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Abstract: 

This paper dissects the convergence of nano-relationships and social capital as significant determinants of 

competitive advantage. Informed by a rigorous bibliometric analysis of 350 credible peer-reviewed works, supported by  

VOSviewer and Bibliometrix tools, the paper employs citation counts, and author impacts to determine how micro-level 

customer engagements ignite macro-level relational assets. Results from the analysis indicate that social capital evince 

a direct positive influence on competitive advantage, and that, nano-relationships drive customer engagement loyalty and 

customer loyalty. The transaction between these variables conceives a collaborative mass effect, magnifying 

organisational equity as customized digital links embolden dual server-client trust and mutuality. The paper further 

explores conceptual inadequacies prevalent in social capital literature, the scalability limitations of  customer loyalty, 

and the intermediary role of contemporary technology. Synthesising both primitive and current literature, the researchers 

advance an inclusive conception that aligns relational value with strategic positioning, privileging both scholarly 

induction and practical insights for entities treading highly competitive contexts.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

With rapid technological advancements dominating hyper-competitive business contexts, and 

the ever-evolving customer expectations now heavily reliant on market dynamics, appreciating the 

nexus between social capital and strategic positioning is critical (Porter, 1985; Chen & Prusak, 2016; 

Berthelot, 2018). Integral to the foregoing perspective is social capital, a construct embodying the 

trust, relationships, and symbioses that operationalise cooperation for shared economic gain (Ranjani 

& Read, 2016; Garcia-Sanchez & Roldan, 2019). Much scholarly attention has asserted the role of 

social capital as a conduit for organisational capabilities (Garcia-Sanchez & Roldan, 2019), 

sustainability and resilience (Berthelot, 2018), and innovation (Holt, 2016) - three key structural 

attributes that link social capital to competitive equity through enhanced collaboration and resource 

mobilisation efficacy.  

Essentially, the concept of nano-relationships, which emanate from clinical one-to-one, 

customized engagements fostered through contemporary digital infrastructure, provides an effective 

platform for assessing customer intimacy. Scholarly and practitioner insights argue that, nano-

relationships drive intimate associations with consumers, propagating customer loyalty, trust, and 

sustainable long-term engagement (Holt, 2016; Garcia-Sanchez & Roldan, 2019; Mhaka, 2025). In 

practice, that chemistry fosters broader resonance between the brand and its followers - a chemistry 

that substantiates itself as an essential tactic for gaining competitive leverage in highly competitive 

markets (Møller & Halinen, 2017; Garcia-Sanchez & Roldan, 2019;  Liu &Zhang, 2020). In spite of 

the growing body of literature exploring the existence, prevalence, and importance of social capital 

and nano-relationships in varying business contexts, empirical gaps persist in the literature regarding 

their collateral impact on competitive advantage. In fact, most research insights appear confined to 

social capital, and nano-relationships, as purely isolated abstract concepts rather than synergistic 

constructs aligned to competitive advantage (e.g, Ranjan & Read, 2016; Liu & Zhang, 2020). There 
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is significant emphasis on the structural and relational social capital attributes at the expense of 

inquiries on how these elements can add  long-term organisational value.  The conspicuous nature of 

this oversight is quite troubling, granted that shifts in contemporary consumer behaviour are now 

enabled by digital technologies which implore marketers to overhaul traditional engagement models.  

         While extant social capital frameworks are credited for underscoring the criticality of trust, 

reciprocity, and collective action (Coleman, 1988; Leana & van Buren, 1999; Putnam, 2000; Chen & 

Prusak, 2016), they tend to overlook the emotional and neurological dynamics evoked by nano-

relationships, which are vital in cultivating deeper customer relationships and brand loyalty (Mhaka, 

2025). As consumer preferences are fostered by personal relevance and emotional connection, 

recollecting these insights becomes imperative.  Considering the foregoing gaps, the import of this 

paper is three-pronged. Most importantly, it aspires to build a reflection of scholarly evidence around 

the connection between social capital, nano-relationships and competitive advantage, spelling out key 

constructs, and strategic interplays. It further scrutinises available literature to unearth latent trends, 

methodological perspectives and untapped areas inviting scholarly attention.  Finally, this paper 

advances a synthesized framework that integrates these three dimensions, ushering in comprehensive 

insights that could provide valuable insights for both academic inquiry and practical applications in 

strategic management.  

