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Abstract: This systematic review investigates the application of Optimal Distinctiveness Theory ( ODT) in China, aiming to
address a notable gap in the existing literature by synthesizing current research and identifying directions for future exploration.
ODT, which examines how organizations balance conformity with differentiation to achieve optimal performance, has gained traction
across various domains such as business strategy, entrepreneurship, and organizational behavior. Despite its increasing relevance,
no comprehensive review has yet consolidated the progress, challenges, and potential of ODT within China’ s unique cultural and
institutional landscape. Filling this gap is critical because China’ s distinct environment—characterized by collectivist values,
strong governmental influence, and rapidly shifting market dynamics—offers a rich context for testing and expanding ODT. Under-
standing how this theory applies in China not only enhances its theoretical robustness but also provides actionable insights for organ-
izations navigating this complex market, contributing to both local practices and the global discourse on organizational behavior.

The study employs a systematic literature review methodology, analyzing 38 Chinese—language articles sourced from academic
journals, conference proceedings, and other scholarly publications. By integrating theoretical perspectives from institutional theory,
resource—based theory, and competitive strategy theory, the review provides a multi—faceted examination of ODT’ s evolution and
application in China. This approach ensures a thorough assessment of how ODT interacts with China’ s institutional and cultural
frameworks, drawing on diverse and credible data to map the theory’ s current state and pinpoint areas needing further investiga-
tion. The selection process prioritized articles explicitly engaging with ODT, ensuring focus and relevance, while the use of multi-
ple theoretical lenses enriches the analysis by uncovering interconnections with broader strategic and organizational concepts.

Findings indicate that ODT is widely utilized in China, particularly in business strategy, where it aids firms in managing the
tension between legitimacy and uniqueness. The review confirms ODT’ s core premise—that optimal performance arises from balan-
cing conformity and differentiation—and highlights how China’ s institutional rules, cultural norms like collectivism, and dynamic
market conditions shape this balance. For example, firms often align with government policies to secure legitimacy while pursuing
differentiation through innovation or niche positioning. Studies have also identified mechanisms such as integrative orchestration
(blending strategies seamlessly) and compensatory orchestration ( offsetting weaknesses with strengths) , though their complexity
and evolution over time remain under—explored. Moreover, the influence of diverse stakeholders—such as local versus global cus-
tomers—and the temporal dynamics of ODT strategies have received limited attention, revealing significant gaps in the current re-
search landscape.

This review stands as the first systematic synthesis of ODT research in China, offering a structured framework that delineates
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both achievements and shortcomings. Its originality lies in providing a comprehensive overview of how ODT adapts to China’ s dis-
tinct context, bridging fragmented studies into a cohesive narrative that clarifies the theory’ s local relevance. By identifying metho-
dological weaknesses, such as reliance on static analyses, and theoretical gaps, like insufficient attention to institutional complexi-
ty, the paper lays a foundation for more rigorous and holistic research. This contribution is vital for tailoring ODT to China’ s spe-
cific needs while enriching its global applicability, setting the stage for future scholarship to build upon.

The practical implications of this review are substantial, offering businesses strategies to navigate China’ s evolving market by
balancing conformity with differentiation effectively. However, limitations include its exclusive focus on Chinese—language studies,
potentially missing broader insights, and the methodological diversity of reviewed papers, which may affect consistency. Looking
forward, future research directions are paramount. Mixed—method approaches, combining qualitative case studies with quantitative
surveys, are essential to capture both the depth of individual firm experiences and the breadth of generalizable trends. For in-
stance, pairing in—depth analyses of firms adapting to regulatory shifts with large—scale data could yield richer insights. Longitudi-
nal studies are equally critical to track how ODT strategies evolve over time, especially amidst market transitions or policy reforms,
revealing adaptive patterns that static studies overlook. Exploring stakeholder diversity—examining how local communities, global
partners, or regulators influence ODT—offers another promising avenue, as does conducting cross—cultural comparisons to contrast
China’ s collectivist tendencies with individualistic settings elsewhere. These directions could investigate, for example, how multi-
national firms adjust ODT strategies across borders or how stakeholder expectations shape differentiation in varied cultural contexts.
Such research would deepen ODT’ s theoretical precision and practical utility, ensuring its relevance in China’ s dynamic environ-
ment and beyond. By pursuing these avenues, scholars can address current shortcomings, respond to emerging challenges, and so-
lidify ODT as a versatile framework for understanding organizational behavior in complex settings.

Key Words: Optimal Distinctiveness Theory; enterprise strategic management; coordination mechanism; dynamic manage-

ment
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