

  economies-08-00081




economies-08-00081







Economies 2020, 8(4), 81; doi:10.3390/economies8040081




Article



The Impact of Imitation Strategies, Managerial and Entrepreneurial Skills on Startups’ Entrepreneurial Innovation



Panagiotis Tsolakidis 1, Naoum Mylonas 2,* and Eugenia Petridou 1





1



Department of Economics, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, University Campus, 54124 Thessaloniki, Greece






2



Department of Tourism, Ionian University, P. Armeni Vraila 4, 49100 Corfu, Greece









*



Correspondence: naoumyl@hotmail.com







Received: 26 July 2020 / Accepted: 23 September 2020 / Published: 6 October 2020



Abstract

:

The scope of this paper is to investigate whether imitation strategies adopted by startups are effective in the pursuit of enhanced entrepreneurial innovation. To this end, a literature review was carried out in order to develop a research framework with factors related to imitation predicting entrepreneurial innovation. Moreover, managerial skills and entrepreneurial skills were incorporated as predictors of entrepreneurial innovation. In this respect, a structured questionnaire was developed to address these research objectives, based on scales tested in previous studies. In 2020, a survey was conducted on 486 startup owners operating in Greece, and a total of 289 responses were received. A hierarchical regression analysis was employed in order to examine the research framework. In congruence with the hypotheses, the findings demonstrated that outcome-based imitation strategies and trait-based imitation strategies positively affect the development of entrepreneurial innovation. Moreover, the positive impact of managerial and entrepreneurial skills on the development of entrepreneurial innovation was also confirmed. In contrast, the findings suggest that frequency-based imitation strategies negatively predict entrepreneurial innovation. However, outcome-based imitation and trait-based imitation strategies have been shown as the determinants with a positive impact on entrepreneurial innovation.
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1. Introduction


A review of prior research reveals the critical role that imitation strategies play in a firm’s competitive position compared to other successful firms (e.g., Schnaars 1994; Lieberman and Asaba 2006). Imitation strategies are defined as deliberate strategies by which firms aim to become similar to other successful firms, by attempting to achieve shared norms that enhance resource integration and coproduction (Haunschild and Miner 1997; Aarstad et al. 2010). In parallel, an imitation strategy enforces a firm’s expectation, potentially naively, to acquire benefits similar to other innovative firms within the same sector (e.g., Zhou 2006; Aarstad et al. 2010). Prior research shows that a firm that adopts targeted and well-designed imitation strategies can benefit indirectly through a learning process (e.g., Dimaggio and Powell 1983; Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Aarstad et al. 2010) and can make changes and improvements within the business environment. In addition, a firm that imitates other firms’ good practices and strategies creatively is in a position to generate innovative and enriched products and services (e.g., Schnaars 1994; Shankar et al. 1998). As an indicative example of an imitation strategy, we consider the case of Japanese luxury cars in the late 1980s, when the Japanese auto sellers mimicked the German market leaders—Mercedes and BMW—by constructing the prestige models, Lexus (Toyota), Infiniti (Nissan) and Accura (Honda) (Schnaars 1994). Another example concerns Google, a second generation search engine that performed better and overcame first generation engines like Yahoo (Valdani and Arbore 2007). The scope of this study is to stress the association between imitation and entrepreneurial innovation in startups. This relationship is to be investigated by also taking into account the impact of the managerial and entrepreneurial skills of the startups’ owners. In this regard, the startups’ owners should pay enough attention in developing managerial and entrepreneurial skills in order to delegate responsibility for particular areas such as planning, organizing, leading and controlling and eventually to improve his/her performance (Papulová and Mokroš 2007).



To date, a very limited number of empirical studies have examined the role of imitation strategies in entrepreneurial innovation in firms (e.g., Kim et al. 2004; Dobson and Safarian 2008; Ethiraj et al. 2008). Particularly, imitation strategies affect entrepreneurial innovation by providing imitators with the opportunity to identify a superior position, introduce improved products in order to better serve customers’ needs and acquire newcomer competitors’ know-how and experience through good practices like observation, benchmarking and competitor intelligence (Lane and Lubatkin 1998; Song 2015). Further, there is a void in the existing literature regarding this relationship in the domain of startups. Addressing this gap, this research sheds light on the relationship in the realm of startups between entrepreneurial innovation and different imitation strategies, managerial skills and entrepreneurial skills. In this vein, the contribution of this research lies in the effort towards establishing an appropriate framework for the evaluation of the degree to which a business activity of a startup relying on imitation elements is positioned to develop entrepreneurial innovation. A sample of startups operating in Greece was used for the purpose of this research.