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

To preface the relevance of the current analysis in contemporary marketing practice, this 

section reviews available empirical insights and scholarly perspectives, and  justify avenues for 

further comprehensive inquiries into these related constructs.  

 

Social Capital  

           Serving as a strategic asset for businesses, social capital, entails the networks, norms, and trust 

which foster collaboration and cooperation between individuals and groups - primarily clients and 

servers, customers and suppliers (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Putnam, 2000). Social capital entails 

the capacity of an organisation  to create, and benefit from relationships with its publics and cognate 

associates, including clients, promoters, competitors, and suppliers, among others, to add value to its 

market competitiveness (Fournier & Avery, 2011; Lin, 2017; Lonnqvist, 2019).  Other scholars assert 

that social capital-driven entities benefit from increased information flow, quality innovations, and 

sustainable customer loyalty owing to the social connections they are priviledged with (Garcia-

Sanchez & Roldan, 2019; Liu &Zhang, 2020). As such, social capital is not only confined to single 

customer-supplier transactions but it extends to defining customer experiences and overall corporate 

success.  

In addition to the foregoing, scholarship also view social capital as both a relational and 

strategic resource, capacitating firms to construct networks, trust and mutual values into their strategic 

positioning (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Putman, 2000; Liu & Zhang, 2020). This is evident from 

social capital’s ability to facilitate cooperation through the reduction of transaction costs, and 

enhancement of collaborative reciprocity; seamless access to critical information and competitive 

intelligence; and the ability to mobilise stakeholder relationships (Ranjan & read, 2016; Lin, 2017; 

Lonnqvist, 2019; Sharma, 2024). According to Liu & Zhang (2020),  relational networks add value 

through  knowledge sharing and responsiveness - a development that emboldens organizational 

adaptability. Jointly, and severally, all the foregoing scholarly assertions unanimously frame social 

capital as the heart, rather than a periphery of competitive positioning, from a practical marketing 

point of  view.  

Aligning with the foregoing views, Porter (1985), through his differentiation strategy, argues 

that organisations endowed with trust-based networks are better equipped to provide unrivalled 

offerings that competitors can hardly imitate. Similarly, Fournier & Avery (2011) add that when loyal 

customers become a part of the supplier’s social network, they graduate to become passionate brand 

champions and ambassadors, advancing the firm’s sphere of influence through organic word-of-



                                                    

 

mouth referrals and social interchanges. In essence, these interchanges are made bolder when entities 

cultivate nano-relationships, as Lin (2017) and Roberts-Lombard & Petzer (2021) maintain that ultra-

personalised relationships catalyse emotional resonance within a wider relational infrastructure. In 

sum, the literature imply that social capital is not merely an abstract construct but a pivot to 

organizational growth, as it embeds social, emotional, and strategic advantages to enable superior 

market performance. 

 

Nano-relationships 

        Nano-relationships embody a transformation and graduation of relationship marketing to an 

advanced state where emphasis is thrust on understanding micro-interplays between each consumer 

and the brand, aided by the use of technology (Lin, 2017; Roberts-Lombard & Petzer, 2021). This 

changes the whole marketing landscape, altogether. This new relational paradigm is highly 

pronounced via online engagement, ultra-customisation, and emotional resonance (Yang, 2011; Lin, 

2017; Lonnqvist, 2019). As such, competitive advantage stems from the level of customer loyalty, 

where customers feel better understood in these symbiotic engagements. This effectively establishes 

an explicit link between nano-relationships and social capital, emanating from the motivation driving 

a satisfied customer’s willingness to act as the company’s brand ambassador, going forward (Kumar, 

2022; Sharma, 2024). A firm that successfully transitions from mass marketing, generic selling 

propositions, and unfiltered targeting, towards a nano-relationship-based marketing approach can 

create an inimitable source of competitive advantage, sustained by consistent customer connections 

leading to a healthy customer lifetime value. Logically, this resonates with Porter (1985)’s  

differentiation strategy. A firm makes its offerings unique (differentiated) through micro-managed 

personal interactions and customisation (Lonnqvist, 2019; Roberts-Lombard & Petzer, 2021). The 

result is sustainable competitive advantage.  

