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Examining the Effect  
of COVID-19 on  
Consumer Health  
Perception and  
Decision-Making  
Towards Organic Foods

C. M. Ezhilvani1 , A. Jayakumar1 and P. Mahesh2

Abstract

Currently, a number of industries are concentrating on spreading the word 
about nature’s goodness in order to save our ecosystem. One of the most 
significant among them is the organic industry because it not only concerns 
the protection of human health but also the health of the environment. The 
COVID-19 pandemic had a significant effect on public health awareness, which 
made it evident that the organic food industry would dominate. For anyone 
involved in the organic food industry, such as marketers, producers and 
politicians, understanding their viewpoints is essential. The goal of this review is 
to provide a thorough grasp of the subject by synthesising the existing research 
on consumer opinions about organic foods. The purpose of this article is to 
examine the effects of the coronavirus on such a thriving industry by evaluating 
the theories and opinions advanced by many writers in a number of significant 
research studies on customers’ perceptions of the healthfulness of organic foods 
following COVID-19. A conceptual model has been framed based on the factors 
scrutinised from the works of literature reviewed in this article. This review 
research also provides tactics to marketers and producers of organic foods and 
suggestions that were made to the government in taking measures to improve 
the organic food sector based on the consumers health perception. 
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Introduction

Since organic foods are healthier and less polluted than conventional foods, more 
and more people are choosing them. This buying behaviour can significantly 
influence consumers’ attitudes and perceptions about buying organic food. 
Furthermore, difficulties, problems and key reasons are identified through a 
thorough review of previous studies. The COVID-19 epidemic has had a significant 
impact on overall consumer behaviour. According to the India Organic Food 
Market Report of 17 June 2020, ‘The consumption of organic food and beverages 
in India has increased in recent years due to its advanced dividend demographics, 
growing spending power, and interest in certain organic foods. Increased interest 
in the health benefits of the product’ (Chandra & Rosman, 2020). Organic foods 
support health by reducing exposure to pesticides and improving nutritional value. 
We need to look at the big picture to understand why organic food is so important. 
Without the harmful side effects of conventional farming, organic food not only 
keeps us alive, but it also keeps us healthy. According to numerous observational 
studies, people who eat organic foods are generally healthier than those who eat 
conventional foods. A recent five-year French study of 70,000 adults found that 
those who regularly ate organic foods had about 25% lower risk of developing 
cancer than those who never ate organic food. Food consumption is essential for 
human health; hence, it was crucial to look at this topic in terms of the COVID-19 
influence (Asseo & Asseo, 2020). The Lancet’s health definition of 2009, ‘the 
ability of a body to adapt to new threats and infirmities’, is more suitable for 
today’s world that is combating the biggest challenging transformation ever 
because of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic (Iorver, 2020). The pandemic 
has had significant effects on the expansion of the organic food sector in the 
foreseeable future, prompting the researcher to analyse previous studies in this 
field.

The objective of this article is to contribute to the literature and create a 
conceptual model. Previous studies have rarely focused on the relationship 
between consumer information similarity and organic purchasing behaviour. To 
fill this gap, using potentially advance research on organic consumption, this 
article explores the relationship between consumer information similarity and 
organic purchasing behaviour before and after COVID-19. To find pertinent 
research studies, a systematic review approach was used. Various academic 
databases were searched using the terms ‘consumer opinions’, ‘organic foods’ and 
‘consumer perceptions’. Within the last 10 years, studies that appeared in peer-
reviewed publications were considered. The study included more than 35 research 
articles that satisfied the inclusion requirements.

In this article, a conceptual model of consumers’ perception has been framed 
based on important factors scrutinised from various literatures. The research has 
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also investigated consumers’ perception of those factors along with a few other 
unavoidable factors. The discussion part of this article provides insightful 
information on consumers’ perception. These insights can be used to guide 
marketing plans, legislative choices and future research.

Literature Review

Existing research has found a number of variables that affect consumers’ 
perceptions of their health when consuming food and has further divided them 
into intrinsic and extrinsic product attributes. The first category of factors included 
in the reviewed literatures pertains to the product itself and includes aspects of the 
food (such as whether it is healthy, tasty, of high quality, nutritious, fresh or has a 
long shelf life), none of which can be changed without changing the product. 
Conversely, extrinsic cues relate to the market (income and price), social attitudes 
and conventions (fashion, tradition and other customers’ behaviour), environmental 
considerations (environmental protection and animal welfare), availability and 
buying location. Research has also found that consumers are strongly motivated to 
pick an organic product over a conventional one owing to the absence of pesticides 
and genetically modified organisms (GMOs). Studies have found that independent 
of the socio-demographic traits of the consumers, the intrinsic qualities of the 
products influence the decision to buy an organic product. Consumers around the 
world have put sensory qualities first on their priority lists, followed by health 
advantages and outstanding quality. Because of their environmental convictions 
and a diminished perception of the cost of these items as a barrier, better educated 
consumers and people with higher incomes are also likely to consume organic 
products.

The high quality and health benefits of these sorts of products continue to be 
generally acknowledged, despite a number of perception gaps around the use of 
organic foods. Came to the conclusion that rising interest in a sustainable lifestyle 
and worries about the sustainability of food both contributed to the increased use 
of organic goods (Azzurra et al., 2019). The opinion of customers and the variables 
influencing their choice of both organically certified and non-certified foods were 
also examined (Lang & Rodriguez, 2022). According to a study’s findings, 
consumers are willing to pay more for organic products if certain criteria are met, 
including certification, the absence of GMOs and hormones, and sustainable 
agriculture practices (Malissiova et al., 2022). The cost of organic food may, 
however, be prohibitive for certain consumers. The higher price than other food 
products served as the main barrier for Polish consumers, but another study of 
respondents from Poland supported earlier findings regarding the quality 
requirements for organic products (healthiness, superior taste, quality and food 
safety considerations) (Bryła, 2016). Additionally, those with higher levels of 
education and money, as well as women, were more inclined to favour organic 
foods. These conclusions were supported by a research study carried out in Korean 
households, which found that 94.1% of Korean women had a high level of 
awareness of organic foods and that 71.7% of them routinely bought it. Despite 
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the fact that organic products are quite popular in Korean families, 95.9% of 
respondents said that the price of such products prevented them from being 
purchased (Han & Lee, 2022).

A sizable German study examined the key channels that customers use to 
educate themselves about the nutritional content of the food they buy. As a result, 
the majority of respondents primarily consulted radio and television as well as 
experts in the field, such as doctors and chemists, to learn about nutrition. 
However, while making food purchase, a sizable portion of the respondents said 
that they listened to advice from their co-workers, acquaintances and other family 
members. Younger consumers have been found to typically support green living 
and to be more concerned in the environment and the effects that their actions 
have on it (Wortmann et al., 2018). Studies that explicitly link environmental 
concerns and attitudes with the intention to buy such products show that  
this further influences people’s decisions to buy green and organic products. 
Additionally, they are more inclined to focus on the product’s label more.  
Labelling provides consumers with some information about the various food 
characteristics, nutritional value and production process. The education level of 
consumers is particularly significant because a significant amount of research 
indicates differences in perception and purchase frequency related to organic 
products. Therefore, customers with less education likely to buy less organic  
food and show less interest in environmental sustainability, whereas those with a 
college degree are thought to buy organic items most frequently. A few marketing 
campaigns that raise the awareness of the effects food consumption has on the 
environment may also have an impact on consumers’ attitudes towards healthy 
food and organic products, in particular. In this way, this research examined how 
‘green ad’ campaigns affected respondents with various degrees of environmental 
awareness. The study came to the conclusion that a consumer’s perception of an 
advertisement’s efficacy increased with their level of interest in environmental 
issues (Mo et al., 2018).

With more people becoming concerned about their lifestyle and its impact on 
the environment, health worries during the COVID-19 epidemic have only grown. 
It is essential to examine the extent to which the pandemic has affected people’s 
choices about food consumption, particularly with regard to organic products, in 
order to better comprehend this phenomenon. Because of the pandemic, there has 
been a surge in the consumption of organic products over the past several years, 
which has only served to accelerate this trend. Busch et al. (2021) conducted a 
study on German respondents regarding the impact of the epidemic on their 
purchasing behaviour, and they came to the conclusion that the stable shelf life of 
the items, along with the health benefits and geographical origin, have become 
more essential for the consumers. Additionally, more than 80% of the responders 
said that they had increased their organic food purchases since the outbreak. The 
following research questions have been developed in the light of the ones 
previously mentioned: What do consumers think about organic products in terms 
of their health? Before COVID-19, how did customers view organic foods in 
terms of their health? How much has the COVID-19 pandemic affected how 
people prefer organic foods in terms of their health?
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Motivation for the Review Survey

The health and economical effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are likely to cause 
the food security and nutritional status of the most vulnerable population groups 
to significantly deteriorate (Moss, 2023). According to a study from the National 
Institutes of Health, a portion of organic customers already practices food-related 
mitigation techniques like reducing meat consumption. The authors suggest that 
this can be taken into account in the development of organic farming because 
some customers think that eating organic food can help to slow down climate 
change (Ravn Heerwagen et al., 2014). Contrarily, private spending decreased on 
average by more than 3%. Health spending as a proportion of GDP in OECD 
countries increased to 9.7% in 2020 from 8.8% in 2019 as a result of the significant 
spending growth and the widespread economic slowdown (OECD, 2023). 
Importantly, this research makes an effort to predict some of the effects of the 
global pandemic caused by COVID-19 on food security and nutrition. However, 
it is crucial to understand that any assessment at this point is susceptible to a 
significant degree of uncertainty and should be regarded with caution given that 
the destruction that COVID-19 would inflict is still mostly unknown. Nutrition 
and food security are strongly related. Malnutrition can take many different forms 
because of food poverty. The food that people eat, more precisely the calibre of 
their diet, is a crucial component that explains this connection (FAO, 2020). 
Various global-level organisations conducted several international surveys such as 
above mentioned; the results of most of those surveys made clear that COVID-19 
has influenced the consumption of organic foods. This made the researcher to 
conduct a comprehensive review survey on this topic.

Consumers’ Health Perception and Decision-Making

There are a variety of consumer perceptions on organic foods and their effects  
on health. Although many people hold the presumptive health advantages of 
organic foods in high regard, viewpoints differ, and other people express 
scepticism. The importance of understanding that scientific research into the 
health benefits of organic foods is ongoing and that dietary decisions should be 
based on a comprehensive approach to nutrition cannot be overstated. People can 
make educated judgements regarding their dietary choices and general health by 
emphasising a balanced diet, including a variety of whole foods, and seeking the 
advice of medical specialists or trained dietitians. Many people believe that 
organic foods are healthier than meals that are produced normally. They relate 
lower exposure to potentially hazardous compounds to organic farming practices, 
such as avoiding synthetic pesticides, herbicides and GMOs. Customers frequently 
believe that buying organic goods can help to improve their general health and 
well-being as a result of this notion. A sizable portion of people believe that eating 
organic foods has specific health advantages. They contend that the avoidance of 
industrial pesticides, herbicides and GMOs through the adoption of organic 
agricultural methods reduces exposure to potentially dangerous substances. 
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Consumers believe that a lower risk of adverse health effects, such as the buildup 
of pesticide residue in the body, results from this reduced exposure. Organic  
foods are seen as being healthier options because they are produced in a way  
that is more in line with natural processes. The review examines various health 
aspects, including perceptions, motivations, concerns and preferences of 
consumers regarding organic food products. The results show the wide range of 
perspectives that consumers hold and shed light on the variables affecting their 
decision-making.

Perception Prior to COVID-19

Awareness on organic foods among the population of the study is about 76% 
where the awareness level is greater amongst urban people. The key reasons for 
organic food intake are availability and credibility. Rising the level of awareness 
on organic products can increase the level of consumption of organic food products 
by cheering people to build their own organic yard (Rock et al., 2017b). This 
weighs against organic and conventional food production through factors essential 
en route for human health amid an accent on conditions of the European Union 
discussed about the possible result of management practices. A specific challenge 
is the reality that consumers who often purchase organic foods lean to prefer more 
vegetables, fruits, whole-grain products and less meat, and also to have healthier 
dietary outline, as shown in observational studies. Consumers those who frequently 
purchase organic foods are more physically active and also less likely to smoke. 
In children, a number of studies have stated a lesser prevalence of allergic reaction 
and/or atopic disease in families by a way of life involving the liking of organic 
food (Mie et al., 2017). The purchase objective of organic foods is influenced by 
these factors with an additional factor, that is, availability. The outcome shows 
that all these factors also influence the actual buying behaviour; however, attitude 
and purchase intension arbitrate the relationship. Additionally, socio-demographic 
factors also create an impact on real buying behaviour. In this study, the authors 
provide a good understanding on consumers’ attitude, purchase objective and real 
buying behaviour on organic food products. The result inferences the organic food 
companies, retailers and market rigid agencies. This study also gives guidelines 
and marketers those who deal with the organic foods with an aim of extending the 
market of organic foods (Singh & Verma, 2017).

The implementation of organic production and its processing is well determined 
by market demand. As a result, it is revealed in consumers’ perceptions and 
attitudes regarding organic food products’ market share in the information existing 
and the awareness level of consumers. Results in this article are of vast significance 
because they have given valuable information regarding consumers in Bhopal 
city, which can be made use of by the policymakers in the field of organic farming 
at the national and local levels (Verma, 2016). Before executing organic foods on 
a wide scale disregarding the health point of view, economic, social and cultural 
factors, sensory attributes, food safety, environmental friendliness and nutritional 
factors also need to be considered. The present-day knowledge about the health 
impact of organic food is not clear. In this study, the authors have focused to get a 
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combined knowledge on the health-oriented view of organic food. The recent 
knowledge on health effects of organic food evolved from the existing research 
studies is still primal and not enough to suggest organic food to the society (Rock 
et al., 2017a).

For a country like India, intake that is packed with flavoured and splashed in 
vats of oil and ghee has been conventional, with the tendency of eating healthy 
and organic is being rather gradual. It can be said that the attitude regarding 
healthy and organic eating has developed over the recent years. People have 
become increasingly aware of what the consumption of organic food truly entails, 
together with the mass benefits associated with it (Jajodia, 2019). Consumers in 
India have a positive awareness on organic foods. Also, they want to change or at 
least offer an attempt to organic foods, and they are assured easy and entire 
information and faith along with the value for price. Particularly, endeavours are 
made to inspect the awareness level of consumers and preferences about organic 
food products existing in the market. Although there is a rising consciousness 
among consumers in India on health and environment, the organic food market in 
North India is still at its emerging state and could be measured as immature (Batra, 
2016). India has witnessed an increase in the demand level of the organic food 
products, as these products impart a healthier lifestyle choice for consumers. 
Because of the rising number of cases on food adulteration and steady increasing 
income, the awaked consumers in our country want to turn completely towards 
natural foods in their nutritious requirement; therefore, they are making organic 
food products as their preferred choice (Chokani, 2019).

Sales of organic foods are increasing, but the lion’s share of the food market is 
still shatteringly controlled by conventional products. The best way to increase the 
sales and build regular customers can be done with creating awareness on required 
facts about organic food products completely among the consumers (Chait, 2019). 
The previous studies on consumer perception and behaviour are unclear regar- 
ding what is meant by ‘health’ to organic consumers, and what accurately drives  
consumers to select organic products is remained unclear because of that. Look 
into health from the point of view of consumers and explanations behind their 
preferences regarding consumption. This study reveals that when ‘health’ is intro-
duced as an abstract term, it is easily understood in terms of nutrition (Ditlevsen 
et al., 2019).

Perception Post COVID-19

In 2019, there was a noticeable shift in customer preferences towards vegan and 
organic food. Many businesses with a focus on nutritious, farm-to-table vegan 
cuisine started operating in late 2019 and early 2020. But if COVID-19 spreads 
around the globe, a lot of people will surely start living this way in the years to 
come. Owing to its multiple health and immunity-boosting advantages, an organic, 
vegan diet is becoming more and more popular in the light of the number of 
coronavirus cases reported worldwide. More ‘vegan-only’ eateries and businesses 
promoting plant-based items are therefore projected to enter the market. Given 
that the majority of Indians consume vegan food, most customers are anticipated 
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to adjust rather quickly to this paradigm shift (IBEF, 2020). The COVID-19 
pandemic has caused immense rethinking, especially about what we consume, 
where our foods come from, and how they are produced, prepared and stored. An 
increasing awareness towards the health benefits of a balanced diet along with 
natural foods has started boosting the demand for organic and sustainable food 
products. Since the popularity of organics is not new, numerous consumers are 
consuming organic food more than ever before (Desai, 2020). The Consumer 
Unity and Trust Society’s (CUTS International) survey was conducted among the 
organic food sellers and consumers in Rajasthan’s districts. In the survey, nearly 
62% of sellers agreed that they were selling organic products together with 
conventional products, and about 86% of the consumers stated that the changing 
consumption pattern of organic foods should continue in the future (Singh, 2021). 
Consumer awareness has raised after COVID-19, specifically the awareness 
towards the relationship between health and nutrition. This has resulted in a surge 
in interest towards the products that benefit from a ‘health halo’, including 
functional foods, vegetables and fruits (Askew, 2020).

According to a study conducted by the Associated Chambers of Commerce and 
Industry of India (ASSOCHAM, 2018), the Indian organic market stood slightly 
above `12 billion last year and during the current year, the organic food market is 
anticipated to cross `20 billion because the corona contagion struck health 
consciousness. People are clinging on organic foods to the health intrinsic as these 
are free of chemicals and pesticides, which are not only considered to be safe but 
also healthy and nutritious that made the world and India to screaming for organic 
food products. As per the statistical report by the Agricultural and Processed Food 
Products Export Development Authority, Indian organic products exports reached 
`51.51 billion last year, and it is anticipated to get doubled in the upcoming year 
(Goyal, 2020). In India, demand for organic and natural products was on the rise 
even before the pandemic. Products grown by natural systems and organic foods 
have increased manifold. This is evidenced by the steep growth in the market 
share of natural products and by the competing trend with MNCs (Padhee & 
Kane-Potaka, 2020). Consumable cereals, wheat and pasta had seen the biggest 
increases after the pandemic, which changed the composition of commercially 
available organic foods. The proportion of organic food consumption in total food 
consumption also changed. Increased consumer concern about their health as well 
as the fear of the COVID-19 pandemic can be said to be the reasons  for changes 
in the percentage of internet buying as well as the type and volume of organic food 
consumption. This study provided information on just one aspect of online 
purchases of organic food by customers. Although it is outside the scope of this 
study, an investigation of the factors that influence consumers’ use of online 
shopping platforms, in general, and that of organic food, in particular, offers 
important advice for future research (Ćirić et al., 2020).

The primary goals of the study were to evaluate how consumers felt about 
organic products and to pinpoint the key variables affecting this behaviour. They 
also looked into how the COVID-19 pandemic affected how frequently this kind 
of product is consumed. Irrespective of their socio-demographic background, con-
sumers roughly tend to focus on the same organic product owing to its intrinsic 
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qualities, according to the study. Additionally, factors such as income and the 
education level affect the decision-making process when it comes to the extrinsic 
qualities of the products, such as price, brand and labels (Brata et al., 2022). The 
analysis of consumer traits, attitudes towards organic food items and changes in 
consumer behaviour during the COVID-19 pandemic in the Republic of Serbia 
are the topics of this essay. Even though currently customer confidence is low, as 
the organic market in our nation grows, with the gain in knowledge and awareness 
about organic products, an additional increase in the consumption of these prod-
ucts may possibly be witnessed because of more educated and informed consum-
ers. The success in this industry depends on marketing effectiveness and specialised 
marketing strategies for this niche market, especially in times of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Socio-demographic characteristics might provide additional insights 
into a profile of organic consumers. The study supported the notion that custom-
ers’ buying intentions are highly influenced by concerns about food safety, health 
consciousness, nutritional content, premium price and attitude. Concerns about 
food safety, health awareness, nutritional value, natural ingredients and premium 
price are all found to be strongly correlated with attitudes towards healthy foods. 
The factors that influence consumers’ propensity to purchase healthy foods in 
Malaysia during the COVID-19 epidemic were examined, and the findings 
showed that the association between the purchase intention and food safety 
worries, health consciousness and nutritional content is strongly moderated by 
food safety trust (Alam et al., 2022).

Most of the respondents reported that their habit of green food consumption 
was influenced significantly by the COVID-19 pandemic. Majority of the partici-
pants perceived that the upsurge in their purchasing intentions of green foods was 
a result of their rising concerns about health during pandemic. Respondents were 
willing to spend money on health and also to increase their purchase percentage of 
green foods consequently. An investigation was performed on the changes in con-
sumers’ habits and behaviour towards food consumption in the pandemic period. 
The results of the investigation confirmed that the changes in consumers’ habits 
and behaviour towards food consumption, especially after COVID-19, were based 
on preference towards organic foods, concerns of food pricing, packaging and 
access, awareness towards food waste, and excessive and safety along with stock-
piling (Güney & Sangün, 2021). ASSOCHAM and EY jointly reported that the 
local consumption of organic produce in India is only 1% in spite of being one of 
the largest exporters of organic food products. After COVID-19, the organic food 
market in India became the newest trend because of its nutritious worth, as it helps 
in the improvement of the immune system which in turn acts as a preventive 
measure against COVID-19. After the COVID-19 pandemic, a huge opportunity 
has been created in the Indian organic market as there is a clear shift of the local 
consumers to organic food from conventional food (Chaturvedi et al., 2021). 
According to a survey by CUTS International, at least 91% of organic retailers and 
89% of shoppers in Rajasthan alone said that sales and consumption of organic 
products had increased significantly during the pandemic. This expansion is the 
result of a number of factors, including increased awareness, e-commerce acces-
sibility, innovation and increased exports (Chokhani, 2021). According to a  
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mid-April Ecovia report and the 2020 Q1 Organic Produce Performance Report 
by the Organic Produce Network, the sales of organic food were grasping a boost 
from coronavirus as the consumers were likely to adopt healthier eating habits. 
There was another crucial shift in the sales of natural products. From around 3% 
of dollars spent by each buyer during the late January 2020 to nearly 15% in April 
2020 was noted in the sales of natural products, which is more of online sales 
(Wiley, 2020).

Conceptual Model of Factors Influencing

Purchase decisions are greatly influenced by consumer perception, especially 
when it comes to organic foods. Consumers frequently believe organic foods to be 
advantageous for numerous elements of their health, including immunity boosters, 
the absence of additives, increased nutritional content, and food safety, health and 
environmental concerns. Organic foods are frequently associated with health and 
well-being.

Immunity Boosting

Most consumers think that consuming organic food can strengthen the immune 
system. This notion stems from the idea that organic agricultural methods forgo 
the use of synthetic pesticides, GMOs and other possibly dangerous materials. 
Customers link these behaviours to a lower body toxic load, which they believe 
supports a greater immune response (Mie et al., 2017). Although there is less 
scientific evidence particularly associating organic foods with immune improve-
ment, people looking for natural and holistic approaches to health continue to hold 
this belief (Dangour et al., 2010).

No Additives Added

A key element influencing customer choices is the idea that organic foods are free 
of additives. The possible negative health impacts of synthetic additives, such as 
artificial colours, flavours and preservatives, are causing consumers to become 
more and more concerned (Zhong et al., 2018). Customers believe that they can 
prevent exposure to these additives by buying organic goods, which will result in 
a healthier diet. This impression is consistent with the preference for whole, less 
processed meals, which are thought to be healthier generally and more natural 
(Gundala & Singh, 2021).

