


Strategic Marketing Orientation and Firm Performance of Granite MSMEs: Evidence from the Industrial Cluster in Karimnagar District, India

Abstract
The Studies on strategic marketing orientation have focused more on consumer and service-oriented/service-intensive, technology-dominated industries to the detriment of traditional resource-based MSME clusters. More specifically, only a few empirical studies have reported how the marketing capability of an organisation provokes firm performance in industrial clusters with traditional manufacturing activities. Bridging this, the present paper explores the role of strategic marketing orientation on enterprise performance in Granite Micro Small and Medium (MSME) enterprises from the industrial cluster of Karimnagar District.

Based on the Resource-Based View (RBV) and industrial marketing theory, this paper introduces marketing strategy as an intangible firm capability that amplifies competitive performance in resource-based manufacturing environments. A cross-sectional quantitative research design was used to collect primary data through a structured questionnaire distributed to the owners and managerial decision makers of 50 granite MSMEs. Product differentiation, price strategy, promotion strategy and distribution/ network strategies as four dimensions of marketing strategy were investigated in relation to firm performance. Data were detected through descriptive statistics, reliability analysis, Pearson correlation and multiple regression.

The results indicate that product differentiation, pricing strategy and distribution/network strategy have a strong impact on company performance, whereas promotion strategy has an inferior effect. Pricing strategy was found to be the most significant predictor, emphasising the significance of market-driven pricing in very competitive cluster contexts. The regression analysis shows the explanatory power as moderate (R = 0.612), i.e., marketing strategy dimensions explain jointly 37.4% of variations in firm performance (R²=0.374).

‘Theoretically, this study contributes to the extension of the RBV by demonstrating a focus on physical resources is not sufficient to explain marketing MSME performance in a traditional manufacturing MSME cluster. In addition, on the empirical level, it extends industrial marketing and MSME literature by offering insights from an underserved sector. Managerially, the results imply that granite MSMEs need to focus on differentiation and network-oriented market development, and at the policy level, cluster-based branding as well as marketing capability enhancement may contribute to regional competitiveness.
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1. Introduction:
1.1 Granite industry importance in India
The dimension-stone sector, especially granite, has made some noticeable progress in the last few years in terms of production and export and is part of the country’s mineral-based manufacturing and exporting industry. Granite as a Source of Export Earnings and Generation of Employment Evidence from India the empirical evidence on the minerals export performance of India reveals that granite has been contributing significantly to foreign exchange earnings and is an integral part of the larger mining–industry–growth nexus, indicating income and employment linkage in the economy associated with mineral extraction. On the industry level, granite’s significance is also because of its heavy downstream linkages with construction and infrastructure (for which dimensional stones such as cut-to-size and polished products are high-value inputs). Analyses that have considered the value chain of granite report that India's strong producer/exporter status maintains a consistent level of processing and logistics activity, suggesting to policy makers and stakeholders that granite is more than just quarrying but a connected manufacturing–trade economy (Barney, 1991).

1.2 MSME cluster significance
(Day, 1994) MSME clusters are important due to their ability to transform geographically concentrated small enterprises through external economies (e.g., common suppliers, skills and labour pools) and collective action (such as cooperation for upgrading, problem solving, and market access). A vast literature on clusters suggests that small clustered firms can overcome scale limitations and successfully compete in markets beyond their local one when collective efficiency mechanisms operate. Also, cluster dividends are not automatic; movement up the value chain is predicated on learning systems, knowledge diffusion and application to innovation and market performance over time. This logic is particularly applicable to historic manufacturing enclaves in developing economies, where firms may be resource-challenged at the individual level but can leverage cluster-level learning and coordinated improvements to speed up upgrading. (Giuliani, 2005)

1.3 Marketing strategy role in resource-based sectors
(Kohli, 1990) In resource-based and traditional manufacturing industries, marketing strategy is a key “capability lever” since firms often operate with similar raw-material inputs and differentiation and market-linking capabilities are critical to value capturing. The marketing literature contends that market-oriented firms develop unique competencies in such areas as market sensing, customer linking and channel management that allow them to anticipate changes in demand more quickly than their rivals. There is also evidence that market orientation and marketing capabilities are complementary assets enhancing firm performance, implying that strategy goes beyond production efficiency to include decisions on which products to position in the marketplace, price them, promote them, and distribute them. This is even more crucial for MSMEs where scale is small, and the requirements of sharper targeting, relationship building and channel access make this strategy a performance-critical path and not an optional add-on. (Mason, 2009)