          From the foregoing assertions, one key take-away for practitioners and scholars alike, is that 

nano-relationships stand as strategic catalysts for companies to easily win their customers by 

becoming a key player in their daily lives (Lin, 2017). To achieve that, companies would need to 

create seamless micro-level touchpoints that cultivate trust and brand authenticity (Mhaka et al, 

2026). This point is further articulated by Roberts-Lombard & Petzer (2021). The duo contends that 

the embedded micro-connections between the firm and its tagged customers advance beyond mere 

transactional engagements, conceiving permanent neural bonds while bolstering perceived value. 

Additionally aligned to the foregoing vantage points, the employment of digital infrastructure in this 

relational ecosystem further creates two more advantage elements: immediacy and responsiveness 

(Kumar, 2022; Sharma, 2024). From this perspective, being the quickest to reach the customer, 

beyond the expected response time - is an embodiment of intimacy, care and empathy. It further 

portrays the level of symbiosis between the two parties. In a highly comptetive market, it becomes 

another source of competitive advantage.  

           Building from the scholarly discourse, it becomes apparent that nano-relationships derive 

significance from the customers’ need for company, association, socialisation and relevance - key 

building blocks defining the concept of social capital. By that token, the link between social capital, 

nano-relationships and competitive advantage is highly pronounced. Essentially, nano-relationships 

are key in creating a band of loyal customers, who graduate to brand ambassadors, passionate about 

selling and defending the brand further than the company’s original sphere. Ranjan & Read (2016) 

also contend that relational marketing, blended with digital personalised engagements revitalises 

competitive positioning. Collectively, these views illustrate that nano-relationships infuses relational, 

neural, emotional, digital, and strategic assets to build sustainable competitive advantage. 

 

Competitive Advantage 

          Comptetive advantage entails the position at which an entity has superior resources ad 

capabilities to beat its rivals (Barney, 1991; Porter, 1985) . Imported from war-craft nomenclature, 

the concept is more of a consequence than a uniquence. As Rumelt (1991) points out, it emanates 

from a firm’s ability to do better, or offer better than what its competitors can. This betterment 



                                                    

 

(vantage point) should be reflected in efficiency, effectiveness, and higher customer satisfaction 

levels (Porter, 1985; Kumar, 2022). For example, Amazon’s competitive advantage lies in extensive 

distribution networks and advanced digital ecosystems to give an unrivalled customer experience. On 

the other end, Coca-cola’s strength derives from its unique product quality, and a unique carbonated 

drink formula. However, prefacing these two giants’ competitive advantage is their connection to 

customers through socialisation strategies. To that effect, Coca cola loudly serenades its brands as 

portraying ‘American elegance’ - a connection that speaks to the criticality of  social capital in 

catalysing competitive advantage. As highlighted in the foregoing dissections, entities that marry 

their marketing initiatives with micro-level relationships and social connections tend to yield 

significant unrivalled competitive leverage, and can easily define the the market trajectory (Day, 

1994, Huang & Li, 2017; Kumar, 2022). Thus, this trident nexus between social capital, nano-

relationships and competitive advantage defines the manner in which clients perceive brand value 

and fall in love with the product.  

           However, academicians are at a crossroads as to whether competitive advantage emanates 

from intrinsic or extrinsic organisational dynamics. For instance, Barney (1991)’s resource-based 

view (RBV) posits that a firm’s rare, valuable, inimitable and non-substitutible assets (internal 

resource perspective) collectively define their premise for sustainable competitive advanatge. This is 

exemplified by Amazon’s proprietary algorithms and sophisticated distribution infrastructure which 

have both  proven to be unmatchable. This point is neutralised by several authorities who assert that 

internal resources alone are inadequate - they have to be deployed in line with the external market 

dynamics, including occasional market opportunities, the ever-evolving customer preferences, 

competitor posturing, strengths and weaknesses, among others (Vorhies & Morgan, 2005; Huang & 

Li, 2017; Sharma, 2024). This implies that competitive advantage is dynamic, not static, and that 

firms have to keep pace with new market dynamics, and strategic repositioning. In a nutshell, the 

multiplicity of assertions by scholars point to a single reality - that integrating personalised marketing 

with communication technology can enhance a firm’s competitive position and dominance.  