Nutritional Value

Consumers believe that organic foods are more nutritious than foods grown in  
a traditional manner. While it is generally accepted by scientists that organic  
and conventionally cultivated foods have equivalent nutrient contents, several 
studies have found that some organic crops may have slightly higher concentrations 
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of specific nutrients and antioxidants (Mancombu, 2022). Consumers link  
these nutritional variations to organic agricultural methods that put emphasis  
on biodiversity, natural fertilisers and soil health. The idea that organic foods  
can deliver the vital vitamins, minerals and antioxidants required for a healthy 
immune system is supported by the idea that they have a better nutritional value 
(Mie et al., 2017).

Food Safety Concern

Consumers believe that organic foods are more nutritious than foods grown in a 
traditional manner. While it is generally accepted by scientists that organic and 
conventionally cultivated foods have equivalent nutrient contents, several studies 
have found that some organic crops may have slightly higher concentrations of 
specific nutrients and antioxidants (Mancombu, 2022). Consumers link these 
nutritional variations to organic agricultural methods that put emphasis on 
biodiversity, natural fertilisers and soil health. The idea that organic foods can 
deliver the vital vitamins, minerals and antioxidants required for a healthy immune 
system is supported by the idea that they have a better nutritional value (Liu & 
Zheng, 2019).

Health Concern

The study examines how consumers view the effects of consuming organic foods 
on their health. It examines consumer perceptions that organic foods are healthier, 
safer and contain more nutrients, as well as how they affect consumers’ overall 
well-being (Kamboj et al., 2023). Correlations between organic farming practices 
and better health outcomes, such as a lower chance of developing chronic diseases, 
may be studied. It could investigate if customers believe that organic food 
promotes a healthy lifestyle and what factors led them to choose organic food in 
the first place (Wojciechowska-Solis & Barska, 2021).

Environmental Concern

The study examines how consumers view sustainably produced meals in relation 
to the environment. It explores consumer perceptions of the lower environmental 
effects of organic agricultural methods, including less soil erosion, water pollution 
and greenhouse gas emissions (Thomas et al., 2021). The study might look into 
whether people support biodiversity and soil health through organic farming. 
Given their worries about the negative environmental effects of conventional 
agriculture, including the use of synthetic fertilisers and intensive agricultural 
practices, it might investigate why consumers choose organic foods (Cachero-
Martínez, 2020).

It is important to note that, despite popular belief, the scientific study on the 
precise effects of organic food on immunological function, additives and 
nutritional value is still in its early stages. Given that the food is organically 
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grown, the entire quality of a person’s diet, including elements such as diversity, 
balance and overall nutrient intake, is essential for sustaining a robust immune 
system. 

Other Influencing Factors Scrutinised

While studying particularly about consumers’ health perception there are also 
some other factors like avoidance of antibiotics and hormones, micro-biome 
support, reduced chemical exposure, enhanced antioxidant content, supply chain 
transparency, trust and certification, sustainable practice and mitigating safety 
concerns that were also scrutinised by various pieces of literatures which cannot 
be neglected completely.

Avoiding Antibiotics and Hormones 

Antibiotics and growth hormones are not allowed in organic animal rearing. 
Consumers can prevent exposure to these chemicals, which may have effects on 
general health and immunological function, by eating organic animal products 
(The Cornucopia Institute, n.d.).

Support for the Micro-biome 

Organic farming methods frequently place a high priority on soil health and 
biodiversity, which can encourage a more varied and advantageous microbial 
community in the soil (Lori et al., 2017). According to several studies, using 
organic agricultural practices may increase the microbial diversity of organic 
products. Because the gut micro-biota is so important in controlling immunological 
responses, a diverse gut micro-biome is linked to the enhanced immune function 
(Wu & Wu, 2012).

Figure 1.  Conceptual Model Framed Based on the Factors Scrutinised from the 
Literatures Reviewed.
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Reduced Chemical Exposure

Organic food is a good option for those who want to reduce their exposure to 
synthetic chemicals and pesticides. Consumers think that abstaining from consuming 
these substances, their immune system will improve and they will not have to  
deal with many potentially hazardous things (Better Health Channel, n.d.). Organic 
crops are cultivated without the use of artificial fertilisers, pesticides and herbicides. 
Customers can limit the exposure to these potentially dangerous compounds by 
buying organic products. This may lessen the body’s overall toxic load and promote 
the immune system for optimal performance (Benbrook et al., 2021).

Enhanced Antioxidant Content

It is good knowledge that organic fruits and vegetables contain more antioxidants. 
By scavenging the body’s dangerous free radicals, antioxidants help to promote 
immunological function. It is possible that some customers believe organic  
foods to be superior in this regard and to be good for immune function (Fatkullin 
et al., 2021).

Supply Chain Transparency

Consumers are curious about the origins and production processes of the food 
they eat. If they become certain that organic food was grown and prepared without 
the use of synthetic pesticides, herbicides and fertilisers, they more likely trust it 
(Gundala & Singh, 2021).

Packaging and Handling

Organic food should be handled carefully and packed to reduce the chance of 
contamination. Packaging that is intended to prevent cross-contamination should 
be used because consumers are concerned about the possibility of cross-
contamination with regular produce (Jose & Koshy, 2019).

Trust and Certification 

Customers must have confidence that the organic food they purchase is indeed 
organic. For this reason, it is critical that organic food be certified by a trustworthy 
agency. Consumers are reassured by certification that the food has complied with 
specified production and processing standards (FAO, 2000).

Sustainable Practices

Concerns over how food production affects the environment are growing among 
consumers. If consumers think that organic food is produced sustainably, they are 
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more likely to choose it. This entails adopting methods that preserve natural 
resources while also protecting the soil, water and air (Sastre et al., 2022).

Mitigating Safety Concerns

Organic food raises various safety issues, such as the possibility of higher 
concentrations of germs and heavy metals. However, with rigorous production 
and handling procedures, these dangers can be reduced. Organic farmers, for 
instance, can check their soil for heavy metals and take action to lower their 
levels. Additionally, they can employ strategies to lessen the possibility of 
bacterial infection, like washing products properly before consumption (Murali 
et al., 2023).

Discussion

The key reason is that the primary motivation for purchasing organic food was 
to improve one’s health consciousness. The majority of those who prefer organic 
food do so because they believe it is healthier. As a result, those who are 
producing and marketing organic food items must discover strategies to increase 
consumer trust in order to increase purchase intent. The appearance of COVID-19 
is likely to encourage consumers to buy organic products. The primary motiva-
tion for purchasing organic food was to improve one’s health. It was also 
discovered that psychological elements such as perception, attitude and purchase 
intention had a significant impact on organic food customers’ purchasing inten-
tions. To address the shift in the purchasing behaviour of consumers for organic 
food items among urban inhabitants, organic food marketers must be imagina-
tive and dynamic. Research on consumer perception adds to the body of 
knowledge in the fields of sustainable agriculture, consumer behaviour and 
nutrition. It closes knowledge gaps and directs future research by providing 
empirical evidence on consumer perceptions, attitudes and behaviours connected 
to organic foods. This study can enlighten public conversation on the subject 
and produce recommendations that are supported by facts. It is suggested that 
organic food marketers must think out of the box and should be able to adapt to 
changing purchasing patterns among city dwellers for organic food items. 
Governments should also enact more stringent sustainability and environmental 
protection policies than those now in place. Although sustainability goals and 
objectives were already in place, COVID-19 acted as a catalyst for environ-
mental protection. This review research study has mentioned the insightful 
information on consumers’ opinions about organic agricultural practices in 
terms of environmental sustainability, correlations between organic foods and 
better health outcomes, and attitudes regarding the safety of organic foods. In 
order to meet the requirements and expectations of customers in the organic 
food market, these insights can be used to guide marketing plans, legislative 
choices and future research.
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Suggestions and Limitations

Suggestions

Marketers and producers in the organic food sector must work on their tactics to 
reflect the changing preferences of consumers considering the changing trends in 
consumers’ behaviour towards organic foods. Some strategies that they can use 
are as follows:

1.	 Consider the advantages of organic food for consumers’ health. Marketers 
should emphasise the advantages of organic food in their marketing 
strategies as consumers’ interest in the health benefits of organic food is 
growing. 

2.	 Stress the security of organic food. Marketers should emphasise the safety 
of organic food because these days consumers are worried about food 
safety. 

3.	 Be open and honest about your procedures. Be open and honest about your 
methods, and let customers know that you are dedicated to providing high-
quality, organic food.

4.	 Facilitate the purchase of organic food by customers. Organic food should 
be simple to locate and buy for consumers. 

Governments should set control over the application of fertilisers and pesticides in 
conventional agriculture. This can lessen the negative effects of conventional 
agriculture on the environment and increase farmers’ interest in organic farming. 
And the awareness of organic food through public relations activities should be 
raised. By educating about the advantages of consuming organic food, people can 
be encouraged to by organic foods.

Limitation of This Review Survey 

Different techniques, such as surveys, interviews or focus groups, may have been 
used in the research studies included in the review. As a result, different approaches 
to data collecting and analysis may have been used. These methodological 
variations may affect the consistency and comparability of the results between 
research studies. This research has framed a conceptual model based on the factors 
scrutinised from the reviewed works of literatures; these factors have yet to be 
proven statistically only in the future extension of this research work.

Conclusion 

Consumer behaviour is a vital factor in the case of the organic food market. 
Organic food consumption was highly restricted to the metropolitan cities and 
their neighbouring regions only. Rural areas of India were quite still not properly 
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aware of organic food products. Customers must be increasingly adamant in their 
requests for food goods to be easily accessible as they pass through various 
production processes from farm to plate. The emergence of COVID-19 is probably 
going to make people buy more organic goods. This is due to a rise in environmental 
consciousness brought on by the pandemic’s success in reducing pollution. 
Purchasing organic food was mostly done to advance one’s health. In order to 
create effective marketing strategies, respond to customer concerns and encourage 
informed decision-making, players in the organic food sector must have a thorough 
understanding of these viewpoints. It is necessary to conduct further studies to 
examine customer opinions in various cultural, demographic and socioeconomic 
circumstances. Additionally, it was found that psychological factors, including 
perception, attitude and buying intention, had a big impact on buyers’ inclinations 
to buy organic food. It is concluded that the connection between the consumption 
of organic food and health remnants inadequately documented in the studies of 
epidemiology.
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Abstract

A company’s capital structure has long captured the interest of academics, indus-
try professionals and decision-makers in corporate finance. This scientometric 
review carefully examines the large body of research on capital structure deci-
sions. Co-word and co-citation analyses were used as two scientometric analytic 
techniques. Combining these two techniques helps the researcher understand 
the studied issue’s evolution and the field’s overall picture. A final dataset of 
4,873 was used to synthesise and analyse the capital structure-related research. 
To the best of our knowledge, there is no comprehensive scientometric review 
of the literature on the domain of capital structure with this extensive data cor-
pus. This review uses a scientometric approach to analyse the evolution of capital 
structure research, identify emergent trends and highlight areas that necessi-
tate further investigation. This research lays the groundwork for future scholarly  
endeavours that resonate with the intricacies of capital structure’s role in value 
creation and firm sustainability, thereby improving our understanding of capital 
structure decisions in the contemporary financial landscape.
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Introduction

In corporate finance, the composition of a firm’s capital structure has long capti-
vated the attention of researchers, practitioners and policymakers alike. Capital 
structure, the blend of debt and equity used to finance a firm’s operations, occu-
pies a central position in financial decision-making due to its profound implications 
for risk, value creation and sustainable growth (Abdul Quddos & Nobanee, 2020; 
Myers, 1984). This review uses a scientometric approach to decipher the evolu-
tion of capital structure research, identify emergent trends and illuminate areas 
that necessitate further investigation.

The Complex Landscape of Capital Structure Decisions

Capital structure choice embodies a pivotal strategic decision for firms across indus-
tries. The composition of debt and equity financing not only shapes a firm’s financial 
risk but also impacts its ability to seize growth opportunities, navigate economic 
fluctuations and optimise shareholder wealth (Harris & Raviv, 1991). The seminal 
work of Modigliani and Miller (1958), founded on the premise of perfect markets 
and costless information, initially proposed the notion of capital structure irrele-
vance in determining firm value. However, the real-world complexities of taxation, 
agency conflicts, asymmetric information and market imperfections have compelled 
scholars to re-examine and refine these fundamental principles (Myers, 1984).

Evolution of Capital Structure Research

An evolution marks the trajectory of capital structure research through various 
theoretical paradigms, methodological shifts and contextual refinements. The 
initial theoretical groundwork of (Modigliani & Miller, 1958, 1963)  provided a 
launching pad for a burgeoning field of inquiry. Subsequent research illuminated 
the significance of taxes (Modigliani & Miller, 1963), agency costs (Jensen & 
Meckling, 1976), financial distress (Frank & Goyal, 2007) and information asym-
metry (Myers & Majluf, 1984) in shaping capital structure decisions. The 
discipline witnessed the development of intricate models that capture the intricate 
interplay between these elements and their consequences on financing choices.

Scientometrics, a quantitative methodology encompassing bibliometric and 
network analysis, offers a powerful lens to discern and analyse patterns within the 
scholarly literature. By applying this approach to the domain of capital structure, 
this scientometric review seeks to unveil the underlying dynamics of research 
development (Ramy et al., 2018). Through rigorous analysis of publication pat-
terns, co-citation networks and collaborative authorship, this review intends to 
portray the intellectual evolution of capital structure research and identify the 
scholarly beacons that have shaped its course. Employing scientometrics allows 
for identifying distinct research clusters within the capital structure landscape. 
These clusters, arising from shared themes and methodologies, mirror the progres-
sion of research directions and the cumulative accumulation of knowledge  
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(Owusu et al., 2023). By delineating these clusters, this review offers a visual map 
of the dominant trajectories that have guided capital structure research, shedding 
light on the ebb and flow of scholarly interest.

As the capital structure landscape continues to evolve in parallel with the 
dynamic financial environment, emerging trends beckon researchers to delve into 
previously uncharted territories. As financial technology permeates the realm of 
finance, investigating its impact on capital structure decisions and the emergence 
of alternative financing mechanisms becomes paramount (Asimakopoulos et al., 
2009). Furthermore, the evolving importance of environmental, social and gov-
ernance considerations prompts an exploration of their integration into capital 
structure frameworks (Cantino et al., 2017). In sum, this scientometric review 
embarks on an intricate journey through the annals of capital structure research, 
guided by the scientometric compass. By illuminating the historical evolution, 
identifying prevalent trends and illuminating knowledge gaps, this review lays the 
groundwork for a dynamic and forward-looking research agenda. To enhance our 
understanding of capital structure decisions in the contemporary financial land-
scape, this review paves the way for future scholarly endeavours that resonate 
with the complexities of capital structure’s role in value creation and firm 
sustainability.

Review Methodology

Our goal was to compile as many papers as possible related to capital structure 
using a rigorous and repeatable process. This analysis adheres to the preferred 
reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA) procedure, 
adhering to a four-step process flow for finding pertinent articles, comprising 
identification, screening, eligibility evaluation and inclusion, as well as a 27-point 
checklist on good practice for systematic reviews (Liberati et al., 2009). The 
investigation, which took a procedural approach influenced by  earlier research in 
the capital structure literature, expanded on earlier literature reviews using the 
PRISMA methodology (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Tranfield et al., 2003).

Selection of Sample

Researchers can use a number of online databases, including Google Scholar, 
Scopus, WoS and Dimensions, to collect data for bibliometric study. However, 
taking into account the articles’ broader scope, especially in the sciences (Hallinger 
& Nguyen, 2020; Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016), in this study, we searched and 
retrieved data for our analysis using the Scopus database (Anas et al., 2023; Khan 
et al., 2023; Khan & Khan, 2022), which provided reasonably reliable search 
results when compared to other databases.

In the initial phase, the search string included ‘Capital Structure’ OR ‘Capital 
Structure Decisions’. In order to find literature that matched the goals of the 
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current study, researchers looked for combinations of these terms in the titles, 
abstracts and authors’ keywords.

There were 6,847 entries found in total from the first search. Next, we used 
PRISMA (Moher et al., 2009) while choosing the last set of data to be screened 
and examined further (Figure 1). After limiting the results by document types to 
include journal articles and review papers, we received 4,882 articles overall. 
Ultimately, we ruled out nine publications since they were written in languages 
other than English. Therefore, 4,873 results remained for further investigation.

Data Analysis

The quantitative approach (scientometric analysis) of capital structure-related research 
is explained in this section. The Scopus database conducted a subclass of bibliometric 
analysis known as scientometric analysis (Boloy et al., 2021). With the help of biblio-
metric data analysis, scientometrics create a network visualisation technique called 
knowledge mapping or scientific mapping (van Eck & Waltman, 2010). By extracting 
research topics from influential scholars, publications and institutions, the sciento-
metric analysis seeks to evaluate the scientific community (Cobo et al., 2011; Sharma 
& Lenka, 2022). Through visualisation patterns in bibliographical databases, sciento-
metrics assist researchers in analysing large volumes of scientific networks (Donthu  
et al., 2022). The scientometric analysis is built, examined and visualised using the 
bibliomtrix-R and VOSviewer software. It is a straightforward tool that visualises 
bibliometric networks (Fauzi, 2023; Rasul et al., 2022).

Figure 1.  Review Procedure as per the PRISMA Protocol.
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Co-word and co-citation analyses were used as two scientometric analytic tech-
niques. By combining the two studies, the researcher can better comprehend the 
field’s overall image and the development of the study issue (Tan Luc et al., 2022).

Co-word Analysis

Co-word analysis, sometimes referred to as keyword co-occurrence analysis, 
examines the connections between the terms in the current field (van Eck & 
Waltman, 2010). It gives experts in a field an overview so they may see the knowl-
edge structure from many angles made possible by the articles that have been 
published (Su & Lee, 2010). Regarding the network actor, the knowledge struc-
ture can be extracted from the macro-, meso- and micro-levels in the form of 
author, institute and country keywords. Additionally, the study can be used to 
forecast emerging trends and the development of connected topics (Tan Luc et al., 
2022). This analysis can comprehensively summarise current capital structure 
research in the broader organisational context.

Co-citation Analysis

The co-citation analysis is the second scientometric analysis. Co-citation analysis 
seeks to determine how prior research influenced the growth of capital structure 
research (Bernatović et al., 2022). Particularly in the current setting, the results would 
make it easier for researchers to find the most pertinent materials for capital structure 
research. When two items are cited together, co-citation analysis offers helpful infor-
mation. It highlights two closely connected articles frequently mentioned and shared 
the same substance, theme and research stream (Pandey et al., 2023).

Results of Scientometric Analysis

Descriptive Analysis

The rapid expansion of published works directly reflects the expanding body of 
scientific knowledge. Therefore, it is important to examine this pattern and its 
origins (see Table 1). There was a total of 6,847 items found in the first search. 
About 4,873 publications were selected for the study after being whittled down 
based on criteria such as being peer-reviewed, subject area, source type and article 
published in English. There were a total of 15,125 citations and 8,400 (without self-
citations). The h-index was 84, and the average number of citations per item was 
3.13. The h-index, or Hirsch index, is a metric commonly used to assess scholars’ 
research impact and productivity in various academic fields, including finance. 
Understanding the h-index is vital, as it allows us to evaluate the influence and reach 
of finance scholars whose work informs the framework of our study. Figure 2  
shows that interest in capital structure studies increased tremendously after 2006. 
The number of studies has increased from 926 articles (1959–2006) to 3,899 articles 
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Table 1.  Performance Trends for Capital Structure and Corporate Sustainability.

Description Results Description Results

Part A. Publication data Part C. Documents
Total publications (TP) 4,873 References
Total cited publications Keywords 1,393
Total sources (journals)   902 Author’s keywords 

(DE)
6,773

Article (e.g., conceptual and empirical)
Review (e.g., critical and systematic reviews)
Number of active years
Productivity per active year  9.25
Part B. Citation data
Total citations (TC) 33.4
Average citations per publication (TC/TP) 33.
h-index

Note: Period of coverage = 1959–Aug 2023.

Figure 2.  Number of Publications from 1959 to 2023.

in the past 17 years (2007–2023). This growth demonstrates scholars’ curiosity 
about how capital structure choices affect businesses.

Co-word Analysis

Thematic Cluster 1: The Relationship Between Capital Structure and Profitability 

The first cluster of keywords includes terms that express the connection between 
the firm’s capital structure, profitability and speed of adjustments. The most  
common keywords in this cluster are ‘profitability’ (occurrences (OC): 193) and 
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‘speed of corrections’ (101). The publications in this cluster with the widely used 
keywords analyse the various connections between a firm’s capital structure and 
its profitability both domestically and internationally (Alghifari et al., 2022; Ilie & 
Vasiu, 2022), the importance of capital structure dynamics by looking at how 
quickly firm reach their ideal capital structure (Ghose & Kabra, 2019) as well as 
asymmetric information’s impact on a firm’s financing decisions, capital structure 
modifications’ feedback on asymmetric information and capital structure adjust-
ments’ speed on target leverage (Ahmad et al., 2021; Haron, 2016).

Thematic Cluster 2: Leverage and Corporate Governance

The second cluster contains keywords: capital structure decisions, leverage and 
corporate governance. The most common keywords in this cluster are capital 
structure decisions (OC: 2,345), leverage (OC: 391) and corporate governance  
(OC: 228). Fischer et al. (1989) create a theoretical model of pertinent capital 
structure choice in a dynamic setting, considering the presence of recapitalisation 
costs and revealing that firms’ debt ratio ranges to firm-specific variables that 
substantially support the model. The importance of capital structure or leverage with 
the interplay of the prevailing theories on SMEs has been the subject of many 
debates (Harasheh & De Vincenzo, 2023; Paulo Esperança et al., 2003; Seppa, 
2014). Financial and non-financial aspects of a company’s performance were 
studied concerning its capital structure, corporate leverage and corporate governance 
structures (Miloud, 2022; Zeitun & Goaied, 2022).

Thematic Cluster 3: Trade-off Theory (TOT) and Pecking Order Theory (POT)

The second cluster contains keywords that are debt and the application theories of 
the firm, that is, TOT and POT. The most common keywords in this cluster are 
debt (OC: 219), TOT (OC: 145) and POT (OC: 137). The research in this cluster 
contends that, when taking into account the ideal time to issue debt, zero leverage 
is optimally consistent with even elementary static TOT (Haddad & Lotfaliei, 
2019), as well as analysed whether or not companies’ debt choices adhere to the 
pecking order hypothesis. Using cross-country and within-country-year variation, 
we show that treated businesses issue more external financing and invest more 
after the new regime (Naranjo et al., 2022). In addition, many studies put forward 
the POT and TOT to examine their respective hypotheses in relation to corporate 
debt (Adair & Adaskou, 2015; Serrasqueiro & Caetano, 2014).

Thematic Cluster 4: Corporate Finance and Cost of Bankruptcy

The fourth cluster reflects on corporate finance and the bankruptcy of the firm. 
The widely used keywords are corporate finance (OC: 73), bankruptcy (OC: 58) 
and risk (OC: 38). The research in this cluster elucidates the interrelationship 
between corporate finance, bankruptcy and various types of risk of the firm. 
Castanias (1983) investigated the bankruptcy or failure rate in corporate finance. 
There was evidence against the non-significance hypothesis. The study also 
compares Moroccan enterprises’ corporate finance practices to those in other 
nations in Morocco’s frontier market (Baker et al., 2017). The myriad of research 
in this cluster also delineates the impact of various risks like a firm’s risk of 
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rollover (Haque & Varghese, 2023), systematic political risk (Chuliá et al., 2023), 
environmental risk (Shu et al., 2023; Zhou & Wu, 2023) and so on that a firm face 
in its capital structure decisions-making.