This study analyzes the Greek ecosystem since significant progress was recorded recently in the digital transformation of the economy, which had a compellingly positive impact on innovation in Greek startups. According to the European Commission on Greece, in 2018, the country outperformed the European average in terms of investment in and access to financing for startups (EiT Digital 2018). Athens was recognized in 2018 as the European Capital of Innovation (EiT Digital 2018). At the same time, Greece climbed higher in the “Founders Choice” category as ranked by startup founders in their selections of foundation country of choice among EU countries. In particular, Athens, as an important breeding ground for startup innovation, moved 28 places higher in this category, in just one year, for the year 2018, among other major European capitals (EU Commission 2018). Furthermore, the startup innovation ecosystem in Greece, with its growing importance to the Greek economy, has also contributed to the selection of the research inquiry. The importance of startups operating in Greece is considered critical for the economy.



The present study contributes to the literature in two ways. Firstly, it explores whether specific imitation strategies, as defined in the research framework of Haunschild and Miner (1997), namely outcome-based (OBI), trait-based (TBI) and frequency-based (FBI) imitation, positively affect the development of startups’ entrepreneurial innovation. Secondly, it examines whether managerial skills (MS) and entrepreneurial skills (ES) of startup entrepreneurs positively affect the development of entrepreneurial innovation.




2. Theoretical Background


2.1. Entrepreneurial Innovation and Startups


The importance of entrepreneurial innovation has been recognized since the late 2010s, when startups emerged as critical forms of entrepreneurial undertaking (e.g., Colombo and Piva 2008; Mustar et al. 2008; Neyens et al. 2010; Spender et al. 2017). A direct connection between entrepreneurial innovation and the sustainability and successful operation of startups has been extensively recognized (e.g., Acs and Audretsch 1990; Davila et al. 2003; Audretsch et al. 2006; Blank and Dorf 2012; Colombelli et al. 2016). Entrepreneurial innovation is defined as “the implementation of creative ideas through discovery and exploitation of opportunities in entrepreneurial firms” (Hung and Mondejar 2005, p. 120). Meanwhile, innovation is perceived as “a new idea, which may be a recombination of old ideas, a scheme that challenges the present order, a formula, or a unique approach which is perceived as new by the individuals involve” (Van de Ven 1986, p. 591).



An indicative definition of the startup business is provided by Blank (2010), who notes that a startup is a firm or a partnership of temporary duration, designed in such a way that seeks a repeatable and scalable business model. In the startup phase of the business scheme, innovative business ideas are incorporated by the market, which are transformed into practical and cost-effective applications. This repetition, continuous development, expansion and uninterrupted production of ideas is largely associated with the development of entrepreneurial innovation (e.g., Blank and Dorf 2012; Spender et al. 2017). A startup, as a new and dynamic firm in a market, often triggers proportionally dynamic changes, strengthens economic growth (Audretsch et al. 2006) and subsequently drives innovation (Koellinger and Thurik 2012). In terms of financial performance, startups seem to be generating profitable business ideas (Spender 2014). According to Wennekers and Thurik (1999) and Dejardin (2011), these firms play a key role in developing competition, causing new economic sectors to emerge and, consequently, in developing innovation.



However, the generation of innovation that emanates from the existence and operation of startups in markets is often suspended or hindered by adversity or limitations in their immediate external environment. According to Lévesque and Shepherd (2004), this adversity can be explained by taking into consideration the time it takes to enter a market, the inadequate assessment of competition within it and the geographical peculiarities of the market. Restrictions on startups also occur due to shortages of material and intangible resources (Wymer and Regan 2005) which adversely affect their innovation (Davila et al. 2003; Spender et al. 2017). Moreover, the uncertainty and high risk characterizing new markets and potential changes in the indirect external environment, like legislative and political changes, are also identified as being among the limitations (Sine et al. 2005). Finally, Watson et al. (1998) emphasize the generally vulnerable nature of startups in their efforts to grow into thriving and prosperous businesses.




2.2. The Significance of Imitation in Startups


Imitation can be viewed as a common type of behavior that is employed by many firms operating in various economic sectors (e.g., Sinclair 1990; Schnaars 1994; Song 2015). According to Haunschild and Miner (1997), imitation occurs when one or more firms mimic a successful practice of an innovative firm. It is also argued that many firms often imitate the processes and standards of innovative businesses in order to survive amidst the fierce competition (Weterings and Boschma 2009). Additionally, through imitation, they seek to establish themselves as well as their competitors have and to become recognizable (Rhee et al. 2006).



The process of improving or differentiating an innovative product or service by an imitator has already been addressed by Levitt (1966), who termed this “innovative imitation”. This theoretical approach is one of the first attempts in illustrating the association between imitation and entrepreneurial innovation. The term “innovative imitation” is used in order to explain that the entry of new products and services in the market is attributed more to imitation rather than to innovation (Levitt 1966). Imitation is not only more extensively used, but it can be more effective than innovation for firms because they can invest more effectively in Research and Development (R&D) and make more profits with the money saved by not initially investing in new product development. In this regard, certain scholars contend that in the context of a firm’s R&D, imitation and innovation occur simultaneously (e.g., Levitt 1966; Link and Neufeld 1986; Cohen and Levinthal 1989; Helpman 1993; Kim 1997). Many startups have oriented themselves towards adopting imitation policies or strategies to take the right decisions and ensure their successful entry and retention in new markets (Lévesque and Shepherd 2004).