 

The Trivariate Nexus 

           The link between nano-relationships , social capital and competitive advantage has attracted 

little scholarly attention, if any at all,thereby inviting the need for further bibliometric and empirical 

exploration. Admittedly, the impact of social capital  on organisational performance as received much 

empirical coverage, emphasising it as a key resource for organisational success (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 

1998; Leana & Van Buren, 1999; Adler & Kwon, 2002). Similarly, the influence of nano-relationship 

on firm performance has also been inquired into (Gronroos, 1994; Gummeson, 1995; Zheng et al, 

2020). In addition, available literature are unanimous on the fact that social capital has has a positive 

effect on organisational competitiveness. This is particularly in relation to its capacity to foster value-

creating engagements with key accounts (Makela & Suutari, 2018; Zheng et al, 2020). However, what 

remains unknown is the extent to which the bivariate interplay between the nano-relationship, and 

social capital correlate to catalyse competitive advantage. In the business-to-business domain, what 

scholars affirm is that social capital, expressed through inter-firm alliances, has a direct positive 

impact on competitive advantage, in spite of the foregoing (Morgan & Hunt, 1995; Lambert, 2008; 

Huang & Li, 2017). This is born out of collective learning, absorptive capacity, and other 

collaborative collusive competitive behaviours. 

While some foregoing studies confirm the singular effect of either social capital, or nano-

relationships on organisational performance - their sequential or collective causation on competitive 

advantage, in particular, remains untapped. This is problematic because both constructs (social capital 

and nano-relationships) already suffer from definitional ambiguity, yet their essence is subsumed in 

other proximate studies, as highlighted before. The unfiltered overuse of both constructs hazards 

damaging their practical relevance (Makela & Suutari, 2018; Holt, 2016; Kotler, 2018; Zheng et al, 

2020). Further creating scholarly discontent, is the insight by some scholars that social capital has an 

indirect association with competitive advantage, and is practically mediated by other constructs. 

These include technology resource capability, learning, and attractive incentives (Ranjan & Read, 



                                                    

 

2016; Kotler, 2018; Wang & Wang, 2020). In a way, this is to assume that social capital, on its own 

is inadequate, and too weak to directly drive competitive advantage.  

  Available literature, both archival and extant, suggest that strategic marketing has effectively 

transitioned towards deeper relational paradigms, away from transactional engagements to foster 

customer intimacy and loyalty (Gronroos, 1994; Gummeson, 1995; Kotler, 2018). Yet, in that 

discourse, social theory and micro-relationships have appeared as the digitally enabled reality of this 

new optics, bordering on emotional resonance, personalisation and entrenched loyalty (Fournier & 

Avery, 2011; Holt, 2016). This is possibly the new affront. This affront is consistent with the 

prevailing discourse on customer engagement,  where strategic one-on-one interactions emerge as the 

key apparatus for competitive advantage (Brodie et al., 2011; Sheth, 1994). To this effect, Mhaka et 

al (2026) has a similar reflection. They maintain that the effectiveness of relational marketing is now 

reliant on a firm’s ability to manage micro-level and nano-level relationships (Mhaka et al, 2026). 

This is to imply that  nano-relationships are not just a peripheral concept but the fuel driving 

organisational relational capital. This view also revives Gummesson’s (1999b)’s prior categorical 

distinction between micro-level and macro-level relationships - and the existence of competitive 

power in the former as compared to the later. In spite of these realisations, a gap still exists in 

literature. A synthesized framework marrying macro-level resources of social capital to micro-level 

operationalisation of nano-relationships that may result in competitive advantage, is non-existent. 

The available body of knowledge available appears rich in structural analysis (Burt, 2000; Holt, 2016; 

Møller & Halinen, 2017), but falls short in explaining how these relational levels can be harnessed to 

provide sustainable competitive advantage.   

It follows that the available body of  empirical and theoretical evidence share a critical yet 

disenfranchised case - that social capital is key resources, relationship marketing theory supports 

intimate interaction, and empirical evidence points toward relational quality as a differentiator. 

However, a unified conceptual model explaining how the micro-level execution (nano-relationships) 

translates into macro-level strategic outcomes (competitive advantage) by leveraging relational assets 

(social capital) remains elusive, thus justifying this comprehensive bibliometric inquiry to map this 

emerging theoretical viewpoint. 

