoretical frame-
work of the key account management success is then intro-
duced and research propositions for the study are then 
given. Finally, contributions and future research directions 
are provided under the umbrella of discussion. 

2. Literature Review

The focus of this paper is to provide a comprehensive 
framework that incorporates its organizational and relational 
drivers and joint working as its outcomes. In general suc-
cess means attainment of target for which a course of 
actions is performed. In marketing performance is deter-
mined by the sales volume, profit margin and return on 

investment made by the marketer (Ofek and Sarvary, 2003). 
Choice among brands by the customers (Meyvis and 
Janiszewski, 2004), attitude towards brand and repeat sales 
and in case of nonprofit marketing, donations and promo-
tions in non-profits are also used to measure the perfor-
mance. for the key account management success it is the 
firm-wide initiative where firms systematically and proac-
tively deliver strategic solutions to multiple contacts at tar-
geted accounts with a purpose of capturing a dominant 
share over time (Sherman et al., 2003). 

In the following few sections a brief literature reviews on 
key account management studies are given. As key account 
management is one type of relationship marketing with the 
selected customers, we provide an elaboration on the nexus 
between relationship marketing and key account manage-
ment at the outset. 

2.1   Relationship Marketing and Key Account Manage-
ment: A Nexus 

From the industrial marketing model it is evident that cus-
tomer focus is the primary goal of all relationship market-
ing. Relationship marketing is the concentration of market-
ing activities and resources on building and maintaining 
enduring close relationships with buyers and other stake-
holders where both linear and constellation relationships 
exist (Godson, 2010). Here companies assess and select 
those customers with their present and future profitability 
and this profitability is measured in an integrated manner 
through calculating  costs of products and services deliv-
ered, costs required to attract, sell, serve and retain customer   
(Krznaric and Popovski, 2001). 

According to the Pareto principle, it is immutable busi-
ness fact that 80% of revenue comes from 20% of marketer’s 
customers (Bunkley, 2008). This notion creates the basis for 
key account management approach where this strategy acts 
as the best way of ensuring repeat purchase, additional pur-
chases and referral to other customers like them. McDonald 
(2000) termed the key account management approach as the 
natural extension and newer discipline of relationship mar-
keting that focuses on fulfilling customer requirements in 
the business-to-business contexts. Yip and Madsen (1996) 
termed it as the new frontier in the field of relationship mar-
keting. Sharma (2006) views key accounts management as 
the linkage between buyer-seller in a lengthy relational con-
text and weights the formation, cultivate and upholding of 
stronger bonds with buyers. 

The area of coverage in relationship marketing is vast 
which incorporates all kinds of commercial associations, 
not just customers (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) whereas key 
account management confines itself on relationships with 
the customers of supplying companies (McDonald, 2000). 
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Accordingly, key account management requires coordina-
tion of resources and tools by seller to meet the key customer’s 
future as well as its immediate needs. Thus, the above dis-
cussions warrant that key account management evolves 
from the relationship marketing where perennial interac-
tions taken place between buyer and supplier. On the other 
hand relationship marketing maintains relationships with 
multiple stakeholders that have direct or indirect influence 
on and interest in the marketers activities.
 
2.2   Researched on Key Account Management 

Pegram (1972 in Zupancic, 2008) first introduces the term 
national account in the conference board meeting and 
explored its importance through relating the part-time or 
full time jobs with it. The field of KAM is more than 30 
years old and the level of professionalization both in research 
and practice have grown over time (Zupancic, 2008). From 
Pegram 1972, studies on key account management can 
roughly be divided into four categories including literatures 
on 1970th, 1980th, 1990th and 2000th and onward literatures.

The period of 1970th for KAM approach was the incipi-
ent stage where it is not considered as a separate discipline 
in the customer management arena. Key account manage-
ment literatures of 1970th show the domain’s immaturity 
and deal with the basic things such as it meaning, benefits 
and importance for the organization (Shapiro and Posner, 
1976; Stevenson, 1980; Stevenson and Page, 1979).