Furthermore, uncertainty in the business environment and risky decisions reinforce the inclination of business owners to develop imitative behavior (Haveman 1993; Greve 2000). The significance of imitation in startup businesses is further enhanced by their recognition of the need to acquire legitimacy, which can be gained by integrating well-established, widely accepted practices applied by dominant firms in the same sector (Meyer and Rowan 1977; Dimaggio and Powell 1983). Gentry et al. (2013), through the evaluation of other studies that support the adoption of imitation strategies by startups (e.g., Baum et al. 2000; Garcia Pont and Nohria 2002), concluded that these strategies have a significant impact on the operation of startups.




2.3. Managerial and Entrepreneurial Skills in Startups


Besides imitation, other factors also seem to contribute to the cultivation of innovation in startups. The development process of many startups is also often driven by human resources or skills (Teece et al. 1997; Zahra et al. 2000; Shane and Venkataraman 2000) that can be perceived as critical in recognizing and highlighting unique business opportunities. These human resources and skills are commonly referred to in the literature as “human capital” (Dougherty 1992; Castanias and Helfat 2001; Colombo and Grilli 2005; Guo et al. 2013; Fiore et al. 2019) or “managerial skills” and “entrepreneurial skills” possessed by entrepreneurs (Chandler and Hanks 1998). Drawing upon the definition given by Guo et al. (2013, p. 452), MS refer “to top managers’ ability to effectively organize, allocate, and configure various firm resources,” while ES “reflect the ability of top managers to sense and recognize entrepreneurial opportunities”. Prior research has extensively revealed that both MS and ES of entrepreneurs are associated with entrepreneurial innovation (e.g., Subramaniam and Youndt 2005; Marvel and Lumpkin 2007; Tang et al. 2012), but only a few of them investigated theoretically and empirically this relationship in startups (e.g., Bates 1990; Cressy 1996; Honjo 2004; Colombo and Grilli 2005; Kato et al. 2015). The current study intends to enrich the literature by exploring the impact of MS and ES on startups’ entrepreneurial innovation.





3. Development of Research Hypotheses


3.1. Outcome-Based Imitation and Entrepreneurial Innovation


OBI is defined as “the imitation of practices that appear to have had good outcomes for other firms in the past and avoiding practices with bad outcomes” (Haunschild and Miner 1997, p. 472). Imitators intend to enter certain established markets in order to benefit from introducing improved or differentiated products or by mimicking good outcomes coming from the innovators in the relative market (Shankar et al. 1998; Zhang and Markman 1998). Thus, each innovation is a recognizable and clearly defined outcome that can be further exploited under certain conditions by imitators (Schnaars 1994). Often, many markets in the early stages of an innovation are not ready to immediately absorb new products and services (Zhou 2006). In parallel, an innovative firm, for a significant time period after the introduction of an innovation, can stay inactive and be reluctant to adopt new changes or improvements to its production technology due to the fact that it has recently invested a lot of resources in knowledge and technology (Lieberman and Montgomery 1988). Based on these conditions, an imitator may address this gap by intervening in a partially developed market and introducing improved or partially differentiated products (Shankar et al. 1998).



Given that the original purpose of the imitator is frequently to fully copy an outcome, a differentiated design or specific improvements may emerge in practice. These differentiations and improvements enable the development of innovative products and services (Kim 1997; Shenkar 2010). Certain empirical studies (e.g., Cho et al. 1998; Weterings and Boschma 2009) argue that OBI strategies lead to entrepreneurial innovation through a process of learning and knowledge acquisition derived from the innovator’s experience. Drawing upon Haunschild and Miner (1997), OBI can be perceived as creative adaptations of innovators’ ideas via product redesign that may develop entrepreneurial innovation. Therefore, such an OBI can lead to entrepreneurial innovation, especially when the imitator profitably spots entrepreneurial innovations in order to gain knowledge and experience from them and to copy the good outcomes (Wu et al. 2019. Thus, we posit the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

The OBI strategy is positively associated with entrepreneurial innovation.