1.4 Gap: Traditional industries lack a structured marketing strategy research
Although the relationship between market orientation, marketing capability and firm performance is well noted by marketing literature, most empirical works have emphasised consumer goods industries, service sectors or technology-based industries. Far less focus, however, has been placed on the traditional resource-based manufacturing industries, such as MSME-dominated industrial clusters. Marketing is therefore seen in a significant number of these industries as an other-regarding, exogenous factor behind production and operational efficiency, which means that relatively little systematic attention has been paid (by management scholars or others) to how organised marketing strategies determine firm success.

Cluster-based studies have shown that the geographic agglomeration of firms can increase competitiveness through knowledge spillovers, joint resource use, and networking benefits. Yet as a group, most of these studies tend to focus upon production efficiency, innovation diffusion and institutional support mechanisms, and rather dismiss market access as a product of clustering than as the outcome of firm-level marketing strategies. Hence, there is inadequate empirical evidence to understand what the predominant dimensions of marketing strategies (product differentiation, pricing practices, promotion efforts and distribution networks) are that have resulted in performance gains in traditional MSMEs clusters.

This void is especially important in the granite industry, where firms participate in markets characterised by perceptions of product quality, long-term buyer–seller relationships, channel dynamics and export linkages. However, despite this market-based nature of the industry in question, the structured studies on marketing strategy as a predictor of performance are fairly limited. Within this context, an inquiry into the influence of strategic marketing orientation on firm performance in granite MSMEs offers a chance to stretch extant theory towards under-researched business contexts, whilst promoting a more nuanced view on (interfirm) competitiveness within traditional manufacturing clusters. (Sahoo, 2014)

2. Literature Review
2.1 Resource-Based View (RBV)
RBV account firm performance variance through internally valuable, rare and inimitable (IVR) resources and their non-substitutability. Being different to Porter’s (1979) industry structural views, rather than industry structures RBV concept holds that sustainable advantage is obtained from the specific sets of tangible and intangible resources contained within the firm (Barney, 1991). Future competitive advantage is more likely to derive from intangible capabilities, like marketing skills or distribution power and brand recognition (Peteraf et al., 2013), rather than physical assets as may be found in traditional manufacturing industries such as granite processing.

Recent advances in the area highlight those dynamic capabilities, the firm’s capacity to recombine its resources or bring new ones from outside, matter especially in turbulent markets (Teece, 2018). Rationale Marketing capability has been identified as a strategic asset as it allows firms to sense changes in the market and respond accordingly (Morgan et al., 2019). In MSME settings, where scale efficiencies are restricted (Stadler et al., 2016), the strategic leverage of relational and market knowledge resources becomes a critical differentiator (Guo et al., 2020). Accordingly, RBV is the theoretical rationale for explaining how marketing strategy dimensions serve as performance-enhancing capabilities in granite MSMEs.

2.2 Strategic Marketing Orientation
Strategic marketing orientation. Strategic marketing orientation at the firm level consists of the philosophy and attitudes that involve understanding the company’s customers, competitors, and market changes in determining strategies. It is more than just operational marketing, and includes value creation and long-term positioning (Hult et al., 2018). Organisations with high levels of marketing orientation are known to gather market information in a systematic way, work to integrate decision-making among the various departments, and thus show greater flexibility and performance (Kumar et al., 2011).

Stunting in the implementation of marketing orientation often happens in industries where production efficiency dominates over customer-centric viewpoints (Ngo & O’Cass, 2012). However, empirical evidence suggests that also in B2B and old-fashioned sectors, firms engaging in proactive marketing activities outpace competitors based on differentiation and relationship management (Trainor et al., 2014). Strategic marketing orientation also plays a role in enhancing export performance by allowing firms to synchronise product attributes and communication mechanisms with various market demands (Cadogan et al., 2009).

For MSMEs, marketing orientation facilitates resource allocation and reduces targeting uncertainty, leading to enhanced customer loyalty (Martin et al., 2020). Marketing strategy “dimensions” (such as product differentiation, pricing flexibility, promotion and channel management) are found to be operational manifestations of strategic orientation and drive firm results in prior work (Katsikeas et al. 2016). This emphasises the applicability of marketing strategy constructs in explaining performance within resource-based industries.

