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Abstract

Building on the entrepreneurial orientation (EO) literature, we investigate the relationship between
family firm performance and autonomy, a key EO dimension. To enhance the understanding of the
role of autonomy, we compare the joint impact of environmental dynamism and national cultural
context (performance-based vs socially supportive cultures) on the autonomy—performance
relationship of family firms in the United States and Taiwan. Using a configurational approach
and data from 130 family firms (53 in the US and 77 in Taiwan), we found that in dynamic
environments, autonomy is associated with improved performance in the United States, while in
Taiwan, firms in dynamic environments fared worse with increasing autonomy. We discuss the
implications of these findings and provide recommendations for future research.
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Introduction

Does autonomy in family firms contribute to entrepreneurial success? Building on extant theory
(e.g. Burgelman, 1983; Hart, 1991), Lumpkin and Dess (1996: 140) offered that autonomy — the
freedom of individuals and teams to exercise their creativity and champion promising ideas for
entrepreneurial development — is an important dimension of a firm’s entreprencurial orientation
(EO). Although prior research generally supports a positive EO—performance relationship (e.g.
Rauch et al., 2009), the role of the autonomy dimension in family firm success remains unan-
swered and paradoxical (Ingram et al., 2016; Short et al., 2009). On one hand, family businesses
provide a fertile ground for autonomy in part because, as employers, they provide a setting where
loyalty and trust can flourish, leading to higher levels of autonomous decision making on the part
of their employees (e.g. Neckebrouck et al., 2018; Pittino et al., 2016). On the other hand, family
firms have a reputation for being closed systems that stifle out-of-the-box thinking (Dyer, 1988).
Close working relationships among family members in the dominant coalition can create depend-
encies and constraints that limit autonomous action, thereby creating the tensions typical of family
firms (Ingram et al., 2016). Although it has been argued that autonomy is important to the long-
term effectiveness that most family firms seek (Burgelman, 2001; Lumpkin et al., 2010), little is
known about the impact of autonomy on family firm performance.

Given heterogeneity among family firms (Chrisman et al., 2013; Chua et al., 2012), it is impor-
tant to gain a deeper understanding of how autonomy affords firm members and employees, oper-
ating within a family system, the independence needed to explore opportunities and make decisions
that advance entrepreneurial initiatives. Whether different levels of autonomy help explain varia-
tions in family firm performance may depend on factors in the cultural and business environment.
Prior EO research has highlighted the importance of different environments for understanding the
EO-performance relationship more precisely (e.g. Rauch et al., 2009). For example, in dynamic
environments where many family firms compete (Naldi et al., 2007; Zahra, 2005), increased deci-
sion-making speed has been found to be beneficial for performance (Eisenhardt, 1989; Garg et al.,
2003). National culture may also alter the autonomy—performance relationship. In cultures with
high individualism, autonomous behaviour may be more highly valued compared to autonomy in
collectivistic cultures (Hofstede, 1984). This suggests, consistent with prior research, that a con-
figurational analysis employing multiple variables may be needed to understand the autonomy-—
performance relationship (e.g. Lumpkin and Dess, 1996). Therefore, the aim of our article is to
investigate the relationship between autonomy and performance among family firms experiencing
contrasting cultural contexts and varying levels of environmental dynamism.

Our research contributes to the literature in at least four ways. First, we explore family busi-
nesses in a cross-cultural setting, thereby addressing the dearth of studies in the area (Lumpkin
et al., 2009; Short et al., 2009). While there has been some research examining aspects of family
businesses cross-nationally (e.g. Chakrabarty, 2009; Gupta et al., 2011), we know of no study that
has examined whether cultural context exerts a moderating influence on the autonomy—perfor-
mance relationship. Second, we also heed the call for more configurational models (Short et al.,
2008; Wiklund and Shepherd, 2005) by researching how multivariate combinations of environ-
mental dynamism and national culture affect the relationship between autonomy and performance.
As argued by Kulins et al. (2016), configurations are crucial because they ‘allow narrowing down
an overwhelming mass of data’ into something more manageable (p. 1437).

Third, given the unique role of trust and loyalty in family businesses (Eddleston and Kellermanns,
2007) which employ about 60% of the global workforce (Neckebrouck et al., 2018), the insights
about autonomy derived from this study deepen our understanding of human resource management
and strategic practices in family firms (Miller and Le Breton-Miller, 2006; Pittino et al., 2016).
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Such insights are especially critical in the light of the importance of various aspects of autonomy
in terms of success of family firms in areas such as launching of new businesses (Brumana et al.,
2017), long-term sustainability (Zellweger and Sieger, 2012) and successor commitment to the
family firms (Cabrera-Suarez and Martin-Santana, 2012).

Finally, we also contribute to the dearth of cross-cultural studies in family businesses. By com-
paring family firms from a performance-based culture with firms from a socially supportive culture
(Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010), we also contribute to the literature on the heterogeneity of family
businesses by providing a context to investigate the extent to which autonomy is a source of hetero-
geneity in the same way that family goals, governance, and resource differences are (Chrisman
et al., 2013; Chua et al., 2012). Such findings shed more light on the role of national cultures as
they relate to autonomy.