Thematic Cluster 5: Dividend Policy and Financial Markets

The fifth and final cluster contains keywords emphasising dividend policy and 
financial markets. The widely used keywords are dividend policy (OC: 48), financial 
markets (OC: 43), stock market and corporate strategy (OC: 32). Importantly,  
this grouping of publications delineates the dividend policy’s determinants  
(Ranti, 2013), the analysis of dividend policy in tandem with corporate governance 
(Roy, 2015) and dividend policy in tandem with defaultable firm’s capital structure 
(Tse, 2020). The noteworthy research also focuses on the firm ownership, capital 
structure decisions and stock market (Campello et al., 2014), behaviour of stock 
market (Rajagopalan & Shankar, 2012), the effect of corporate strategy on the 
decisions of capital structure (Barton & Gordon, 1988; Cappa et al., 2020), in 
tandem with firm performance (Su & Vo, 2010), as well as with financial strategy 
(Korwar, 1996).

Co-citation Analysis

Document co-citation is a bibliographic technique that examines the number of 
times key studies or articles have been cited in other works to pinpoint the study 
in a field that those studies or publications have inspired. Using this bibliometric 
technique, we can identify the main research issues and hot topics in capital struc-
ture. This approach was first suggested by Small (1973), who suggested analysing 
the network of referenced references. The network analysis unit in an overlay 
visualisation is the article. Our goal in using this bibliometric study was to identify 
the organisational framework of the most significant contributions to capital struc-
ture research.

The network of document co-citations created by the VOS viewer is shown in 
Figure 3. High co-citation article pairs are represented with bigger node sizes, as 
seen. When two papers are listed together in the references of other research pro-
jects, they are said to be co-cited. Each node in the figure represents an article 
referenced at least twice. The graphic only shows the 33 clusters of the 59 publica-
tions with the highest number of co-citations. The node’s radius indicates a docu-
ment’s citation frequency in other research. Four clusters were discovered by 
VOSviewer automatically because highly co-cited documents are frequently 
grouped. The red cluster, the most prominent cluster, provides several insights 
into the ideal capital structure choice of debt and equity, its determinants, corpo-
rate finance’s theory and practice and capital structure adjustments. Titman’s 
(1984) article received the highest citation count in 1926 and proposes that capital 
structure can act as a bonding or prepositioning device to manage this relation-
ship’s incentive/conflict issue. When the capital structure is appropriately chosen, 
incentives are balanced, and the company can adopt a liquidation strategy that 
maximises value ex ante. The pecking order hypothesis, or the theory of firm  
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Figure 3.  Co-word Analysis of Capital Structure.

Source: Bibliometrix-R.

Figure 4.  Co-citation Analysis of the Capital Structure Research.

Source: Bibliometrix-R.
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leverage on a large sample of publicly traded firms from 1971 to 1998, was tested 
by Frank and Goyal (2003).

The green cluster reflects the irrelevancy and relevancy of capital structure to the 
firm value, agency theory and factors of capital structure. Modigliani and Miller 
(1958) proposed the irrelevance of capital structure on firm value in a perfect market, 
suggesting that how a company finances its operations (through debt or equity) does 
not affect its overall value under certain assumptions. This forms a foundational 
concept in modern corporate finance theory. In 1963, Modigliani and Miller (1963) 
extended their theory by introducing taxes and financial distress costs, acknowledg-
ing that under certain conditions, capital structure decisions can impact firm value 
due to tax shields and the potential costs of financial distress. The agency theory was 
pioneered by Jensen and Meckling (1976) and defined the concept of agency costs, 
showing its relationship to the firm’s separation and control issue. The blue cluster 
focuses on investigating capital structure decisions in emerging countries, debt 
maturity and financial institutions for accessing sources of finance. In this cluster, 
Booth et al. (2001) evaluated the applicability of capital structure theory to nations 
with various institutional setups. He proved that the same factors influencing deci-
sions in affluent nations also influence those in developing nations. However, con-
sistent disparities between nations suggest that particular nation-specific forces are 
at play. Booth and Deli (1999) offered the first empirical support for a specific group 
of outside directors, specifically executives from insurance companies, commercial 
banks or investment banks. They provide light on these executives’ services by stud-
ying how their presence is related to borrowing. The last cluster, yellow, delineates 
the dilemma in choosing the ideal capital structure for the firm, investment decisions 
and the impact of corporate taxes on capital structure.

Myers (1984) addressed the complex relationship between a firm’s optimal 
capital structure and value, considering factors such as taxes, bankruptcy costs and 
agency issues, which influence the trade-off between debt and equity financing. The 
investigation of how information asymmetry between firms and investors affects 
financing and investment choices was explored by Myers and Majluf (1984). They 
analyse the impact of undervaluation due to asymmetric information on firms’ deci-
sions to issue equity or debt and their subsequent investment strategies. Kraus and 
Litzenberger (1973) presented a model integrating investor preferences for risk and 
return with a firm’s optimal financial leverage decision. The model considers how 
different states of the economy influence the choice between debt and equity financ-
ing, highlighting the trade-offs involved in capital structure decisions.

Key Implications

Theoretical Contributions

This study’s goal was to use the right research approach to undertake a sciento-
metric examination of selected publications’ capital structure-related research. 
The analysis of 74 journal articles was thorough. Despite increased publications 
over the past several decades, this review’s findings showed that capital structure 
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is still a relatively new topic of study. The review’s initial objectives included 
identifying descriptive analyses of capital structure-related research, the key 
producing nations, total citations, self-citations, h-index and publishing trends—
secondly, a substantial portion of the studies using empirical methods employed a 
secondary database methodology. An authors’ network of document co-citations 
and keyword co-occurrence was used to conduct the scientometric analysis. Third, 
the existing literature shows that studies on capital structure have mainly concen-
trated on the economic elements, while the overlap in social dimensions has 
received less attention. This study provides a relevant and thorough assessment of 
capital structure, making substantial theoretical additions to the literature.

Lastly, our findings suggest that the industry may benefit from carefully deploying 
various funding sources in the long run. Choosing which type of funding to use first 
would be an issue, but businesses can adjust and match the proportionate debt and 
equity to lower their financing costs and boost their firm worth. Future research may 
also develop a direct assessment of the bankruptcy cost to demonstrate whether and 
how the assessment channel works with various funding sources. Moreover, further 
studies could examine the informative utility of the complete term structures of capital 
structure decisions spreads and stock options for realised short- and long-term asset/
equity volatility. The findings of this review represent one of the earliest initiatives to 
advance the idea of capital structure and its connection to current interactions.

Implications for Researchers

The paper underscores the importance of empirical rigour and comprehensive 
analysis for academia in understanding complex financial concepts. The study 
showcases how quantitative methods can contribute to a deeper understanding of 
capital structure theories and their applications by employing a scientometric 
approach. This encourages researchers to explore similar methods in studying 
other intricate financial concepts. Furthermore, the research suggests that a scien-
tometric approach can bridge the gap between theory and practice, facilitating 
more effective communication between academia and the business community. 
The paper encourages a collaborative approach that could lead to more relevant 
and actionable research outcomes by aligning theoretical insights with empirical 
findings. This, in turn, benefits firms seeking to optimise their capital structure for 
sustainable growth and resilience in dynamic market environments.

Implications for Practitioners/Managers

The managerial implications for a paper on the capital structure using a sciento-
metric approach might include the following:

First, managers can benefit from the insights gained through scientometric 
analysis of existing literature, helping them make more informed decisions regard-
ing the optimal capital structure for their company. Second, managers can identify 
areas where further research is needed by understanding the trends and gaps in the 
literature. This can help them anticipate emerging issues and consider potential 
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implications for their firm’s capital structure decisions. Third, scientometric anal-
ysis can highlight how various factors impact capital structure decisions in differ-
ent industries and economic conditions. This understanding can aid managers in 
developing risk management strategies aligned with industry best practices. 
Fourth, the analysis might shed light on how firms with more flexible capital 
structures successfully navigated economic fluctuations. Managers can learn from 
these examples and design capital structures for greater flexibility in uncertain 
times. Finally, managers can use insights from scientometric analysis to commu-
nicate with investors more effectively about their capital structure decisions. This 
communication could include discussing the rationale behind specific financing 
choices based on the trends and findings from the research.

Conclusion

The journey through the landscape of capital structure research, guided by the 
scientometric compass, has provided us with a panoramic view of the past, a 
comprehensive understanding of the present and a visionary outlook towards the 
future. This scientometric review has delved into the intricate fabric of capital 
structure decisions, offering insights that span theoretical underpinnings, meth-
odological trajectories and emerging trends. As we conclude this exploration, 
several overarching themes emerge, underscoring the significance of this review 
and the fertile ground it lays for future scholarship. The scientometric analysis has 
enabled us to retrace the footsteps of capital structure research, revealing the intel-
lectual evolution of the field. From the foundational propositions of Modigliani 
and Miller (1958) to the dynamic interplay of market imperfections elucidated by 
subsequent scholars, the journey through time and thought has highlighted the 
adaptability of financial theory to changing economic landscapes. This review 
acknowledges the foundations upon which current and future studies are built by 
recognising the pivotal contributions of pioneering researchers. Beyond retro-
spect, this review peers into the future of capital structure research, where 
emerging trends beckon scholars to explore uncharted territories. The infusion of 
financial technology into finance brings forth novel avenues for investigation, 
with digital innovations reshaping the landscape of capital structure decisions.

As we gaze towards the horizon of scholarship, this review’s overarching 
aspiration is to foster a dynamic and impactful research agenda. By discerning 
research gaps and identifying emerging themes, this review provides a compass 
for future explorations that resonate with the complexities of capital structure 
decisions. The chasm between theory and practice has been a perennial chal-
lenge in finance. However, this review advocates for a symbiotic relationship 
where theoretical insights catalyse actionable decisions. By aligning theoretical 
paradigms with real-world complexities, future research endeavours can address 
the nuanced considerations that firms confront when navigating the labyrinth of 
capital structure decisions. The interplay of academia and industry promises to 
generate insights that transcend the confines of the ivory tower and resonate 
within boardrooms.
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Recent Publications Induced Future Research Agenda

Four additional interesting avenues for future research are available based on 
recent publications.

First, future research may conduct interviews, surveys or case studies to collect 
primary data rather than depending on secondary data sources. This would guar-
antee reliable information for studying the connection between capital for the 
firm, board diversity and board composition (Yakubu & Oumarou, 2023).

Second, future studies may investigate creating a direct assessment of the cost 
of bankruptcy to show whether and how the assessment channel functions with 
different sources of finance (Agarwal & Singhvi, 2023).

Third, further studies could examine the informative utility of the complete 
term structures of capital structure decisions spreads and stock options for realised 
short- and long-term asset/equity volatility (Forte & Lovreta, 2023).

Lastly, future studies can examine how job protection affects leverage adjust-
ment speed in developed nations. Also worth discussing is how employment protec-
tion affects firm-level information sharing and earning management (Li et al., 2023).

Thematic Clusters Induced Future Research Agenda

The majority of the study’s data set exclusively includes listed companies. Because 
there are not enough data available, unlisted companies are overlooked. Therefore, the 
study’s conclusions may not be applied to privately held companies, leaving room for 
further investigation (Ghose & Kabra, 2019). New methods may be used in the future 
of study, as suggested by Zeitun and Goaied (2022), to uncover additional elements 
that affect leverage via threshold effects. Future research could expand to incorporate 
more managerial ownership and board composition proxies to confirm these results. 
Furthermore, future studies can examine the justification for current corporate finance 
practices and potential barriers to adopting more theoretically sound strategies in 
emerging and developing countries (Baker et al., 2017). Lastly,  future research will 
focus on widening the research horizon at the listed companies in central and eastern 
Europe and uncovering other influencing elements on the relationship between the 
capital structure and the profitability of businesses (Ilie & Vasiu, 2022).

Overcome Limitations and the Future Research Agenda

The limitation considered in this study is threefold. First, despite a thorough search for 
the plausibility of pertinent capital structure studies in this review, it is still possible 
that some pertinent studies were missed due to the changing nature of the research 
field (Rejeb et al., 2021). Second, the fluctuation of papers in Scopus is concerning 
because it is possible that excellent capital structure research published in journals, 
books or book chapters is not indexed (Rasul et al., 2022). Finally, despite the ground-
breaking ideas presented here, this review’s range of scientometric insights remains 
constrained. Future reviews can, therefore, expand on the themes raised here by doing 
a thorough literary analysis of the data corpus (Fauzi, 2023).
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Introduction

The expansion of global luxury merchandise has piqued the curiosity of many 
researchers. Luxury brands’ consumption differs from ordinary products because 
it goes beyond satisfying utilitarian necessities (Dahm & Fassnacht, 2018). Luxury 
consumption, an integral facet of consumer behavior, pertains to acquiring and 
utilizing high-end products and services often associated with premium quality, 
exclusivity, and elevated status (Dubois et al., 2005). According to a survey 
commissioned by Italy’s Altagamma Foundation, the global luxury market 
increased by almost one-third to 288 billion euros ($198 billion), bouncing back 
from its lowest recorded drop owing to the pandemic lockdown (Bain & Company, 
2018). Luxury consumption behavior has gained significant prominence in 
academic and practical domains, reflecting its profound influence on modern soci-
eties and economies (Aliyev et al., 2019). Historical records indicate that luxury 
consumption dates back to ancient civilizations, where possessing rare and extrav-
agant items symbolized social standing and affluence (Rathi et al., 2022). Over 
time, luxury consumption has evolved from conspicuous displays of wealth to 
encompass more nuanced dimensions, such as self-expression (Kim & Jang, 
2014), identity formation (Bhanja & Mehta, 2022), and hedonistic experiences 
(Shukla, 2012). The allure of luxury consumption extends beyond the tangible 
aspects of products and services (Fuentes et al., 2022). It encompasses intangible 
elements, including luxury brands’ narratives, values, and emotions (Han & Kim, 
2020). Consumers often gravitate toward luxury goods for their utilitarian benefits 
and the aspirational and emotional connections they forge with these symbols of 
prestige (Park et al., 2013).

In recent decades, the landscape of luxury consumption has undergone dynamic 
shifts. Globalization, technological advancements, and changing social norms 
have reshaped how luxury is perceived and pursued (Aleem et al., 2022; Rathi  
et al., 2022; Shukla et al., 2022). The trend toward democratizing luxury, also 
known as “masstige marketing,” has expanded the accessibility of premium prod-
ucts to a diverse spectrum of consumers (Kumar et al., 2020). This phenomenon 
has increased the availability of upscale goods to a broad spectrum of consumers, 
encompassing both developed and emerging countries (Lim et al., 2022a). The 
rise of digital platforms and social media has facilitated greater accessibility to 
luxury brands while fostering new avenues for self-presentation and social com-
parison (Eastman et al., 2020; Fazeli et al., 2020). Academically, the study of 
luxury consumption has garnered substantial interest from various disciplines, 
including marketing, psychology, sociology, and economics. Scholars have sought 
to unravel the intricate psychological and sociocultural drivers behind luxury con-
sumption choices, examining status consumption (Roy & Rabbanee, 2015), brand 
loyalty (He et al., 2010), social influence (Byun et al., 2020), and conspicuous 
leisure factors (Li & Stodolska, 2022).

The necessity for conducting bibliometric analysis in this field stems from the 
limited number of comprehensive studies that thoroughly chart and analyze the 
academic landscape of luxury consumption behavior. Bibliometric analysis offers 
a wide range of data, enabling researchers to gain insights into the patterns of 
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publication within a specific subject area (Jain & Dhingra, 2023). More specifi-
cally, bibliometric analysis provides a quantitative methodology for evaluating 
scholarly contributions, identifying emerging patterns and exploring the relation-
ships within this field as highlighted by Donthu et al. (2021a).

This research delves into the luxury consumption behavior domain to enrich 
the existing knowledge base through a thorough bibliometric analysis within the 
marketing discipline. By examining the progression of research within this 
domain, we aim to discern critical trends, influential authors, countries, and 
emerging themes. Through this analysis, we hope to shed light on the evolving 
landscape of luxury consumption behavior and provide valuable insights for 
researchers and practitioners navigating this captivating and ever-evolving field.

With this objective in mind, the current study addresses two core research 
questions (RQs).

1.	 What is the existing comprehension status concerning the realm of “luxury 
consumption behavior?”

2.	 What are the potential future research avenues in luxury consumption 
behavior research?

We explore the aforementioned RQs using bibliometric methods to analyze the liter-
ature on “luxury consumption.” To address RQ1, we employ various performance 
indicators to identify growth patterns, notable articles, influential journals, authors, 
and contributing countries within the field, all based on bibliographic data. Moreover, 
we track the progression of key concepts in the “luxury consumption behavior” 
literature by analyzing how frequently scholars reference specific ideas in their arti-
cles across different time frames. Furthermore, our assessment involves bibliometric 
maps to capture the evolutionary trajectory of luxury consumption over time, aiding 
in anticipation of emerging trends. Finally, in response to RQ2, on the basis of 
cluster analysis, we propose future avenues of research and implications to expand 
the scope of the investigation into luxury consumption.

Contribution

This comprehensive review encompasses more than five decades of extensive litera-
ture, serving as a significant and noteworthy contribution to the field of “luxury 
consumption behavior.” It provides a critical and up-to-date understanding of various 
research aspects, reflecting a holistic approach to examining the crucial role of luxury 
consumption in the realm of marketing. The incorporation of bibliographic data for 
performance analysis, which includes growth trends, key articles, prominent journals, 
influential authors, and contributing countries, adds further significance to this study. 
Additionally, the investigation of thematic evolution, word cloud analysis, and the 
identification of keyword co-occurrences assist in defining five distinct clusters, 
offering valuable insights for future research directions to scholars in this field.

As Paul and Bhukya (2021) recommended, we enlist and explain the sequence 
of this review article. Subsequently, we detail the methodologies utilized in the 
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research. We then present the findings derived from the performance analysis. 
Additionally, we explore the outcomes of the science mapping and outline poten-
tial directions for future research. Finally, we conclude by addressing the study’s 
implications and limitations.

Research Methods

As illustrated in Figure 1, our approach draws from established practices 
commonly employed in standard bibliometric analysis, as elucidated by Donthu  
et al. (2021a) in their recent study. Following their methodologies, we embraced 
conventional procedures to conduct a comprehensive bibliometric analysis. This 
approach allows us to methodically explore the intricate dimensions of scholarly 
literature within our chosen domain (Mukherjee et al., 2022).

Figure 1.  Literature Search and Screening Criteria.



124		  BIMTECH Business Perspectives 4(2)

Defining the Search Strategy

A crucial and demanding phase within bibliometric analysis involves identifying 
pertinent research articles, which relies on establishing suitable search parameters 
and choosing a suitable database (Donthu et al., 2021a). We obtained documents 
from Scopus and Web of Science (WOS). Scopus and WOS were utilized because 
of their widespread popularity, breadth of coverage, and high quality (Ameen  
et al., 2022; Bilro & Loureiro, 2020; Dawkins et al., 2019; Mariani et al., 2018). 
We performed a keyword-based search within the title, abstract, and keywords 
(TITLE-ABS-KEY) sections until August 2023. This search was executed in 
August 2023, yielding 4,112 records from the Scopus (2,272 documents) and 
WOS (1,840 documents) databases.

Screening the Initially Retrieved Documents and  
Refining the Search Results

Due to considerations of understanding boundaries and upholding the study’s metic-
ulousness, the filtering procedure incorporated explicit criteria for inclusion and 
exclusion (Lim et al., 2022b). First, only journal articles within the broader marketing 
realm and composed in English were encompassed. Second, our search scope was 
confined solely to journal articles, with conference papers, books, and non- 
peer-reviewed materials deliberately excluded from the database. Additionally, 
duplicate articles were eliminated through database filtration. Furthermore, the scru-
tiny extended to the title, keywords, abstract, and introduction segments to assess 
whether the emphasis revolved around “luxury consumption behavior.” Besides, 
even if a solitary study within an article explored the realm of luxury consumption 
in the marketing context, it was incorporated into the analysis. As a result of this 
inclusive approach, the implemented search queries effectively pinpointed a total of 
1,289 documents that were published prior to August 10, 2023. This substantial 
dataset is a robust foundation for conducting a comprehensive bibliographic anal-
ysis, aligning with the methodology highlighted by Paul and Criado (2020).

Describing the Data Processing Procedure

Subsequently, the gathered articles underwent a thorough assessment through biblio-
metric and content analyses, allowing for an in-depth exploration of the evolving 
landscape within “luxury consumption” research. The bibliometric analysis was 
meticulously executed using the specialized bibliometric package within the R soft-
ware framework, facilitating a comprehensive array of bibliometric computations 
across an extensive dataset from May 1972 to August 2023. Table 1 illustrates the 
descriptive statistics concerning the dataset focused on luxury consumption. This 
dataset comprised 1,289 peer-reviewed publications, originating from 438 distinct 
journals and involving contributions from 2,554 authors representing 68 countries.
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Table 1.  Descriptive Information of the Data on Luxury Consumption from 1972 to 
August 2023.

Information Results

Documents 1,289
Time 1972 to August 2023
Publication outlets 438
Articles 1,240
Review 49
Author(s) keywords 3,084
Annual growth rate % 9.53
Average citations per doc 28.9
Authors
Authors 2,254
Single-authored docs 225
Co-authors per doc 2.49
International co-authorship % 22.27

Bibliometric Analysis

In recent times, bibliometrics has emerged as a widely accepted and reputable 
approach for reviewing extensive collections of literature across various scientific 
disciplines (Ellegaard & Wallin, 2015; Linnenluecke et al., 2020; Mukherjee  
et al., 2022). This method reduces potential biases while managing the substantial 
volume of bibliographic information (Mukherjee et al., 2022). Moreover, it aids in 
observing the longitudinal developments within the existing literature (Donthu  
et al., 2021a). Furthermore, it simplifies the identification of the intellectual 
framework and emerging concepts (Paul & Criado, 2020). Within the bibliometric 
approach outlined by Cobo et al. (2011), one component, “performance analysis,” 
focuses on evaluating the contributions of different research elements to the field. 
This facet aims to pinpoint leading research components and their evolving 
patterns within the studied domain. The second aspect, termed “science mapping,” 
involves the examination of citations, collaborative authorships, and co-words 
found in publications. This process involves using bibliometric techniques such as 
bibliographic coupling, co-citation analysis, co-authorship networks, keyword 
frequency, and more to visually represent the interconnections within the dataset 
(Cobo et al., 2011).