The key account management literatures of 1980th pro-
vide a professional flavor of the field and deal with the 
diversities of the term and touch its characteristics, cus-
tomer aspects, competitive arena and so on. In his study 
Zupancic (2008) mentions that articles of this period 
directed the field of key account management towards pro-
fessionalization. Within the realm of key account literatures 
researchers have examined characteristics (Shapiro and 
Wyman, 1981), advantages or values (Reichard, 1985; Ste-
venson, 1981), compensation package for the national 
account sales managers (Tubridy, 1986) and process of 
product management Turner (1990) for  key account man-
agement. 

From the literatures of 1990th on key account manage-
ment we see the impetus of key account management and 
its international wandering. The literatures come up with 
name variety like global account management, strategic 
account management, national account management, inter-
national, key account management, key clients manage-
ment, major account management, key customers manage-
ment, and key account management (Coletti and Tubrity, 
1987; Dishman and Nitse, 1998; Ojasalo, 2000; Pardo, 1997; 
Pels, 1992; Shapiro and Moriarty, 1980; Sharma, 1997). From 
these studies we see the various issues dealt with are forma-

tion and compensation of key account marketing team and 
manager (Castleberry, 1993; Cespedes, 1992; Jaqueline 
(1992), firm’s key accountization process Pardo et al. 
(1995), competitive advantage (Napolitano (1997), psycho-
logical, physical, and economic costs act as switching barriers 
(Sengupta et al., 1997), and challenges of global customer 
management (Montgomery and Yip, 2000). 

The literatures of the period of 2000th and onward bring 
the field of key account management to the specialization. 
According to Zupancic (2008), in this decade researches on 
KAM have become more specific following the period of 
developing broad aspects of key account management and 
global account management approaches. In this period basic 
aspects of KAM for its success, drivers and outcomes of 
GAM strategies (Homburg et al., 2002; Ojasalo, 2001; Shi 
et al., 2010; Workman et al., 2003), role of team selling 
relationships, global account manager, managerial compe-
tences and top management role (Francis, 2004; Harvey et 
al., 2003; Jones et al., 2005; Wilson and Millman, 2003) are 
studied widely. More specialized studies are even done on 
who, why and when to implement the key account manage-
ment strategy by  Wengler et al. (2006), fitting the western 
strategy in the developing country’s organization by Al-
Husan and Brennan (2009), relationship quality by Alejandro 
et al. (2011), account’s requirements and pattern of financial 
returns by Bradford et al. (2012) and structure and differen-
tiated services for key buyer/supplier relationships differen-
tiation by Ryals and Davies (2013).

The focus of this paper is what factors lead to key account 
management success and what its result is. Research on this 
field is very rare. For example, Sharma (2006) and Zupancic 
(2008) explore that what factors lead to successful or unsuc-
cessful key account management and what are the impact of 
successful key account management strategy is still lacking. 
In mentioning the scarcity of research in KAM, Millman 
(1996) explores that in the academic field the area of key 
account management is under researched and its efficacy is 
only partially understood. Therefore, the specific organiza-
tional and relational factors leading to key account manage-
ment success and its resulting impact on joint working 
arrangement are not delineated yet. 

3. Theoretical Framework and Propositions

Based on the extensive literature review on key account 
management and the problems stated above, an integrated 
framework is developed to capture the impact of key 
account management success on the organizational joint 
working and various antecedent factors that affect the key 
account management success. 

The basic idea of the proposed framework is that various 
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organizational and relational factors act as driver of suc-
cessful key account management approach and at the same 
time KAM success is proposed to have a significant positive 
impact on the organizational joint working arrangement as 
shown in the following figure.

Organizational Factors
• Top Management Role
• Internal Alignment
• Risks in Serving Key 
Account

Key Account 
Management 

Success

Joint  
Working

Relational factors
•   Marketer Relational 

Investment
•   Buyer Relational Invest-

ment
• Bonds
• Length of Relationship

 

Figure 1.   Theoretical Framework of Antecedents and Consequence 
of Key account Management Success

The framework is based on the social exchange theory that 
grew out of the intersection of economics, psychology and 
sociology (Lee et al., 2010) and was developed to understand 
the social behavior of humans in economic undertakings 
(Homans, 1958). The model views the exchange relation-
ship between key account customers and garments compa-
nies as “actions contingent on rewarding reactions from 
others” (Blau, 1964). 