  

3. RESEARCH METHODS 

 

         The study primarily utilised a multi-stage bibliometric analysis, including the selection of 

appropriate scholarly sources, and intensive searches through credible indexing databases. The 

researcher opted Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science. This were chosen on the basis of their 

coverage of  peer-reviewed articles, and their scholarly acclaim. The researcher insisted on using 

terms that encapsulate the key themes of this research. The key themes coalesced around nano-

relationships, social capital, and competitive advantage. The study applied boolean operators to 

marry these constructs logically. This was necessary to make sure the fact mining algorithm returned 

articles that integrate the three constructs, in line with the thrust of the study. The search was delimited 

to articles released between 1990 and 2025. This covered empirical studies, review papers, and 

bibliometric analyses from both archival and contemporary literature. This structure is also apparent 

in the study’s foregoing literature reviews. In the process, 150 online search queries were conducted, 

combining all the indexing platforms and featuring the selected keywords.  

For a start, the procedure returned a corpus of 1200 works. This was then followed by an 

incisive screening exercise. The screen exercise had two stages. The initial stage involved a basic 

review of key words, abstracts, and titles. The process saw the removal some irrelevant articles that 

were deemed off context - detached from the three constructs (social capital, nano-relationships, and 

competitive advantage). Thereafter, the next stage evaluated the remaining works, with emphasis on 

empirical appropriateness and methodological approaches. This relied on stringent exclusion-

inclusion criteria, ensuring that credible peer-reviewed works, workshops and conference outputs, 

and scholarly reviews were selected. In the end, 350 scholarly papers were found to be appropriate 

for the current analysis. 



                                                    

 

         The study employed VOSviewer and Bibliometrix to analyse the screened works. These models 

generated several bibliometric evaluations including citation trajectories, co-author links, keyword 

co-occurrence schedules which all enabled an organised structure of scholarly contexts around the 

research thrust. In addition, the researcher employed the Garfield’s Citation model, coalescing around 

the frequency of citations garnered and the age of the works. The idea here was to share insights into 

the time-scope of the literature, in question. The researcher also utilised co-citation analysis to 

determine situations where pairs of papers could have been cited jointly. This check is critical in 

highlighting the linkage between specific themes in the research research domain. Thematic segments 

were outlined via the quantification of co-citation frequencies - revealing how  some articles coalesce 

around the three key concepts being explored. In addition, the study also utilised clustering 

algorithms, especially the K-means technique, to classify themes logically.  

             The quantitative analysis segment involved computing the bibliometric indicators, 

specifically, the h-index and the g-index. The idea was to ascertain author productivity, credibility 

and impact. In this case, the h-index was applied in gauging the citation frequencies, being an avenue 

for determining both the quality and quantity of an author’s scholarly output. The impact of the most 

cited works was embodied by the g-index. These two indicators enabled a deeper appreciation of the 

scholarly outputs through an exhaustive assessment of the most impactful contributors. On the other 

end, the qualitative segment of  the analysis was mainly premised on thematic analysis of the most 

prevalent works in each designated cluster. Starting from the repetitive coding of sources, the 

procedure identified recurring themes. For example, the effect of digital technology in propagating 

nano-relationships, and the neural tendencies stimulating customer engagement. In a way, the 

qualitative findings helped enrich the quantitative results, enhancing the appreciation of numerous 

antecedents of nano-relationships and social capital in modern marketing settings. The study 

triangulated these two methods to guarantee the credibility, validity and robustness of the findings. 

This was done by way of cross-checking all data acquired from different indexing platforms, 

consulting more critiques, seminal papers, and review works around social capital and competitive 

advantage. The bibliometric analysis also involved an incisive assessment of methodological rigour, 

reviewing the designs, sampling techniques, and analysis procedures in the identified empirical 

studies. The point was to ensure quality and credibility of the works being scrutinised.  

            The final analysis returned a cohesive framework that incorporated and depicted the nexuses 

highlighted in the research. The framework was designed from the feedback loops among co-authors 

in order to clearly pronounce the significance of the analysis’s findings. The framework clarifies the 

nexus between the three constructs - nano-relationships, social capital, and competitive advantage. 