3.2. Trait-Based Imitation and Entrepreneurial Innovation


Haunschild and Miner (1997, p. 472) defined TBI as “copying practices of other organizations with certain features”. Additionally, TBI refers also to the selective replication of good practices used within an innovative firm (Haunschild and Miner 1997). Imitation based on traits seems to guide entrepreneurial innovation and this is reflected in several studies (e.g., Lane and Lubatkin 1998; Dobson and Safarian 2008; Ordanini et al. 2008; Song 2015) that highlight the contribution of this type of imitation to entrepreneurial innovation through a process of acquiring knowledge within the imitating firm. Based on Schnaars (1994) and Csaszar and Siggelkow (2010), TBI can encompass anything that relates to processes, good practices and optimal characteristics derived from other firms. Haunschild (1993) as well as Haunschild and Miner (1997) argued that TBI can be viewed as a type of social influence exerted from the innovator to the imitator. Likewise, seeking to acquire status by imitating higher-status firms can be included in TBI as a factor leading to entrepreneurial innovation (Fombrun and Shanley 1990). The impact of TBI on entrepreneurial innovation can be moderated by the capacity of the imitator to absorb good practices and the complexity of the business environment (Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Kogut and Zander 1992; Knott 2003). This association between TBI and entrepreneurial innovation can also be affected by certain firms’ features such as the size, the prestige or their success of using a practice (Strang and Tuma 1993). Accordingly, we posit the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

The TBI strategy is positively associated with entrepreneurial innovation.






3.3. Frequency-Based Imitation and Entrepreneurial Innovation


FBI is defined as “the organization’s execution of practices previously used by large numbers of other organizations” (Haunschild and Miner 1997, p. 472). Imitators try to collect information regarding these practices in order to formulate new ideas and to enrich existing products or services (Kohli and Jaworski 1990; Darroch and McNaughton 2002). A business that imitates innovators on a frequent basis is learning unconsciously and is positively influenced by the exploitation of an extensive flow of information concerning innovation (Bolton 1993). The prospect of developing innovation through imitation based on frequency is also highlighted by Lieberman and Asaba (2006), who argue that in an environment of uncertainty and unpredictable market conditions, many business owners are receptive to information about repetitive actions done by innovative businesses. They even point out that this information is being used even if it is incomplete. Rogers (1995) and also Mansfield (1961) argue that the continuous imitation of innovative prototypes developed by other firms leads to the acquisition of more and more accurate information about the nature of entrepreneurial innovation. Additionally, according to Haunschild and Miner (1997), FBI creates new patterns that are articulated as repeated good business practices. Therefore, a firm that imitates on the basis of frequency can use these standards, as well as the information related to repeated behaviors of consumers and competitors, in order to be directed towards the generation of better products and services (Zhou and Wu 2010). Consequently, we posit the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

The FBI strategy is positively associated with entrepreneurial innovation.






3.4. Managerial Skills and Entrepreneurial Innovation


MS of entrepreneurs as an integral part of a firm’s intellectual capital can be perceived as a determining factor in the development of entrepreneurial innovation (e.g., Dougherty 1992; Tsai and Ghoshal 1998; Ahuja 2000; Subramaniam and Venkatraman 2001; Custódio et al. 2019; Fitjar and Pose 2013). According to Sirmon et al. (2011), the MS of entrepreneurs have the potential to promote entrepreneurial innovation by effectively coordinating business resources. Furthermore, the entrepreneur’s MS ensure that an innovative firm can maintain its competitive advantage (Kraaijenbrink et al. 2010) and identify good business projects (Custódio et al. 2019). In the same vein, Zott and Amit (2010) argue that MS enable a firm to design profitable business models in order to appropriately exploit business opportunities. Finally, Guo et al. (2013) contend that MS enable managers to strategically exploit resources in order to develop novel business models as mechanisms to address issues related to entrepreneurial innovation. Therefore, we posit the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

MS are positively associated with entrepreneurial innovation.






3.5. Entrepreneurial Skills and Entrepreneurial Innovation


Creativity and innovation can be viewed as catalyzing factors for a startup (Barringer and Ireland 2006). Based on Pretorius et al. (2005), creativity is an integral part of ES and is essential for the successful creation of an innovative business. Marvel and Lumpkin (2007) also highlighted the contribution of ES, such as experience, knowledge and technological training in the development of entrepreneurial innovation. In fact, the positive influence of knowledge as part of an entrepreneur’s skills is pointed out in other studies (e.g., Shane 2000; Shepherd and DeTienne 2005; Thorpe et al. 2005). Furthermore, they support its catalyzing role in the search of opportunities for its potential to guide the innovative process of the firm. Innovation in a firm can be enforced through actions related to improving ES (Johnson et al. 2008; Bock et al. 2012). Indeed, George and Bock (2011) indicate that ES can enable a firm to redesign its business model. In the empirical study by Guo et al. (2013), the contribution of ES is equally recognized in the development of entrepreneurial innovation, as the skills are incorporated into the overall firm’s human capital. This issue is also analyzed by Bygrave and Hofer (1991), who indicate that the ES of a business owner can enable him/her to spot market opportunities and to motivate their employees to engage more with their firms. Finally, ES are of significance in the transformation of unique entrepreneurial ideas into commercialized entrepreneurial initiatives (e.g., Shane and Venkataraman 2000; Baron and Ensley 2006; Short et al. 2010; Tang et al. 2012). Ultimately, both an entrepreneur’s experience and their knowledge are all part of their ES that can enhance entrepreneurial innovation and generate positive business outcomes (e.g., Bates 1990; Gimeno et al. 1997; Staniewski 2016). Thus, we posit the following hypothesis:



Hypothesis 5 (H5).

