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Abstract
Over the past 20 years, a debate has developed on the differences between innova-
tion and imitation strategies as mechanisms by which businesses operating in the 
Asia Pacific region may gain a competitive advantage. The current research contrib-
utes to this debate from a different perspective by exploring some of the challenges 
and opportunities associated with the combination of both strategies into what has 
been defined as imovation. Imovators and imovations do not stand alone in business 
ecosystems. Rather, they should be embraced in the context of sustainability-related 
virtues and emerging capabilities, such as ethical behaviour, co-responsibility and 
positive social impact. Taking dynamic capabilities as a theoretical lens, this paper 
conducts an empirical investigation of responsible imovation in a sample of 180 
enterprises operating in the Asia Pacific market. In particular, this research evalu-
ates the relationship between dynamic capabilities and imovation capabilities using 
a logistic regression analysis whereby we correlate the three main features of imo-
vation strategies: strategic alliances, strategic decision-making and product innova-
tions. To the best of our knowledge, ours is the first study to focus on responsible 
imovation in the Asia Pacific market from an empirical perspective. The research 
highlights the key organisational and individual actions with the potential both 
to preserve existing capabilities and to create and integrate new ones. Our find-
ings highlight the importance of technology adoption for responsible imovation to 
become more effective and accessible to imovators in the Asia Pacific business eco-
system. We conclude that responsible imovations combined with product-level inno-
vations and core dynamic capabilities pave the way towards more rapid growth and a 
more sustainable competitive advantage.
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Introduction

The evolution and disruptive nature of innovation in firms operating in the Asia 
Pacific region have been the focus of an increasing volume of research in recent 
years (Lu et  al., 2008; Su et  al., 2009; Zhu et  al., 2012; Yi et  al., 2017; Wang 
et al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2020). However, another growing body of literature sug-
gests that imitation capabilities in the region are evolving more quickly than the 
ability of firms to innovate (Jahanshahi & Brem, 2020; Wu et al., 2019; Blood-
good, 2019; Luo et al., 2011). Paradoxically, only a few scholars have discussed 
the intertwining of the two strategies—innovation and imitation, which the rel-
evant literature terms ‘imovation’ (Wu et al., 2020).

Imovators, defined as creative imitators (Scuotto & Shukla, 2018; Luo et al., 
2011), ‘seek imitation opportunities and work to leverage and implement them to 
the benefit of the organisation’ (Shenkar, 2010, p. 4). Imovators are agile and lean 
and can adapt quickly to changes in the market (Krzakiewicz & Cyfert, 2016). 
They conduct large scale searches and integrate new knowledge by developing 
strategic alliances with other firms (Wang & Scuotto, 2012). For example, the first 
action of the Lenovo Group was the acquisition of IBM’s ThinkPad PC business, 
worth $1.75 billion. Through this prominent equity strategic alliance, Lenovo 
acquired the ‘Think’ family of products, which is classified as the premium-brand 
leader in the global PC industry. The acquisition enabled Lenovo to catch up with 
IBM in terms of worldwide distribution, sale networks and advanced technologies 
(Deng 2007). Lenovo also surpassed IBM’s managerial skills, increasing its own 
technological and innovative abilities by at least five years (Scuotto & Shukla, 
2018, p. 219). As this example demonstrates, imovators are not focused on their 
own territory or a local business; rather, they look beyond their market to acquire 
small firms or firms positioned to fail (Shenkar, 2010) or to gain new technolo-
gies or potential capabilities (Shenkar, 2010; Scuotto & Shukla, 2018; Wang & 
Scuotto, 2012). Gradually, this topic is gaining attention from scholars who seek 
to understand the potential of innovation and imitation to generate sustainable 
outputs for society (Blok, 2018; Pandza & Ellwood, 2013) and a sustainable com-
petitive advantage for firms (Pérez-Luño et al., 2007; Wanasika & Conner, 2011).

Following the publication of Barney’s (1991) work on firm resources and sus-
tained competitive advantage, several authors have considered innovation alone 
as the source of a sustainable competitive advantage because it could provide 
the firm with inimitable resources. Years later, authors such as Pérez-Luño et al. 
(2007) began asserting that imitation also allows firms to derive valuable and sus-
tainable opportunities for a competitive advantage. With this in mind, the cur-
rent research is now set to explore whether the combination of innovation and 
imitation can generate a sustainable competitive advantage for the firm or, even 
more importantly, whether such a combination can offer sustainable benefits for 
society. By adopting the concept of responsible innovation (Blok, 2018; Pandza 
& Ellwood, 2013), we explore the concept of responsible imovation as a mix 
of responsible innovation and imitation strategies. The concept of responsible 
imovation relies on the virtues and emerging capabilities of individual ethical 
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behaviour, co-responsibility and social impact (Pandza & Ellwood, 2013). To the 
best of our knowledge, this is the first study to take dynamic capabilities as a 
theoretical lens and empirically investigate responsible imovation in a sample of 
180 enterprises operating in the Asia Pacific market. In particular, this research 
evaluates the relationship between dynamic capabilities and imovation capabili-
ties using a logistic regression analysis whereby we correlate the three main fea-
tures of imovation strategies: strategic alliances, strategic decision-making and 
product innovations. We then explore the relationship between dynamic capabili-
ties and responsible imovation. With this background, the article highlights the 
need for firms to preserve their existing capabilities and to integrate and create 
new ones while employing new technologies. We conclude that responsible imo-
vation introduces a new sustainable way of merging innovation and imitation to 
increase a firm’s competitiveness.

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. The following sections pro-
vide theoretical background on the three main areas driving this research: innova-
tion, imitation and responsible imovation, with a focus on the Asia Pacific region. 
Then the paper discusses the theoretical framework of dynamic capabilities, which 
enables us to develop our hypotheses. The methodology section justifies and details 
the empirical analysis, and a discussion of the results follows. The paper concludes 
with the theoretical and managerial implications as well as the limitations of the 
study and areas for future research.