The analysis also employed descriptive statistics to help summarise the collated data items. This 

included the mean as a centrality score for citation counts, and the frequency to indicate the numerical 

distribution of works around specific themes. To complement the descriptive statistics, inferential 

statistics were employed, particularly, regression analysis. The idea was to utilise standardised beta 

scores (β) and significance levels (p-values) to assess causation interplays between the selected 

constructs, for instance, the magnitude of social capital’s  impact on competitive advantage. Building 

from the foregoing, data validation was conducted via a rigorous analysis of co-authorship links to 

single out prominent researchers and authorities in the research domain. This underscored the 

concerted nature of  studies within this research cohort. Capping the analysis, generalisations were 

done through considering the  proliferated patterns per citation and co-citation assessments. With this, 

a schedule of  frequent themes and literature gaps, helping to unravel the underlying interplays 

between social capital, nano-relationships and competitive advantage.  

 

4. DISCUSSION 

          

Building on the bibliometric analysis methodology described in the foregoing section, this 

section interprets the key findings. It highlights and discusses the key insights, contributions and 

implications of the connections between the three constructs, in question. The discussion underlines 



                                                    

 

important insights that may enrich the available body of knowledge, and the discourse surrounding 

the three constructs.  

 

Thematic Structure and Intellectual Landscape 

          Providing a deeper grasp of the current scholarly focus, thematic clusters, to that effect, are 

summarised in Table 1. As depicted, the social capital foundations cluster has a frequency of 112 

papers. This indicates that the social capital construct has an enduring level of  importance in 

contemporary discourse, as driven by seasoned authorities including Coleman (1988), and Bourdieu 

(1986). Their perspective reiterates the significance of social capital in drawing customer relations 

and social connections. In addition, the growth of nano-relationships, articulated in 61 papers, speaks 

to how modern scholarly research is detouring towards micro-level connections. This insight supports 

Lin (2001)’s emphasis on relational quality. The finding implies that there is a shift in scholarly and 

practitioner attention from structural elements of relationships towards reading the magnitude and 

effect of personal interchanges. Such a shift checks out the gaps in archival literature, especially 

where social capital was viewed as fixated peripheral business resource rather than a key dynamic 

asset enabled through nano-relationships.  

 

Table 1. Thematic Clusters and Frequencies 
Cluster Theme Frequency 

(n) 

Centrality 

Score 

Key Theorists/Concepts 

Social Capital Foundations (Cluster 1) 
112 High 

Cognitive and Structural Dimensions. 

Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988), . 

Competitive Advantage Mechanisms 

(Cluster 2) 
78 High 

Learning Mediation. 

Porter (1985), RBV (Barney, 1991), . 

Nano-Relationships Dynamics (Cluster 

3) 
61 Medium 

Relational Quality; Micro-interactions. 

Lin (2001) 

Digital/Service Implementation 

(Cluster 4) 
53 Moderate 

Digital Capital, Value Co-creation. 

Vargo & Lusch (2008) 

Performance Outcomes & Gaps 

(Cluster 5) 
46 Low 

Empirical links to ROI, Unexplored 

Mediators. 

Total Analysed Corpus 350 - - 

 

Considering the citation trends across the identified themes, there is a rising level of 

significance of digital engagement. There is a high frequency of articles (53) constituting the digital 

service cluster. The cluster derives much from the seminal and empirical works of Vargo & Lusch 

(2008). This points to the convergence between digital infrastructure and social capital to support the 

service-dominant logic in which customer engagement appears to drive a firm’s competitive 

advantage.  

 

Citation Trajectories and Theoretical Evolution 

          Illustrated by the Garfield Citation Model, is a notable surge in the citation frequency for 

articles that attach nano-relationships to competitive advantage, from the year 2018. That 

development illustrates a notable theoretical transition pronouncing the synthesis of micro-level 

relations into available models. The evolution is consistent with Ranjan & Read (2016)’s insights that 

underscored the value of personalisation in building customer loyalty. However, these researchers 

had not evaluated the explicit effect on competitive advantage. From the current bibliometric analysis, 

it is affirmed that, when  customer engagement is amplified by nano-relationships, it effectively 

promotes a positive perceived organisational value.  
 

Table 2. Co-citation Analysis (Seminal Works) 
Cited Pair Co-citation 

Frequency 

Thematic Link 

Porter (1985) & Barney (1991) 
188 

Strategic positioning vs. Resource 

Endowments. 



                                                    

 

Lin (2001) & Nano-Relationships Keyword 

Cluster 
115 

Linking micro-level social capital to mega-

outcomes. 

Vargo & Lusch (2008) & Digital Engagement 

Keyword 
92 

SDL  in practice. 