ES are positively associated with entrepreneurial innovation.







4. Methodology


4.1. Data and Sample


The sample of the study consists of startup entrepreneurs in Greece that conduct entrepreneurial activity in sectors drawing from the EiT Digital & Foundation, Startups in Greece classification (2018), which is presented in Table 1.



Overall, 486 questionnaires were distributed and 289 were returned, generating a response rate of 59 percent. Given the absence of a national register of startups in Greece, questionnaires were distributed by the “snowball” method (e.g., Orhan and Scott 2001; Smith et al. 2012). As such, the authors contacted the subjects of the defined population by phone, email or social media to fill out the questionnaire and simultaneously asked them to indicate other eligible subjects. The sample consisted of startup entrepreneurs coming from different geographical areas of Greece. The majority of them derived from the Attica and Central Macedonia regions (Figure 1).



With reference to the gender of the sample, there is a quite balanced distribution, as males account for 50.9% and females account for 49.1%. Most startup entrepreneurs who responded to the questionnaire belong to the age group of 31–40 years old (40%). An almost similar share (30%) belongs to the 41–50 years old group. Approximately 14% belong to the age groups 18–30 and 51–60 years, but only 1% belong to the group of over 60 years old. With respect to the years of respondents’ professional experience, 55.7% of startup entrepreneurs have 10 or more years, 34.6% have 4–9 years, and 9.7% have 1–3 years. With reference to the respondents’ educational level, the majority (41.87%) hold a university or senior technological institution bachelor certificate or equivalent, and a similar percentage (39.44%) hold a master diploma. Moreover, 13.15% of them are secondary education graduates, 5.19% of them hold a PhD title and only 0.35% are primary education graduates. Concerning the years of operation, 54% of the startups have operated for 4–9 years, 33% for 1–3 years and 13% for 10 years. Lastly, the majority of startups (32.5%) employ 4-8 individuals and the rest of the startups are equally divided into three categories in terms of individuals employed, namely 1–3, 9–15 and 16 or more employed.




4.2. Measures


All measures in this study (Table 2) used a seven-point Likert scale (1: strongly disagree and 7: strongly agree). All scale reliabilities were acceptable, exceeding the acceptable value of 0.70 recommended by Nunnally et al. (1967).



Entrepreneurial innovation was assessed in our research by using the nine-item instrument named “business model innovation”, developed by Guo et al. (2013). An example item for this scale is “Our entrepreneurial innovation provides new combinations of products, services and information”. The Cronbach α for this variable was 0.94.



The three types of strategic imitation, namely outcome-based, trait-based and frequency-based, were assessed by adopting the scale of Aarstad et al. (2018). A sample item for OBI is “If we observe that other firms offer high-quality products and services, we use these as role models to achieve the same in our firm”. The Cronbach α for this construct was 0.95. A sample item for TBI is “We continually seek information about successful firms in the industry to get information about new products and services that may be relevant for our company”. The Cronbach α for this construct was 0.92. A sample item for FBI is “We frequently implement methods for production and sales of products and services, which we observe to be common in numerous other firms in the industry”. The Cronbach α for this construct was 0.93.



Both MS and ES were measured by using the relevant constructs developed by Guo et al. (2013). A sample item for MS is “One of my greatest strengths is organizing resources and coordinating tasks”. The Cronbach α for this construct was 0.93. A sample item for ES is “‘I frequently identify opportunities to start new businesses even though I may not pursue them”. The Cronbach α for this construct was 0.95.



We included as the sample’s control variables the following: number of employees (1: 1–3, 2: 4–8, 3: 9–15, 4: more than 16 employees), years of operation (Lee and Zhou 2012) (1: 1–3, 2: 4–9, 3: more than 10 years), owner gender (1: male, 2: female), owner age (1: 18–30, 2: 31–40, 3: 41–50, 4: 51–60, 5: more than 60 years), owner educational status (1: primary education graduate, 2: secondary education graduate, 3: tertiary education graduate, 4: postgraduate studies holder, 5: doctoral degree) and owner work experience (1: 1–3, 2: 4–9, 3: more than 10 years).