Theoretical background

Innovation, imitation and responsible imovation

Over the past centuries, societies have transitioned from agrarian to industrial to 
knowledge economies. Each new wave has brought change and synthesis. During 
each transition, the previous economy remains in place but is affected by the new 
one as individuals and organisations interpret ideas and their outcomes from a fresh 
perspective, which produces myriad novel applications. Today, developments in 
information and communication technologies and their applications are paving the 
way for new, customer-centred business models, which are disrupting the way peo-
ple live and work. Knowledge of the customer—resulting from the application of 
data analytics techniques—allows organisations to design and provide personalised 
products and services that often require only an information technology infrastruc-
ture. In this context, innovation is perceived as a viable strategy and an essential tool 
for organisations to achieve sustainable growth and profitability (Bonsu & Kuofie, 
2019).

Although the concept of innovation has existed since the dawn of mankind, over 
the last decades, it has been redefined in various ways, ranging from the novelty 
of a product (Pérez-Luño et  al., 2007) to a product’s adoption by a firm (Daman-
pour, 1991). From a process perspective, Schumpeter (1961) described innova-
tion as a way to synthesise various capabilities and resources, whereas Thompson 
(1967) highlighted the ‘novel’ side of innovation when describing it as the process 
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of generating, accepting and implementing an idea. Doloreux and Shearmur (2013, 
p. 723) argued that ‘innovation is a collective process that, to be successful, requires 
the integration of complementary external knowledge in order to enhance the firm’s 
knowledge base’. Other studies have similarly considered the impact of innovation 
on the ‘world knowledge set’ (Grossman & Helpman, 1991; Mahmood & Rufin, 
2005), distinguishing firms oriented by science, entrepreneurship or market (Genc 
et al., 2019; Zou et al., 2018; Miller, 1983; Narver & Slater, 1990). Unsurprisingly, 
most of the extant literature on the subject refers to innovation, innovators and 
innovative practices as the source of much of the current socio-economic growth 
(Ramoglou et al., 2020). Frenz and Lambert (2012) described innovation strategies 
as the purposeful implementation of innovation-oriented activities that are carried 
out together, in a systemic way, to create and market a new good or service or to 
improve production, delivery and business processes. Williamson and Yin (2014) 
found that recent innovation strategies in Chinese firms seek to cut the lead times for 
new product development by rapidly incorporating user feedback into new designs 
to reduce the learning curve and by restructuring their organisations to accelerate 
problem-solving. Their work underscores the role of knowledge from practice in 
the success of innovation strategies. In fact, Stankevice (2015) related highly suc-
cessful innovation strategies to effective knowledge management practices, arguing 
that innovation types and innovation strategies are often defined through the lens of 
knowledge types. Stankevice (2015) further asserted that to design a unique input 
into its future innovation strategy, an enterprise requires a set of knowledge activi-
ties that it can apply, integrate, re-engineer, etc.

Despite the range of perspectives on the concept of innovation and related strate-
gies, one area in the extant literature is particularly relevant for the purpose of our 
research. The role of knowledge and knowledge-intensive business services in inno-
vation has the potential to inform our study of imovation in the context of the knowl-
edge economy. Our analysis of the work of scholars such as Miles et  al. (1995), 
Hertog (2000), Miles (2005) and Tseng et al. (2011) illuminates the role of knowl-
edge-intensive service firms as facilitators, carriers or sources—and thus co-produc-
ers—of innovations, which their client organisations can adopt within and beyond 
national boundaries. In their role as key contributors to the performance of clients 
in all sectors, these knowledge-intensive service firms facilitate the cross-national 
spill-over effects of innovation in service, which becomes key to responsible imova-
tion in Asia Pacific regions. Our attention thus turns to the concept of imitation in 
an effort to contextualise imovation as a combination of innovation and imitation 
within the knowledge-based economy.

Scholars and practitioners have described imitation from a variety of perspec-
tives. Although it is often seen as a necessity for organisations to survive in a hostile 
environment and something that requires a prominent strategic and operational posi-
tion in organisational management (Shenkar, 2010), scholars have also referred to 
imitation as an embarrassing nuisance residing at the margins of business life and 
organisations that imitate as failing to conform to industry norms (Massini et  al., 
2005). Our views, however, align with the former, more positive perspective, and we 
adopt Krzakiewicz and Cyfert’s (2016) perception of the need for business scholar-
ship to accept imitation as a complex, intelligent and creative pursuit that requires 
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rare and highly valuable capabilities. By studying sectors such as knowledge-inten-
sive business services, where an often heterogeneous range of actors and sources 
openly co-produce innovations (Castaldi et al., 2013), we have learned that external 
partnerships often motivate those partners with more limited access to information 
and knowledge resources to employ imitation as a strategic choice to secure a com-
petitive advantage.

As the knowledge-based economy continues to unfold, the concept of imova-
tion emerges as a combination of innovation and imitation strategies (Zhou, 2009; 
Arvanitis & Seliger, 2014). The literature describes organisations that seek to 
implement an imovation strategy with terms such as ‘second movers’, ‘followers’ 
and ‘innovators’ (Hoppe & Lehmann-Grube, 2001; Shenkar, 2010). Scholars such 
as Wang and Scuotto (2012) have established a connection between imovation and 
innovation by referring to imovators as organisations that take inspiration from suc-
cessfully innovative products and partly imitate them while offering a product or 
service that differs from the original while maintaining high technical specifications 
and/or lower production costs. Although imovation appears to assume the form of 
incremental innovation, it differs in that imovators make strategic alliances with 
innovative firms.

Scholars such as Adler et al. (2009) and Cho and Pucik (2005) have argued that 
organisations must simultaneously explore and exploit opportunities if they are to 
flourish or even survive in the current dynamic business environment. Imovators are 
no exception. Hobday (1995) claimed that firms perform a wide range of strategic 
actions, such as design copying, creative adaptation and technological leapfrogging, 
using exploiting knowledge from external factors. Scholars have identified these 
external factors as the government, competitive environment, research and devel-
opment, investment funds and educational level of human resources, among others 
(Amara & Landry, 2005; Knudsen, 2007; Li et al., 2010).