The work of Mills and Clark (1982) mentions that 
exchange relationships demand repayment within a particular 
time period, involve exchanges of economic or quasi-eco-
nomic goods and are motivated by personal self-interest. 
For example, in the context of key account management 
relationships, a company makes a contribution to its key 
account, via its key account management strategy. These 
contributions may be relational assets, better performance 
through internal coordination, top management supports 
and involvement and so on. In turn, an expectation forms 
for the return of a contribution at a later time which may 
include profits, enhanced relationship, joint working 
arrangement or development of trust. The key account 
receiving a valued contribution develops a sense of obliga-
tion and reciprocates with appropriate attitudinal and behav-
ioral responses in the form of personal or social bonds, 
investment in relational assets, or maintaining relationship 
for long.

3.1   Consequence of Key Account Management Success

In our study we introduce joint action as the consequences 

of successful KAM approach. Here joint action is defined as 
the parties in a relationship engage in combined decision-
making and problem solving in the business-to-business 
setting (Homburg et al., 2003). Key account management is 
typically posited to revenue growth, improved profitability, 
reduced risk, trust and interdependence, market perfor-
mance, and introduction of new products and services due 
to increased trust (Ellram, 1991; Harvey et al., 2003; 
McDonald, 2000; Senn, 2006; Workman et al., 2003). It is 
natural that when both parties see that with the key account 
management success they are able to meet their collective 
interests, this increases their trust level on each other and 
take part in various coordinated activities like joint invest-
ments, joint working for innovation etc. Mohr and Spekman 
(1994) find that higher levels of joint working arrangements 
tend to yield higher sales and ensure financial outcomes. 
Dwyer et al. (1987) suggest that “joint efforts”, especially 
related to performance and planning matters are a key com-
ponent of relational exchange and may even be essential to 
partnering success. As the extent and scope of joint activities 
increase, the firms effectively become partners in an alliance 
(Heide and John, 1990). Therefore it can be proposed that:
P1:   Key account management success is positively related 

to joint working arrangement.

3.2   Antecedents of Key Account Management Success

Organizational factors
Organizational factors include three antecedent variables of 
key account management success. They are top manage-
ment role, internal alignment and risks in serving key 
account. 

Top management role in the key account program is defined 
as the extent to which senior management participate in the 
key account management (Homburg et al., 2002). Jaworski 
and Kohli (1993) state that top management reinforcement 
encourages the individual in the organization to track 
changing markets, share market intelligence with others in 
the organization, and be responsive to market needs and 
thus positively impact on the key account management 
approach. Francis (2004) argues that senior management 
have a lead role to play in successful account management, 
not just in conducting sales account reviews, but also in 
playing an active part within the key account team. Napoli-
tano (1997) mentions that in the key account management 
program both top management sponsorship and involve-
ment are critical for its performance. Thus, it indicates that 
account team will deal the key account customers require-
ments in a most professional manner when they get the sup-
port and active involvement of top management with the 
KAM approach.  Therefore, we hypothesized that:
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P2a:   Top management support in key account management 
program is positively related to key account manage-
ment success. 

P2b:   Top management involvement in key account manage-
ment program is positively related to key account 
management success. 

Internal alignment is the degree of formal and informal 
direct contact among employees across departments and 
ensures more exchange of market intelligence and responses 
to it in a concerted fashion (Jaworski and Kohli, 1993). It 
focuses on the similarities and differences among jobs 
within an organization and relative contribution of jobs to 
organizational objectives and tries to make a strategic fit 
among various layers (Kathuria et al., 2007). Internal align-
ment influences the organizational to be more customers 
focused and of being sensitive and responsive to key cus-
tomer needs and requirements. Ojasalo (2001) states that 
alignment among the operational and strategic capabilities 
is essential which is positively linked with performance and 
thus meet the interest of the key account and help to sustain 
relationship. Thus, people feelings of obligation to common 
goals and to each other in the key account management 
team (Workman et al., 2003) and multiple relationships and 
an appropriate fit with the firm’s strategy and the market 
environment (Jones et al., 2005) contribute to the issue of 
internal alignment in KAM and influence the success of 
KAM approach (Guesalaga and Johnston, 2010). Thus, we 
proposed that:
P3:   Internal alignment is positively related to key account 

management success. 