4.3. Data Analyses


Principal axis factoring was employed to confirm construct validity and then to export as factors all of the six constructs of the current research framework. Most items were loaded significantly on their respective factors (Appendix A) The normality Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to assess all items. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was highly accepted (0.915) and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was accepted as it was statistically significant (<0.001). The Durbin-Watson statistic index was 2.217, which is close to the 1.5–2.5 range of acceptable values; thus, the assumption of independent errors is tenable. A hierarchical analysis was conducted in order to test the hypotheses of the current research. The control variables were entered in the first step and the main effect independent variables were incorporated in the second step. Table 2 presents mean scores and standard deviations of all the variables used. Overall, the average value of entrepreneurial innovation was 5.08; the average values of the OBI and TBI were almost similar at 4.33 and 4.49, respectively. Meanwhile, the average value of the FBI was 3.94. The average value of MS reached 5.02 and the ES were recorded at an average value of 5.20 (Table 3).





5. Results


Table 4 displays the results of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis by providing the standardized beta coefficients, the R2 values and the ANOVA test. Firstly, the variance explained by the predicting variables in model 2 is acceptable (R2 = 0.225) and statistically significant (p ≤ 0.001) (Falk and Miller 1992). Moreover, the outcomes of the ANOVA test are acceptable. The results from the first step of the hierarchical regression analysis indicate that only owner educational background has a strong statistically significant relationship with entrepreneurial innovation. The results of the second step exhibit that predicting variables exert a statistically significant positive effect on entrepreneurial innovation, with the exception of FBI. Additionally, the incremental variance explained by the predicting variables was statistically significant (ΔR2 = 0.193, p ≤ 0.001). Therefore, H1, H2, H4 and H5 are supported by the findings of the linear regression analysis, while H3 is not supported. Notably, for H3, the beta coefficient of the FBI variable is statistically significant on the dependent variable, but it exerts a negative impact contrary to H3 hypothesis argumentation.




6. Discussion and Conclusions


The main objective of this research was to investigate the extent to which a startup, by adopting imitation policies and strategies, can enforce entrepreneurial innovation by taking into consideration the simultaneous impact of the MS and ES of the startup business owners. The exploration of the positive effect of imitation strategies on entrepreneurial innovation was carried out in previous theoretical and empirical studies (e.g., Levitt 1966; Schnaars 1994; Cho et al. 1998; Niosi 1999; Dobson and Safarian 2008; Weterings and Boschma 2009; Song 2015). Nevertheless, none of the previous studies established hypotheses or findings in the field of startups related to the association between imitation strategies and entrepreneurial innovation. Particularly, the current research used startups operating in Greece as a sample. The contribution of this research was based on the need to identify the effects of imitation strategies on innovation, not only in the usual field of commodity production but also by addressing the traits of a business in terms of its functions and practices. In addition, this research expected to enrich the under-examined literature about the impact of imitation on entrepreneurial innovation.



The typology of imitation strategies by Haunschild and Miner (1997) was adopted in order to achieve this research scope, due to the fact that it was not only thorough in approaching the reality but also referred to certain subsequent scientific studies related to imitation. In particular, the following findings emerged. Firstly, the OBI strategy on the development of entrepreneurial innovation was confirmed as significant. This finding is in the direction of the recent empirical study conducted by Wu et al. (2019) which examined Chinese manufacturing firms and concluded that imitation strategy, based on accumulative improvements from existing products and technologies, is positively related to innovation. Secondly, the TBI strategy was found to be positively connected with entrepreneurial innovation and confirmed previous empirical studies (e.g., Dobson and Safarian 2008; Song 2015). Thirdly, the hypothesized positive effect of FBI on the development of entrepreneurial innovation was not accepted, because a statistically significant negative effect was noticed. This finding is thought to be caused by the weakening of innovation due to its high level of mimicking by numerous firms. The previous finding is in line with the empirical research by Aarstad et al. (2018) on imitation strategies and inter-firm networks in the tourism industry. Moreover, the positive impact of MS and ES on the development of entrepreneurial innovation is statistically confirmed in the current study. Notably, in terms of MS, the findings of this study follow those of Guo et al. (2013) and Subramaniam and Youndt (2005). Meanwhile, in terms of ES, the findings coincide with several empirical studies (e.g., Marvel and Lumpkin 2007; Tang et al. 2012; Guo et al. 2013).



The current findings provide practical implications and lessons for startup entrepreneurs to be aware of the benefits of OBI and TBI strategies and the drawbacks of FBI strategy in regard to entrepreneurial innovation development and management. In parallel, it seems that the cultivation of MS and ES is of high importance to startup entrepreneurs in order to have a competitive advantage in entrepreneurial innovation integration into their businesses. Similarly, startup owners’ educational status is highlighted in this study as a supplementary determinant to entrepreneurial innovation. In conclusion, it is obvious that the MS exert the highest predictive effect on the development of entrepreneurial innovation. This result may also derive from the fact that startup owners who are familiar with managerial practices and tools are in a better position to develop new ventures and to ensure their sustainability. This reveals the necessity for new startup entrepreneurs to invest more in acquiring MS and to be constantly informed about updated good management practices. The latter can be achieved in entrepreneurial learning programs targeted at existing or potential startup entrepreneurs. Provided that startup entrepreneurship is a driving force for the economy of a country, it is of high importance for governments and the European Union to support their entrepreneurial initiatives through educational and financial programs, incubators and mentoring.