Imovation strategy in the Asia Pacific region

More than three decades ago, Freeman (1987) concluded that imovators exploit 
external knowledge related to their own network innovation system (NIS) through 
a knowledge exploitation approach, which enables them to improve their knowledge 
capacity. The relational arrangements between organisations inherent to the nature 
of NIS include partnerships, joint ventures, strategic alliances and networks, which 
have been found to be conducive to knowledge transfer and imitation (Inkpen & 
Tsang, 2005; McFadyen & Cannella, 2004; Tsai, 2001).

Asian countries exhibit significant differences not only in their levels of indus-
trialisation and economic growth but also in their well-established traditions, cul-
tural heritages, social practices and political and economic institutions. The region’s 
delayed entry into the industrialised world meant that it was common practice for 
firms operating in its countries to imitate their counterparts from advanced econ-
omies in Europe and the United States (Hobday, 1995). Even the so-called newly 
industrialising economies or ‘dragons’ of East Asia in the 1990s (i.e. South Korea, 
Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong) had to rely on strategic alliances, original 
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equipment manufacturing (OEM) or specific supply contracts to quickly acquire 
critical knowledge and technologies (Carney, 2008). Fundamental services provided 
to businesses by the region’s national and local governments as well as increased 
collaboration between national and corporate innovation systems supported this pro-
cess (Sigurdson, 2000). Sufficient evidence suggests that much of the region’s suc-
cess depended on the role of state mediation through science, technology and inno-
vation policies. Universities also played an important role in this process. According 
to Krishna (2019), although the core knowledge and technology did not emerge from 
universities in the region, universities nevertheless played a pivotal part in supplying 
high technology skills, training and human resources to large Asian family business 
groups operating in various sectors. Thus, a handful of Asian firms achieved rapid 
growth and emerged as major players in their industries during the first decade of 
this century, demonstrating that their strategy was effective (Lu et al., 2008). Their 
disadvantageous position as latecomers, combined with unique cultural issues and 
management styles, led these firms to work on the acquisition of mature technolo-
gies and pursue catch-up strategies whereby entrepreneurs concentrated on imitation 
rather than the development of original proprietary technologies (Carney, 2008).

Economies and firms in the Asia Pacific region then continued to evolve and 
began achieving technological developments by engaging not only in simple imita-
tion but also in what L. Kim and Nelson (2000) described as a process of ‘creative 
imitation’. An example involves adapting technologies to their environments and 
applying them to other industries. As L. Kim and Nelson (2000) explained, ‘crea-
tive imitation and innovation require a highly decentralised, self-contained, strategic 
business unit structure; an organisational culture that nurtures creative individuals 
and effective small groups; effective and flexible lateral coordination across R&D, 
marketing and production; and bottom-up communications to quickly identify and 
respond to market opportunities/threats and technological possibilities’ (p. 357). 
These are precisely the key elements that determine a firm’s ability to create and lev-
erage knowledge capacity and, with it, succeed in the knowledge economy.

Garcia-Perez et  al. (2019) outlined two main ways to understand knowledge 
capacity: (1) the capacity to leverage knowledge to cope with and adapt to continu-
ous change and (2) the capacity to leverage knowledge to achieve performance. By 
moving from imitation to innovation, firms in the Asia Pacific region developed the 
capacity to detect, adapt to and cope with change. An imovation strategy nurtures 
an organisation-level capability that enables such firms not only to detect change 
and adapt to it but also to create new products and adapt existing ones to the chang-
ing needs of their actual and potential customer base, thus continuously raising the 
knowledge stock of the entire organisation.

Theoretical framework: Dynamic capabilities

Although the terms competencies, capacity and capability are correlated, each has a 
distinctive connotation (Cegarra-Navarro et al., 2020). Healey (1998) defined insti-
tutional capacity as form of special ability of a bunch of individuals to work together 
to solve a mutual problem. At an organisational level, competencies are defined as 
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knowledge, abilities and team skills (McLagan, 1997). Two main perceptions define 
our approach to the study of organisational capabilities. First, Grant (1991) defined 
the term as the talent to handle a situation using a collection of resources. Later, Hall 
et al. (2011) studied organisational capabilities not merely as competencies but as 
collective structures, which hold organisational competencies and goals along with 
stakeholders’ interests. Considering these views, we adopt the definition of dynamic 
capabilities as a firm’s ability to integrate, build and reconfigure internal and exter-
nal competencies to address the challenges posed by rapidly changing environments. 
Dynamic capabilities thus reflect an organisation’s ability to achieve new and inno-
vative forms of competitive advantage and market positions (Leonard-Barton, 1992, 
as cited in Teece et al. 1997, p. 516).

Helfat et al. (2007) noted that dynamic capability is the capacity of a firm to pur-
posefully develop, expand or modify its resource base. Most literature reviews on the 
nature of dynamic capabilities (e.g. Wang & Ahmed, 2007; Easterby-Smith et al., 
2009; Breznik & Hisrich, 2014) credit Teece et  al. (1997) with the original defi-
nition of dynamic capabilities. Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) argued that dynamic 
capabilities, which comprise product development, strategic decision-making and 
alliancing, are identifiable, and the basic processes and activities they involve are 
similar across firms, although not necessarily across industries.

Some authors have approached these concepts from the perspective of firms 
in the Asia Pacific region. For example, studying firm performance in small and 
medium-sized Japanese enterprises, Isobe et al. (2008) found that firms that possess 
knowledge exploitation capabilities achieve better operational efficiency while those 
with exploration capabilities accomplish better strategic performance. However, a 
better understanding of the relationships between dynamic capabilities and imova-
tion capabilities is required to provide scholars with a clearer perspective of imova-
tion strategies and their viability and to help imovators better support the existence 
of entrepreneurial markets.