Risks in serving key account can be defined as the risk of 
achieving and/or not achieving forecast business or reve-
nues from the key accounts and risk of unexpected events in 
ongoing business that would result in unforeseen costs 
being incurred by the supplier (Woodburn et al., 2004). 
Serving the key account successfully is critical as well as 
risky task for the organization because it demands the per-
formance of additional activities (Workman et al., 2003) 
and the lack of which make the program a fruitless one. 
Cardozo et al. (1987) discuss opportunity loss risk relating 
to key account management, meaning that by concentrating 
scarce resources on a few key customers other customers 
may receive less attention which may susceptible to com-
petitive action and customer prospecting may be neglected. 
With the passes of time key account management is becom-
ing more complex and McDonald (2000) states that market 
information sharing, greater flexibility in response and lev-
eraging market influence are necessary for collaborative 
relationship that can reduce the external risks. Thus, this 
study proposed that: 

P4:   Risks in serving key account is negatively related to the 
key account management success. 

Relational factors

Relational factors for this study include four variables 
namely marketer relational investment, buyer relational 
investment, bonds and length of relationship.

Marketer Relational Investment can be defined as the 
assets that marketer invest and utilize to create a competi-
tive advantage (Sharma, 2006) which are idiosyncratic in 
nature. Lund (1985) termed it as the costs the marketer elec-
tively incurs to build and maintain the relationship in antici-
pation of future exchanges. These assets are used to build 
the relationship and complete the transaction with success 
and which in turn creates superior value for the key 
accounts necessary for the success of key account manage-
ment approach (Henneberg et al., 2009; Sharma, 2006). 
Marketers who invest in relational assets to make the key 
account management approach success expect to develop 
the long-term relationship with key accounts, develop buyer 
dependence, aligns their interests and encourages mutual 
adjustment (Anderson and Narus, 1990; Anderson and 
Weitz, 1989, 1992; Heide and John, 1988; Weiss and Kur-
land, 1997). From the empirical studies it is evident that 
marketer’s investment in relational assets plays a vital role 
in making the key account management approach success. 
Eventually, this study proposed the following:
P5:   Marketer relational investment is positively related to 

key account management success.

Buyer Relational Investment can be defined as the invest-
ment made by buyer which helps to cement the long-term 
relationship and thus impact positively on the key account 
program (Pillai and Sharma, 2003). Buyer’s investment in 
relational assets can be transaction specific, that is, idiosyn-
cratic to the exchange or non-redeployable in other 
exchange and non-transaction specific (Weiss and Kurland 
1997). Buyer’s invests in relational assets develops credible 
commitment (Blau, 1964; Cook and Emerson, 1978) as it 
supports continuing exchange with supplier. The study of 
Williamson (1983) states that buyer supports the creation of 
the mutual reliance relations by investing in specialized 
assets that has value and this investment acts as incentives 
for seller to become satisfied. When the level of investment 
in transaction specific assts increases by the buyers, then the 
tendency of switching to other supplier’s decreases as it 
leads to increased costs of replacing an exchange partner 
(Barney and Ouchi, 1986) and thus make the key account 
management approach success. Therefore it is proposed 
that:
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P6:   Buyer relational investment is positively related to key 
account management success.

In business relationship, bonds results in two parties’ action 
in a unified manner toward a desired goal (Callaghan et al., 
1995). In marketing, social and personal bonds bring buyers 
and sellers together in a common cause or emotion and sus-
tain the key account relationship. Perry et al. (2002) define 
social bonds as ‘investments of time and energy that pro-
duce positive interpersonal relationships between the part-
ners’. It is a relational tool that includes familiarity, friend-
ship and personal confidence and this bond built through the 
exchange process (Rodriguez and Wilson, 2002). The pre-
sent study uses bonds that cover both social and personal 
bonds between the employees of buying and selling com-
pany. In the key account relationship greater commitment is 
required to make the key account management approach 
success and strong personal bonds lead to a greater commit-
ment to maintain the relationship between buyer and seller 
(Wilson and Mummalaneni, 1986; Yim et al., 2008). Sharma 
(2006) explains that a large number of key account relation-
ships are sustained through strong social and personal bond 
between buyer and seller personnel. Therefore, it is pro-
posed that:
P7:   Bonds is positively related to key account management 

success.