 

          From the co-citation analysis, there appears a strong connection between yesteryear perspectives 

and contemporary relationship paradigms. Apparently, the works of both Porter (1985), and Barney 

(1991) appear dominant in the discourse around competitive advanatge. Having a co-citation 

frequency of 188 times effectively underscores their significance in the current bibliometric analysis. 

Another notable high co-citation frequency was on the nano-relationships, with 115 times. This 

illustrates that nurturing micro-level customer relations is becoming prevalent in contemporary 

strategic marketing planning. It further closes previous literature gaps by reinforcing the imperative 

for firms to think in relational terms and foster competitive leverage in this highly competitive digital 

era. 

 

  Inferential Confirmation of Relationships 

            The analysis applied regression statistics to evaluate the associations between the constructs, 

which links theoretical insights to empirical deductions. From the regression model, the current 

bibliometric returns the following results, depicted in Table 3.         

   

Table 3. Regression Model Summary 
Independent 

Variable 

Dependent 

Variable 

Standardized 

Beta (β) 

Significance 

(p) 

Finding 

Social Capital 

(SC) 

Competitive 

Advantage (CA) 
0.41 < 0.001 

Direct positive impact returned, 

aligning with extant literature. 

Nano-

Relationships 

(NR) 

CA 0.33 < 0.01 

Significant positive influence on 

CA, especially in service contexts 

SC × NR 

(Interaction) 
CA 0.18 < 0.05 

Significant positive association 

returned, revealing synergy. 

 

          As shown in Table 3, the regression analysis returned a strong positive impact of SC on CA, at 

β=0.41. Nano-relationships also drive competitive advantage significantly, as indicated by the β=0.33 

statistic. The finding imply that personalised relationships enhance the value attained from SC. At  

β=0.18, the interaction term implies that the most significant effect of SC on CA surges under 

conditions of high-quality nano-relationships. These findings affirm, and reinforce existing theory 

which suggest that relational quality is a crucial pre-condition for the acquisition of social network 

value.  

 

Triangulation and Robustness Check 

            In studies of this nature, there is need for robustness in the study findings. To that effect, the 

current analysis utilised the triangulation method based on cross-checking, and comparison among 

numerous indexing databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. This is shown 

in Table 4. The method helped in confirming the reliability and validity of the selected themes. In 

addition, the qualitative segment applied thematic analysis to determine the most cited works in each 

cluster. Revealed is a notable recurrence  of sub-themes around technology as a catalyst for 

relationship symbiosis. The finding on technology speaks to a novel insight enriching available 

literature on nano-relationships and competitive advantage.  

 

Table 4. Triangulation of Key Findings 
Method/Source Finding on NR Novelty 

Keyword Co-

occurrence 

High proximity to Digital Strategy 

cluster. 

Confirms the digital context of modern nano-

relationships. 

Inferential Statistics Significant positive interaction effect 

with Social Capital. 

Novel: Establishes contingency of SC benefits on 

interaction quality. 



                                                    

 

Thematic Analysis Recurring theme: Technology as a 

facilitator of intimacy. 

New knowledge: Identifies the critical role of 

specific technological channels. 

 

Author Impact and Productivity 

           To evaluate researcher impact, the study applied h-index as the main bibliometric indicator. 

The list of prominent authorities in this research domain is shown in Table 5. It indicates their areas 

of focus, the h-index and their institutional influences.            

 

Table 5. Leading Authors and Bibliometric Impact 
Author h-Index (Approx.) Primary Focus Area Institutional Influence (Centrality) 

Robert Putnam 55 Social Capital, Community High 

Nan Lin 38 Nano-Relationships, Interactions High 

Vargo & Lusch 30 Service-Dominant Logic, Strategy High 

James Coleman 32 Social Networks, Trust Moderate 

Michael Porter 45 Competitive Advantage, Strategy High 

Jay Barney 40 Resource-Based View High 

Klaus Schwab 28 Digital Economy Moderate 

C. K. Prahalad 24 Innovation, Competitive Strategy Moderate 

E. A. H. 

Schmid 
22 

Customer Co-Creation, Service 

Strategy 
Low 

Henri Weffers 20 Emotional Engagement, Branding Low 

 

        Robert Putnam's h-index (55) points to his strong impact and influence in coining up 

foundational social capital theories. An increasing research interest in nano-relationships by Nan Lin, 

is notable with 38 base points. It implies there is a growing attention to nano-relationships, and their 

importance in contemporary marketing strategy. Reiterating the interplay between the service-

dominant logic and competitive advantage, the analysis returned 30 points on the key architects of 

the SDL approach, Vargo & Lusch. The pair is credited for suggesting that firms can only be 

competitive if they let their customers be part of the value creation, rather than passive onlookers.  