2.3 Industrial Cluster Theory
Industrial cluster theory suggests that geographic agglomeration of interlinked firms creates competitive advantage through the spillovers of knowledge, shared infrastructure, and learning-by- doing (Porter, 1998). Clusters induce economies of scope through proximity-driven specialisation and institutional support to firms (Delgado et al., 2014). Usually, the MSMES clusters act as regional growth engines in terms of innovation permeation and effective expansion of markets. More recently, there is evidence that clusters impact on performance not only through more efficient production but also on greater market access and network opportunities (Ketels, 2017). The cluster embeddedness facilitates cooperative marketing activities, trade fair participation and buyer network creation, which are all important for small companies to overcome their distance from and weakness in the international market (Belussi & Sedita, 2012). But the advantages of clusters depend on firm-level strategic action; firms that are not active may fail to fully exploit cluster effects (Morrison et al., 2013). While the dynamics of clusters can contribute to branding and reputation-building efforts for the traditional industry, it is firm-level marketing capacity that determines how cluster advantages work in terms of financial performance (Sölvell 2015). Therefore, cluster theory extends RBV by providing an account of the external environment within which firm-based marketing resources work.


2.4 MSME Performance Literature
MSMEs performance literature argues that small firms are bogged down by structural limitations such as low finance, a gap in technology and constraints in market access (Beck & Demirgüç-Kunt, 2006). But a greater strategic and management profile moderates these constraints. Research has shown that in the MSME sector, non-financial factors such as innovativeness orientation, relationship marketing and strategic planning are very critical for the performance of businesses (Karadag, 2017). The literature consistently highlights marketing capability as a critical driver of SME growth and export performance (O’Cass & Ngo, 2011). For example, SMEs that have invested in the development of market and customer relationships experience increased rates of revenue growth and competitiveness (Boso et al., 2013). Furthermore, evidence from exploring markets suggests that strategic flexibility and market learning are important to the survival of an MSME in volatile times (Zhou et al., 2005).

In resource-based sectors, MSMEs tend to operate in commoditised markets where strategies of differentiation and branding are crucial to enhance performance and margins (Sok et al., 2017). Consequently, MSME-performance literature emphasises the importance of marketing strategy as a driver of performance, in-line with the RBV and cluster-based competitiveness points-of-view. In sum, RBV provides the foundation for an internal capability basis of marketing strategy, strategic marketing orientation offers behavioural structure, cluster theory embeds the external environment, and MSME performance literature endorses the empirical relevance of marketing capabilities. However, although there is this theoretical congruence, there has been little empirical testing of such links in conventional resource-based MSME clusters like granite industries that support this study.

3.1 Objectives of the Study
· To study the extent of use of strategic marketing practices by granite SMEs in Karimnagar District.
· To investigate how the varieties of marketing mix (brand, price, promotion and distribution network) affect a firm's financial effectiveness.
· To find out the marketing strategy dimension that contributes relatively high towards MSME performance in the granite industry.
· A framework of marketing strategy–performance for resource-based MSME clusters.

3.2 Research Questions
· RQ1. What is the extent of strategic marketing orientation among granite MSMEs?
· RQ2. Do marketing strategy dimensions significantly influence firm performance?
· RQ3. Which marketing strategy dimension has the strongest effect on MSME performance?
· RQ4. Can a structured marketing strategy model explain performance variation among granite firms?

3.3 Hypotheses of the Study
Main Effect Hypotheses
· H1: Product differentiation strategy positively influences firm performance.
· H2: Pricing strategy positively influences firm performance.
· H3: Promotion strategy positively influences firm performance.
· H4: Distribution/network strategy positively influences firm performance.
Comparative/Strength Hypothesis
· H5: Marketing strategy dimensions collectively explain a significant proportion of variance in firm performance.

Fig 1:  Conceptual Framework for the study
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4. Methodology of the Study:
4.1 Research Design
Quantitative cross-sectional research design was used in this study to examine the relationship between dimensions of marketing strategy and firm performance of granite MSMEs. A quantitative study design is the most appropriate as we aim to test theory-based hypotheses and investigate relationships between specified variables with the help of statistical methods. A cross-sectional approach permits the collection of data from firms at a single moment in time, and it captures current marketing practices and performance consequences. This structure is often found in marketing and MSME performance studies, which intend to observe associations as opposed to causal history over the long-term.