Length of Relationship means the duration that the relation-
ship between the exchange partners has existed (Palmatier 
et al. 2006) and how the parties regard each other as they 
pass through various phases (Dwyer et al., 1987). Length of 
relationship between buyer and seller in the key account 
relationship let them to know each other and facilitates both 
parties to interact frequently on various issues like knowl-
edge exchange, making adjustment as necessary for mutual 
benefits and so on. Wotruba and Castleberry (1993) explore 
that the length of time the NAM (national account manage-
ment) program has been in existence appears to impact per-
formance with older programs showing the best perfor-
mance. Dwyer et al. (1987) suggested that each relationship 
phase represents a major transition of how parties regard 
one another, and in the different phases, different variables 
are important in explaining the success of relationships. 
Therefore, direct experiences from interactions with the 
supplier should be more powerful predictors of relationship 
outcomes in lengthy relationships (Jap 1999). This indicates 
that the length of relationship between seller and key 
account customer impacts on the KAM success. Therefore, 
we proposed that:
P7:   Length of relationship is positively related to key account 

management success. 

4. Discussion 

Drawing on the extant literatures, this theoretical frame-
work describes how organizational and relational factors 
impact on key account management success and its result-
ing impact on joint working. This study addresses the 
quarry of what are the underlying factors that influence key 
account management success. Regarding this issue, we see 
that three organizational factors namely top management 
role, internal alignment and risks in serving the key account 
influence the company’s key account management success. 
These factors provide key account manager with actionable 
guidance on how to develop and maintain successful rela-
tionship with key account customers. Secondly, relational 
antecedents namely marketer relational investment, buyer 
relational investment, bonds and length of relationship 
develop the relationship sustaining mechanism between 
buyer and seller that result in higher degree of key account 
management success. Because, relational factors act as suc-
cessful predictors of relationship performance in the buyer-
seller relationship (Wilson, 1995). 

4.1 Contribution 

From this theoretical framework provided, several implica-
tions can be forwarded. The theoretical framework that is 
provided created a plate form for future empirical study. 
Secondly, the categorization of antecedent variables and 
discussion on their individual influence on key account 
management success indeed uplift our knowledge about 
which variables influence key account management success 
in which ways. Thirdly, we introduce joint working as the 
outcome of key account management success. As a dyadic 
outcome, inclusion of joint working provides us a new hori-
zon of thinking for KAM success. Fourthly, this study also 
sheds light to the application of social exchange theory 
(SET) in the context of key account management approach. 
As in SET non-governance mechanism is taken as relation-
ship governing means, we have taken ‘relationship’ as gov-
erning norm in key account management relationship 
(Anderson and Narus, 1984, 1990; Dwyer et al., 1987).

Apart from the above theoretical contribution, this study 
provides us several managerial implications. Firstly, in 
applying the key account management approach at the 
organizational level, management should have the knowl-
edge about which factors influence this approach. From the 
clear discussion provided here, they can get a clear under-
standing about the impact of these factors. Although these 
factors are not all inclusive, management should be vigilant 
in applying and depending on these variables. Because the 
context in which they are working is different from case to 
case. Secondly, development of joint commitment should be 



21Volume 4 • Number 1 • June 2013

IMR/IIR

fostered so that reciprocal consensus can be ensured to 
avoid the opportunistic behavior and thus dyadic outcome 
taken place.

4.2 Future Research Direction

Based on the theoretical framework, several future direc-
tions can be forwarded. Firstly, although we arrange three 
categories of variables influence on key account manage-
ment performance, we don’t know which variables exert 
more influence than other. Thus future empirical research 
can find out this phenomenon and provide the evidence for 
more or less influencing variable which are critical for man-
agement for decision making in this regard. Secondly, a 
particular phenomenon is influenced by many forces and 
factors. In our study we were unable to incorporate all prob-
able variables that influence the level of key account man-
agement success. So, future research should include more 
antecedent variables to test their impact on the key account 
management success. Thirdly, in addition testing the model 
with the presence of control variable can be a new research 
direction. Fourthly, as we did not consider the mediating 
effect, future empirical research can test whether or not key 
account management success mediate between its anteced-
ent variables and joint working outcome. 

With the present research we were pushed by providing a 
theoretical framework and some propositions on key 
account management success. We hope that this research 
framework and it propositions open several avenues for 
future empirical study to enrich this emerging body of 
knowledge and to sufficiently enhance managerial capability. 
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