Limitations and Future Research


In the present research, several limitations have been identified. Firstly, whereas this study examines the startups’ imitation strategies, it relies on practices of large and established firms reviewed in the literature that enhanced the entrepreneurial innovation (Gentry et al. 2013). Secondly, a potential problem with the generalizability of the results also exists because the data were collected from startup entrepreneurs who live and conduct entrepreneurial activity in Greece. In fact, the majority of questionnaires were collected from the two largest regions of Greece (Attica and Central Macedonia). Thirdly, a “snowball” sampling method instead of a nonrandom method was adopted in order to collect data, due to the lack of any register or email list including the names and contact information of startups in Greece. Although a relatively large sample was used, certain limitations and a generation of bias may exist in the used sampling approach of the population (e.g., Faugier and Sargeant 1997; Heckathorn 1997). Fourthly, the single source and self-report nature of the data may have enabled the presence of the common method bias.



The interesting topic concerning the impact of imitation strategies on entrepreneurial innovation paves the way to a deeper analysis in subsequent research. The ways in which imitation is connected with entrepreneurial innovation and its multiple dimensions are likely to attract the attention of many researchers in the future. In addition, the research hypotheses developed for this model can be tested in particular sectors of startups or in other countries or in a cross-cultural design in order to examine if this research has universal, generalizable value in all sectors or to point out potential differences. Likewise, the participation in business networks and structures to support and expand entrepreneurship and as well as the imitator’s absorbing capacity of good practices and the business environment complexity (e.g., Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Kogut and Zander 1992; Knott 2003) may be empirically tested as a moderating or mediating variable in the relationship between imitation and innovation in startups. In addition, future research can address the contribution of imitation on firms’ performance following prior research (e.g., March and Olsen 1976; Dimaggio and Powell 1983; Tsui and Si 2003; Aarstad et al. 2010). Since several studies (e.g., Lackéus and Middleton 2015) found a positive impact of entrepreneurial education on startup creations, future studies can include a variable related to entrepreneurial education in similar analyses. Given the fact that incubators play an important role in fostering the creation and development of startups (e.g., Aernoudt 2004; Mian et al. 2016), future research can also include a variable related to whether the startup has been supported by an incubator or not in similar analyses.
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Table A1. Results of Factor Analysis.






Table A1. Results of Factor Analysis.














	Items
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6





	EINNOV1
	0.733
	
	
	
	
	



	EINNOV2
	0.762
	
	
	
	
	



	EINNOV3
	0.790
	
	
	
	
	



	EINNOV4
	0.833
	
	
	
	
	



	EINNOV5
	0.821
	
	
	
	
	



	EINNOV6
	0.802
	
	
	
	
	



	EINNOV7
	0.768
	
	
	
	
	



	EINNOV8
	0.809
	
	
	
	
	



	EINNOV9
	0.778
	
	
	
	
	



	OBI1
	
	
	
	
	0.824
	



	OBI2
	
	
	
	
	0.777
	



	OBI3
	
	
	
	
	0.756
	



	OBI4
	
	
	
	
	0.771
	



	OBI5
	
	
	
	
	0.804
	



	TBI1
	
	
	0.725
	
	
	



	TBI2
	
	
	0.801
	
	
	



	TBI3
	
	
	0.797
	
	
	



	TBI4
	
	
	0.791
	
	
	



	TBI5
	
	
	0.756
	
	
	



	TBI6
	
	
	0.786
	
	
	



	FBI1
	
	0.641
	
	
	
	



	FBI2
	
	0.619
	
	
	
	



	FBI3
	
	0.807
	
	
	
	



	FBI4
	
	0.852
	
	
	
	



	FBI5
	
	0.812
	
	
	
	



	FBI6
	
	0.837
	
	
	
	



	FBI7
	
	0.760
	
	
	
	



	FBI8
	
	0.767
	
	
	
	



	MS1
	
	
	
	
	
	0.690



	MS2
	
	
	
	
	
	0.786



	MS3
	
	
	
	
	
	0.828



	MS4
	
	
	
	
	
	0.813



	MS5
	
	
	
	
	
	0.723



	ES1
	
	
	
	0.780
	
	



	ES2
	
	
	
	0.842
	
	



	ES3
	
	
	
	0.859
	
	



	ES4
	
	
	
	0.785
	
	



	ES5
	
	
	
	0.801
	
	







Note: EINNOV = Entrepreneurial Innovation; OBI = Outcome-Based Imitation; TBI = Trait-Based Imitation; FBI = Frequency-Based Imitation; MS = Managerial Skills; ES = Entrepreneurial Skills.
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Figure 1. Distribution of the sample by region based on NUTS 2 classification. 
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Table 1. Distribution of the sample’s startups in sectors.