Development of hypotheses

Consistent with our understanding of imovation as a valuable strategy that deserves 
a prominent strategic and operational position in organisational management and 
also requires rare and highly valuable capabilities, this research sets out to explore 
the relationships between dynamic capabilities and imovation capabilities in firms 
operating in Asia Pacific countries. Scholars such as Shenkar (2010) and Krzakie-
wicz and Cyfert (2016) have argued that a firm’s ability to manage the imovation 
process requires capabilities that range from the integration of business models 
the firm finds useful to an understanding of the firm’s business context. As these 
scholars have explained, imovation shapes dynamic capabilities at the organisational 
level. In this research, we consider, in particular, the following capabilities:

– Combination and technologies capabilities. The capability of managers to 
systematically exploit the products of existing stocks of knowledge, such as 
employees’ distinct knowledge skills, combined with the adoption of technol-
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ogy developments, is the key to innovation (Henderson & Clark, 1990; Soete 
& Weel, 1999). Teece (2007) argued that dynamic capabilities can be opera-
tionalised as the capacity to (1) sense and shape opportunities and threats, (2) 
seize opportunities and (3) sustain competitiveness by improving, combin-
ing, protecting and, when necessary, reconfiguring the business enterprise’s 
resources. A firm’s dynamic capabilities emphasise the need to optimise the 
transfer of technology/information between and among its various units (Vu, 
2020). Unsurprisingly, in technology-intensive industries, knowledge combi-
nation has long been considered a vital combinative capability for continuous 
innovation (Schumpeter, 1934).

– The capability to exploit new opportunities (e.g. knowledge and technology). 
Scholars such as Kirzner (1973, 1997), Chandler (1990) and Teece (2007) 
have related the evolution of the firm not only to its ability to innovate but also 
to processes such as opportunity discovery, entrepreneurial alertness, dynamic 
capabilities and organisational learning. According to Teece (2007), sensing 
capability is the capacity of firms to constantly scan for, identify and explore 
opportunities across technologies and markets. Authors such as Shane and 
Venkataraman (2000) and Sarasvathy (2001) described opportunities as firms’ 
conjectures about the most profitable ways in which economic ends can be 
achieved. Previous experiences and accumulated knowledge shape the oppor-
tunities that are discovered and the ways in which they are further developed 
into a viable business (Shane, 2000). While opportunity identification is a cog-
nitive process, the exploitation of opportunities is dependent on action in the 
real world (Brink & Holmén, 2009). The exploitation of opportunity entails a 
commitment to market entry, which includes activities and investments that 
are committed to appropriate returns from the innovation arising from the 
opportunity (Choi & Shepherd, 2004). Strategic alliances facilitate the explo-
ration and exploitation of opportunities that emerge in the business environ-
ment through knowledge combinations within the firm. Because they facilitate 
the integration and coordination of business processes and address some of the 
main challenges of the imovation process, we view strategic alliances as key to 
the success not only of innovators but also of imovators. For example, a lack 
of access to complementary and specific assets, which may include special-
ised manufacturing, special supplies and distribution channels, may operate 
as barriers to an imovation strategy. Such assets can be accessed by building 
alliances or finding providers that have them. We, therefore, hypothesise as 
follows:

– Hypothesis 1. The direct relationship between dynamic capabilities and imova-
tion capabilities is stronger when the combination of internal capabilities and 
external technologies is higher.

The concept of innovation capabilities is complementary to that of dynamic capa-
bilities (Brezinik & Hisrich, 2014; Vu, 2020). Innovation capability, a firm’s abil-
ity to mould and manage multiple capabilities (Lawson & Samson, 2001), enables 
firms to integrate key capabilities and resources to successfully stimulate innova-
tion (Vu, 2020). Our perception of innovation capabilities aligns with Wang and 
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Ahmed’s (2007) conceptualisation through the concepts of innovation and adaptive 
and absorptive capabilities.

How do innovation capabilities relate to imovation capabilities? In our view, imo-
vators require not only the ability to imitate—i.e. imitation capabilities—but also 
an organisational culture that enables them to (1) sense and shape opportunities and 
threats, (2) seize such opportunities and (3) sustain competitiveness by improving, 
combining, protecting and, when necessary, reconfiguring not only the business 
enterprise’s resources, as Teece (2007) argued, but also their products. In terms 
of knowledge exploration, imovators must have the ability to recognise promising 
solutions and then analyse and contextualise them to fully understand their distin-
guishing features (Krzakiewicz & Cyfert, 2016). This ability would provide imova-
tors with the strategic direction required to compensate for their late market entry. 
Imovators are more likely to succeed when they have developed the capability to 
integrate a product-innovation approach into their corporate strategy. We, therefore, 
hypothesise as follows:

Hypothesis 2. The direct relationship between dynamic capabilities and imova-
tion capabilities is stronger when imovators significantly exploit new opportuni-
ties.

We also seek to explore the extent to which variations in strategic decision-mak-
ing influence a firm’s capabilities to explore new opportunities and purposefully 
develop, expand or modify its resource base for the sustainable exploitation of such 
opportunities.

Our analysis is rooted in both Eisenhardt and Martin’s (2000) views of strate-
gic decision-making as a dynamic capability for the organisation and our under-
standing of imovation as a process that ultimately responds to the needs of a set of 
stakeholders. As imovators seek imitation opportunities and work to leverage and 
implement them, they perform a wide range of strategic actions. One such action 
may involve giving a voice and sometimes a role in strategically relevant decision-
making processes to a range of stakeholders—from employees to suppliers and even 
customers. This represents a multifaceted and complex challenge that requires firms 
to build dynamic capabilities rather than relying on ad hoc changes and adaptation 
efforts (Winter, 2003; Zollo et  al., 2016). However, it also involves a heterogene-
ous set of capabilities that decision-makers must manage to develop new products. 
In this sense, a cross-fertilisation process occurs that includes external and internal 
stakeholders. As Lasytė (2019) argued, the effective involvement of stakeholders in 
decision-making processes helps organisations better understand and manage stake-
holder needs. Giving the relevance of a firm’s specific heterogeneous capabilities 
would enable stakeholders to contribute to the achievement of the organisation’s 
sustainable governance and support its imovation strategies. With this in mind, we 
hypothesise as follows:

Hypothesis 3. The direct relationship between dynamic capabilities and imova-
tion capabilities is stronger when the involvement of firm-specific heterogeneous 
capabilities is significant.
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The consensus in the literature holds that both innovation and imovation strate-
gies and operations should be driven by significant levels of ethical behaviour in 
the firm. As Pandza and Ellwood (2013) explained, such ethical behaviour relies, in 
turn, on the firm’s commitment to co-responsibility, freedom and the impact of inno-
vations. In this context, Pandza and Ellwood (2013) also highlighted the importance 
of firms’ virtues and emerging capabilities.

