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Resumen: By applying a metanarrative review approach and
thematic analysis, 202 articles over the period 2000-2020 were
evaluated to identify and collate the literature on corporate
diversification and firm performance into six theoretical
perspectives: industrial economics, resource based view, agency
theory, financial perspective, organizational learning and
institutional perspective. A novel research agenda is proposed
that suggests two alter- native explanations: the geopolitical and
historical perspectives. It is concluded that these should be part
to the study of corporate diversification and firm performance.
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Introduction

e theoretical perspectives that explain the relationship between corporate diversification and firm
performance are extensive and diverse. Industrial economic theory asserts that as firms diversify firm
performance becomes positive due to a higher market power, economies of scale and scope and factors
related to industry profitability until a certain point where the performance becomes negative as firms
becomes more diverse, theorizing a Uinverted relationship (Palich, Cardinal & Miller, 2000). e financial
approach states that diversified firms operate with a diversification discount or at least a constant relationship
with performance; diversification leads to financial synergies, risk reduction and more debt capacity that
are surmounted by the higher costs of managing a more diverse firm (Nippa, Pidun & Rubner, 2011).
e agency theory declares that diversification has a negative relationship with firm per formance because
managers of the firms diversify to obtain private benefits and entrench themselves in the firm at the expense
of overall performance (Aggarwal & Samwick, 2003). e organizational learning approach suggests that
diversified firms acquired knowledge through past diversification experiences, therefore, firms that diversify
multiple times show higher performance due to the learning process, thus, a positive relationship is expected
(Andreou, Louca & Petrou, 2016). Institucional perspective claims that diversified firms exhibit a positive
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performance in emerging economies by compensating for the inefficiencies of capital, labor and product
markets of the country; however, this relationship becomes negative when diversified firms )

acquired knowledge through past diversification experiences, therefore, firms that diversify multiple times
show higher performance due to the learning process, thus, a positive relationship is expected (Andreou,
Louca & Petrou, 2016). Institutional perspective claims that diversified firms exhibit a positive performance
in emerging economies by compensating for the inefficiencies of capital, labor and product markets of the
country; however, this relationship becomes negative when diversified firms operate in developed economies
as advantages of diversification tend to disappear due to institutionally stronger country environments
(Benito-Osorio, Guerras- Martin, Zuñiga-Vicente, 2012). e resourcebased view states that a diversified
firm possesses a wider range of intangible and valuable resources and capabilities that share among business
developing synergies and a positive influence in the relationship with firm performance (Hauschild &
Knyphausen-Aufseß, 2013). ese perspectives could help researchers to understand the heterogeneity of
empirical results found in different studies; positive, negative, nonlinear or constant relationships. Yet,
these traditional approaches may not be enough to explain the nature of this relationship. erefore, it is
discussed that alternative perspectives might help to explain the heterogeneity of this linkage: the historical
and geopolitical perspectives.

e purpose of this study is to identify and collate the traditional theoretical perspectives that help to
explain the relationship between corporate diversification and firm performance to propose a research agenda
that includes two alternative perspectives. us, the next question is presented:

What are the theoretical perspectives that help to explain the relationship between corporate
diversification and firm performance?

is paper contributes to diversification research in at least three important ways. First, it reviews and
collates the perspectives that help to explain the relationship between diversification and firm performance.
Second, it identifies the theoretical rationale, main subtopics and assumptions of each approach. ird, it
proposes a research agenda that offers two alternative explanations to the study of corporate diversification
and firm performance.

Review Methodology

e review methodology follows the four phases and guidelines of Snyder (2019).
Phase 1: In the first phase, the literature review is designed. In designing the review, the plan is to detect

the theoretical approaches that explain the diversification performance linkage. us, an initial scanning of
other literature reviews is performed. As the review evolved, it revealed a large body of research studied from
distinct theoretical approaches with many subtopics and conducted by different groups of researchers. e
refore, a semi systematic or metanarrative review approach is applied. Two distinct searching strategies to
select studies were employed.

e first, used the following key terms: ‘Corporate Diversification and performance’, ‘Multibusiness and
performance’, ‘Scope of the firm’, ‘Conglomerates and performance’, ‘Diversification literature review’ and
’Diversification Meta Analysis’ within 9 databases, Ebsco Business, Elsevier, Web of Knowledge, Springer,
IEEE, Emerald, JSTOR, ABI/Inform and Proquest to identify all articles that report these words either in
the title, abstract or keywords. e second strategy consists of using forward and backward citation tracking
to find seminal articles iteratively. In specific, literature review articles were citationtracked to identify
theoretical approaches and empirical findings. e synthesis includes articles from the last 20 years from
2000 to 2020, also, literature reviews, theoretical and empirical findings are included in the examination. In
addition, articles have to be written in English and be peerreviewed.