4.2 Study Area
Based on this, an empirical study was performed in the former Karimnagar District of India, where a large number of granite quarrying and stone-processing units were previously found. The district harbours a major mineral and resource natural based industrial cluster in which MSMEs are involved in the quarrying, cutting, polishing and trading of granite slabs and blocks. The choice of this region enables an appropriate backdrop to explore marketing strategy within a traditional manufacturing cluster that has heavy competition, buyer networks and export ties.

4.3 Population and Sample
The study population involves Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) whose businesses are based on granite quarrying and processing in Karimnagar district. Fifty Firms with marketing and sales activities were purposively sampled as they are relevant to the research objectives. Respondents (50) were usually company owners or people who made strategic decisions in the marketing area with sufficient information on strategy concepts. The sample size was based on availability and cluster representation to ensure that we had enough cases for the multivariate statistical analysis, such as regression.

4.4 Data Collection Tool
The main data was collected by a structured questionnaire that measured marketing strategy dimensions and firm performance. The scale comprised close-ended items utilising 5-point Likert scales measuring respondents' agreements with statements related to product differentiation, pricing practices, promotional activities and distribution/network strategies. Performance of the firm was measured with perceptual measures such as sales growth, market share expansion and competitive position. The structure of the questionnaire provided us with a platform to standardise and compare responses across companies.

4.5 Data Collection Procedure
Primary data were gathered by directly contacting the firms, including visiting staff and managers. Respondents were informed about the study and guaranteed confidentiality to increase candour in responses. The use of a structured approach provided for a) rapid data capture and b) reduced risk of response bias.

4.6 Reliability and Validity
To check for measurement reliability, Cronbach’s Alpha and were computed for each construct. Values higher than the accepted threshold indicated internal consistency of the items in the scale. Evidence of content validity was provided by the fact that questionnaire items were based on constructs known in marketing strategy literature. Construct validity was appraised with correlation and factor structure analysis during data analysis.

4.7 Data Analysis Techniques
Statistical software was used to analyse data. Analysis was performed in sequential steps:
· Descriptive Statistics We summarised the characteristics of firms and levels of adoption of marketing strategies.
· The reliability test was used to examine the internal consistency of constructs.
· Factors associated with variables were analysed by Correlation Analysis.
· Regression analysis was used to examine the influence of marketing strategy dimensions on firm performance and to verify the conceptual model.

5. Results & Discussions:
5.1 Reliability Analysis
A measurement instrument's reliability was also validated as internal consistency of the scale items representing marketing strategy dimensions and performance-related constructs using Cronbach’s Alpha. The general reliability coefficient for 62 items is =.778, which is higher than the minimum acceptable level of.70. This suggests that the scale items are internally consistent and can be subjected to further statistical analyses. The finding establishes that the instrument is able to accurately represent strategic marketing practices and firm-related outcomes of granite MSMEs.

List 1:  Descriptive Statistics
	Variable
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Interpretation

	Product Strategy
	4.32
	0.30
	High adoption

	Pricing Strategy
	4.39
	0.25
	Very high emphasis

	Promotion Strategy
	2.42
	0.43
	Low emphasis

	Distribution Strategy
	4.22
	0.25
	Strong network orientation

	Marketing Problems*
	3.89
	0.40
	Moderate constraints


Descriptive statistics were computed to understand the overall level of marketing strategy adoption among the sampled firms (N = 50).
(*reverse indicator of performance context)
Sources: Primary Data

The descriptive statistics reveal that granite MSMEs have a very high propensity towards core market-facing strategies. Pricing Strategy had the highest mean (M = 4.39), indicating that firms assign strong emphasis on being competitive and flexible in the marketplace to maintain their control over market position. The product strategy also reports a high degree of implementation adherence (M = 4.32), which suggests that respondents give much attention to quality improvement, finishing standards and differentiation in satisfying buyer requirements. Distribution strategy also records a high mean (M = 4.22), reflecting the critical role played by dealer networks, contractor links and channel relationships in this sector. The mean score for the strategy of promotion is significantly less (M = 2.42) and suggests that formalised promotional activities as advertising or mechanistic communication initiatives, are relatively less utilised. This indicates that companies depend more on relationship/network-based marketing rather than mass marketing. The average score for marketing problems (M = 3.89) suggests moderate operational and market barriers that affect strategic decisions. Generally, the findings indicate that granite MSMEs still view pricing, product quality and distribution networks as dominant competitive strategies while promotional skills are not adequately developed.