We utilized the “bibliometrics” package within the R software framework to 
perform comprehensive bibliometric calculations on an extensive dataset from 1972 
to 2023, comprising 1,289 publications. Additionally, we employed VOSviewer, a 
tool created by van Eck and Waltman (2010), which serves two primary purposes: 
VOS mapping and VOS clustering. This software was utilized to examine the co-
occurrence of keywords and generate visual representations.
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Performance Analysis

Publications Trend

Figure 2 illustrates the chronological evolution of scholarly articles addressing the 
topic of “luxury consumption behavior” across the Scopus and WOS databases, 
encompassing the years 1972–2022. The exploration of this subject initially 
commenced in 1972 with one publication. However, it was only after 2012 that the 
field began to witness a notable surge in activity, and this trend has continued to 
progress markedly. This progression is highlighted by the fact that in 2019, a total 
of 102 articles were published, a number that further increased to 122 articles by 
2020 and 160 articles by the year 2022. Notably, the production of literature in this 
area has seen a pronounced expansion, attributed to the escalating interest and 
engagement among scholars and experts alike. This escalating growth is charac-
terized by an annual growth rate of 9.53%. Moreover, Figure 3 provides a graphical 
representation of the annual average citation count spanning the years 1972–2022. 
In Table 2, we emphasize the top 10 years with the most citations, revealing that 
1998 stands out as the year with the highest average citation per article, at 190.8, 
followed closely by 1996, which received an average of 188.67 citations, and 
1989 with an average of 171 citations.

Publication Outlets

Table 3 illustrates the leading 10 journals demonstrating the highest publication 
output within this field. The analysis encompasses a total of 1,289 publications, 

Figure 2.  The Annual Publication Pattern of 1,289 Articles Collected from Scopus and 
Web of Science Spanning the Years 1972–2022.
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Figure 3.  Average Citations Per Year from 1972 to 2022.

Table 2.  Top 10 Mean Citation Per Article.

Year Mean TC per Article

1998 190.8
1996 188.67
1989 171
2002 164.86
1997 103.4
2001 101.17
2004 96.17
1995 89
2005 88.85
2010 87.38

which are spread across 438 distinct journals. It is essential to highlight that 
many of these journals hold prestigious ratings from the Australian Business 
Deans Council (ABDC), particularly A* and A designations, signifying their 
recognition as esteemed publications in business and management research. 
Among the entirety of the articles examined, a noteworthy subset of 362 articles, 
equivalent to 28.08% of the total, emerged from the top 10 journals. The Journal 
of Business Research emerges as the most prolific outlet, boasting 84 published 
articles. Following closely is the Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 
contributing 57 articles. Psychology & Marketing secures the third spot with 39 
articles, while the Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management has featured 
30 articles.
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Table 3.  Top 10 Leading Journals Publishing on Luxury Consumption Behavior.

Journal TP h-Index ABDC Publisher

Journal of Business Research 84 33 A Elsevier
Journal of Retailing and Consumer 
Services

57 24 A Elsevier

Psychology & Marketing 39 20 A Wiley-Blackwell 
Journal of Fashion Marketing and 
Management

31 15 B Emerald Group Publishing

Journal of Consumer Research 30 20 A* Oxford University Press
Journal of Consumer Psychology 28 17 A* Wiley-Blackwell
Asia Pacific Journal of Marketing and 
Logistics

25 10 A Emerald Group Publishing

International Journal of Consumer 
Studies

24 13 A Wiley-Blackwell

European Journal of Marketing 22 10 A* Emerald Group Publishing
Journal of Product and Brand 
Management

22 10 A Emerald Group Publishing

Notes: TP = total publications; ABDC = ABDC is the ranking of journal quality (provided by Austral-
ian Business Deans Council), A* = highest quality showing top 5%–7% journals in the field, A = second 
highest quality showing the next 15%–25% journals in the field, and B = third highest quality showing 
the next 35%–40% journals in the field.

Most Cited Publications

The identification of the most pertinent works within the realm of “luxury 
consumption behavior” was carried out through an examination of the citations 
garnered by each individual article. Table 4 showcases the articles with the highest 
level of productivity in the field of luxury consumption, determined by both their 
total citation count (TC) and the average annual sum of citations received. 
According to the table’s findings, the article authored by Han et al. (2010) holds 
the most significant influence in this field, accumulating 813 citations and main-
taining an average annual citation rate of 58.07 since its publication. This study 
investigates the driving factors behind luxury consumption by segmenting 
consumers into four categories based on their wealth and desire for social status. 
Preceding this work is the research conducted by Wong and Ahuvia (1998), which 
has been cited 589 times. This study probes into the cultural influences underpin-
ning the luxury consumption phenomenon, mainly through comparing Southeast 
Asian and Western cultural contexts. Subsequently, the study authored by 
Wiedmann et al. (2009) cited 506 times explores a comprehensive framework for 
understanding luxury value as a foundational approach to identifying consumer 
segments based on value-related factors.

Most Prolific Author(s)

Figure 4 provides a visual representation of how influential authors have evolved 
over time in terms of their publishing and citation impact. The size of the bubbles in 
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Table 4.  Most Relevant Articles in Sorted by Total Citations (TC).

Title Author(s) TC C/Y

Signaling Status with Luxury Goods:  
The Role of Brand Prominence

Young Jee Han, Joseph 
C. Nunes, and 
Xavier Drèze

798 57.00

Personal Taste and Family Face:  
Luxury Consumption in Confucian  
and Western Societies

Nancy Y. Wong and Aaron 
C. Ahuvia

589 22.65

Value-Based Segmentation of  
Luxury Consumption Behavior

Klaus-Peter 
Wiedmann, Nadine 
Hennigs, and Astrid Siebels

499 33.27

Earning the Right to Indulge: Effort as a 
Determinant of Customer Preferences 
Toward Frequency Program Rewards

Ran Kivetz and 
Itamar Simonson

487 22.14

Status Brands: Examining the Effects 
of Non-product-Related Brand 
Associations on Status and  
Conspicuous Consumption

Aron O’Cass and 
Hmily Frost

370 16.82

Figure 4.  Authors Production Overtime.

Source: Biblioshiny, authors’ elaboration.

the graphic corresponds to the number of publications associated with each author, 
while the line graph illustrates the progression of an author’s publications over the 
years. The color intensity of the bubbles indicates the total yearly citations received.

Table 5 illustrates the primary contributors in order of their publication output. 
Among those who have exhibited the most significant productivity in the field of 
“luxury consumption behavior” are Sanjay Jain, with a total of 17 published works 
and 636 citations; Ying Wang, with 15 published works and 359 citations; 
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Jacqueline K. Eastman, having authored 14 works with 456 citations; and Cesare 
Amatulli, whose contributions amount to 13 published works and 333 citations.

It is crucial to identify significant author networks to gain a comprehensive under-
standing of luxury consumption research. To achieve this, we utilized association 
strength normalization in combination with the Louvain cluster algorithm on the top 50 
documents to form the authors’ clusters. Figure 5 illustrates the emergence of six dis-
tinct, color-coded clusters among the 25 most prolific authors. The larger nodes repre-
sent authors who have contributed more publications, while the connections between 
nodes are thicker for scholars who have collaborated on multiple articles. Notably, a 
prominent collaboration network is observed between Eastman J. and Iyer R.

Table 5.  Most Prolific Author(s) as per the Number of Publications.

Author(s) NP TC h-Index g-Index

Sanjay Jain 17 636 11 17
Yajin Wang 15 359 8 15
Jacqueline K. Eastman 14 456 8 14
Cesare Amatulli 13 333 7 13
Ian Phau 12 500 10 12
Justin Paul 10 338 7 10
Junfeng Zhang 10 237 5 10
Sang Jin Kim 10 64 4 8
Russell W. Belk 9 447 7 9
Thomas Aronsson 9 103 5 9

Figure 5.  Author(s) Collaboration.

Source: Biblioshiny, authors’ elaboration.
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The Scientific Production of the Countries

Examining the affiliations data reveals that the contributing organizations and institu-
tions are spread worldwide, with a concentrated presence in countries such as the 
United States, China, the United Kingdom, India, and France. In Figure 6, a compre-
hensive overview is provided, showcasing the critical countries linked to authors 
engaged in the study of luxury consumption. Notably, the United States takes the lead 
as the foremost contributor, generating a substantial number of 619 articles. This is 
followed by China, which contributed significantly to 250 articles, signifying a notable 
scholarly involvement. Moreover, the United Kingdom has established itself as a note-
worthy participant in this field, producing 210 articles contributing to the luxury 
consumption discourse. Additionally, India stands out with its scholarly contributions, 
having generated 147 articles that explore various facets of luxury consumption. This 
collective body of work highlights the global engagement and diverse perspectives 
that enrich the discourse around luxury consumption. Furthermore, Table 6 presents 

Figure 6.  Most Productive Countries in Luxury Consumption Behavior Marketing  
Research.

Table 6.  Countries Collaboration.

From To Frequency

USA China 26
USA United Kingdom 21
USA France 18
USA India 15
USA Canada 14
USA Korea 14
China United Kingdom 11
China Singapore 10
China Canada 9
France Germany 9
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the leading 10 instances of international collaboration concerning behaviors related to 
luxury consumption.

Thematic Analysis

Thematic Map

Cobo et al. (2011) explore techniques for estimating and visually representing the 
focus of a specific area of research. They introduce a thematic map as an effective 
visual tool, assessing topics within a quadrant. The thematic map is structured 
based on centrality (along the x-axis) and density (along the y-axis). Density signi-
fies the level of development of a chosen theme, while centrality gauges the 
significance of the central theme. This thematic map is divided into four sections. 
Themes positioned in the lower-left quadrant indicate either declining or emerging 
subjects. These themes either fade from research or are further developed by 
researchers. Themes in the lower-right quadrant represent foundational concepts 
that have undergone extensive research. In contrast, the upper-left quadrant show-
cases niche concepts developed but in relative isolation. Finally, themes in the 
upper-right quadrant indicate well-developed and established research areas.

Upon carefully examining the map (as shown in Figure 7), it becomes evident that 
“luxury consumption, sustainability, and luxury branding” form highly developed and 
isolated themes within the literature, characterized by internal solid connections. 
However, their significance in this research is limited due to their sparse connections 
with other themes. On the other hand, themes such as social media, brand equity, and 
masstige exhibit weaker development, featuring lower density and centrality. 
Conversely, themes such as status consumption, materialism, social comparison, and 

Figure 7.  Thematic Map of Luxury Consumption Behavior Scholarship.

Source: Biblioshiny, authors’ elaboration.
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luxury brands emerge as the most well-developed and crucial elements in shaping the 
landscape of luxury consumption behavior research. These themes are pivotal because 
of their significant field progress and frequent appearances in various research studies.

Thematic Evolution

The progression of themes in a particular research domain can be depicted using 
alluvial graphs that segment the timeline into distinct periods (Aria et al., 2022). 
Analyzing the yearly distribution of publications, the data collection is segmented 
into four-time intervals, achieved by establishing three breakpoints in 2013, 2017, 
and 2019. Through the segmentation of the examined timeframe into distinct 
intervals, it becomes feasible to examine the progression of each theme (Donthu 
et al., 2020). A longitudinal visualization offers valuable insights into the inclina-
tions of specific topics to converge with other themes or diverge into multiple new 
themes throughout the study, as demonstrated in Figure 8.

From 1972 to 2013, significant keywords that gained prominence included 
conspicuous consumption, consumer behavior, and luxury consumption. From 
2014 to 2017, researchers delving into “luxury consumption behavior” underwent 
a noticeable shift in their focus, placing greater importance on conspicuous con-
sumption, luxury consumption, luxury, status, brand consciousness, and luxury 
products. Between 2018 and 2019, there was an evident change in the research 
direction towards various domains, including self-monitoring, face conscious-
ness, counterfeit, and brand selection. From 2022 to August 2023, noteworthy 
areas of interest have emerged, covering topics such as adaption strategies, per-
ceived value, social identity, and luxury experience.

Figure 8.  Thematic Evolution of Luxury Consumption Behavior Scholarship.

Source: Biblioshiny, authors’ elaboration.



134		  BIMTECH Business Perspectives 4(2)

Word Cloud

Word clouds serve as a visual representation technique for text data, highlighting 
the most frequently occurring words to provide a quick overview (Baker et al., 
2021). Figure 9 clearly demonstrates that the primary keywords utilized by the 
author(s) in the chosen studies prominently include conspicuous consumption, 
luxury consumption, status-oriented consumption, and materialism. This word 
cloud provides compelling evidence that research in the realm of luxury consump-
tion places significant emphasis on topics such as conspicuous consumption, the 
need for status, and materialistic tendencies.

Cluster Analysis

Data clustering is a technique used to gather a collection of articles. In the resultant 
network, nodes can be organized into clusters so that the links between nodes 
within the same cluster are more abundant than those between nodes in different 
clusters  (Husain et al., 2022c). An essential advantage of this analysis is its ability 
to discern subfields within the research theme, which can be further identified by 
thoroughly examining the papers within specific clusters.

In this section, we have conducted an examination of terms used in the realm 
of luxury consumption research. We generated a term “co-occurrence network 
map” on the basis of a dataset comprising 1,289 studies related to luxury con-
sumption, encompassing a total of 5,001 keywords. We established a minimum 

Figure 9.  Word Cloud of the Most Prominent Author Keywords.

Source: Biblioshiny, authors’ elaboration.
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threshold of five occurrences for the keywords to ensure the analysis yielded 
meaningful results. Among the 5,001 keywords, 200 keywords satisfied our pre-
determined threshold. Figure 10, generated by VOSviewer, displays the formation 
of five distinct clusters. Nodes sharing the same color on the map are part of the 
same cluster, and the proximity between nodes within the cluster signifies their 
relationship’s strength.

Cluster 1 # Luxury Consumption and Materialism

The relationship between luxury consumption and materialism has long been a 
subject of academic inquiry and societal debate. Luxury consumption involves 
purchasing and possessing high-end products or experiences, often linked to 
social status and exclusivity (Donthu et al., 2021b). Conversely, materialism refers 
to the pursuit of possessions and wealth as a source of life satisfaction (Kim et al., 
2022). Numerous studies have explored the connection between luxury consump-
tion and materialism (Hudders, 2012; Sundie et al., 2020). However, the 
relationship between luxury consumption and materialism is complex and only 
partially one dimensional (de Kerviler & Rodriguez, 2019). While luxury goods 
can offer esthetic pleasure and enhance self-esteem (Hudders et al., 2013). 
However, they can fuel materialistic tendencies as individuals seek to project their 
success and identity through possessions (Bhanja & Mehta, 2022). Research 
suggests that individuals may engage in luxury consumption for a variety of 
reasons, including personal enjoyment (Smit, 2022), appreciation for craftsman-
ship (Kapferer & Valette-Florence, 2021), and a desire to share meaningful 

Figure 10.  Co-occurrence and Network of Author(s) Keywords.

Source: VOSviewer, authors’ elaboration.
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experiences with loved ones (Shahid & Paul, 2021). In conclusion, the relation-
ship between luxury consumption and materialism is multifaceted (Duma, 2022). 
While luxury consumption can exacerbate materialistic tendencies, it is not the 
sole determinant of such behavior (Hemetsberger et al., 2012). By recognizing the 
diverse motivations behind luxury consumption and promoting values beyond 
material possessions, future researchers can navigate a more balanced approach to 
consumption and well-being.

Cluster 2 # Conspicuous Consumption and Signaling

Conspicuous consumption, a term coined by economist Thorstein Veblen, refers 
to purchasing and displaying luxury goods and services primarily to signal one’s 
social status and wealth (Patsiaouras & Fitchett, 2012). This behavior is closely 
intertwined with signaling, a mechanism through which individuals communicate 
their attributes or qualities to others (Wang, 2022). Conspicuous consumption 
serves as a potent signaling tool in modern consumer societies (Bradshaw et al., 
2020). By showcasing expensive possessions, individuals convey their economic 
prosperity and their membership in elite social circles (Han et al., 2010). Vohs  
et al. (2006) demonstrates the correlation between conspicuous consumption and 
signaling, revealing that luxury goods function as effective status symbols, facili-
tating social interactions and signaling personal success. Furthermore, Han et al. 
(2010) delve into the psychological mechanisms driving conspicuous consump-
tion, shedding light on how such behavior fulfills individuals’ need for social 
recognition and identity establishment. Drawing from insights into evolutionary 
psychology, conspicuous consumption reflects the age-old human inclination to 
signal desirable traits for mate selection and social integration (Griskevicius & 
Kenrick, 2013). Today, it manifests as a manifestation of this intrinsic tendency, 
facilitating connections, attracting mates, and gaining social approval (Chan, 
2015). Future research should explore the evolving dynamics of conspicuous 
consumption and signaling in the digital age, where social media platforms offer 
new avenues for status display (Sogo & Matsubayashi, 2021). Additionally, inves-
tigating cultural variations in conspicuous consumption can show how signaling 
mechanisms differ across societies (Awanis et al., 2017).

Cluster 3 # Consumer Behavior and Sustainability

The intersection of luxury consumer behaviors and sustainability has gained 
significant attention in recent years as society becomes increasingly concerned 
about environmental and social impacts. References indicate that luxury brands 
adopting sustainability initiatives enhance their reputations and attract environ-
mentally conscious consumers (Tofighi et al., 2020). Research by Amatulli et al. 
(2018) shows that consumers are willing to pay more for sustainable products, a 
trend likely to resonate with luxury consumers. Moreover, the rise of the circular 
economy and second-hand luxury market highlights changing consumer attitudes 
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toward longevity and value retention (Lou et al., 2022). Future research should 
explore the intricacies of luxury consumers’ motivations and the effectiveness  
of sustainable practices in shaping their behaviors (Alghanim & Ndubisi, 2022). 
Investigating the role of social media, peer influence, and cultural factors  
on luxury sustainability adoption could yield valuable insights. Additionally, 
assessing the long-term impact of sustainable luxury consumption on brand 
loyalty and market dynamics is a promising avenue for exploration.

Cluster 4 # Luxury Brands and Perception

Luxury consumption—a complex phenomenon rooted in social, psychological, and 
cultural factors—is intricately tied to perception (Purohit & Radia, 2022). How do 
individuals perceive luxury goods and their consumption shapes their attitudes and 
behaviors (Husain et al., 2022b)? Previous research indicates that consumers’ 
perceptions of luxury goods can influence their self-esteem, social identity, and 
aspirations (So et al., 2018). Furthermore, the perception of luxury can vary across 
cultures and generations, reflecting the evolving nature of luxury consumption 
(Xiang et al., 2019). Future research directions in this field could delve into the role 
of digital platforms and social media in investigating how luxury brands can leverage 
online spaces to enhance their perceived value and authenticity (Maman Larraufie 
& Kourdoughli, 2014). Additionally, understanding how sustainable practices influ-
ence luxury perception and whether eco-consciousness can become a marker of 
luxury is a compelling area for study (Pantano & Stylos, 2020). As consumer prefer-
ences and societal values evolve, continued research into luxury perception will 
provide crucial insights into the dynamics of consumer behavior and the changing 
landscape of luxury consumption.

Cluster 5 # Bandwagon and Snob Consumption

Luxury consumption, a hallmark of conspicuous wealth and status, is influenced 
by two contrasting psychological phenomena: the bandwagon effect and the 
snob effect (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2014). The bandwagon effect propels indi-
viduals toward luxury goods as they seek to conform and align with prevailing 
trends, perceiving ownership as a means to social acceptance and inclusion 
(Eastman & Eastman, 2015). In contrast, the snob effect drives individuals to 
embrace luxury to distinguish themselves from the masses, valuing exclusivity 
and uniqueness (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2014). Exploring how luxury brands 
strategically navigate these psychological influences, whether by fostering a 
sense of belonging or cultivating exclusivity, would provide valuable insights. 
Additionally, investigating the impact of cultural and generational factors  
on these behaviors could shed light on evolving consumer preferences. 
Understanding the interplay between these tendencies and their implications for 
marketing strategies and societal well-being becomes increasingly important as 
the consumer landscape evolves.
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Future Research Avenues

In this section, we will focus on illuminating the gaps in the current body of litera-
ture within each cluster, with a particular emphasis on providing suggestions for 
future research avenues. Table 7 summarizes the potential avenues for future 
research within each cluster

Cluster 1 # Luxury Consumption and Materialism

Over the past five years, there have been notable advancements in the study of 
luxury consumption and materialism. However, there is still room for further 
improvement in this area. As Duma (2022) pointed out, the relationship between 
luxury consumption and materialism is complex. While luxury consumption can 
contribute to materialistic tendencies, it is important to note that it is not the sole 
factor influencing such behavior (Hemetsberger et al., 2012). Future researchers 
should acknowledge the diverse motivations behind luxury consumption and 
promote values beyond material possessions to foster a more balanced approach 
to consumption and well-being.

Commercial sharing systems are evolving into a significant business concept 
within the luxury sector, offering access to product advantages without the need 
for ownership (Akbar et al., 2016). It would be valuable to investigate how the 
sharing economy, including services such as luxury vacation rentals and designer 
clothing rentals, is reshaping the landscape of luxury consumption. Additionally, 
the concept of anthropomorphism is of great significance in the context of luxury 
fashion consumption (Khan et al., 2023). Subsequent research in this field should 
aim to better understand how brand anthropomorphism impacts luxury consump-
tion, influencing emotional connections, identity representation, brand loyalty, 
and perceptions of value.

Cluster 2 # Conspicuous Consumption and Signaling

Conspicuous consumption has always been closely linked with the concept of 
signaling. In contemporary society, it continues to serve as an expression of this 
inherent tendency, facilitating social connections, attracting potential partners, 
and garnering social approval (Baker et al., 2020; Chan, 2015; Sundie et al., 2020). 
Future research should delve into the evolving dynamics of conspicuous consump-
tion and signaling in the digital era, where social media platforms offer new 
avenues for displaying one’s status (Sogo & Matsubayashi, 2021). Furthermore, 
the exploration of cultural differences in conspicuous consumption can provide 
insights into how signaling mechanisms vary across different societies (Awanis  
et al., 2017; Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2012). Subsequent studies should investi-
gate extreme individualistic cultures, such as the United States, and collectivist 
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cultures, like those found in Asia, to examine whether cultural factors contribute 
to the differences in conspicuous consumption.

Cluster 3 # Consumer Behavior and Sustainability

The intersection of luxury consumer behaviors and sustainability has garnered 
significant attention in recent years, driven by society’s growing concern for envi-
ronmental and social impacts. As demonstrated in research by Amatulli et al. 
(2018), consumers are increasingly willing to pay a premium for sustainable prod-
ucts, a trend that is likely to resonate with luxury consumers. Furthermore, the 
emergence of the circular economy and the flourishing second-hand luxury market 
underscores shifting consumer attitudes toward durability and the retention of 
value (Christodoulides et al., 2021; Morales & Belmonte-Urena, 2021). Future 
research should delve deeper into the intricacies of luxury consumers’ motivations 
and the effectiveness of sustainable practices in shaping their behaviors, as 
suggested by Alghanim and Ndubisi (2022). Within this context, online communi-
ties and forums centered around luxury consumption and fashion provide 
individuals with platforms to share information about their acquisitions and 
engage in meaningful discussions (Anas et al., 2023). An examination of the influ-
ence of social media, peer interactions, and cultural factors on the adoption of 
sustainable luxury consumption could yield valuable insights.

Cluster 4 # Luxury Brands and Perception

Luxury consumption—a multifaceted phenomenon shaped by social, psycholog-
ical, and cultural influences—is closely intertwined with the concept of perception 
(Nobre et al., 2022; Purohit & Radia, 2022). Examining how luxury brands adapt 
their identities and branding strategies to remain relevant in an evolving consumer 
landscape can offer valuable insights. Brands frequently expand their established 
brands to introduce new products, leveraging the equity established by the parent 
brand in the market (Bhanja & Mehta, 2022). Future research should explore the 
impact of such brand extensions into more accessible product lines (e.g., diffusion 
lines and collaborations) on the perception of the core luxury brand and how these 
extensions either diminish or enhance the brand’s prestige.