Because the social context where businesses operate strongly influences ethical 
agency (Weaver, 2006), we analyse emerging capabilities and virtues as a combina-
tion of virtuous traits (Treviño et  al., 2003; MacIntyre, 1999) and social impact, 
which together determine the value of imovation capabilities for the firm and its 
business context. Thus, we hypothesise as follows:

Hypothesis 4. Dynamic capabilities positively influence the development of 
responsible imovations.

Methodology

Research context

The modern dynamic competitive market has featured a new way to compete: imo-
vation. A combination of the most common strategies, i.e. innovation and imitation, 
imovation offers a sustainable and responsible way for firms to achieve a competi-
tive advantage in the market. Firms in the Asia Pacific region have introduced the 
imovation strategy, which has diffused around the world. The fundamental aspect of 
this strategy focuses on ‘catching-up’ existing technologies and knowledge (Carney, 
2008) to develop new products or services. Scholars have explored imovation from 
a macro-level perspective (Wang & Scuotto, 2012), a meso-level position (Scuotto 
& Shukla, 2018; Lee et  al., 2011) and merely a theoretical view (Shenkar, 2010; 
Luo et al., 2012). However, the concept of sustainable and responsible innovation is 
gaining increasing relevance because it provides enterprises with strategic leverage. 
In this regard, Asia Pacific enterprises are challenging the competitive market with 
responsible imovation strategies that rely on the virtues and emerging capabilities 
of individual ethical behaviour, co-responsibility and social impact (Pandza & Ell-
wood, 2013).

Data collection

Data were collected throughout the entire year of 2019. Firms were selected if 
they were (1) among the 21 members of Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC): Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, China, Hong Kong (as part of China), 
Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Papua New 
Guinea, Peru, Philippines, Russia, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, United States of 
America, Vietnam, (2) developing an imovation strategy and (3) using a knowl-
edge exploitation approach (Wang & Scuotto, 2012). Initially, we identified and 
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shortlisted over 300 firms primarily based in China, Japan, India and Russia. 
These countries have achieved exponential growth over the last five years that has 
been dictated by trade, technology and investment. Recently, however, they have 
begun seeking sustainable development consistent with the United Nations goals 
(ESCAP, 2021).

All firms were categorised as medium-sized firms with over 500 employees. 
According to Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation, in the Asia Pacific market, the 
number of medium-sized firms is larger than other countries (Liu, 2008; Statista, 
2021). Their turnover is up to 300 million Chinese Yuan. Because the Asia Pacific 
market exhibits weak technological innovation development, technology-based 
medium-sized firms are prone to pursue strategic alliances to secure a competitive 
advantage. As Scuotto and Shukla (2018) stated, imovator firms are primarily based 
in the IT sector; therefore, our research, selected imovative firms from this sector. 
Liu (2008) also remarked on the weakness in technological innovation that triggers 
the development of new strategic alliances. In particular, the author asserted that 
technological innovations are generated via the ‘licensing of know-how, imitation, 
internal R&D and academic (or other institution) led R&D’ (p. 48).

Only 180 firms fully completed the questionnaire, which contained nine ques-
tions. These firms’ key decision-makers, such as a founder or manager, answered 
the questionnaire. Most respondents were men in the range of 40–50 years old. The 
questionnaire was administered through an online platform and translated from Eng-
lish to Chinese by a professional translator, consistent with Brislin’s (1970) recom-
mendations. The questionnaire’s structure, which began with ancillary questions and 
then posed questions regarding the three key measures (i.e. dynamic capabilities, 
imovation capabilities and responsible imovation), aligned with Bryman’s study 
(2008). The respondents evaluated each question by referring to a seven-point Likert 
scale (Joshi et al., 2015).

We conducted a pilot test to determine if the questionnaire was sufficiently clear. 
The 15 decision-makers who participated in the pilot test were easily able to answer 
all questions; therefore, no issues emerged.

We operationalised the three key measures, which are described below, according 
to the previous literature.

Dynamic capabilities

Consistent with Leonard-Barton (1992), we define dynamic capabilities as ‘the 
firm’s ability to integrate, build and reconfigure internal, external competencies to 
address rapidly changing environments. Dynamic capabilities thus reflect an organi-
sation’s ability to achieve new and innovative forms of competitive advantage and 
market positions’ (as cited in Teece et al. 1997, p. 516). In addition, Eisenhardt and 
Martin (2000) categorised organisational dynamic capabilities as follows:

• product development routines
• strategic decision-making
• alliancing and acquiring resources.
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Imovation capabilities

Shenkar (2010) introduced the term imovation and described its strategic charac-
teristics along with its capabilities. In this research, we consider the following 
capabilities:

• Combining internal capabilities and external technologies
• Exploiting new opportunities (e.g. knowledge and technology)
• Involving firm-specific heterogeneous capabilities.

Furthermore, according to the work of Krzakiewicz and Cyfert (2016), imovation 
capabilities shape dynamic capabilities. In this sense, we recognise the role of imo-
vation capabilities as predictors of dynamic capabilities.