Table 1. Distribution of the sample’s startups in sectors.





	Sectors
	Frequency
	% Relative Frequency





	Advertising
	15
	5.19



	Agriculture/Agri-food
	13
	4.50



	Blockchain/FinTech
	13
	4.50



	Creative Industries/Smart Cities
	16
	5.54



	Entertainment/Lifestyle
	20
	6.92



	Finance
	22
	7.61



	Financial Technology
	11
	3.81



	Food & Beverage
	13
	4.50



	HealthTech
	16
	5.54



	IT/Telecommunications
	23
	7.96



	Logistics
	11
	3.81



	Resource Management
	18
	6.23



	Social Networking
	12
	4.15



	Software
	19
	6.57



	Technology/Artificial Intelligence
	25
	8.65



	Tourism
	20
	6.92



	Transportations
	13
	4.50



	Other
	9
	3.11



	All
	289
	100.00
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Table 2. Description of the regression variables.






Table 2. Description of the regression variables.










	Type
	Name
	Definition





	Dependent
	Entrepreneurial Innovation
	“The implementation of creative ideas through discovery and exploitation of opportunities in entrepreneurial firms” (Hung and Mondejar 2005, p. 120)



	Predictors
	OBI
	“The imitation of practices that appear to have had good outcomes for other firms in the past and avoiding practices with bad outcomes” (Haunschild and Miner 1997, p. 472)



	
	TBI
	“Copying practices of other organizations with certain features” (Haunschild and Miner 1997, p. 472)



	
	FBI
	“The organization’s execution of practices previously used by large numbers of other organizations” (Haunschild and Miner 1997, p. 472)



	
	MS
	“The ability to effectively organize, allocate, and configure various firm resources” (Guo et al. 2013, p. 452)



	
	ES
	“The ability of top managers to sense and recognize entrepreneurial opportunities” (Guo et al. 2013, p. 452)
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Table 3. Descriptive Information of the Variables.
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	Variables
	Observations
	Mean
	Median
	S.D.
	Min
	Max





	Entrepreneurial Innovation
	289
	5.08
	5.33
	1.24
	1.11
	7.00



	OBI
	289
	4.33
	4.60
	1.41
	1.00
	7.00



	TBI
	289
	4.49
	4.67
	1.37
	1.33
	7.00



	FBI
	289
	3.94
	3.88
	1.44
	1.00
	6.88



	MS
	289
	5.02
	5.20
	1.19
	1.00
	7.00



	ES
	289
	5.20
	5.40
	1.18
	1.00
	7.00



	Number of Employees
	289
	2.36
	2.00
	1.08
	1.00
	4.00



	Years of Operation
	289
	1.80
	2.00
	0.65
	1.00
	3.00



	Gender
	289
	1.49
	1.00
	0.50
	1.00
	2.00



	Age
	289
	2.47
	2.00
	0.92
	1.00
	5.00



	Owner Educational Background
	289
	3.35
	3.00
	0.75
	1.00
	5.00



	Owner Work Experience
	289
	2.46
	3.00
	0.67
	1.00
	3.00
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Table 4. Regression analyses.






Table 4. Regression analyses.





	
Variable

	
Model 1

	
Model 2






	
OBI

	

	

	
0.081 *

	
(0.066)




	
TBI

	

	

	
0.187 **

	
(0.064)




	
FBI

	

	

	
−0.179 **

	
(0.064)




	
MS

	

	

	
0.268 ***

	
(0.073)




	
ES

	

	

	
0.152 *

	
(0.074)




	
Number of Employees

	
−0.094

	
(0.082)

	
−0.107

	
(0.074)




	
Years of Operation

	
−0.049

	
(0.140)

	
−0.110

	
(0.128)




	
Gender

	
−0.167

	
(0.148)

	
−0.072

	
(0.134)




	
Age

	
0.039

	
(0.106)

	
0.026

	
(0.096)




	
Owner Educational Background

	
0.244 *

	
(0.098)

	
0.145

	
(0.090)




	
Owner Work Experience

	
−0.120

	
(0.155)

	
−0.040

	
(0.140)




	
Constant

	
5.026

	
(0.477)

	
2.573

	
(0.560)




	
Observations

	
289

	

	
289

	




	
Prob > F

	
0.152

	

	
0.000

	




	
R—squared

	
0.033

	

	
0.225

	




	
Adj R—squared

	
0.012

	

	
0.194

	








Note: Standard errors in parentheses: * p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001.
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