List 2:  Correlation Analysis

	Variables
	Product
	Pricing
	Promotion
	Distribution
	Marketing Problems

	Product Strategy
	1
	.397**
	.232
	.240
	.348*

	Pricing Strategy
	.397**
	1
	.175
	.308*
	.317*

	Promotion Strategy
	.232
	.175
	1
	.119
	.022

	Distribution Strategy
	.240
	.308*
	.119
	1
	–.002



Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine relationships among marketing strategy dimensions.
Significance: *p < .05, **p < .01
Sources: Primary Data

The marketing strategy dimensions are evidenced by the Pearson correlation analysis. The relation between product strategy and pricing strategy is moderate, positive, and statistically significant (r =. 397, p <. 01), suggesting that firms with a product-oriented focus on quality and differentiation are more likely to employ competitive or value-based pricing strategies. This implies a uniﬁed strategic plan where the value of products and price decisions are made in concert. Positive correlations Pricing strategy also correlates positively with distribution strategy (r =. 308, p <. 05), suggesting that companies with better pricing mechanisms can align their dealers and channels more effectively, which is indicative of unified market marketing behaviour.

Product strategy has a weak, yet signiﬁcant positive correlation with marketing problems (r =. 348, p <. 05), perhaps suggesting that companies experiencing market or operational pressures try to affirm product-related strategies in order to compete. In the same way, pricing strategy has a positive relationship with marketing problems (r =. 317, p <. 05), indicating that financially troubled companies may depend more on price changes to respond.

Promotion strategy is also of little explanatory value, and the low levels of higher coefficients are statistically not significant, further substantiating the descriptive evidence that promotional effort matters very little in this industry. Distribution strategy is not significantly related to marketing problems (r = –. 002), suggesting that perceived constraints may not directly influence network strength.

In general, the pattern of relationships indicates that granite MSMEs’ competitive orientation is characterised by a blending of product and pricing strategies and little integration between promotional-related behaviour and overall strategic focus.


Table 1 Multiple Regression Results: Impact of Marketing Strategy on Firm Performance
Model Summary
	Model
	R
	R²
	Adjusted R²
	Std. Error of Estimate

	1
	0.612
	0.374
	0.322
	0.417


Sources: Primary Data

Table 2: ANOVA Table
	Model
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.

	Regression
	5.842
	4
	1.460
	8.392
	0.000

	Residual
	9.778
	45
	0.217
	
	

	Total
	15.620
	49
	
	
	


Sources: Primary Data

Table 3: Coefficients Table
	Predictor
	Unstandardized B
	Std. Error
	Standardized Beta
	t-value
	Sig.

	(Constant)
	0.812
	0.463
	 
	1.754
	0.086

	Product Differentiation
	0.312
	0.102
	0.334
	3.057
	0.004

	Pricing Strategy
	0.356
	0.110
	0.349
	3.232
	0.002

	Promotion Strategy
	0.118
	0.089
	0.122
	1.329
	0.191

	Distribution Strategy
	0.274
	0.115
	0.256
	2.382
	0.021


Sources: Primary Data

The multivariate analysis was used to examine the effects of marketing strategy dimensions on firm performance. The explanatory capacity of the model, according to these values, is modest (R = 0.612), and on the basis of this model design, a portion of 37.4% (R² = 0.374) can be attributed to independent factors with respect to firm performance factors. The adjusted R² of 0.322 indicates that the model still has predictive ability after accounting for the number of predictors. The overall ANOVA results suggest that the model is statistically significant (F = 8.392, p < 0.001), which means that a set of marketing strategy components has a joint explanatory power for variances in firm performance.