Additionally, brand authenticity has become a fundamental asset in contempo-
rary marketing, but there is ambiguity surrounding the definition and application 
of this concept (Södergren, 2021; Wang et al., 2019). Subsequent research should 
investigate the influence of counterfeit luxury products and concerns about 
authenticity on brand perception and purchasing decisions.

Cluster 5 # Bandwagon and Snob Consumption

Luxury consumption, a symbol of conspicuous wealth and social status, is under 
the influence of two contrasting psychological phenomena: the bandwagon effect 
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and the snob effect, as demonstrated by Kastanakis and Balabanis (2014). 
Examining how luxury brands strategically navigate these psychological influ-
ences, whether by fostering a sense of inclusion or cultivating exclusivity, holds 
significant potential for gaining valuable insights. Additionally, delving into the 
effects of cultural and generational factors on these behaviors could provide a 
deeper understanding of shifting consumer preferences.

The transformation of the Internet, technology, and the prevalence of smartphones 
has brought about substantial changes in the way consumers interact with brands 
(Holmqvist et al., 2020). This shift has opened up previously unimaginable avenues for 
marketers to connect with their target audiences. One of these technologies is aug-
mented reality (AR), which enables consumers to engage with brands in novel and 
innovative ways (Jayaswal & Parida, 2023). The exploration of the impact of emerging 
technologies, such as artificial intelligence and AR, on the shaping of bandwagon and 
snob consumption experiences within the luxury industry could offer valuable contri-
butions to both theory and practical applications.

Conclusion

This comprehensive review encompasses over five decades of extensive literature, 
making a substantial and noteworthy addition to the body of knowledge on “luxury 
consumption behavior.” It offers a critical and contemporary understanding of diverse 
research dimensions, signifying a holistic approach to examining the vital role of luxury 
consumption within the marketing domain. Using bibliographic data for performance 
analysis, encompassing growth trends, critical articles, prominent journals, influential 
authors, and contributing nations, adds further significance to this study. Additionally, 
the exploration of thematic frameworks that have molded this field of study holds 
importance in establishing its legitimacy as a distinct area of research.

Implications for Theory and Practice

Our study, which connects diverse clusters of themes, is poised to propel the field 
forward by illuminating the current landscape of knowledge and initiating a 
discourse on the future trajectory of research. Scholars are embracing this para-
digm shift and aligning their studies with more comprehensive and profound 
dimensions of luxury consumption. Nevertheless, most research has concentrated 
on luxury fashion, jewelry, and accessories (Grotts & Johnson, 2013; Phau & 
Cheong, 2009; Turunen & Leipämaa-Leskinen, 2015), whereas domains of higher 
involvement, such as luxury residences, automobiles, and yachts, remain rela-
tively unexplored. Although luxury goods have garnered substantial scholarly 
attention, luxury services have received limited investigation (Klaus & Tarquini-
Poli, 2022). However, there exists significant potential for solidifying service 
theories and conceptual frameworks. In conclusion, having thoroughly identified 
the outcomes of research endeavors, we propose potential avenues for future 
investigations, along with insights into each thematic cluster.
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Understanding the real-world consequences of luxury consumption behavior 
assists businesses in effectively understanding consumer inclinations and soci-
etal shifts, thereby enabling them to forge deeper connections with their intended 
customer base (Husain et al., 2022a). This examination furnishes brand manag-
ers with a structured framework for appraising, executing, and appraising criti-
cal management choices. By aggregating and visually presenting the literature 
on luxury consumption behavior, this analysis provides a valuable resource for 
decision-making. Additionally, the assessment advocates for an all-encompass-
ing perspective on luxury behavior, allowing companies to explore avenues for 
leveraging their community connections and enhancing customer engagement 
strategies.

Limitations

While the study employs a comprehensive methodology, it does exhibit certain 
constraints. First, its scope is confined to a general perspective on luxury consump-
tion behavior and culminates in proposing potential avenues for future research 
within each cluster. Subsequent research endeavors could delve more profoundly 
into individual cluster themes, concentrating exclusively on particular aspects, such 
as counterfeiting or the role of luxury on social media. Second, we focused exclu-
sively on the WOS and Scopus databases, disregarding the inclusion of other 
substantial databases such as EBSCO and PUBMED. Future researchers might 
consider broadening their scope by incorporating a wider array of databases for a 
more comprehensive investigation. Third, our specific subject domain criteria 
concentrated on publications categorized within the marketing field. Expanding the 
purview of our study to encompass related subject domains could provide a more 
holistic understanding of the scholarly landscape. Finally, the nature of our biblio-
metric approach hampers a more qualitative assessment of the available knowledge. 
Therefore, subsequent researchers could embark on systematic literature reviews to 
dissect the indicated study areas in greater depth, offering richer insights beyond the 
quantitative analysis provided here.
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Introduction

Brand attachment, a multidimensional construct reflecting the emotional and cogni-
tive bond between consumers and brands, has been the subject of significant interest 
and investigation in consumer behavior and marketing (Ugalde et al., 2023). 
Lacoeuilhe (2000) posited that “attachment to the brand is a psychological variable 
that reveals a lasting and inalterable affective relationship (separation is painful) to the 
brand and expresses a relation of psychological closeness to it” (p. 66). Over the years, 
scholars and practitioners alike have recognized the profound impact of brand attach-
ment on consumer preferences, loyalty, and, ultimately, organizational success (Liu  
et al., 2020). The concept of brand attachment stems from the realization that 
consumers can form powerful, enduring connections with brands, transcending mere 
functional benefits (Rajaobelina et al., 2021). This emotional connection, often 
referred to as brand love, passion, or loyalty, goes beyond the utilitarian aspect of 
products and services and engages consumers at a profoundly personal level (Shabani 
Nashtaee et al., 2017). Understanding brand attachment mechanisms has become 
crucial for marketers seeking to forge lasting relationships with their customers and 
create enduring brand value (Arya et al., 2018).

Brand attachment is a concept that has garnered considerable attention in con-
sumer behavior and marketing. Consumers often form emotional connections and 
strong bonds with certain brands beyond preference or loyalty (Fastoso & González-
Jiménez, 2020). This deep and enduring connection between individuals and brands 
is known as a brand attachment (Aureliano-Silva et al., 2018). It encompasses a range 
of psychological, emotional, and cognitive dimensions that shape consumers’ atti-
tudes, behaviors, and decision-making processes (Flight & Coker, 2022). Over the 
years, brand attachment has emerged as a vital area of research as scholars and mar-
keters strive to understand this phenomenon’s underlying mechanisms and implica-
tions (Vredeveld, 2018). Researchers have delved into the psychological processes 
underpinning brand attachment formation, investigating factors such as self-identity, 
emotional bonding, nostalgia, and brand love (Li et al., 2019; Moussa, 2015; Moussa 
& Touzani, 2017; Shimul & Phau, 2023; Youn & Dodoo, 2021). Moreover, empirical 
studies have examined the role of various antecedents, such as brand personality 
(Malär et al., 2011), brand experiences (Zha et al., 2022), and self-congruity (Usakli 
et al., 2022), in shaping brand attachment (Aboulnasr & Tran 2019; Shimul & Phau, 
2022). Several early investigations have laid the groundwork for subsequent studies 
and have contributed to our understanding of the intricacies of brand-consumer rela-
tionships (Fedorikhin et al., 2008; Park et al., 2006; Thomson et al., 2005).

In the present era, the study of brand attachment has evolved to incorporate 
new perspectives, methodologies, and contexts. Researchers have expanded their 
focus to explore the role of digital media (Sánchez-Fernández & Jiménez-Castillo, 
2021), social networking platforms (Arya et al., 2018), and online communities 
(Wang et al., 2016) in fostering brand attachment. Technology has transformed 
how consumers engage with brands, necessitating a fresh examination of the 
dynamics between consumers, brands, and attachment (Lam & Shankar, 2014; 
Min et al., 2020; Read et al., 2011). Additionally, recent studies have explored 
cross-cultural variations in brand attachment, uncovering the influence of cultural 



Khan et al.	 151

values (Chen et al., 2021), norms (S. et al., 2019), and practices on consumers’ 
emotional bonds with brands (Grisaffe & Nguyen, 2011).

Two significant review articles on brand attachment research have been pub-
lished in elite journals. First, Shimul’s (2022) review adopts a framework-based 
approach, highlighting and summarizing the theories employed, contexts explored, 
moderators and mediators examined, and antecedents & outcomes investigated in 
the domain of brand attachment research. Second, Hemsley‐Brown’s (2023) review 
is framework-based, focusing on identifying antecedents and consequences; their 
review is a first attempt to chart and synthesize the antecedents, mediators and con-
sequences of brand attachment research. None of the existing reviews has focused 
on investigating and unrolling the brand attachment research’s intellectual knowl-
edge structure and performance trends. Hence, to address this gap, we perform a 
bibliometric assessment of the extant literature on brand attachment research. This 
bibliometric variant of systematic review delves into the trajectory of brand attach-
ment research, providing a comprehensive synthesis of the past, present, and poten-
tial future directions within this vibrant domain. As we delve into the current state of 
brand attachment research, we highlight the most recent advancements and key 
emerging themes. This includes an examination of novel research methodologies, 
the impact of digitalization and social media, and the interplay of cultural, societal, 
and individual factors influencing brand attachment. By synthesizing the current 
state of knowledge, we aim to provide a comprehensive overview that reflects the 
contemporary landscape of brand attachment research.

Moreover, this systematic review looks forward to the future of brand attach-
ment research, identifying potential avenues for exploration and addressing criti-
cal gaps in the existing literature. Understanding how brand attachment adapts and 
thrives becomes paramount with the ever-changing consumer landscape, charac-
terized by evolving technologies, cultural shifts, and environmental concerns. We 
shed light on the potential challenges and opportunities that await researchers and 
marketers, presenting a roadmap for future investigations that can shape the tra-
jectory of the field.

Therefore, In light of the above discussion and following state-of-the-art bib-
liometric reviews (Goel et al., 2022; Husain et al., 2021; Jayaswal & Parida, 2023; 
Kumar et al., 2022; Stocchi et al., 2022), we curate two research questions consid-
ered as the present study’s final blueprint. They are as follows:

RQ1: � What is the current descriptive and academic profile regarding the most 
influential authors, articles and journals of brand attachment research?

RQ2: � What are the significant themes which characterize the intellectual 
structure of brand attachment research, and what insights can be drawn 
from the current literature to pursue future research?

The remainder of this article is structured in the following scheme: First, we 
present the methodology adopted in the study. Second, we report the results of the 
content and bibliometric analysis. Third, we offer key implications learnt from the 
study. Finally, we conclude with the cluster-oriented and recent works-oriented 
future research directions.
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Methodology

A systematic literature review (SLR) intends to assemble, arrange and assess the 
existing literature on a particular domain in a scientific and replicable manner 
(Paul et al., 2021), ensuring to provide an audit trail which may help to give a clear 
picture of the decisions taken, procedures adopted and conclusions inferred 
(Mulrow et al., 1998). Bibliometric reviews are the sub-variants of SLRs (Lim  
et al., 2022; Sugla & Sen, 2023), often conducted in liaison (Behl et al., 2022; 
Donthu, Kumar, Pandey, et al., 2021; Jain & Dhingra, 2023).

Taking cues from the works of Tiwary et al. (2021) and Saini et al. (2022), this 
study adopts an iterative cycle approach, which begins with zeroing in on the rele-
vant keywords, which is followed by the database selection and running the search 
queries and ends with the deployment of various bibliometric techniques on the 
resultant dataset. Figure 1 shows an overview of the methodological procedure.

Scheming the Search String and Data Collection 

Following Kumar Kar and Harichandan (2022), we used previously established 
keywords from past literature reviews on the brand attachment concept (Hemsley‐
Brown, 2023; Shimul, 2022). Our search string was as follows: “brand attachment” 
OR “emotional attachment” OR “emotional brand attachment.” We searched this 
string in the two most extensive abstract and citation databases, that is, Scopus and 
Web of Science. Several accomplished branding researchers have employed these 
databases in their bibliometric reviews (Rojas-Lamorena et al., 2022; Sepulcri  
et al., 2020). Our initial search yielded 8,915 and 1,254 results on Scopus and Web 
of Science, respectively.

Figure 1.  Snapshot of the Review Methods and Material Employed.
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Refining the Dataset

In line with the filtration approach adopted by Tiwary et al. (2021), we applied 
several filters to purify our data. First, we considered only “articles” and “reviews” 
published in peer-reviewed academic journals, as they are the true indicators of 
“certified knowledge” (Ramos-Rodríguez & Ruíz-Navarro, 2004). Second, we 
kept the subject filter limited to business, management, and economics to keep our 
search results academically relevant. Also, to address comprehension limitations, 
we only considered “English-language” articles (Husain et al., 2021; Khan et al., 
2023). Further, as we searched and downloaded our dataset from two databases, 
We used R software (Team, 2013) to merge and remove the duplicates from the 
dataset using the procedure suggested and employed by Kasaraneni and Rosaline 
(2022). The final curated sample contained 808 articles.

Bibliometric Analysis

Bibliometric analysis is an application of quantitative methods to bibliographic 
data (Pritchard, 1969) to investigate the theoretical and conceptual roots and prob-
able research trajectories (Wang & Liu, 2023). This article employs bibliometric 
techniques selected from the bibliometric toolbox (Donthu, Kumar, Mukherjee,  
et al., 2021) for managing and analysing the exponentially increasing corpus of 
literature in the domain of brand attachment research. Bibliometric tools have 
been used in branding research (Oh et al., 2020; Veloutsou & Ruiz Mafe, 2020) 
and other fields (Anas et al., 2023; Khan & Khan, 2022; Mas-Tur et al., 2020; 
Migliavacca et al., 2022; Singh et al., 2023) for quantitatively analysing the rela-
tionship between the articles, keywords, and authors in a domain and identifying 
and deciphering the significant themes which characterize the intellectual struc-
ture of a domain (Mukherjee et al., 2022). We conducted the descriptive analysis 
[also known as performance analysis (See Donthu, Kumar & Pandey, 2021) using 
R software’s “bibliometrix” package (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017) and co-word 
analysis using VOSviewer (van Eck & Waltman, 2010).

Analysis, Findings and Discussion

Descriptive Analysis 

Our filtered literature dataset on brand attachment research comprised 808 articles 
published in 344 peer-reviewed Journals from 1999 to 2003, with an annual 
growth rate of 18.6%. The total citations received by the domain of brand attach-
ment is 28,258 citations, whereas the total references used in the domain were 
48,016. Figure 2 shows the annual publication trend of brand attachment research, 
suggesting an upsurge in article publications from 2011 onwards.
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Figure 2.  Annual Scientific Production.

Author Influence

In Table 1, we present the 10 most influential authors in the domain of brand 
attachment research as per the citation impact. The most cited author was C. Whan 
Park, who was cited 3,178 times for 8 articles with an h-index of 7, followed by 
Deborah J. Macinnis, who published 8 articles garnering 2,950 citations, making 
her h-index 6. Bernd Schmitt, the third highest cited scholar in the domain, 
published 2 articles, making her h-index 2.

Journal Influence

In Table 2, we show the most influential journals in the brand attachment research 
domain regarding citation impact. We found that the Journal of Marketing has 
garnered the most citations, that is, 4,409, publishing 5 articles on brand 
attachment. The second most highly influenced journal was the Journal of 
Consumer Psychology, garnering 2,936 citations with 10 articles, followed by the 
Journal of Business Research, which published 33 articles and garnered 1,671 
citations.

Article Influence

In Table 3, we present the most influential articles in the domain of brand attachment 
research as per citations impact. We observed that the article titled “Brand Experience: 
What is It? How is it Measured? Does it Affect Loyalty?” by Brakus et al. (2009) is the 
most highly cited work, garnering 1,843 citations, meeting a yearly average of 122.87. 
This article is followed by the work of Thomson et al. (2005) titled “The Ties That 
Bind: Measuring the Strength of Consumers’ Emotional Attachments to Brands,” 
garnering a total of 1,485 citations with a yearly citation average of 78.16. Whan Park 
et al. (2010) authored the third most cited work titled “Brand Attachment and Brand 
Attitude Strength: Conceptual and Empirical Differentiation of Two Critical Brand 
Equity Drivers,” which has garnered 1,058 citations.
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Table 1.  Most Influential Authors.

Author (s) TC NP h

C. Whan Park 3178 8 7
Deborah J. Macinnis 2950 8 6
Bernd Schmitt 2089 2 2
Aaron Ahuvia 1986 3 3
J. Joško Brakus 1843 1 1
Lia Zarantonello 1843 1 1
Matthew Thomson 1768 3 3
Andreas B. Eisingerich 1364 7 6
Joseph Priester 1148 3 3
Dawn Iacobucci 1058 1 1

Notes: TC- Total citations; NP- No. of publications; h- h index.

Table 2.  Most Influential Journals.

Journals TC NP

Journal of Marketing 4409 5
Journal of Consumer Psychology 2936 10
Journal of Business Research 1671 33
Marketing Letters 1117 3
Journal of Product and Brand Management 860 31
Journal of Consumer Research 803 8
European Journal of Marketing 774 21
Journal of Brand Management 709 20
Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services 625 21
Psychology & Marketing 598 17

Notes: TC- Total citations; NP- No. of publications.

Table 3.  Most Influential Articles.

Article Title Author Citation TC TC/Y

“Brand experience: What is it? How is it 
measured? Does it affect loyalty?”

Brakus et al. 
(2009)

1843 122.87

“The ties that bind: Measuring the strength of 
consumers’ emotional attachments to brands”

Thomson et al. 
(2005)

1485 78.16

“Brand attachment and brand attitude strength: 
Conceptual and empirical differentiation of two 
critical brand equity drivers”

Whan Park et al. 
(2010)

1058 75.57

“Some antecedents and outcomes of brand 
love”

Carroll and Ahuvia 
(2006)

982 54.56

“Brand love” Batra et al. (2012) 882 73.50
“Emotional brand attachment and brand 
personality: The relative importance of the 
actual and the ideal self”

Malär et al. (2011) 622 47.85

(Table 3 continued)
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Article Title Author Citation TC TC/Y

“Too engaged? A conservation of resources 
view of the relationship between work 
engagement and work interference with family”

Halbesleben et al. 
(2009)

396 26.40

“Brand authenticity: An integrative framework 
and measurement scale”

Morhart et al. 
(2015)

347 38.56

“Strategic divestments in family firms: Role of 
family structure and community culture”

Sharma and 
Manikutty (2005)

283 14.89

“The mediating effect of place attachment on 
the relationship between festival satisfaction and 
loyalty to the festival hosting destination”

Lee et al. (2012) 274 22.83

Notes: TC- Total citations; TC/Y- Total citations per year.

(Table 3 continued)

Keyword Analysis

For identifying and analysing the most prominent keywords in the domain of 
brand attachment, we built a treemap using author keywords on the Bibliometrix-R 
software. The treemap displaying relevant keywords is shown in Figure 3; it 
reveals that “brand attachment” is the most recurring keyword (24%), followed by 
“emotional attachment” (11%) and “brand loyalty” (08%). The existence of 
keywords such as “emotional brand attachment” (04%), “brand love” (03%), 
“brand trust” (03%), and “brand experience” (03%) portrays that branding is the 
central foci of the retrieved dataset.

Furthermore, Table 4 displays results similar to the treemap above, showing 30 
highly recurring keywords in the brand attachment dataset retrieved from two 
databases.

Co-word Analysis

Co-word analysis is a bibliometric tool which is used to unravel the “relationships 
among author listed or natural language processing (NLP) extracted keywords (peri-
odical or present topics), wherein keywords converging into a cluster represent a 
common theme” (Mukherjee et al., 2022, p. 105). Co-word analysis is primarily 
employed to unroll and decipher the intellectual structure of the domain (Donthu, 
Kumar, Mukherjee, et al., 2021); hence, we employ this tool for delineating thematic 
knowledge clusters. Following the sensemaking approach that Lim and Kumar (2023) 
propounded, we develop, design and elaborate on the clusters generated from the 
co-word analysis. In line with the approach employed by Donthu, Kumar, Pandey, et al. 
(2021), we kept the minimum threshold of 10 occurrences, which led to the generation 
of 5 thematic clusters. Those clusters are as follows:

Thematic Cluster 1 (Red): This cluster is named “emotional brand attachment.” The 
highest recurring keywords in this cluster are “emotional brand attachment,” 
“consumer,” “consumption,” “word-of-mouth,” and “personality.” These keywords 
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Figure 3.  Treemap Depicting Top Keywords.

Source: Bibliometrix-R. 

Table 4.  Most Frequent Terms (Keywords).

r Terms f r Terms f

  1 Brand attachment 185 16 Place attachment 15
  2 Emotional attachment 85 17 Branding 14
  3 Brand loyalty 62 18 Emotions 14
  4 Attachment 32 19 Socioemotional wealth 14
  5 Emotional brand attachment 31 20 Satisfaction 13
  6 Brand love 27 21 Trust 13
  7 Brand experience 26 22 Corporate social responsibility 12
  8 Brand trust 25 23 Family firms 12
  9 Brand equity 19 24 Organizational commitment 12
10 Loyalty 18 25 Purchase intention 12
11 Commitment 17 26 Brand commitment 11
12 Consumer behavior 17 27 Brand management 11
13 Brand personality 16 28 Brand authenticity 10
14 Social media 16 29 Consumer behavior 10
15 Affective commitment 15 30 Emotion 10

Notes: f- frequency; r-rank.

indicate this cluster’s primal focus, which mainly revolved around “emotional brand 
attachment,” which is quite an interesting concept carrying conceptual intricacies, as 
the research has established that branding outcomes are influenced by emotional 
brand attachment’s negative and positive sides (Hung & Lu, 2018). Moreover, Bian 
and Haque (2020) contend that brand involvement is less influential than emotional 
brand attachment in boosting brand patronage. Nevertheless, the influence of 
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Figure 4.  Co-word Network.

Source: VOSviewer.

consumer participation in a brand is equally significant (Bian & Haque, 2020). 
Further, Emotional brand attachment has also been found to be a significant outcome 
of brand anthropomorphism (i.e., humanization of brands) (Ma et al., 2023).

Thematic Cluster 2 (Green): This cluster is titled “brand attachment.” The highest 
recurring keywords in this cluster are “brand community,” “brand commitment,” 
“brand love,” “brand trust,” “brand personality,” and “brand attachment.” This 
cluster emphasizes the attachment towards brands in the customers/consumers. 
Research has established that brand warmth and brand competence are primary 
antecedents of brand attachment, extending the list of antecedents of brand 
attachment (Wu et al., 2017) as there are myriad antecedent variables which have 
been explored and examined by the researchers (Shimul & Phau, 2022). Researchers 
have also investigated older consumers’ brand attachment and the factors, and they 
further examined trust and commitment as essential components of the brand 
attachment process (Jahn et al., 2012).

Thematic Cluster 3 (Blue): This cluster is named “customer engagement.”  
The highest recurring keywords in this cluster are “involvement,” “behavior,” “co-creation,” 
“determinants,” and “psychological ownership.” This cluster primarily focuses on 
customer engagement and attachment. Brand attachment has been found to have a 
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relationship with consumer engagement; also, the mediating relationship of brand 
communication has been established between the two (Arya et al., 2018). Researchers 
have also established that variables like customer trust and brand attachment fully 
mediate the influence of customer engagement on brand loyalty (Li et al., 2020). 
Further, In non-conventional consumer contexts like non-brand owner community 
members, studies have proven the relationship between consumer engagement and 
brand attachment (Kumar & Nayak, 2019).