Responsible imovation

We adapt the concept of responsible imovation from the work of Pandza and Ell-
wood (2013) and Blok (2018), which defined responsible imovation based on its 
sustainability, social and ethical benefits, and virtuous traits and emerging capabili-
ties (Treviño et al., 2003; MacIntyre, 1999). In this sense, we rely on the following 
features to identify a responsible imovation:

• virtuous traits
• sustainability
• social and ethical benefits.

On this basis, we constructed the questionnaire as follows (Table 1):
The relationships between these three measures shaped the research design 

(Fig.  1) that evaluates the relationship of the three aforementioned items of 

Table 1  Measures and Items

Measures Items

Dynamic capabilities • Employing product development routines that involve cross-functional teams 
with different sources of expertise

• Making strategic decisions about gaining and releasing resources to develop 
innovations

• Pursuing strategic alliances to acquire resources and develop new products 
into a new market

Imovation capabilities • Combining integrated capabilities and external technologies
• Exploiting new opportunities from external knowledge and technology
• Involving firm-specific heterogeneous capabilities in innovative product 

development
Responsible imovation • Combining virtuous traits and emerging capabilities to develop sustainable 

imovations
• Acting strategically according to the UN Sustainable Development Goals
• Providing highly significant social and ethical benefits via new products
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imovation capabilities with dynamic capabilities. However, these dynamic capabili-
ties were consequently correlated with responsible imovation.

Data analysis

To test the four hypotheses and, consequently, validate our research design, we employed 
a logistic regression analysis to study the firms’ combination of internal capabilities 
and external technologies, ability to exploit new opportunities (e.g. knowledge and 
technology) and specific heterogeneous capabilities as features of imovation capabilities; 
we recognised these three concepts as predictors of the firms’ dynamic capabilities while 
considering their dynamic capabilities as a response. The predictors denoted with an ‘X’ 
were the independent variables, while the response denoted with a ‘Y’ was the dependent 
variable. Subsequently, the dynamic capabilities assumed the role of predictors, which we 
assessed in correlation with responsible imovation (as a response). The logistic regression 
analysis, which aligned with previous studies (Montgomery et  al., 2012; Neter et  al., 
1996; Dayton, 1992), provides a suitable model for international business studies (Oki, 
2020; Nor et al., 2017; Laskar, 2018; Mention et al., 2011).

Findings

The empirical analysis of the present research employed a principal component 
analysis (PCA) to evaluate the Cronbach’s α and the composite reliability (CR) as 
revealed in Table 2.

We calculated the correlation between the predictors and variables using the 
Wald chi-statistic approach. In this case, we converted the ‘responses’ into a binary 
code (0, 1). Hence, we first assessed the three main characteristics of imovation 
capabilities against the dynamic capabilities before assessing the dynamic capabili-
ties against responsible imovation (Peng et al.’s [2002] study also described this pro-
cess). This process generated the results that appear in Table 3.

Fig. 1  Research design
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The present empirical analysis supports the initial four hypotheses. In particular, a 
value of 3.02 supports H1 (The direct relationship between dynamic capabilities and 
imovation capabilities is stronger when the combination of internal capabilities and 
external technologies is higher), and a value of 5.22 supports H2 (The direct rela-
tionship between dynamic capabilities and imovation capabilities is stronger when 
exploiting new opportunities is significant). H3 (The direct relationship between 
dynamic capabilities and imovation capabilities is stronger when the involvement of 
firm-specific heterogeneous capabilities is significant) receives support with a value 
of 7.10. Finally, H4 (Dynamic capabilities positively influence the development of 
responsible imovations) is significant and supported with a value of 5.88.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to identify factors that link three imovation capabili-
ties—combining integrated internal capabilities and external technologies, the abil-
ity to exploit new opportunities (e.g. knowledge and technology) and the involve-
ment of firm-specific heterogeneous capabilities—with dynamic capabilities and 
thereby to create the foundations of imovation capabilities and responsible innova-
tion. The research model presented in the study is unique in its integration and high-
lights the role of responsible imovation in the possibilities of future modes of com-
petition in the Asia Pacific region. The research design was structured to examine 
possible ways in which firms can achieve competitive advantage via the responsible 
imovation. Moreover, the model examined the fundamental aspects of the evolving 
strategy modes, including technology and knowledge, to develop new products and 
services.

Table 2  Cronbach’s α, CR and correlation matrix

Significant at the 0.00 level.
**Significant at the 0.01 level

Measures Cronbach’s α CR (1) (2) (3)

(1) Imovation capabilities (ImovCap) 0.801 0.791 1
(2) Dynamic capabilities (DinCap) 0.759 0.689 0.201** 1
(3) Responsible imovation (ResImo) 0.791 0.754 0.225 0.195** 1

Table 3  Wald chi-square 
approach

Predictors In the presence of 
‘response’

Wald
X2

Contribution 
of variable(s)

StrAll DynCap 3.02 Significant
ProdInn DynCap 5.22 Significant
StrDecMak DynCap 7.10 Significant
DynCap ResImo 5.88 Significant
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Theoretical implications

As we expected during the research design phase, our work confirms the relation-
ship between dynamic capabilities and imovation capabilities and thus expands 
upon previous studies (Krzakiewicz & Cyfert, 2016; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; 
Shenkar, 2010). In this sense, our results highlight the significance of both capabili-
ties to develop responsible imovation in the Asia Pacific market. These capabilities 
connect the internal and external environment of a firm with the aim of creating new 
knowledge. For instance, dynamic capabilities entail seizing, shaping and sensing 
opportunities that can trigger responsible imovation. In turn, imovators can avoid 
utilising simplistic models to analyse complex real-world phenomena. Rather, they 
can diagnose complex problems by isolating independent components without los-
ing sight of their relationship to the internal architecture of the whole.