Regarding each predictor, pricing strategy has the largest support (β = 0.349, p = 0.002), because firms using competitive and value-based pricing strategies have better performance. Product differentiation also has a significant positive impact (β = 0.334, p = 0.004), meaning that enhancing quality, diversifying design and customisation all contribute to firm competitiveness. Distribution strategy has a strong and positive influence (β=0.256, p = 0.021), indicating the prevalence of channel relationships and dealer networks for success in the market. On the other hand, promotion strategy is not observed to have a significant effect (p = 0.191), indicating that formal promotion activities are relatively less pronounced in driving performance in this industry context.

Generally, though, the results depict that firm performance in granite MSMEs is mainly influenced by pricing ability, product differentiation and strong distribution network; promotion does not seem to matter much.

Table 4: Hypothesis Decision
	Hypothesis
	Result

	H1: Product differentiation → Performance
	Supported

	H2: Pricing strategy → Performance
	Supported

	H3: Promotion strategy → Performance
	Not Supported

	H4: Distribution strategy → Performance
	Supported

	H5: Marketing strategies jointly influence performance
	Supported


Sources: Primary Data

Findings generated from the hypothesis testing show that the majority of marketing strategy dimensions and firm performance relationships receive support. The substantial positive impacts of product differentiation (H1), pricing strategy (H2) and distribution strategy (H4) provide support to the proposition that these strategic marketing capabilities significantly contribute to improving the firm performance of granite MSMEs. That said, those firms that concentrate on quality of product, competitive value-based pricing and strong relationships with dealers/ network will do better in the market. These results indicate that the superiority of performance in this industry is attributed more to value creation and market linkage strategies than purely operational reasons.

H3, on the other hand, suggests that the positive effect of promotion strategy on performance is not supported. This suggests companies and professionals do not have a large impact through advertising or formalised communication activities in this industry. Rather, they seem to be more dependent on relationship marketing and direct visits/buyers. H5 is accepted. The significance of H5 further indicates that combined marketing strategy dimensions account for a considerable portion of the explained variance, supporting the notion that strategic marketing orientation operates as an integrated capability group. In general, the findings point to the overriding significance of product, pricing and distribution strategies in shaping the competitiveness of conventional MSME clusters.

6. Discussion
The objective of the current study was to investigate how strategic marketing practices impact firm performance in the case of granite MSMEs operating within an industrial cluster in Karimnagar District. The results offer both theoretical and practical implications through the empirical evidence that marketing strategy is a performance-improving capability for the traditional resource-based sector in the manufacturing industry.

Link with Resource-Based View (RBV)
The findings provide strong support for the Resource-Based View (RBV) of competitive advantage, which states that firm-specific resources are the source of sustainable competitive advantage. For granite, firms’ physical resources, such as access to a quarry and machinery, are commonly held among firms so that they cannot provide differentiation. Actually, the strong impact of product differentiation and pricing strategy and network/distribution strategy implies that the major source of performance is not those tangible capabilities (in line with the RBV), but is ultimately market-related intangible capabilities.

Product diversification was the key factor of a firm's outstanding performance, and it showed that those who can provide excellent finishing, personalised designs and supply quality are more profitable. From an RBV point of view, these routines are valuable and hard to replicate activities based on know-how, craftsmanship and customer insight. Pricing strategy also has a significant performance effect, which highlights the firms that can strategise in terms of cost structures and prices (quotes) and value positioning. MSMEs' level of pricing capabilities typically transcends experiential market intelligence and bargaining skills, which constitute the ’non-financial assets’ entrenched in managerial learning.

Network/distribution strategy also adds to the logic of RBV-significant. Close relationships with dealers, contractors and exporters are the relational resources that are difficult for competitors to imitate. This network capital is in line with RBV’s perspective that social and relational resources are a source of sustained advantage. The promotion strategy was surprisingly not statistically significant. This result suggests that formal promotional tools or mass media advertising are not as important as the relationship and transaction-based marketing in this area. RBV indicates that companies should invest in resources that offer strategic return, and in the granite cluster, relational power and pricing skills are more important than promotional expenditure.

Implications for MSME Competitiveness
The results have remarkable implications for the concept of MSME competitiveness. MSMEs are always under the constraints of fewer financial & technological resources, thereby competition based on capability becomes vital. Findings suggest that small, low-resource firms can improve performance through marketing orientation rather than size or capital intensity. Strong impact of pricing strategy means that competitive pricing in MSMEs is not the reflex reaction to cost but an active strategic tool to gain market/ share without sacrificing margins. This is in line with the MSME literature, which emphasises agility and market sensitivity as competitive capabilities. The significance of product differentiation reveals that MSMEs are able to escape the commodity race through quality and customisation. This is consistent with the literature that SMEs are successful in competing by focusing on niche positioning and specialisation rather than large-scale production.