Thematic Cluster 4 (Yellow): This cluster is titled “brand loyalty.” The highest recur-
ring keywords in this cluster are “customer experience,” “customer loyalty,” “cus-
tomer satisfaction,” “brand experience,” and “behavioural intentions.” This cluster 
emphasizes the loyalty of the customers towards brands and products. Scholars have 
examined and concluded that celebrity attachment positively and significantly 
impacts brand attachment along with variables like brand quality, actual self-congruence 
and ideal self‐congruence (Özer et al., 2022). Further, Research has explored myriad 
antecedent and outcome variables along with the three components of brand attach-
ment (i.e., brand affection, brand passion, and self-brand connection) (Hemsley-
Brown & Alnawas, 2016). Moreover, from the generational cohort perspective, 
researchers have also examined the influence of emotional brand attachment on the 
brand loyalty of smartphone users belonging to Gen-Y (Rathnayake, 2021).

Thematic Cluster 5 (Violet): This cluster is named “Emotional attachment.” The 
highest recurring keywords in this cluster are “marketing,” “place attachment,” 
“self-congruence,” “tourism,” “tourist destination,” “placement,” “emotional attach-
ment,” and “consumer.” This cluster signifies the relevance of emotional attachment 
in the extant literature. Scholars have investigated how emotional attachment to the 
marketed brand is influenced by customers’ perceptions of their self-congruence 
concepts with the dancing image used in internet commercials (Manyiwa*, 2020). 
Furthermore, Wang et al. (2016) examined the antecedents of emotional attachment 
in social media users in the specific context of users and website personality traits. 
Moreover, researchers have also developed scales related to emotional attachment, 
such as Dwyer et al. (2015), who developed an emotional attachment to a sports 
team scale by taking cues from attachment theory.

Implications

In light of the methodological approach employed, our bibliometric variant of 
systematic review offers several implications to managers and practitioners.

First, Marketing strategists may use this study’s inputs to formulate positioning 
strategies for products and brands (Ugalde et al., 2023). Second, In addition to 
this, marketers need to emphasize developing and delivering brand experiences, 
particularly sensory experiences (Japutra et al., 2018b). These encounters could 
tempt or attract the customer (Japutra et al., 2018b). Third, Firms should use 
friend-like language and connect with customers as caring friends in intelligent 
interaction since consumers’ emotional attachment to a focused brand depends on 
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their view of the brand’s warmth and competence (Wu et al., 2017). It’s possible 
that solution creators and consumers would need to work together closely to 
support such an engagement style (Wu et al., 2017).

Conclusion

To this end, this bibliometric review revealed significant insights related to the 
intellectual structure and performance of the domain of brand attachment research. 
Addressing the research questions set for the study, we first identified the most 
influential authors, most cited articles and most productive journals of brand 
attachment research (RQ1). Second, we performed a co-word analysis to decipher 
the intellectual structure, which led to unpacking the domain’s thematic knowl-
edge clusters (RQ2). In concordance with the burgeoning scholarly interest, quite 
many research-related gaps exist which may be addressed to help deepen the 
understanding of realms of brand attachment research, which may be crafted and 
presented in three ways: For future explorations, we offer (a) Thematic clusters 
directed research lines, (b) Recent academic works directed research lines, and (c) 
Recommendations to overcome the limitations of this study.

Future Research Lines Delineated from Thematic Clusters

Discussion in the form of elaboration and elucidation on thematic knowledge 
clusters revealed several noteworthy and relevant future research pathways.

First, Several studies have recommended that upcoming studies could delve 
deeper into the temporal dynamics of brand attachment, investigating the stability 
and changes in attachment over time (Pedeliento et al., 2016). Furthermore, there 
is a need to explore the implications of brand attachment on consumer decision-
making, brand advocacy, and the overall well-being of individuals (Goi et al., 
2023). Second, Future studies may focus on exploring the usage of psychometri-
cally more robust measurement scales, such as Paulssen’s scale of brand attach-
ment styles (Japutra et al., 2018a). Third, In the context of the Hospitality industry, 
Future research should compare and concentrate on specific product categories 
since consumers may have distinct emotional connections to various hotel types. 
(Liu et al., 2020). Fourth, Several opportunities exist to investigate the relation-
ship between consumer identity and emotional intelligence as the drivers of emo-
tional brand attachment (Vredeveld, 2018).

Future Research Lines Delineated from Recent Academic Works

Taking relevant cues from recent articles on brand attachment, we consider that a 
few additional future pathways for research may be availed.

First, Future Research may explore the causality of myriad relationships 
aligned with emotional brand attachment, such as subcultural and popular brand 
coolness, using non-conventional research methods such as experimental and 
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quasi-experimental (Koskie & Locander, 2023). Also, several other dimensions of 
brand coolness may be explored using experimental methods (Koskie & Locander, 
2023). Second, Research in the future might look at how individuals in other Asia-
Pacific nations respond emotionally to micro-celebrities and how they feel about 
companies due to cultural and religious differences (Chen et al., 2023). Third, 
Future research may consider testing the mediation effects of several psychologi-
cal constructs (i.e., perceptions, preferences and intentions) between brand attach-
ment and avoidance of similarity (Goi et al., 2023).

Limitation-overcoming Recommendations for Future Explorations

Despite the relevant and seminal insights presented here, this review carries 
inherent limitations due to the focus on bibliometric data. Hence, future reviews 
can focus on extending the thematic insights by using alternative analyses from 
the bibliometric toolbox, such as using triangulation by employing bibliographic 
coupling and PageRank Analysis (Mukherjee et al., 2022). Also, future researchers 
can take cues from the works of Lim et al. (2022) and Kraus et al. (2022) and 
focus on expanding on the “what,” “why,” and “how” of the literature on brand 
attachment research, which framework-based reviews (such as, when, who, what, 
why, where and how [5W1H] framework and Theory, Context, Characteristics 
and Methods [TCCM] frameworks) and structured reviews may cover.
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Introduction

In April 2019, following the crashes of two newly manufactured Boeing 737 
MAX jetliners within six months, Boeing CEO Dennis Muilenburg made a 
statement:

We at Boeing are sorry for the lives lost in the 737 MAX accidents. These tragedies 
continue to weigh heavily on our hearts and minds. We extend our sympathies to the 
loved ones of the passengers and crew on board Lion Air Flight 610 and Ethiopian Air-
lines Flight 302 … it is apparent that in both flights, the Maneuvering Characteristics 
Augmentation System, known as MCAS, activated in response to erroneous angle of 
attack information.… It is our responsibility to eliminate this risk. We own it, and we 
know how to do it.

Following investigations traced the cause to a unique feature of the 737 MAX 
(Schaper, 2019). The aircraft was equipped with the Maneuvering Characteristics 
Augmentation System (MCAS), designed to activate only during manual flight 
operations. During a congressional hearing on October 30, 2019, about the Boeing 
737 MAX crashes, Muilenburg admitted that Boeing had made mistakes in 
designing and developing the 737 MAX’s flight control system (Schaper, 2019).

In 2018, after the first 737 MAX crash and just before the second, Muilenburg 
earned over $23 million, including stocks and bonuses, marking a 27% increase from 
2017 (Clough & Melin, 2019; Isidore, 2019). As noted by Cosgrove (2019), the sub-
sequent reduction in his compensation was in reaction to escalating public and con-
gressional pressures due to the two fatal crashes and Boeing’s financial troubles. 
Muilenburg, facing these challenges, opted for a pay cut instead of resigning as CEO.

Our research, however, shifts focus from Muilenburg to James McNerney, the 
preceding CEO, particularly examining the compensation committee’s decisions 
in 2011, a crucial year marking the launch of the 737 MAX. Notably, a board 
member involved in the underfunded inception of the 737 MAX was later pro-
moted to non-executive chairman during the post-crisis restructuring, replacing 
Muilenburg with lead director David Calhoun.

This analysis suggests that the board of directors, active during the 737 MAX’s 
2011 introduction, bears more accountability than Muilenburg. The development 
of the 737 MAX, with a budget of only $2.5 billion (Flight Global, 2012), was 
notably constrained, costing less than a quarter of designing a new aircraft. To 
save costs, Boeing took specific shortcuts, such as fitting oversized engines onto 
a decades-old airframe, ultimately contributing to the aircraft’s issues.

In the words of Boeing’s then-CEO (James McNerney) in the Boeing 
Company’s annual report in 2011:

With development costs and risks far below an all-new airplane, the 737 MAX will pro-
vide customers the capabilities they want, at a price they are willing to pay, on a shorter, 
more certain timeline. This approach is an all-around winner for Boeing, too. We main-
tain our qualitative advantage over competitors in the segment, free up resources to 
invest in other growth projects, and reduce our business risk substantially for the next 
decade. (Boeing CEO James McNerney, 2011 annual report)
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The phrase “risk reduction” was not just a boast for public relations purposes in 
the annual report. Instead, it was intricately linked to the compensation policy, as 
detailed in that year’s proxy statement:

This above target performance resulted in a Company performance score of 1.6.… The 
above-target performance scores were primarily due to strong integrated performance 
across the company, including better-than-expected mitigation of risks. (2011 Annual 
Incentive Assessment, 2012 proxy statement)

This article highlights and supports theoretical and empirical findings on board 
governance (i.e., agency theory and stewardship theory), management compensa-
tion systems and rewards, and business ethics. Examining the issues surrounding 
the Boeing Company’s 737 MAX jetliner incident highlights the impact of 
compensation based on incentives and problematic governance practices. These 
included a lack of sufficient independence in both the board and the compensation 
committee, which led to significant risks for Boeing and ultimately caused the 
tragic loss of many lives.

The examination of poor corporate governance at Boeing and further under-
standing of how it paralyzes the Boeing CEO’s decision-making process regard-
ing the 737 MAX are imperative, relevant, and timely. Ineffective, weak, and 
dysfunctional governance structures and monitoring systems have already led to 
several publicized and damaging corporate scandal cases. For example, due to the 
Volkswagen board’s lack of genuine involvement in senior managers’ decision-
making process, the Volkswagen diesel vehicles are equipped with emission-
defeating devices to pass the EPA test. Sharpe (2017) argues that the cosmetic 
board independence or the formality of a two-tier board of directors without effec-
tive board monitoring and supervisory attributes contributed to the downfall of 
Volkswagen. In Tyco’s case, Kozlowski bribed the board members to hide his use 
of the company’s money to purchase a mansion for himself and his wife (Romero, 
2020). Under a failed financial audit provided by PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), 
Kozlowski continued his illegal, greedy, and materialistic gain from buying mil-
lions of dollars’ worth of art (Romero, 2020).

Moreover, lack of accountability and weak board oversight allowed CEO 
Kozlowski, CFO Swartz, and their accomplices to exploit Tyco’s Key Employee 
Loan Program to pay for things other than taxes on their stock options (Romero, 
2020). In the case of Enron, Dibra (2016) argues that the board members’ unethi-
cal behavior, immorality, and willingness to participate in fraudulent activities 
(i.e., waiving conflict of interest rules in 1999) led to corporate governance failure 
in Enron. The root cause of the WorldCom scandal is that CEO Bernie Ebbers put 
his financial interests ahead of shareholders’ (Stefano, 2005). Bernie Ebbers used 
the company’s stock to make significant acquisitions to show Wall Street the 
growth needed to increase compensation. The accounting statements were falsi-
fied to facilitate the fraud (Stefano, 2005).

Last but not least, despite Markopolos’s efforts to make the Securities and 
Exchange Commission (SEC) investigate Madoff since 2000, Madoff’s Ponzi 
scheme was not prosecuted until 2009 (Rhee, 2009). Rhee (2009) finds that the 
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SEC’s staff lawyers do not have adequate knowledge and experience in financial 
markets to read the early warning signs of Madoff’s Ponzi scheme, leading to inef-
fective fraud monitoring and detection. All these scandal cases are wake-up calls 
for us to study the detrimental effects of weak corporate governance, dysfunc-
tional executive compensation and incentive systems, and unethical senior man-
agers’ behavior on stakeholders’ interests and organizational outcomes.

Background of the Literature

An Overview of the Problematic MCAS Revision and the  
737 MAX Launch

The revised MCAS system that caused two 737 MAX crashes was rushed through 
the development phase, not rigorously tested, and flawed for relying on a single 
angle-of-attack sensor instead of two or more sensors (Gates & Baker, 2019). 
There were communication failures as well among the managers, engineers, 
system designers, test pilots, and regulators (Nicas et al., 2019). It is a classic 
information asymmetry problem, part of the agency issue (Mishra et al., 1998). 
This problem was compounded by the silo segmented approach, in which each 
Boeing employee focused on a small part of the plane without knowing the whole 
picture of how the revised MCAS would affect the plane (Nicas et al., 2019). 737 
MAX was rushed to meet aggressively targeted earnings and yearly goals set by 
the CEO, senior managers, and board of directors. At the time of 737 MAX devel-
opment and pre-launch, Boeing faced significant competitive pressure from its 
rival Airbus. According to three Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) officials, 
Boeing did not disclose the redesign of the MCAS system to the FAA (Nicas et al., 
2019). In the final version, safeguards were removed to make the MCAS system 
more compatible with all types of situations. MCAS was also allowed to operate 
longer than usual. Its aggressiveness and duration of activation were dramatically 
increased in the final version. The Boeing employees and the regulators did not 
fully understand the newly revised MCAS system. Neither did the MCAS certifi-
cation agency perform a safety analysis on the design changes from multiple 
sensors to only one (Nicas et al., 2019). The faulty angle-of-attack sensor scenario 
was not tested, because Boeing underestimated the risk of external events (e.g., 
bird collisions, bumps) that are classified as “hazardous” but not catastrophic, 
with a frequency of occurrence less than 1 in 10 million flight hours.

On March 30, 2016, Mark Forkner, Max’s chief technical pilot, made the 
request to FAA to remove MCAS from the pilot’s manual. The three FAA officials 
were not told that MCAS was undergoing revisions at that time (Nicas et al., 
2019). This decision is to cut down on the training cost for a new system that devi-
ates from previous versions of the 737. The decision also smoothens the sale of the 
737 MAX to customers who are familiar with the current 737. Forkner was a 
former FAA employee, which indeed created a conflict of interest. Moreover, 
Boeing made the change to switch tech pilots from active pilots to simulator pilots. 
According to the three FAA officials, the malfunctioning sensor was never tested, 
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and the new MCAS system does not require new training (Nicas et al., 2019). 
Herkert, Borenstein, and Miller (2020) find that Boeing downplayed MCAS’s 
role. A recording reviewed by The Times revealed Boeing’s underestimation of the 
MCAS system (Nicas et al., 2019). Following the incidents, three senior Boeing 
managers regretted the profit-driven and cost-cutting approach regarding the 
training process (Ellis, 2019). 

Risk Reduction and 737 Max

In Boeing’s 2011 annual report and 2012 proxy statement, CEO James McNerney 
commended the 737 Max for the reduction of risks and costs: “With development 
costs and risks far below an all-new airplane, the 737 Max will provide customers 
the capabilities they want, at a price they are willing to pay, on a shorter, more 
certain timeline.” Here, we examine what risks and costs were to be reduced and 
how they motivated the launch of the 737 Max. 

First and foremost, in order to catch as many market shares as possible from the 
rival Airbus, the 737 MAX was conceived to shorten the lengthy development, 
certification, and deployment time by fitting a new engine onto the current 737 
platform. R&D costs were also reduced due to reuse of the 737 airframe and other 
familiar technologies.

Second, the training, maintenance, and transaction costs for pilots and mainte-
nance (e.g., time spent on studying a completely new airplane, productivity loss 
during the trail-and-error period) were significantly cut down (Gelles & Kaplan, 
2019; Rindfleisch & Heide, 1997), thereby appealing to existing customers such 
as Southwest and prospective customers who know the 737 platform well. 

Third, the MCAS software was implemented to address an expensive and time-
consuming hardware fix for relocated new engines disrupting the aerodynamics of 
the 737 airframe (Herkert et al., 2020). 

Fourth, building on an established 737 platform expedited Boeing’s commer-
cialization of the 737 Max airplane through FAA’s self-certification program, 
which put the 737 Max more quickly to the market compared to its competitor 
Airbus, albeit with the fatal oversight of underestimating the power of the revised 
MCAS and the significance of over-relying on a single angle-of-attack sensor 
without any other redundancy in case of sensor failure (Federal Aviation 
Administration, 2021; Herkert et al., 2020).

Beyond Complexity: Insights from the Corporate Governance and  
Executive Compensation Theories

Vaughan (1996) told a detailed story of the Challenger disaster from anthropo-
logical and sociological points of view. More importantly, she analyzed how large 
complex institutions work, why accidents occur in a complex system, and what 
we can learn from the Challenger incident. From her work, we learn that the 
Challenger disaster was caused by the acceptance of calculated risk (i.e., issuing 
waivers and lifting launch constraints), the shift in NASA’s organizational norm 
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and culture (i.e., from space exploration to regular shuttle launch or the “culture 
of production”), and constrained nontransparent information flows (i.e., no offi-
cial channel for Thiokol engineers to report to the launch control managers the 
potential O-ring failure in unusually cold conditions). Perrow (1999, 2004) 
described inevitable failures and accidents in a highly complex system. Two 
constructs, namely, complexity and tight coupling, were used to examine the acci-
dents and why and how they take place. Perrow (2004) argued that high-risk, 
complicated technologies that interact with each other and are tightly coupled can 
eventually lead to disastrous system outcomes (“normal accidents”). 

We feel that there is more to it than organizational and engineering complexity 
in the case of the 737 Max disaster. It is not our intention to imply that Boeing 
ignored the 737 Max risks. But rather, Boeing did not fully disclose and test the 
revised MCAS fitted on the 737 Max (Gates & Baker, 2019). In fact, Boeing 
underplayed the MCAS system (Herkert et al., 2020). Its employees (including 
test pilots, engineers, and safety analysts) as well as FAA regulators were not fully 
informed about the revised MCAS system, which relies on a single sensor rather 
than multiple sensors (Gates & Baker, 2019). There were also communication 
obstacles and information disconnectedness among upper management, employ-
ees, and regulators (Nicas et al., 2019). Mr. Schubbe, a senior FAA official inter-
viewed by Nicas et al. (2019), described: 

The way the system was presented to the F.A.A., the Boeing Corporation said this thing 
is so transparent to the pilot that there’s no need to demonstrate any kind of failing.

Extending Perrow’s (1999) theory, we posit that the danger of oversimplifying a 
complex system is underestimating the simple failure of familiar technologies. In 
737 Max, underestimating the angle-of-attack sensor failure clearly leads to severe 
consequences. 

Although deserving further examination, organizational complexity and organ-
izational culture, which may directly or indirectly cause the 737 MAX disasters, 
are beyond the scope of this article. The purpose of this article is to explore the 
corporate governance issues (e.g., dysfunctional incentive pay, non-independent 
board of directors) underpinning the poor managerial decisions made toward the 
revised MCAS and 737 Max. We also look at the factors attributed to these gov-
ernance problems. Catchpole (2020) discovered that the high-pressure, cost- 
cutting, and profit-driven corporate culture at Boeing is attributed to the 737 Max 
crisis. We argue that such a culture and working environment have fostered a dys-
functional incentive and reward system and a weak non-independent board struc-
ture at Boeing, which in turn resulted in poor, short-sighted managerial decisions 
focusing on inflating earnings and managers’ self-interests at the cost of long-term 
shareholders’ and stakeholders’ value. As Catchpole (2020) wrote: 

These twin crises, industry insiders say, spring from a culture that consistently put short-
term rewards to shareholders ahead of engineering-driven decisions and long-term  
strategy. For all of Boeing’s business coups and innovation, one stark statistic has  
come to symbolize the company’s priorities: Over the past six years, Boeing spent  



174		  BIMTECH Business Perspectives 4(2) 

$43.4 billion on stock buybacks, compared with $15.7 billion on research and devel-
opment for commercial airplanes. The board even approved an additional $20 billion 
buyback in December 2018, less than two months after the first 737 Max crash, though 
it subsequently shelved that plan.

By looking at the phenomenon from the angles of moral hazards (i.e., information 
asymmetry) and opportunistic behavior (i.e., misuse of trust), the corporate 
governance and strategic management theories, namely, agency theory and stew-
ardship theory, complement Vaughan’s (1996) and Perrow’s (1999) organizational 
and engineering complexity theories. 

In particular, we show that the dysfunctional incentive pay system (i.e., CEO 
compensation measured by non-GAAP performance adjusted for perceived risk 
reduction) (see sections “Goals and Incentive Systems,” “Policies on Executive 
Compensation at Boeing,” and “The Linkage Between Boeing’s Dysfunctional 
Compensation Incentives and Flawed MCAS”) and the weak corporate govern-
ance (i.e., inadequate independence of the board and compensation committee) 
(see the section “Insufficient Independence of the Compensation Committee”) can 
be taken advantage of by the opportunistic CEOs to maximize their own pay and 
consequently lead to poor managerial decisions and firm performance. We argue 
that such a dysfunctional incentive system, coupled with a non-independent gov-
ernance structure, has expedited Boeing’s transition from a culture of meticulous 
engineering and R&D to a culture of sales-driven, cost-reduction, and production 
that aggressively presses on earnings to surpass its competitor Airbus. By not 
clearly disclosing the revised MCAS system to the involved parties (e.g., test 
pilots, engineers, safety analysts, employees, regulators, and 737 MAX buyers), 
strategically speaking, Boeing is killing two birds with one stone. In essence, 
Boeing is able to sell more 737 MAX planes to existing customers familiar with 
the previous 737 without incurring additional costs. One of our main contributions 
is to validate the managerial power theory (Bebchuk et al., 2002) and the manage-
rial entrenchment and rent extraction theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Shleifer 
& Vishny, 1989), in essence, the side effect of incentive pay, that CEOs can influ-
ence and manipulate the weak boards to maximize their compensations for self-
interest. Moreover, based on the managerial entrenchment and rent extraction 
theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Shleifer & Vishny, 1989), we argue that the 
Boeing 737 MAX project is not necessarily value-maximizing for shareholders, 
stakeholders, and Boeing in the long run, but rather the complexity and specificity 
of this project make the CEO McNerney costly to be replaced and thus for him to 
demand higher pay now and later (see Figure 1). To raise the expected earnings, 
McNerney and the Boeing board rushed through the decision to implement into 
the 737 MAX a flawed final version of the MCAS system relying on only one 
sensor, along with the removal of the description of MCAS from the pilot’s manual 
(Gates & Baker, 2019; Nicas et al., 2019). All these decisions are intended to sig-
nificantly reduce the transaction and learning costs (e.g., training time and fees, 
difficulty in knowledge transfer, absorption and application, trial and error, adap-
tation to new working environment, productivity loss, and performance ineffi-
ciency) (Rindfleisch & Heide, 1997; Shi & de Jong, 2020); to decrease perceived 
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engineering risks using familiar technologies (Branscomb & Auerswald, 2003); to 
increase sales by appealing to Southwest Airlines, which is one of Boeing 737’s 
largest customers (Gates, 2019); to increase Boeing’s expected earnings via per-
ceived risk reduction (Guest et al., 2018); and consequently to raise McNerney’s 
compensation for high company performance score (CPS) (see Boeing 2011–2012 
proxy statements, Figure 1 and Table 1). As noted by Lin and Shi (2020) and Shi, 
Lin, and Pham (2021), the good-intentioned incentive pay, based on agency theory 
or optimal contracting theory, which is to align CEO’s (agent’s) interests with 
principal’s (board of directors’) goals, can be misused to serve CEO’s own self-
interests, as we see here in Boeing’s 737 MAX case. We emphasize these with a 
detailed case analysis in the section “Governance of the 737 MAX Launch.”