Phase 2: Conducting the review. e review process is tested on a smaller sample by reading the abstracts
to make the appropriate selection and then the full analysis of the articles later, before the final selection. In
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addition, references in the selected articles are mapped to identify possible relevant studies. Selected articles
are classified into two groups from the years 2000 to 2010 and from 2011 to 2020 to organize more clearly
the data and also to identify possible trends.

Phase 3: Analysis. Given that various groups of researchers within different disciplines have used different
theoretical approaches and subtopics, as well as, different methods and used distinct criteria to analyze
diversification performance linkage, a thematic analysis is applied rather than statistical techniques. is
qualitative technique is applied to identify and categorize the articles into each traditional theoretical
approach along with their underlying subtopics. e review is conducted by reading the abstract, theoretical
basis and conclusions of each article in the final sample. e theoretical rationale and main subtopics of each
traditional approach are identified by coding and contrasting common features in the articles (Wong, et al.,
2013).

Phase 4: Writing the review. e review is written to provide a clear summary of the theoretical
perspectives, their rationale and main subtopics within each approach. e numbers of articles reviewed,
number of journals and classification of the manuscripts are provided. e classification is summarized in
one table including their logic and assumptions and, the second table, summarizes the main subtopics and
the collection of authors in the period selected.

Results

e final sample resulted in 202 articles matching the criteria; 17 were literature review papers and 185 were
theoretical and empirical studies within 91 journals. To summarize the number of documents and source of
origin, the following figure is provided.

Figure 2.1
Scheme of research

e thematic analysis involved, first, familiarizing with diversification research data and noting initial
ideas, then, the coding process is created where common features across the articles are collected to group
them into potential theoretical themes. An iterative analysis to redefine, name and synthesize properly the
themes resulted in six traditional perspectives, their core logic and main assumptions are summarized in the
next table.
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TABLE 2.1
Summary of traditional perspectives and their core logic and assump

Table 2.1 Table 2.1Summary of traditional perspectives and their core logic and assumptions. Table 2.1 Summary of
traditional perspectives and their core logic and assumptions. Institutional perspective Institutional perspective studies

diversification emphasizing the influence of institutional environment, country development and public policy. Diversified
firms exhibit a positive performance in emerging economies by compensating for the inefficiencies of capital, labor and

product markets of the country but a negative performance in developed economies due to the potentially stronger
institutions. Diversification increases performance in emerging economies and reduces it in developed economies.

e analysis of others literature review studies helped to identify relevant diversification trends, main subtopics and
seminal papers that were citationtracked forward and backwards (Guerras Martin et al., 2020); (Schommer et al., 2019);

(Lüthge, 2018); (Ahuja & Novelli, 2017); (Mehmood & Hillman, 2017); (Picone & Dagnino, 2016); (Dhir & Dhir,
2015); (Weiss, 2013); (Hauschild & Knyphausen-Aufseß, 2013); (Purkayastha et al., 2012); (Benito Osorio et al.,

2012); (Wan et al., 2011); (Nippa et al., 2011); (Bausch & Pils, 2009); (Martin & Sayrak, 2003); (Palich et al., 2000).
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TABLE 2.2
eoretical perspectives and subtopics on the diversification performance linkage.
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TABLE 2.2
eoretical perspectives and subtopics on the diversification performance linkage.
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TABLE 2.2
eoretical perspectives and subtopics on the diversification performance linkage.