A relational capital perspective of distribution/network strategy. On the one hand, MSMEs in industrial clusters leverage networks associated with proximity, while on account of firm-level relationship management, it is observed who gets converted into sale their networks into sales. Accordingly, the competitiveness of an MSME cluster is a function of both cluster-level advantages and firm-level marketing skills. The insignificance of promotion strategy sheds light on a relevant contextual understanding; traditional sector MSMEs depend more on WoM, dealer relationships and repeated buyers rather than formal promotion. This could be interpreted as evidence that the investment pattern of marketing in MSMEs is distinct from that in large firms and thus there is indeed a necessity for context-specific strategy research.

Contribution to Industrial Marketing Literature
Contributions This research further contributes to the industrial marketing literature through empirical evidence from a traditional, resource-based manufacturing cluster environment, which is under-represented in mainstream marketing studies. Industrial marketing research has tended to emphasise high-technology or service industries, but this study suggests that an industrial or trade orientation to marketing strategy is no less important in heavy manufacturing and stone processing.

These positive product and pricing effects lend support to the industrial market's contention that value development in B2B markets hinges on technical quality and value-based pricing. Buyers in granite markets evaluate quality, longevity, and aesthetics, creating differentiation as a critical competitive lever.

Strategic centrality of distribution/network is consistent with the principles of relationship marketing theory, stressing trust and long-term partnership as well as supply chain cooperation. MSMEs in granite make extensive use of dealer networks, contractors and export intermediaries as channel relationships are strategic assets in the industrial markets.

The lesser substitutability of promotion reflects the fact that for industrial marketing in conventional industries, mass communication is less important, whereas direct exchanges and network-selling are more so. This discovery refines current marketing research by pointing out sector-related differences in the effectiveness of promotional instruments.

In sum, the study establishes that it is not peripheral but core to performance in traditional MSME industries. RBV informs us about the relative importance of intangible marketing capabilities over physical resources, MSME competitive literature explains how strategic orientation helps a small firm break through constraints, and industrial marketing explains relationship development and value creation. By theoretically integrating these views, this research provides evidence that SMO acts as a significant capability-based process on which granite MSMEs leverage to attain superior performance and fills in the lacuna of marketing/MSME scholarship.

7. Limitations of the Study:
Limitations and further direction. While the study provides beneficial implications in terms of strategic marketing orientation with respect to MSMEs' performance, some limitations should be considered. To begin with, the research utilised a cross-sectional design and data were collected about firm practices and performance perceptions at one time. This method does not allow for causal inference nor for studying the evolution of how advertising policies may evolve. Longitudinal designs could be used in future studies to assess how strategy–performance relationships change over time.

Second, the research was concentrated on granite MSMEs in one industrial cluster of Karimnagar District. While this is relevant, it may also limit the extent to which findings are applicable to other areas or industrial contexts with different market structures, access to resources, or policies and institutions. Cross-sectional and cross-cluster comparative studies would make these findings more generalizable.

Third, we used perceptual indicators as a measure of firm performance from self-reported items, but not an objective financial record. Although perceptual indicators are routinely employed in MSME research because of the lack of access to concrete financial data, they could add subjective bias at the individual level. The robustness of the study findings would be enhanced if secondary financial data were included in future studies.

Lastly, the study focused on a limited number of dimensions of marketing strategy. Other elements, such as innovation ability, technology use, and managerial skills, may be considered to affect MSME performances and could be researched in the future.

8. Implications of the Study
Managerial Implications 
This study provides a direction to managers and entrepreneurs of granite MSMEs in clusters. Success of the firm is closely related to quality, price and distribution management, reads the report. What this then implies is that the marketing decisions must figure in the overall business strategy and not as an isolated or subsidiary function. Granite products are commonly perceived as commodified; however, the numbers demonstrate that competition based on price alone is insufficient to ensure sustained growth or profit. Both should be surpassed by managers finding ways to deliver clients value through better finishing, design options/design choices, a solid quality commitment and custom solutions. These are value-added measures that reinforce the competitive position of businesses.