Figure 1.  Total Compensation in Millions for Boeing CEO James McNerney (2007–
2014), Analyzed About the 737 MAX Launch.

Table 1.  Data Compiled from Boeing’s Proxy Statements, CEO Compensation, Objective 
Financial Metrics, and Compensation Committee Performance Score from 2007 to 2014. 

Calendar Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
CEO pay, millions 19.0 19.0 19.4 19.7 23.0 27.5 23.3 28.9
Objective Financial Performance Measures
Revenues, billion 66 61 68 64 69 82 87 91
Backlog, billions 327 352 316 321 356 390 441 502
Earnings per share 5.28 3.67 1.84 4.46 5.34 5.11 5.96 7.38
Compensation Committee Performance Score
Percent of target met 150 60 70 140 160 160 170 130

Source:
Note: The year 2011, marked as significant, is when Boeing announced the 737 MAX.



176		  BIMTECH Business Perspectives 4(2) 

Further Discussion of the Literature and Theories

The Importance of Board Independence in Agency Theory

The agency theory has been widely applied in many business studies to understand 
the relationship between the principal (i.e., board of directors) and the agent (i.e., 
executives) (Arthurs & Busenitz, 2003; Daily et al., 2003; Eisenhardt, 1989; Jensen 
& Meckling, 1976; Ross, 1973; Wasserman, 2006). It assumes that the agent will 
behave differently than the principal wants, in that the agent will behave opportun-
istically in their self-interest rather than the principal’s (Eisenhardt, 1989; Jensen & 
Meckling, 1976; Wiseman et al., 2012). In order to deter opportunistic behavior 
from the agent, the principal sets up an objective monitoring mechanism to align the 
principal’s interests with the agent’s (Cruz et al., 2010; Fama & Jensen, 1983). 
Information asymmetry is the core concept of the agency theory, with the assump-
tion that neither of the two parties fully knows what the other party is doing, or, in 
other words, how the other party will behave. Thus, two problems surface: moral 
hazards and adverse selection (Eisenhardt, 1989; Karra et al., 2006). On the one 
hand, regarding moral hazards, the agent does not entirely fulfill the duties laid out 
in the contract and is in the best interest of the stakeholders (Chrisman & McMullan, 
2004; Ross, 1973). On the other hand, the adverse selection issue occurs when the 
agent is not competent enough to do the job (Eisenhardt, 1989; Fama, 1980; Schulze 
et al., 2001). A robust monitoring mechanism (e.g., straightforward reporting proce-
dures, third-party oversight committee), a transparent governance system (e.g., 
office of accountability, clearly stated organization structure, executive job titles and 
responsibilities, consistent and transparent corporate culture), and an independent 
board of directors (e.g., outsider directors with relevant industry backgrounds, sepa-
ration of duties) are ways to minimize agency costs (Anderson & Reeb, 2004; 
Chrisman et al., 2007; Corbetta & Salvato, 2004; Donaldson & Davis, 1991; Fama, 
1980; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Wasserman, 2006).

One of the agency theory’s implications in the executive compensation field is 
the incentive pay or the so-called optimal contracting (Kaplan, 2008; Tosi & 
Gomez-Mejia, 1989), where CEOs are supposed to be paid for good performance 
and their ownership (i.e., stock shares) is linked tightly with the firm’s perfor-
mance. However, without a robust independent board and a transparent, non- 
arbitrary monitoring system, the executives can exert power over the board and 
manipulate their compensations. Bergstresser and Philippon (2006), Shleifer and 
Vishny (1989), and Jensen and Meckling (1976) find that opportunistic CEOs can 
take advantage of the weak, non-independent board to inflate their compensations. 
These CEOs extract economic rents by investing in management-specific invest-
ments, which are not necessarily value-maximizing for the companies, to make 
them more complex and costly to replace (Shleifer & Vishny, 1989). Moreover, 
Murphy (2013) is concerned about the exploitable nature of the financial perfor-
mance measures merely dependent on accounting figures.

In Boeing’s 737 Max case, a nontransparent and non-independent board compro-
mises the monitoring mechanism and the incentive system. Ntim et al. (2019) find 
that, under a weak governance structure with an insufficient monitoring system, 
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CEOs have the power to influence the board to rig the directors’ selection process 
and are thus able to set their pay that is not linked to desirable or optimal organiza-
tional outcomes. For example, Boeing CEO McNerney, close to the compensation 
committee (see the section “Insufficient Independence of the Compensation 
Committee”), took advantage of the non-GAAP performance measure (adjusted for 
perceived risk reduction from 737 MAX) to inflate his compensation at the cost of 
stakeholders’ interests and airplane safety. Both the monitoring mechanism and the 
incentive system failed because of managerial entrenchment and rent extraction 
(Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Shleifer & Vishny, 1989).

At the time of Boeing 737 MAX’s launch in 2011, Jim McNerney held both the 
CEO and the chairman title. Combining these two critical governance roles, the 
strength of the board’s independence, transparency, and objectivity is significantly 
weakened by the CEO’s ability to populate the board with nominally independent 
directors to pursue personal interests (Miller & Xu, 2019). The non-independent 
board structure erodes the monitoring mechanism for opportunistic managerial 
behavior and, therefore, comprises the proper alignment of managers’ self-
motives, organizational outcomes, and societal benefits. Miller and Xu (2019) 
argue that self-serving executives can deploy short-term tactics, such as earnings 
management, to raise their pay and/or retain executive positions. We observe that 
Boeing’s CEO, board of directors, and compensation committee arbitrarily over-
emphasized the importance of risk reduction and inflated the CPS with adjusted 
non-GAAP performance measures. 

Guest, Kothari, and Pozen (2018) find that non-GAAP earnings measures lead 
to excessive executive remuneration. One key mechanism Boeing utilizes to set 
CEO pay is the risk-adjusted non-GAAP earnings. Ironically, Boeing adjusted 
earnings higher for compensation due to the perceived risk reduction from the 737 
MAX. These high non-GAAP earnings led to Boeing CEO’s excessive pay. 
Despite the safety issues and long-term risks from the 737 MAX, it benefits the 
Boeing CEO in the short run because of the higher non-GAAP performance 
measure linked to enormous pay. This exposes the dysfunctional CEO compensa-
tion and incentive program at Boeing. Sufficient and substantial (non-superficial) 
compensation committee independence, in the form of governance structure and 
group dynamics, is critical for protecting the company from excessive executive 
pay (Grant, 2014). Main and Johnston (1993, p. 353) vividly describe that “in the 
absence of an independent compensation committee, managers write their con-
tracts with one hand and sign them with the other.”

The Role of Board Governance in Stewardship Theory

The stewardship theory is in contrast to the agency theory discussed above. The 
agency theory assumes that the agent (i.e., executives) behaves irrationally and 
opportunistically so that the principal (i.e., board of directors) needs to implement 
robust monitoring mechanisms and objective incentive programs to deter the  
opportunistic behavior of the agent (Eisenhardt, 1989; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; 
Wiseman et al., 2012). However, stewardship assumes that the agent and the 
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principal voluntarily and rationally work hand-in-hand for the best interests of 
everyone and society (Davis et al., 1997; Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007; Zahra et 
al., 2008). At the core of this stewardship, it is assumed that opportunistic behavior 
can be minimized by humanism, and hence, organizational costs can be reduced by 
good corporate citizenship (Donaldson & Davis, 1991; Eddleston & Kellermanns, 
2007; Tosi et al., 2003). Two factors, including external (environmental or situa-
tional) factors and internal (personal or intrinsic) factors, are the backbones of this 
stewardship (Corbetta & Salvato, 2004; Davis et al., 1997; Vallejo, 2009). As to 
external factors, a community-driven, low power distance, and experience-based 
corporate culture and working environment foster the stewardship behavior of 
taking responsibility, self-improvement, self-empowerment, accountability, and 
loyalty (Eddleston, 2012; Nicholson, 2008; Vallejo, 2009). Regarding internal 
factors, belonging, self-motivation, psychological rewards, and favorable interna-
tional relationships promote stewardship (Lee & O’Neill, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 
2000). 

However, the stewardship theory puts too much burden and trust on self-guid-
ance, which opportunistic CEOs can exploit. We argue that the reason for the 
corporate governance failure at Boeing may be because the board of directors over 
trusted their close friend, CEO McNerney, believing that he would voluntarily and 
rationally behave in the best interests of the company, board of directors, share-
holders, customers, employees, and other stakeholders. On the contrary, he did 
not. Instead, McNerney deceived and persuaded the compensation committee to 
adopt the non-GAAP performance measure adjusted for perceived risk reduction 
in the future. This resulted in the failed launch of the 737 MAX, damaged Boeing’s 
reputation, led to a shrinking customer base, reduced profit, and caused the loss of 
hundreds of lives. In Boeing’s case, it is plausible that McNerney used steward-
ship to mislead the board of directors and benefit himself.

Goals and Incentive Systems

Kerr (1975, pp. 775–779) used vivid examples of a Midwest manufacturing 
company and an eastern insurance company to demonstrate a dysfunctional reward 
system in which the rewarded behaviors were not what the principal wanted and 
should have been discouraged. Several root causes were discovered by Kerr (1975), 
which led to this kind of behavior; for instance: (a) overly relying on quantifiable 
benchmarks or quantitative measures; (b) ignoring intangible behaviors such as 
team-building and creativity; (c) hypocrisy—saying one thing while doing another; 
saying such behavior should not be rewarded but rewarding the behavior; and (b) 
overcrowding the reward standards. Kerr (1975) proposed three measurements to 
combat the divergent behavior between the rewarder and the rewarded: (a) deploying 
a state-of-the-art selection and review process, (b) strengthening training and social-
ization of the employees to align the goals, and (c) recognizing the dysfunctionality 
of the reward system and revising it accordingly.

Moreover, Elson and Gyves (2003) found that well-intentioned, well- 
thought-out incentive plans could be better and entrenched by managers to their 
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benefit. CEOs are thought to be paid for good performance, but instead, the audi-
tors are the ones who help to show high values behind the scenes. The malfunc-
tioning incentive systems have intensified the greedy nature of some executives 
and corrupted the corporate culture with personal fortune makers (Peregrine & 
Elson, 2021). In Boeing’s case, the CEO takes advantage of the dysfunctional 
incentive and reward systems that tie executive compensation to the non-GAAP 
performance measure adjusted for perceived future risk reduction from the 737 
MAX. The malfunctioning CPS increases the CEO’s pay but at the cost of long-
term stakeholder interests and product safety.

Methodology

Business studies are constantly challenged for their practical relevance and 
progressive scientific achievements. Cooper and Morgan (2008) find that the case 
study approach not only helps researchers respond effectively to these challenges 
and contribute to relevant knowledge but is also a valuable tool for understanding 
complex phenomena (too complicated for a survey or an experiment to deal with 
causality) (Yin, 2014), testing existing theory, and generating new theory. Within 
the domain of a case study, close attention is paid to specific processes and 
outcomes of particular events, situations, organizations, or social units. Interviews, 
documents, observations, surveys, and other data are curated to deeply examine 
what is happening, why, how the processes interact, what the outcomes are, and 
what we can learn from the case. The case study approach is beneficial for under-
standing a phenomenon that is hard to quantify or lacks sufficient quantitative data 
(Schoch, 2016). Moreover, a case study’s outcome often provides readers with a 
more practical lesson learned and an engaging experience. Since case studies are 
qualitative, they provide researchers with people’s perceptions of a particular 
phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) and diverse data sources (Yin, 2014).

We employ a case study approach to closely examine the corporate governance 
failures and dysfunctional compensation incentive systems related to the 737 
MAX launch. According to Yin (1989, 2014), case studies are thorough and 
appropriate when researchers ask and answer the “how,” “why,” “what,” and 
“who” questions regarding phenomena and actions in an organization. In Boeing’s 
737 MAX case, we analyze: (a) How did Boeing launch the 737 MAX? (b) Why 
was it launched even though the 737’s frame is unfit for modern jet engines? (c) 
What are the driving forces and motivations underpinning the deployment of the 
737 MAX with a fatally flawed design? (d) Who is responsible and accountable 
for making the decisions about the 737 MAX launch? Moreover, (e) Who benefits 
or loses from the decision to launch the 737 MAX? 

Even though the exploratory case approach has the advantages described above 
and is appropriate for our study, it does face certain disadvantages. For instance, 
the researchers might impose their preconceived biases, assumptions, or subjec-
tive opinions in data collection and analysis because researchers are highly 
engaged in qualitative studies during these two stages (Tufford & Newman, 2012). 
To mitigate this concern, the bracketing method is recommended by Tufford and 
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Newman (2012) to ensure that researchers’ biases will not interfere with the 
studies. Also, case studies are complex and challenging, often requiring signifi-
cant time and financial resources (Cooper & Morgan, 2008). 

Governance of the 737 MAX Launch

Boeing’s Announcement of the 737 MAX in 2011

In 2011, Boeing made a pivotal decision to redesign its long-standing 737 airplane 
model, rebranding it as the 737 MAX, instead of embarking on the development 
of an entirely novel aircraft to replace the half-century-old airframe. Subsequent 
events would lay bare the profound repercussions of this momentous choice, 
substantially escalating Boeing’s operational and reputational risks. Boeing’s 
management believed this decision would “significantly mitigate our business 
risk for the next decade.” Leveraging the purported mitigation of business risk, the 
management successfully persuaded Boeing’s compensation committee to revise 
the economic profit metric to calculate compensation performance scores.

Furthermore, in 2013, Boeing completed 737 MAX’s engineering ahead of 
schedule, leading the compensation committee to recalibrate the economic profit 
measure again, incorporating “product development” considerations. This series 
of adjustments to the performance evaluation criteria was instrumental in driving 
a notable increase in the compensation of Boeing’s CEO at the time, James 
McNerney. His average annual compensation, initially at $19.6 million in the two 
years leading up to the 2011 launch of the 737 MAX, subsequently increased to an 
average of $26.5 million over the following three years.

James McNerney subsequently retired from his role as CEO in 2016, passing 
the baton to Dennis Muilenburg, who confronted the daunting task of managing 
the fallout from the two catastrophic 737 MAX crashes in 2018 and 2019. The 
insights gleaned from our investigation underscore the potential for incentive-
based compensation structures in industrial enterprises to yield adverse long-term 
consequences.

Policies on Executive Compensation at Boeing

Our study of Boeing’s executive compensation practices indicates a pattern driven 
by self-serving motives, focusing on enhancing the CEO’s benefits. This approach, 
unfortunately, had negative repercussions for the company and led to the tragic 
loss of lives. In the crucial year of 2011, when the 737 MAX was launched, James 
McNerney was the CEO of Boeing, a position he had held since 2005. Before 
Boeing, McNerney had worked closely with Jack Welch at General Electric (GE) 
and later led 3M. The timeframe of our analysis extends from two years before the 
introduction of the 737 MAX to three years after its launch, concluding with 
McNerney stepping down from his role as CEO and from Boeing’s board of 
directors.
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Figure 1 offers a graphical depiction of the analysis, showing that in the four 
years preceding the 2011 launch of the 737 MAX, the average annual compensa-
tion for the CEO was $19.3 million. This figure experienced a conspicuous surge 
to $23 million in the launch year. Subsequently, his average compensation stabi-
lized at $26.6 million for the ensuing three years.

Boeing’s proxy statements include a section titled “Executive Compensation—
Compensation Discussion and Analysis,” which sheds light on the company’s 
compensation policies. This section features “Performance Highlights” to justify 
the compensation awarded based on standard financial metrics such as revenues, 
operating cash flows, order backlog, and earnings per share. Notably, the CEO’s 
pay is primarily determined by a CPS, which is based on a calculation of “eco-
nomic” profit. A CPS above 1.0 indicates Boeing exceeding its annual economic 
profit targets. As defined by Boeing, economic profit is “after-tax profit minus a 
capital charge.” As we discussed, this metric has influenced managerial decisions, 
contributing to the inadequate investment in the 737 MAX.

Our study’s Table 1 presents data compiled from Boeing’s proxy statements 
from 2007 to 2014. The 2008 statement was the first to outline company perfor-
mance highlights, likely influencing the CPS calculation. In 2009, two years 
before the launch of the 737 MAX program, Boeing’s CPS was 0.7, indicating a 
30% shortfall from the target. However, in the subsequent years, the CPS consist-
ently surpassed this benchmark, with highs of 1.6–1.7 recorded during 2011–2013. 
Recognizing that the CPS is Boeing’s internal measure for gauging economic 
profit, calibrated against specific benchmarks, is crucial.

Boeing’s financial performance demonstrated a significant increase in reve-
nues in 2011, rising from $69 billion to $91 billion by 2014. This impressive 
growth was driven by the launch of the innovative Boeing 787, which experienced 
a dramatic rise in deliveries, escalating from just three units in 2011 to 46 in 2012, 
as reported in the 2012 annual report (p. 26).

Table 2 in our study vividly illustrates this growth, emphasizing that the 
increase in the order backlog was due to the rising demand for the 737 MAX. This 
aircraft program became the only one to experience an expansion in its backlog. 
Over three years, this backlog nearly doubled, reaching approximately 4,300 
units, offsetting declines in other commercial aircraft programs.

In a 2011 conference call, Boeing CEO James McNerney highlighted the sig-
nificant cost savings achieved by modifying the existing 737 model instead of 
developing a brand-new aircraft. The savings in R&D costs, particularly for 
engine modifications, were estimated to be between 85% and 90% compared to 
the $11 billion projected for designing a new airplane. This decision, as analyzed, 
likely saved Boeing close to $10 billion by avoiding the development of an entirely 
new design (Flight Global, 2012).

This strategy to reduce R&D expenses can be viewed as a form of earnings 
management, where curtailing such costs can enhance current earnings (Miller & 
Xu, 2019; Shi et al., 2021).

Boeing’s internal evaluations suggested that this cost-conscious approach 
diminished business risks. Therefore, before any revenue or sales were generated 
from the 737 MAX program, the company lowered its risk profile. This had a dual 
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effect: first, it improved the actual economic performance against the set targets, 
and second, it significantly boosted the company’s performance score for that 
year.

Boeing identifies the key factors that influence its actual performance. While 
the company’s revenues and operating cash flows remained approximately con-
sistent with the average of the preceding two years, Boeing perceived an improved 
mitigation of risks, exceeding expectations.

Table 4 outlines the correlation coefficients among several vital metrics: CEO 
compensation, CPS, economic profit, revenues, operating cash flows, backlog, and 
earnings per share (EPS). The primary focus of our analysis is on the factors that 
influence CEO compensation, CPS, and economic profit. Notably, despite its crucial 
role in the computation of the CPS, economic profit does not show a positive  

Table 4.  Correlation Matrix: Company Performance and CEO Pay (2007–2014).

CPS EP
EP − 

Target Revenues
Cash 
Flow Backlog EPS

CEO 
Pay

Company performance 
score

1.00

Economic profit (0.22) 1.00
EP minus target 0.94 0.06 1.00
Revenues 0.48 0.10 0.42 1.00
Operating cash flow 0.58 0.28 0.72 0.69 1.00
Backlog 0.32 0.31 0.29 0.91 0.47 1.00
Earnings per share 0.69 0.29 0.72 0.69 0.53 0.79 1.00
CEO pay 0.46 (0.11) 0.36 0.87 0.49 0.83 0.70 1.00

Table 5.  Boeing CEO and 2011 Compensation Committee: Alumni from General Elec-
tric and McDonnell Douglas.

James McNerney: Career Overview
• � General Electric Executive (1982–2000)
•  Boeing Board Member (2000–2016)
•  CEO of Boeing (2005–2016)
2011 Compensation Committee Overview
•  John McDonnell and Kenneth Duberstein: McDonnell Douglas Alumni
o  Board Members of McDonnell Douglas until 1997
o  Boeing Board Members since 1997
o  Compensation Committee Members at Boeing since 1999
•  Mike Zafirovsky and David Calhoun: General Electric Alumni
o  GE Executives: Zafirovsky (1978–2000), Calhoun (1981–2006)
o  Boeing Board Members: Zafirovsky (since 2004), Calhoun (since 2009)
o � Boeing Compensation Committee: Zafirovsky (since 2009), Calhoun 

(since 2011)
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correlation with the CPS. This discrepancy arises because the CPS evaluates eco-
nomic profit relative to a predetermined target rather than in absolute terms.

The Linkage Between Boeing’s Dysfunctional  
Compensation Incentives and Flawed MCAS

A jetliner that Boeing initially conceived in 2011 as a comprehensive success with 
minimal business risks ultimately transpired as a catastrophic failure, riddled with 
immeasurable business risks. Following the first 737 MAX crash but preceding 
the second one, the FAA conducted an assessment, revealing that the crash rate of 
the Boeing 737 MAX substantially exceeded that of previous Boeing models 
(Pasztor & Tangel, 2019). The FAA’s internal risk assessment highlighted concerns 
with the 737 MAX design, indicating a potential for one fatal crash every two or 
three years. This assessment was in place even before the first crash occurred, 
when Boeing’s engineers had already raised alarms about the design. This study 
will elucidate how Boeing’s asserted “risk reduction” measures propelled the 
CEO’s remuneration in 2011. Of paramount significance, the compensation 
committee within the board of directors played a pivotal role in fostering the 
perverse incentives that led to the budget-constrained launch of the 737 MAX, 
ultimately culminating in the MCAS debacle.

The MCAS in the 737 MAX aircraft was introduced as a solution to a significant 
design limitation. This issue stemmed from the original 737 airframe’s inability to 
accommodate modern, larger jet engines due to limited ground clearance, a design 
choice tracing back to the post–World War II era when planes were boarded via 
movable staircases. This low clearance, once an advantage, became a liability in the 
era of jet bridges (Vartabedian, 2019). The MCAS was designed to offset the instabil-
ity caused by the powerful engines positioned unusually low, forward, and inward on 
the wings.

This design choice was also influenced by the management’s goal to reduce 
costs in aircraft development. Instead of designing a new aircraft similar to the 
Airbus A320 family or Boeing’s discontinued 757, Boeing modified the existing 
737 model.

Moreover, the MCAS feature needed to be fully disclosed to pilots or, to some 
extent, the FAA. The MAX was marketed on the premise that pilots certified on 
previous 737 models would not require additional training, thereby saving Boeing 
various costs related to training and adjustment (Rindfleisch & Heide, 1997; Shi 
& de Jong, 2020). This particularly appealed to airlines like Southwest, which 
operated a fleet of 737s (Gates, 2019). However, had the full capabilities of MCAS 
and its potential to take over control of the aircraft been disclosed, it would have 
necessitated additional pilot training.