The results of our study largely support the hypotheses we proposed at the design 
stage. First, we found support for H1, which held that the direct relationship between 
dynamic capabilities and imovation capabilities is stronger when the combination of 
capabilities and technologies is higher. This hypothesis highlights the various pos-
sibilities for cooperation among firms, even among firms that are considered close 
competitors; in such highly competitive situations, in fact, our results suggest that 
cooperation and competition can coexist via coopetition strategies (Mention, 2011). 
Testing our second hypothesis (H2), which held that the direct relationship between 
dynamic capabilities and imovation capabilities is stronger when exploiting new 
opportunities is significant, produced a similar result. Imitation does not contradict 
but instead complements innovation, especially in the case of product innovation. A 
firm’s overall strategy should thus incorporate imitative activity while also engag-
ing in the continuous observation of the external environment, thus exploiting new 
opportunities and reinforcing the firm’s involvement in product innovation. These 
observations can also be correlated with the assumption that the direct relationship 
between dynamic capabilities and imovation capabilities is stronger when firm-spe-
cific heterogeneous capabilities are significant (H3). Imovators are supported by a 
diverse range of capabilities that are managed at the strategic decision-making level. 
This level is focused on innovating and seeking a balance between innovation and 
imitation. Firms are increasingly abandoning the identification of imitation as a dis-
orderly act outside the horizon of crucial business activities. In fact, imitation and 
innovation are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they create an integrated system asso-
ciated with complementary features, which means that imitation should be seen not 
as an obstacle but as a stimulator of a properly designed and organised innovation 
process. When strategic activities are focused on creating inter-organisational net-
works as strategic alliances, firms can move beyond imitating or improving value to 
engage, instead, in value creation.

With this scenario, exploiting firms’ specific heterogeneous capabilities become 
crucial to develop new innovations and achieve sustainable goals. This supports the 
logic behind the concept of responsible imovation, which hypothesised, in H4, that 
dynamic capabilities positively influence the development of responsible imovation 
strategies. The literature on innovation strategies is vibrant; in particular, interest 
in the issue of both strategy and competition through implemented innovations has 
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grown steadily for several decades (Kalisz & Aluchna, 2012; Di Vaio et al., 2021). 
Recently, these efforts have been characterised by an increasing interest in sustain-
ability. Therefore, responsible imovation is understood as a process that relies on 
the virtues and emerging capabilities of individual ethical behaviour, co-responsi-
bility and social impact (Pandza & Ellwood, 2013). Moreover, responsible imova-
tion introduces a new and sustainable way of merging innovation and imitation and 
enhancing firm competitiveness.

Overall, our research model highlights imovation capabilities as predictors of 
dynamic capabilities, which are formed via product innovation, strategic decision-
making and alliancing (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000) in the Asia Pacific market. In 
this way, our work supports and expands upon previous studies on imovation (such 
as Wang & Scuotto, 2012; Scuotto & Shukla, 2018; Lee et al., 2011; Shenkar, 2010; 
Luo et al., 2012) by offering quantitative research that examines organisational capa-
bilities as imovative and dynamic ones.

Managerial implications

Our research model explains the significance of dynamic capabilities in firms’ efforts 
to develop innovation and imitation strategies in the Asia Pacific regions, which was 
the main scope of our analysis. The Asia Pacific region remains at the stage of rapid 
acceleration. In the international struggle for competitive market shares, the region 
is relatively young and, therefore, innovative by definition. Consequently, it is essen-
tial for firms there to apply innovation. Market players must innovate to maintain 
their market shares and search for niches, which are linked with creating innovative 
products and new forms of imitation strategies. Competitive advantage in the Asia 
Pacific region is volatile, and firms must constantly evolve to maintain it. To meet 
this challenge, firms often engage (intentionally or unintentionally) in imitation, the 
pace of which is driven by continuous innovation at the strategic level.

Imitation can take many forms. Some firms copy other firms’ behaviour patterns 
without making any changes at all, while others adopt existing patterns to new con-
ditions or make visible improvements. Similarly, some firms analyse the characteris-
tics of the models they acquire, while others are content simply to repeat these mod-
els’ most visible features. The dangers of imitation lead most firms to focus their 
efforts on constructing barriers to prevent the potential imitation of innovations, but 
they fail to consider the benefits they might gain by imitating others.

Most managers—even those who have already taken ideas and concepts from 
competitors—react negatively when faced with the suggestion that their firms 
engage in imitation. However, even managers who recognise the desirability and 
legitimacy of imitation admit that their firms lack a systematic and methodical 
approach for exploiting the potential of imitation. Some firms attempt to copy a 
specific business component to achieve the sustainable competitive advantage they 
seek, while others seek to copy entire business models. Our study demonstrates 
conclusively that imitation can take many forms. In addition, analyses of imitative 
firms’ operations reveal that many of imitators are also innovators. While the drive 
to imitate has always existed, the last decade has witnessed a tremendous increase 
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in firms’ ability to do so (Bonabeau, 2004). From a managerial perspective, innova-
tions and imovations strategies are the key components to business survival, growth 
and further development. From a strategic perspective, the appearance of imitators 
is always apparent, and due to the compression of time and rapid access to informa-
tion, the pace of imitation is faster than ever (Lee & Zhou, 2012).

The essential managerial implications highlight the fact that firms’ imovation pro-
cesses and their success often follow their most significant competitors. If a compet-
itor has designed and planned the strategic moves correctly, the resulting imovation 
strategy may work perfectly. However, imovative firms can also correct their com-
petitor’s mistakes, especially when space exists in the market for both firms—the 
competitor (creator) and the imovator. Unfortunately, sometimes the competitor has 
no clear idea about its strategy. In such situations, the competitor’s short-term suc-
cess may simply result from favourable circumstances in the external environment, 
and other businesses’ imitation (and, simultaneously, their attempts to imovate) can 
be catastrophic. Fundamental changes in the short-term strategy approach enable 
the most effective imovators (based on their ability to imitate rapidly) to dominate 
the creators of an original product or service and gain a competitive advantage in 
the market. This approach underscores the constant need to bolster innovation to 
extend the exploitation phase of competitive advantage and continuously reconfig-
ure resources to defend a firm’s market position (McGrath, 2013). Perhaps, nowa-
days, the effectiveness of strategy requires skillful imitation.