The attention to distribution and network strategies underscores the importance of long-term relationships in such an industry. For Granite MSMEs, dealer networks, contractors, and export middlemen are the key business facilitators; therefore, trustworthiness, dependability and continuity are a prerequisite for survival. Thus, managers need to focus on enhancing the relations with channel partners, providing timely delivery, responsive service and open communication. These relationship-building activities can turn one-off transactions into repeat business, helping to increase sales stability and market credibility. It was not the most important determinant and promotion tactic, while marketing communication is still very important. Trade fairs and trade exhibitions, as well as online platforms that enable buyer connection, shall be used for promotion to potential buyers. Findings indicate that managers are advised to continue their transition from a production-centred focus, while leveraging strengths in market orientation and meeting customer needs, relationship management, and strategic positioning.

Policy Implications
At the policy level, results underscore the importance of cluster-based marketing support programs to upgrade the competitive capabilities of MSMEs in conventional sectors. Catalytic role of government agencies and industry promotive bodies has to be played by promoting collective branding efforts for granite clusters, which can allow firms to project a unified image in the national and international marketplace. Cluster branding helps decrease costs associated with individual firms‚ marketing and increase credibility of regional product quality, an even more critical issue in export markets. Policy organisations can also enhance marketing capability by way of training programs dealing with strategic pricing, digital marketing and export market intelligence. Most of the MSMEs are not certified in marketing, so strategic training can help them to compete with outside markets. Special attention should be paid to organising international trade fairs and platforms to jointly promote marketing, which can help companies expand their buyer networks and reach new customer groups.

Distribution capacities can be further enhanced by infrastructure support in the form of logistics hubs, export facilitation centres, and digital trade portals. To do so, policymakers should link cluster development policies with the enhancement of marketing capability, and consequently take traditional industrial clusters from cost- to value-based competitiveness. This approach contributes to regional economic expansion, generation of employment and enhancing export as well as strengthening the wider development impact of MSME clusters. These implications indicate that it requires firm-level strategy changes as well as institutional support for the granite MSMEs to realise their full competitive capacity.

9. Summary and Conclusion
This research work has been conducted with the objective of investigating the role of strategic marketing orientation on firm performance in granite MSMEs working under the industrial cluster of Karimnagar District. Based on the Resource-Based View (RBV), industrial marketing literature, and MSME competitiveness point of view, it sought to investigate whether or not marketing strategy is a performance-augmenting capability in an orthodox resource-based manufacturing sector.
The results indicate that marketing strategy is an important antecedent of firm performance even in industries that are traditionally regarded as highly commoditised. Product diversification, pricing policy and distribution/ network strategy were the main drivers that emerged, highlighting how intangible capabilities like quality positioning, market-based pricing or relational networks are more significant than merely production factors. These findings also lend support to RBV’s claim that sustained performance differences are caused by firm- specific capabilities rather than homogeneous physical resources. Well-performing granite companies competently utilise marketing know-how, customer insight and relational capital; these market-facing capabilities (Naude et al., 1997a) are strong strategic drivers in a competitive environment.

The study also provides insights into MSME research by demonstrating how small firms could overcome structural constraints based on strategic orientation. Small and medium enterprises must rely to a greater extent on differentiations, flexibilities and network-based market access than on focusing exclusively on the dimension of size or cost reduction for competition purposes. The lack of significance for promotion strategy also underscores again that the marketing in traditional B2B industries, as distinct from consumer sectors largely based on relational exchange, rather than mass communication. From an industry marketing perspective, this research builds on current wisdom by presenting black-and-white examples from a resource-based manufacturing cluster that is missing in mainstream marketing literature. The results suggest that value in industrial markets is based on product quality, price expertise and distribution links, which lends support to the importance of relationship marketing and value-oriented positioning.

Hence, the findings of this study confirm that strategic marketing orientation is a key capability path through which granite MSMEs obtain performance gains. Based on the integration of RBV theory, MSME competitiveness notions and industrial marketing principles, this study presents a full explanation of how marketing strategies are likely to manifest in success for traditional industrial clusters. These findings highlight the importance of managers’ attention towards market-oriented practices as well as policy support for cluster-level marketing development, to help them sustain their growth and competitiveness in resource-based MSME sectors.
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