Lastly, Boeing’s executive compensation policies have incentivized cost 
cutting and lack of transparency, described above. This is supported by the CEO’s 
letter to shareholders and the 2011 annual incentive assessment detailed in the 
2012 proxy statement, as mentioned in the “Introduction” section.
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Insufficient Independence of the Compensation  
Committee

Chairman and CEO, James McNerney

For a more comprehensive insight into the tight-knit relationship between 
McNerney and the compensation committee, it is beneficial to explore his profes-
sional history, as outlined in Boeing’s 2012 proxy statement. This document 
reveals that McNerney’s career began in 1982 with a series of management posi-
tions at the General Electric Company. His tenure at GE culminated in the role of 
president and chief executive officer of GE Aircraft Engines, a position he served 
from 1997 to 2000.

After his tenure at GE, McNerney assumed the CEO role at 3M, a company 
headquartered in Minneapolis, where he served from 2001 to 2005. Intriguingly, 
he concurrently held a position on Boeing’s board starting in 2001. In a somewhat 
unconventional turn of events, McNerney took on the CEO role at Boeing, where 
he had been an external director. This transition prompted his departure from 3M 
in July 2005.

Boeing’s proxy statement reveals that McNerney was a board member for both 
IBM and P&G. Interestingly, the statement omits specific details about his 
involvement in the compensation committees of these companies, particularly his 
position as the chair of the committee at P&G. This background in compensation 
committees is likely to have equipped McNerney with the expertise and insight to 
exert influence on Boeing’s compensation committee.

Compensation Committee Overview

Three of Boeing’s board members also held positions on Caterpillar’s board, 
including Boeing’s lead director, David Calhoun, who served in a similar role at 
Caterpillar; Boeing CEO and Chairman Dennis Muilenburg; and Susan Schwab, a 
professor at the University of Maryland School of Public Policy and former US 
Trade Representative during the second Bush administration. Furthermore, there 
were overlapping board memberships with Marriott International, where two 
directors, Lawrence Kellner (ex-CEO and chairman of Continental Airlines) and 
Susan Schwab, were also part of Marriott’s board. Additionally, Schwab was a 
board member at FedEx.

Mike Zafirovsky: GE Alumnus

While McNerney might have been the inaugural GE alumnus to grace Boeing’s 
board, he was no longer the final addition to this lineage. In 2004, he was joined 
by Mike S. Zafirovsky, a former associate from his days at GE. The presence of a 
trusted confidant on the board may have played a role in facilitating McNerney’s 
appointment as CEO in 2005. According to the Boeing 2012 proxy statement:
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Mr. Zafirovsky spent nearly 25 years with General Electric Company, where he served 
in management positions, including 13 years as President and Chief Executive Officer 
of five businesses in the consumer, industrial and financial services arenas, his most 
recent being President and Chief Executive Officer of GE Lighting from July 1999 to 
May 2000.

David Calhoun: GE Alumnus

McNerney was one of many Boeing board members with a background at GE. 
Mike S. Zafirovsky, a former GE colleague, joined the Boeing board in 2004, 
potentially influencing McNerney’s CEO appointment in 2005. Boeing’s 2012 
proxy statement highlights Zafirovsky’s extensive 25-year career at GE, including 
his final role as president and CEO of GE Lighting until May 2000.

In 2009, during McNerney’s CEO tenure and after nine years on the board, 
another ex-GE colleague, Mr. Calhoun, was appointed. The 2012 statement docu-
ments Calhoun’s long career at GE, with roles such as vice chairman, president, 
and CEO of various GE divisions, including infrastructure and aircraft engines.

Including two former colleagues on the board raises questions about their inde-
pendence. Notably, by 2011, during the launch of the 737 MAX, both Zafirovsky 
and Calhoun were members of the four-person compensation committee that 
determined McNerney’s salary, casting doubts on the fairness and neutrality of the 
compensation decisions.

John McDonnell and Kenneth Duberstein: McDonnell Douglas Alumni

Following Boeing’s 1997 merger with McDonnell Douglas, board members John F. 
McDonnell and Kenneth M. Duberstein transitioned to Boeing’s board. They both 
served as long-standing members of Boeing’s compensation committee, each taking 
turns as a committee chair at various times until McDonnell’s retirement in 2011.

The critical point is that the two committee members had long-standing profes-
sional relationships with McNerney, dating back well before their involvement 
with Boeing. Even though the non-GE alum members had established long-term 
associations, their close connections pose legitimate concerns about their ability 
to assess each other’s professional decisions critically.

A 2018 news report highlighted the strong bond between McNerney and 
Calhoun, underscoring their close working relationship at GE. McNerney 
described Calhoun as an inclusive leader who values diverse perspectives and 
synthesizes them effectively (Lovegrove, 2018). This description raises questions 
about the suitability of such traits in a compensation committee member oversee-
ing a CEO with whom they have a close professional history.

Zafirovsky, who shares a substantial professional relationship with McNerney 
and has reported to him at GE, also exemplifies a similar lack of independence 
(Lublin, 2007).
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Ironically, in October 2019, Calhoun was appointed Boeing’s non-executive chair-
man, a role previously held by CEO Muilenburg (Tangel et al., 2019). While Muilenburg 
was not involved in the initial development of the 737 MAX in 2011, Calhoun was 
instrumental in launching the 737 MAX with limited funding, highlighting a concern-
ing overlap of responsibilities and relationships within Boeing’s leadership.

Conclusions and Discussion

Numerous quantitative studies have explored the relationship between firm 
performance and CEO pay, such as those supporting a positive correlation (Kaplan, 
2008; Tosi & Gomez-Mejia, 1989) based on agency or optimal contracting theory. 
Conversely, others indicate a weak relationship (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; 
Shleifer & Vishny, 1989; Tosi et al., 2000) rooted in managerial power or entrench-
ment theory. Additionally, research has been conducted considering the interplay 
between firm performance and CEO pay, including the hybrid application of 
optimal contracting theory, managerial entrenchment theory, and Hambrick and 
Mason’s (1984) upper echelon theory (Shi et al., 2021). However, there is a gap in 
qualitative case studies focusing on the negative aspects of incentive pay and its 
impact on the ethical decision-making process.

Based on the agency theory (Kaplan, 2008; Tosi & Gomez-Mejia, 1989), the 
stewardship theory (Davis et al., 1997; Tosi et al., 2003), the managerial power 
theory (Bebchuk et al., 2002), and the managerial entrenchment and rent extraction 
theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Shleifer & Vishny, 1989), we analyze the detri-
mental effects of the dysfunctional incentive pay and the weak non-independent 
board structure on management’s decision-making processes regarding the Boeing 
737 Max. Our study complements and extends Catchpole’s (2020) finding that 
Boeing’s cost-driven culture attributes to the demise of the 737 Max and Herkert, 
Borenstein, and Miller’s (2020) study that examines the unethical engineering  
and commercialization processes of the 737 Max. Different from the perspective  
of organizational complexity and cultural influences (see Perrow, 1999, 2004;  
Vaughan, 1996; and the section “Beyond Complexity—Insights from the Corporate 
Governance and Executive Compensation Theories”), this article investigates  
other root causes (e.g., dysfunctional incentive pay, non-independent board) leading 
to the poor managerial decisions made toward the 737 Max crises. 

Several insights are coming to light from this analysis. First and foremost, an 
in-house third-party oversight committee for executive compensation, rigorous 
engineering, and airplane safety is needed to deter opportunistic managerial 
behavior and fortify the monitoring mechanism to better serve stakeholders’ and 
Boeing’s long-term strategic goals. Second, we believe that a balanced corporate 
culture between meticulous engineering (i.e., rigorous R&D and testing) and pro-
duction (i.e., high financial earnings), along with a less-hostile working environ-
ment, can discourage unethical opportunistic behavior and in turn help managers 
to focus on long-term goals instead of short-term earnings. Third, hiring an out-
sider CEO with expertise, engineering background, and on-flight experience in 
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Boeing airplanes will result in better understanding of airplane engineering and 
smoother communication with the engineers, test pilots, and FAA regulators. 
Recruiting an outsider CEO will also bring about fresh new ideas and changes 
needed to turn around the current culture driven by cost and earnings (Shi &  
de Jong, 2020). Moreover, an outsider CEO can help avoid conflicts of interest as 
well as strengthen the independence of the board. Fourth, incentive pay should be 
tied to strategic long-term success (Lin & Shi, 2020; Shi et al., 2021) instead of 
financial earnings easily manipulated and exploited by the CEO (see Bergstresser 
& Philippon, 2006; Murphy, 2013). We strongly suggest that the pay-for- 
performance incentive program be formed based on the fit between the CEO’s 
strategic decisions and the core competency (i.e., in Boeing’s case, strong, rigor-
ous, efficient, and effective engineering). Fifth, the performance measure for the 
incentive pay must be objective and based on Boeing’s strategic success rather 
than arbitrary measurements inflating executive compensations (see Jensen & 
Meckling, 1976; Shleifer & Vishny, 1989). As such, the performance measure-
ment can be both quantitative and qualitative. We recommend that Boeing imple-
ment safety standards and rigorous testing into the compensation incentives, not 
just earnings. Sixth, the managerial decisions made have to be in the best interests 
of engineering safety, rigor, effectiveness, and efficiency while being strategically 
successful against the rival Airbus. This is achievable via the incentive pay 
program tied to strategic goals rather than mere financial earnings, as discussed in 
points 4 and 5). Seventh, we suggest that Boeing’s communication channels 
among executives, engineers, test pilots, and regulators be transparent, straight-
forward, easy to navigate, and smooth and fluid to minimize the agency cost of 
information asymmetry from stalled information and non-transparency. Eighth, 
the CEO contract has to be incentivized by Boeing’s long-term strategies and 
stakeholders’ best interests rather than short-term earning goals.

Furthermore, our examination of the 737 MAX Jetliner case underscores the 
pivotal role played by Boeing’s compensation committee’s ineffective corporate 
governance. The functioning of this committee holds significance in ensuring 
prudent management within the company, thereby ensuring the delivery of safe 
products and the preservation of sustainable and consistent earnings. Our findings 
underscore the essential role of Boeing’s compensation committee in shaping 
executive compensation. Consequently, the selection and composition of this 
committee are of paramount significance for achieving effective governance at 
Boeing. This naturally leads us to inquire about the composition of Boeing’s com-
pensation committee, the duration of their service, and the process by which they 
are appointed. Additionally, it is imperative to establish processes and policies that 
shield the compensation committee members from organizational political influ-
ences that could undermine their performance.

One cannot help but contemplate whether a more diverse compensation com-
mittee, encompassing a broader range of personal relationships and backgrounds, 
would have been more assertive in challenging the CEO’s risk assessments. 
Ironically, Boeing’s compensation committee did have a single female member at 
one point, but her tenure lasted just one year in 2010, after which she served  
on other committees. The similarities in professional backgrounds and prior  
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relationships among the committee members raise legitimate questions about the 
transparency and integrity of the selection process. The tightly knit and homoge-
neous nature of the committee in 2011 was not ideally suited for robustly scruti-
nizing the CEO’s assertions regarding the reduced risk associated with the 737 
MAX. In 2018, McNerney even commended committee member Calhoun, stating, 
“He appreciates others’ perspectives more than his own in many cases and does a 
good job of synthesizing things.” While such qualities may be commendable in 
personal relationships, they do not necessarily reflect independent oversight. 
Regrettably, Boeing has yet to learn from these lessons and take steps to enhance 
the diversity of the compensation committee, in terms of both personal relation-
ships and professional backgrounds.

This study also offers valuable insights into business ethics. Fang and Slavin 
(2018) propose an adherence to “Golden Rule” ethics, rooted in the teachings of 
Confucius and monotheistic religions, which contrast with “ethical egoism,” 
which focuses on self-interest. However, the Boeing case practically challenges 
applying the “Golden Rule” ethics. The mistakes made by Boeing’s management 
and board would not have been quickly resolved by simply adopting this ethical 
approach. Instead, it required an organizational culture fostering “adversarial col-
laboration,” a concept advocated by Kahneman and Klein (2009) and Tetlock and 
Mitchell (2009). Such a culture would encourage the board and its committees to 
critically scrutinize the management’s claims about risk and potential rewards, 
challenging assumptions and decisions to ensure more ethical and practical 
outcomes.
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Book Review 

Srinath Sridharan and Arun Ganesh, Time for Bharat: A Researched Conversation on 
Governance. Notion Press, 2022, 366 pp., Price: 570. ISBN: 979-8-88805-368-3 
(paperback), 979-8-88849-078-5 (Hardcase).

Reviewed by: Manoj Pareek, Associate Professor, Bennett University, Greater Noida, 
India. 

The book “Time for Bharat: A Researched Conversation on Governance” stands as 
a remarkable endeavor, seeking to offer a profound and all-encompassing explo- 
ration into the intricate tapestry of policy formulation and governance in India 
across diverse sectors within the nation. Within its pages, readers will encounter a 
compilation of erudite essays, penned by distinguished authors, which collectively 
weave a comparative and conceptual framework, illuminating the nuanced landscape 
of governance in the country. Notably, this literary work assumes a timely 
significance, arriving on the scene precisely when governance issues have surged to 
the forefront of national discourse, a prominence that has been steadily mounting 
since the purported pivotal year of 2014.

Today, India as a nation is witnessing profound changes and challenges leading 
to contentious policy decisions and outcomes during the ongoing “Amritkal” on the 
completion of 76 years of Indian democracy. Whereby government policies vis-à-
vis the governance needs of the nation need to be analyzed by experts and scholars. 
Thus, this book serves this objective effectively. The successful performance of the 
policy framework in core democratic institutions, such as the judiciary, executive, 
and administration, is a necessity for the future of the nation.

For decades, planned economic development under the much-celebrated five-
year plans based on the Soviet model put undue emphasis on heavy industries 
requiring huge investments with long-term returns. This resulted in abysmally low 
growth and rising unemployment under the so-called license raj. Thus, governance 
took a back seat in those times. As the implementation of projects took a heavy toll  
on the resources. However, the real Indian story of sustained economic growth 
started in 1991, when the regulatory fetters were eased under then-Prime Minister 
PV Narasimha Rao and Finance Minister Dr Manmohan Singh. Initially, the 
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economic reforms gained good momentum but soon slowed down during the UPA-2 
regime, due to poor governance, corruption, and a tendency toward risk aversion on 
the part of the government. The authors of the essays in this book have brilliantly 
tried to confer centrality to the issues of governance; credit goes to the editors and 
compilers Shri Arun Ganesh and Shri Srinath Sridharan through their meaningful 
selection of these essays penned by expert authors in a book format. India, today’s 
most populous country, happens to be a multiparty democracy, unlike the second 
most populous country which effectively runs on the one-party system. Although at 
present competition with China seems like a distant goal, it will be achievable in a 
decade or so with the present GDP growth rate already being higher than China’s. 
Therefore, we need to remove the barriers of red tape and complex bureaucratic 
procedures that give rise to delays and corruption. The ease of doing business is 
necessary to attract foreign investment in India. Thus, governance will ensure 
accountability on the part of various institutions of the country.

This book endeavors to dismantle the barriers obstructing India’s path to growth 
by shedding light on the pivotal role of governance as an indispensable prerequisite 
for attaining the nation’s ambitious growth targets. Beyond its focus on corporate 
governance, this book casts a wide net, encompassing an exhaustive spectrum of 
governance facets within the economic landscape of India. The essays within these 
pages venture into the intricate terrain of India’s civilizational ethos, delving into 
critical areas, such as the economy, education, health care, and technology.

Yet, it is worth noting the conspicuous omission of a dedicated chapter on 
e-governance, digitalization, and artificial intelligence within this volume. This 
absence, albeit unintentional, leaves a noticeable gap in the comprehensive 
coverage of governance topics. It is my fervent hope that future editions of this 
book will rectify this oversight, enhancing its completeness by incorporating these 
essential dimensions of contemporary governance in India.

The book is right on track when it places emphasis on “transformational 
governance.” Besides, the book has 17 chapters that contain a wealth of summarized 
discussion on a broad range of subjects. The reader of the book can start with any of 
the chapters randomly for his/her reading, as they happen to be independent per se.

To me, the very title of the book, Time for Bharat, is inviting for anyone who is 
interested in the subject of governance in a rising India. Almost 800 years of 
subjugation by foreign invaders tried to stifle aspirations, freedom, and potential. 
The last ones are the British colonialists, who wantonly looted the country, leaving 
it high and dry economically. On August 15, 1947, the Union of India came into 
existence as a sovereign republic, stepping into the world economic arena. It is 
still in the league of developing countries, marching fast to become a developed 
country by 2047 when it completes its 100 years of freedom. Governance issues 
will play a pivotal role in achieving this objective.

As we know, there has been an intense debate going on about the so-called 
“Idea of India” for three decades, spearheaded by Professor Sunil Khilnani. 
Khilnani’s “Idea of India” is based on Nehruvian thought, but unfortunately, the 
issue of governance did not find a place in that debate. Moreover, Khilanani’s 
celebrated essay on the “Idea of India” covered merely 50 years of emerging 
India, whereas today we are celebrating 76 years of our independence, aptly called 
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Amrit Mahotsav of the Indian economy. In this Amritkaaal, India needs good 
governance in all spheres to make rapid strides in its economic transformation.

India, that is, the “Bharat” of today is no longer a prisoner of the past that used 
to be mired in the so-called “Hindu rate of growth” until 1991, whereas today the 
country is among the fastest growing economies in the world. It has achieved 
remarkable success in the renewable energy arena, leaving behind many of the 
developed nations. Of course, there are naysayers and prophets of doom about 
India’s rise to becoming a superpower by the mid of the century. However, India 
is already on a fast track to reaching that goal. Governance will play a significant 
role in achieving the said objective.

Coming to specifics, the essay on agricultural governance by the learned author 
Arun Ganesh brilliantly captures the importance of agricultural governance, 
which is crucial for India’s rise as an economic powerhouse. It considers the 
optimum use of soil, seeds, fertilizers, and research and development in the 
agricultural sector.

Besides, it also addresses the need for sound land laws and land reforms, including 
crop insurance, nutrition, and the emancipation of women’s labor in agriculture. 
Somehow the author seems to have overlooked the role of grassroots governance 
through the gram panchayats as envisaged in the Panchayati Raj institution. Thus, 
the agricultural sector needs major transformation in the broader rural landscape to 
become a vehicle for change in rural governance and administration.

Today, we are living in a fast-changing world socially, economically, and 
politically. Fast technological advances are changing the way we live, earn, work, 
and administer. The advances in digitalization and AI have created platforms like 
Chat GPT that are ahead of what we had in social media or other forums. These 
new technological tools are providing us with remarkable efficiency to solve our 
problems, including the governance challenges; thus, Swaminathan Mani and Rao 
have contributed an excellent chapter on technological governance.

The authors of these essays in the book have attempted a very meaningful 
dialogue following rich ancient Indian traditions of scriptures and treatises like 
Upanishads, Mimansas, Sankhyas, etc. Thus, the editors of the book have rightly 
said, “we must tear away from victimhood and fragility through our inner 
strength.” The efforts of the editors in compiling these gems of knowledge are 
indeed going to rekindle the spirit of inquiry and analysis to find solutions in the 
sphere of governance.

The book also serves the laudable purpose of bringing together the views of 
expert professionals, policymakers, and academia. This book has been published 
at an opportune time when India is hosting the G-20 summit under its presidency. 
Moreover, it is also a time when India’s startups are blossoming into unicorns, and 
there is remarkable progress in the field of homegrown entrepreneurship. To tap 
the huge opportunities for talented human resources, the country needs good 
governance in all the areas of national importance, like education, health care, 
energy, manufacturing, trade, commerce, taxation, etc. All of these have been 
effectively examined by the contributing authors in the pertinent essays. 

The chapter dedicated to education governance, penned by Arushi, Anisa, and 
Sakate, offers a comprehensive exploration of the transformative potential embedded 
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in the New Education Policy (NEP) of 2020. This chapter underscores the pivotal 
role of education in shaping a nation’s ethos and fostering national pride. It highlights 
an intriguing perspective on the taxation of not-for-profit schools, currently exempt 
from taxes, as a potential revenue source to support poor sections of society.

Furthermore, the authors have meticulously dissected the key facets of NEP 
2020, encompassing its impact on both school education and higher education 
institutions, along with the imperative need for skill development. The chapter 
prominently addresses the pressing issue of bridging the chasm between 
conventional, theory-centric curricula and real-world problem-solving, a disparity 
that has hindered the employability of graduates.

However, it is important to note that the chapter opens with a somewhat critical 
view of India’s education system pre-NEP 2020, characterizing it as dysfunctional. 
This critique, though valid in many respects, should be tempered with the 
acknowledgment that even under the previous system, individuals from middle-
class backgrounds ascended to the highest echelons of global corporations, such 
as Microsoft and Google. It underscores that while the system may not have been 
perfect, it did have its merits and successes.

In the insightful chapter penned by Dr Chattoraj and Dr Jain, the spotlight falls 
squarely on health care governance. The authors underscore the imperative for 
increased health care spending, enhancements in medical education, and the 
critical implementation of the government’s ambitious universal health care 
scheme. Their analysis delves into both the supply- and demand-side challenges 
confronting the health care sector, with a particular emphasis on the necessity to 
bolster primary-level infrastructure.

However, it is worth noting that the chapter could have further explored the 
dire conditions and strain faced by public hospitals, a situation that has compelled 
a significant portion of the population to opt for private health care facilities, 
eroding trust in the public health care system. Additionally, the authors could  
have considered the financial burden placed on the exchequer by universal health 
programs, which necessitate substantial budgetary allocations and escalating 
resource requirements year after year. Certain state governments have started the 
UHC scheme with a small contribution from each beneficiary, which has met with 
success in a large state of Rajasthan. This highlights that, even, individuals with 
limited means are willing to invest in government-run health care initiatives  
when they perceive tangible value in such programs.

In Srinath Sridharan’s essay on urban governance, readers are treated with a 
wealth of insights concerning metropolitan planning and governance, with a 
particular focus on the transformative Smart Cities Mission, Amrut initiative, and 
Swachh Bharat campaign. While the essay offers valuable perspectives on these 
overarching national programs, it leaves an unexplored territory that could have 
provided a deeper understanding of urban governance, i.e., the role and functioning 
of urban municipal bodies.

Urban municipal bodies serve as the lifeblood of our cities, responsible for 
maintaining and delivering essential services that impact the daily lives of  
residents. These critical functions encompass a wide spectrum, ranging from 
sanitation and solid waste management to street lighting, sewage disposal, and 
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cleanliness. Although the author briefly touches on some of these facets, they do so 
without delving into the specific context of municipal governance.

A more comprehensive examination of the workings, challenges, and innovations 
within urban municipal bodies would have added a layer of depth to the reader’s 
understanding of the intricate web of urban governance. It could have shed light on 
the practical aspects of delivering essential services in our cities and highlighted the 
vital role that these bodies play in shaping the urban landscape.

It is noteworthy that the editors have given quotes from revered Sadh Guru at 
the beginning of each essay that are relevant to the subject as well as inspiring. 
These quotes motivate the readers to read the essays attentively. Thus, the 
compilers have rightly stated that Bharat continues to evolve in order to march 
toward progress and prosperity, and it has been the most enduring civilization of 
the world, spanning thousands of years but unfortunately plundered and ruled by 
Western colonial powers. They have very rightly pointed out that the democratic 
spirit has been alive long before the colonizers came and occupied the land of 
Bharat. It was well governed by certain democratic kingdoms even 2000 years ago 
(Lichhawi Gan Rajya and the Gupt Empire). Thus, the book is a tribute to the 
eternal spirit of Bharat.
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