For managers, imovation entails many advantages. It can accelerate organisa-
tional learning, advance social cohesion and boost strategic inspiration and aspira-
tion at the corporate level. However, the essential virtue of imovation in the Asian 
Pacific region is the possibility of making rational economic choices, innovating 
the business models and achieving sustainable competitive advantage. Interestingly, 
although the imovation strategy can begin with simple imitation, the application of 
continuous innovation by imovative managers can lead to victory in competitive bat-
tle and the creation of new market space, new demand and new market segments. 
Such a configuration in short-term strategic planning makes the competition irrel-
evant. Imovation should thus be seen as a kind of action strategy coordinated with 
innovative projects and necessary for the concentration and effective use of innova-
tive capabilities. The alignment of imitation processes with innovationconfirms that 
from the managerial perspective, the most significant benefits of productivity growth 
are associated not so much with the original innovations but with the improvements 
that follow from them. This combination of imovation practices has the potential to 
provide customers with not only an improved but also a much less expensive prod-
uct (Bourkha, 2019). Imovators know how to create and effectively use the specific 
product features associated with imitation.

This relationship of innovation and imitation can be voluntary as firms react with 
a double paradoxical intention, imitating and innovating simultaneously to create 
the source of differentiation. The managerial implications of the imovation strategy 
appear quite promising for advancing strategic (although not always competitive) 
moves. The use of imovative moves is rooted strongly in the science of strategy, 
which has emerged over the last few decades. Although a deeper understanding and 
the possibility of creating future paths towards imovative consequences remain at 
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the early stages of managerial exploration, they are slowly emerging as an essential 
component of strategic choices.

Conclusions, research limitations and future research

The data on strategies for combining innovation and imovation presented in our 
research project rely on the information presented is solely an analysis that is framed 
on the responses obtained from the respondents (in the Asia Pacific region) during 
the survey. Although we do not claim infallibility in presenting the phenomena, we 
conducted our study using the adopted methodology to allow other researchers deal-
ing with the same issues to arrive at similar conclusions.

Imitation involves copying, reconstructing or reproducing an innovation or new 
solution. The object of copying can be a product, service, process, procedure or 
business model. Imitation can follow the ‘same’ principle as the original, or it can 
entail some modification or adaptation of the original. Imovation can also change 
the nature of the original and thus entail not exact replication but rather the adop-
tion of ideas. Finally, it can create a link between intuitive imitation and complete 
copying. Responsible imovation should be seen as a kind of action strategy coordi-
nated with innovative undertakings and necessary for the concentration and effective 
use of innovative, dynamic capabilities. While innovators incur substantial financial 
expenses to set new directions for development, responsible imovators follow them, 
reducing not only their involvement in R&D and other areas but also the cost struc-
ture of their business model, especially on the level of the value proposition. How-
ever, a substantial difference exists between imitating value and improving value 
(Kim & Mauborgne, 2015). Responsible imovators thus engage in value improve-
ment (‘creative imitation’), integrating copied elements with innovative approaches 
and knowledge of situational conditions.

At present, effective strategies require skillful, responsible imovation. Opportu-
nities for imitation constantly arise. Even if innovators block the imitation efforts 
of firms with limited strategic capabilities, the latter can succeed by offering lower 
prices and gradually developing their capabilities until they can eventually provide a 
comparable solution on their own or with an alliance partner. A significant problem, 
however, is these firms lack of awareness regarding what can and should be imitated 
and where the object of imitation is located. Responsible imovation is associated 
with substantial costs, although these are much lower than the costs incurred for 
innovation. Like the benefits of responsible imovation, the costs also depend on the 
planned imitative activities of other firms, their dynamic imitative capabilities and, 
finally, anticipated reactions of customers.

Among the limitations of the current study is undoubtedly the limitation of 
its scope to the Asia Pacific region. Although the results are unambiguous and 
indicate the growing role of responsible imovation as a long-term strategy, they 
are not necessarily generalisable to firms operating in other markets. Our study 
identifies the responsible imovation phenomena that occur among firms in the 
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Asia Pacific region, the varieties of these phenomena as well as their relation-
ships and links to dynamic capabilities, product innovation and strategic alliance; 
however, it does not provide information on the frequency of these phenomena’s 
occurrence. A study designed to measure the percentage of responsible imovation 
strategies and their combination with innovation might allow the analysis of imo-
vation as a leading strategy.

This study’s objectives and research questions also suggest additional questions 
for future enquiry. The phenomenon of responsible imovation opens the way to 
further research on the taxonomy of imitative strategies and the understanding of 
responsible imovation. At the same time, it encourages research on the construction 
of a new definition of responsible imovation based on an analysis of the relevant lit-
erature and an examination of the relationships between the various elements of its 
purpose. Our study of responsible imovation highlights the need for further investi-
gation of phenomena specific to competitive processes, including new phenomena 
thus far neglected in the literature, such as imovation co-created in strategic alli-
ances or at the level of business coopetition.

The characteristics of responsible imovation and the combination of imitation 
and innovation open the way to optimisation studies, which seek, first, to identify 
the ideal long-term strategy under the given conditions and, then, to coordinate its 
operation to achieve competitive advantage through imovation. Although we have 
achieved our study’s overarching goal and confirmed our research hypotheses, spe-
cific issues relating to responsible imovation require deeper analysis. Indeed, the 
limitations of the published concepts in the relevant literature, the research results 
presented in this paper and the current state of knowledge demand additional cogni-
tive efforts in the outlined directions.

Increasing—and increasingly rapid—access to knowledge and information has 
facilitated the emergence of imitators and significantly accelerated the process of 
responsible imitation, which often enables imitators to overtake their competitors. 
The development of technology continues to create ever wider possibilities of imita-
tion, and the increasing compression of time enables their more frequent occurrence. 
Ultimately, responsible imovation is becoming more effective, more accessible and 
more rapid as responsible imovations combined with product-level innovations and 
core dynamic capabilities place firms on the path to faster growth and a more sus-
tainable competitive advantage.
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