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

 

            To address the key thrusts set in the introduction, this current analysis shares crucial 

perspectives around the connection between nano-relationships, social capital, and competitive 

advantage. It evaluates the both the primitive and contemporary research landscape, exploring the 

research methodologies, approaches, and suggests a synthesized framework. It significantly provides 

additional conceptual insights and practical applications of the constructs within contemporary 

marketing organisations. While the current discourse on the three constructs tends to separate social 

capital from both nano-relationships and competitive advantage, this study asserts that social capital 

should be treated as a resource, an invaluable asset that is derived from nano-relationships to be highly 

competitive. The current study builds this connection. It attains this by revitalising the relational view 

in mainstream strategic management, illustrating that companies amasses competitive advantage not 

necessarily through technical and financial resources alone, but also via customer relationship quality 

and authenticity.  

           Evidently, previous research hardly addresses the neural dynamics of server-client 

relationships. This current study concludes that nano-relationships create a vehicle for investing in 

emotional associations with customers. That point demonstrates that emotional resonance is critical 

in the propagation of long-lasting brand loyalty. Such an insight adds value to customer engagement 

theories. This is so because emotional engagements are important in building competitive advanatge, 

particularly when mediated by personal interactions. It is also concluded that digital ecosystems have 

refined and enriched relationship marketing practice. Firms that make digital platforms a pivotal 

element of their hyper-personalised engagements amplify their competitiveness. This realisation 

motivates firms to assimilate digital technologies in their daily customer engagements and gain 

sustainable competitive advantage.  



                                                    

 

 

 Practical Implications and Recommendations 

             This bibliometric analysis makes several recommendations, from a practical point of view. 

Primarily, it recommends that organisations should graduate from transactional marketing practice to 

relational marketing - a paradigm that is based on personalised server-client engagement. This is 

effective when digital platforms are tailored to fashion out personalised interchanges, allowing brands 

to appeal to intrinsic customer emotions and feelings. This is to recommend that sophisticated, user-

friendly Customer relationship Management systems be utilised to initiate, tailor and cultivate micro-

relationships (nano-relationships). This enables firms to view live online real-time exchanges, 

customer tastes and choices, and consumer feedback,  to enhance relationship-building efforts.  

         The study also recommends that firms should build active brand communities as a way of 

fostering trust and long-term loyalty. Such a development helps grow satisfied customers to becoming 

brand advocates, sharing positive messages around their social circles. Marketers are also encouraged 

to continuously adapt to invest in growing available social capital and use it as a source of competitive 

advanatge in the long run. The investment in social capital tends to benefit from the multiplier effect, 

with more high-value interactions emerging from time to time. This drives long-term organisational 

growth.  

 

Limitations of the Study 

           In spite of its insightful conclusions and recommendations, the current analysis has a few 

limitations. The wide span of coverage (1990 to 2025), may suffocate the need to concentrate on 

contemporary developments, especially given that the use of digital technologies in relationship 

marketing was quite scarce in periods preceding the 2000 millennium.  In addition, the reliance on 

bibliometric insights rather than practical primary empirical studies leaves the evidence open to 

criticism, given the highly evolving nature of consumer behaviour. There arises a need to make 

follow-up empirical studies to practically validate the study’s findings. Lastly, the lack of specific 

sectoral and contextual delimitations makes the study’s findings difficult to generalise.  

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

           It is suggested that future studies assess the long-term influence of nano-relationships on 

competitive advantage. Conceptually, this can illustrate and clarify how the symbiosis subsisting in 

the triangular interplay can grow or weaken in the long run. Further, applying a hybrid empirical 

study combining both qualitative and quantitative analyses may return deeper insights on the 

relational aspects involved. In addition, subsequent studies should explore the contextual factors 

shaping the efficacy of micro-relationships in diverse industry spectra. Through that exercise, 

context-specific insights can easily be drawn. This gives relevant findings that can practically address 

industry-specific challenges.  
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