Proposed Research Agenda

is study was conducted to provide an exhaustive review of theoretical and empirical articles that explain
the relationship between diversification and firm performance to identify theoretical gaps that have been
overlooked. In fact, the meta narrative review approach and thematic analysis have revealed two important
perspectives: the historical and geopolitical perspectives.
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Geopolitical perspective

e concept of Geopolitics was coined by Rudolf Kjellén in 1914 and then developed by German General
Prof. Karl Haushofer during World War. Classical geopolitical thought is based on the political power to
control and compete for geographical space (Engelbrekt, 2018). In this context policy makers sometimes
encourage firms to diversify into new sectors via suggestions or global regulatory policies. us, diversified
firms and states are constantly interrelated and influencing each other to bargain strategic positions (Abdelal,
2015); (Schneider, 2009).

e geopolitical perspective may evaluate diversification in terms of global externalities, geopolitical
regulatory policies and strategic geography. In this perspective, natural resources, territory and
intergovernmental communities may rise as a global externalities influencing diversification and firm
performance. It is also argued that the impact of global

regulatory policies on diversification results, as international government authorities may impose
constraints to certain industries, in case of global crisis, conflict or sanitary issues. Properties of topography,
allocation and transportation of products, logistic access to ports, sea lanes and cargo airports may influence
the relationship between corporate diversification and firm performance. Also, the interactions between
human society and ecological environment may shape the decisions to diversify. ese arguments suggest
factors that have been neglected according to this literature review, thus, the following research questions
are raised:

Does the geopolitical perspective help to explain the diversification performance linkage?
Do the global externalities, geopolitical policies and strategic geography influence the diversification

performance linkage?

Historical perspective

e history of business view involves complex interactions between industries, entrepreneurs, sociopolitical
environment and firms in their historical context. In this perspective, the evolution of firms and historical
relations contribute to have a deeper understanding of business phenomena including strategies and
performance (Jong, Higgins & van Driel, 2015)

e historical perspective may view corporate diversification with regard to historical events, temporal
dynamics and historical cultural traditions. A proper study of the historical context can clarify corporate
diversification research in given historical events by finding key advice documents from the past that offers
alternative explanations (Rutterford & Sotiropoulos, 2016). is perspective includes the study of temporal
dynamics prompted by innovations and technical revolutions and how they may shape the different strategies
and performance (Perez, 2010). In this scenario, strategies and firm outcomes may be explained by periodical
industrialtechnical revolutions over time. Hence, the relationship between diversification and performance
may be mediated by historical trends and patterns. In this perspective, diversification may also be related to
cultural and historical traditions (i.e., shared education, symbolic structures and language) as these may guide
firm behavior and results. It is stated that the relationship between corporate diversification and performance
draws upon a set of commonly shared meanings, discourses and symbolic structures of culture that are
embedded in human physical and mental daily activities. erefore, according to these factors, historical
understanding of the context might help to explain diversification and performance, thus, the next questions
are presented:

Does the historical perspective help to explain the diversification performance linkage?
Do the historical events, temporal dynamics and cultural historical traditions influence the diversification

performance linkage?
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Summary of perspectives

Based on the narrative literature review approach and thematic analysis of 202 articles, two alternative
perspectives to explain corporate diversification and performance are proposed, as summarized in the
following table.

TABLE 2.3
roposed theoretical perspectives and subtopics on the diversification research.

Discussion

is paper reveals six theoretical perspectives, and proposes two alternative approaches to the study of the
relationship between corporate diversification and firm performance. Although, the review and research
method allow to develop and tailor the survey process to ensure the appropriate literature is covered, it
may not be sufficient to properly classify the themes. e large body of research, overlap between the
themes and theoretical contradictions may hinder such endeavor. However, this article highlights the lack of
consideration for geopolitical and historical perspectives from previous literature review studies, theoretical
and empirical papers.

is study has different implications for research and practice. In research, scholars interested in this
relationship may use this review to identify the theoretical boundaries that have been discussed over the
last 20 years. Also, it assistances to develop an integrated framework and promote further investigations on
the subject. In practice, this study may assist corporate managers to make better diversification decisions
for corporate planning and particularly resource allocation among business by considering the theoretical
perspectives here presented. It may also help them to identify guidelines on important contingencies that
may affect diversified firms.

Conclusion

e relationship between corporate diversification and firm performance cover a multidisciplinary and broad
literature. Overall, research on corporate diversification offers a traditional set of perspectives to explain the
nature of this relationship. e evidence suggests six theoretical perspectives to explain diversification and
performance: industrial economics, resource based view, organizational learning, institutional perspective,
agency theory and financial perspective. is study suggests an historical and a geopolitical approach and
their main subtopics as alternative explanations. It is concluded that these perspectives should be part to the
study of corporative diversification and firm perfomance.
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Note

e theoretical and empirical studies analyzed in this review can be provided upon request.
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