Our article proceeds as follows. First, we review the literature related to autonomy and family
business, and the concepts of environmental dynamism and national culture. We develop three
hypotheses based on configurations of autonomy, dynamism and culture that address the extent to
which context influences the autonomy—performance relationship. Then, using data from small
family businesses in the United States and Taiwan, we test the hypotheses and discuss the results.
We conclude with implications for researchers and family business practitioners.

Theory and hypotheses

Autonomy in family businesses

In an entrepreneurial context, autonomy refers to ‘the freedom and flexibility to develop and enact
entrepreneurial initiatives’ (Lumpkin et al., 2009: 47). Because of its importance to new venture
development and entrepreneurial value creation (Burgelman, 1983, 2001), Lumpkin and Dess
(1996) argued that it is a ‘crucial’ dimension of EO (p. 141), particularly the autonomy to define
problems and opportunities, set priorities concerning those problems and the authority to take
actions to provide solutions. Autonomy has not been widely explored in extant entrepreneurship
research (Lumpkin et al., 2009; Short et al., 2009). It has received less attention, in part, because
the original EO conceptualisation (Miller, 1983) and measurement scales (Covin and Slevin, 1989)
omitted autonomy. Nevertheless, there is considerable theoretical and empirical support for the
importance of autonomy to entrepreneurial success.

As with the other dimensions of EO, the theoretical roots of autonomy can be found in the
strategy-making process literature. In his research on corporate venturing, Burgelman (1983) stud-
ied the processes by which product champions and other internal actors were vital to entrepre-
neurial growth, concluding, ‘the motor of corporate entrepreneurship resides in the autonomous
strategic initiative of individuals at the operational levels in the organization’ (p. 241). Autonomy
was also a key focus of Hart’s (1991) strategy-making process research which identified four
modes of strategy making, including a generative mode where ‘new product ideas emerge upward
from the firing line and employee initiatives shape the firm’s strategic behavior’ (p. 110). Mintzberg
(1973), who identified an entreprenecurial mode as one of three strategy-making modes, empha-
sised decisiveness and action in the face of uncertainty among the key characteristics of an autono-
mous entreprencurial leader. Lumpkin and Dess’ (1996) discussion of autonomy draws on both
these perspectives, acknowledging its importance for corporate entrepreneurship and for its role in
new entry by entrepreneurial founders.

The latter point about business ownership is especially important when considering autonomy
in the context of family business. Along with its importance to EO, autonomy is also used in the
management literature in the context of decentralised decision making (Taggart, 1997) and work
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group methodology (Gulowsen, 1972). Most uses of autonomy in the family business literature
refer to these types of structural and governance issues; it is rarely discussed as a strategic or entre-
preneurial attribute. Family businesses present their own unique implications for autonomy, as they
have dynamics that may simultaneously enable and constrain autonomy. On one hand, family busi-
nesses often have more open communications among family members and are more likely to have
trustworthy employees as suggested by stewardship theory (Corbetta and Salvato, 2004). As a
result, family businesses would seem a ripe area for autonomy as it entails giving organisation
members decision-making latitude, which requires trust. Even though granting autonomy raises
agency cost issues, research suggests such costs may be lower in family firms (Chrisman et al.,
2004), making the setting more favourable for autonomy. On the other hand, granting autonomy
could weaken the owner’s dominance, which could lead the owner to limit the autonomy of
employees (Short et al., 2009). Because of the impulse to protect family tradition, values, legacy
or socioemotional wealth, family firms can be more autocratic, risk averse and centrally controlled
(Dyer and Handler, 1994; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). Under such circumstances, there may be little
room for others to exercise autonomy (Feltham et al., 2005). Given these tensions, one purpose of
this study is to compare the influence of autonomy on family firm performance outcomes.

Beyond the family business context, despite an abundance of research on subsidiary autonomy
of multinationals (Beugelsdijk and Jindra, 2018), there is also scant discussion of employee auton-
omy as a topic in international business (Hirst et al., 2008). Autonomy-related issues can be found,
however, in national culture research. For example, in cultures characterised by paternalism, there
is very little support for bottom-up strategies or autonomous decision making by lower level
employees (Aycan et al., 2013; Chirico and Nordqvist, 2010). In collectivist societies, even though
many members of the society may be involved in decisions, they typically do not favour autono-
mous action by individuals challenging the status quo (Gelfand et al., 2004). By contrast, individu-
alistic societies tend to reward independent thinking and action (Gelfand et al., 2004). These
cultural and institutional forces operate as structural constraints in the use of autonomy, but auton-
omy itself rarely discusses in international management and entrepreneurship research.

Table 1, which identifies articles that address autonomy, confirms the scant attention to auton-
omy in the literature. It holds a chronology of 27 studies regarding autonomy and its relationship
to variables of interest. EO is the most prevalent theoretical lenses used to examine autonomy, with
17 of the 27 studies using EO. Only two studies, however, addressed cross-cultural issues. Neither
of these two studies involved family firms, however. Indeed, only five of the 27 studies involved
family firms. Eight of the 27 studies investigated autonomy’s relationship with performance, with
five studies finding no relationship, one study finding a negative relationship and two studies find-
ing a positive relationship.

With regard to empirical findings related to autonomy as an EO dimension, the results have been
mixed. Studies by Chen et al. (2015) and Jancenelle et al. (2017) found a positive relationship
between autonomy and performance outcomes, but studies by Hughes and Morgan (2007) and
Lechner and Gudmundsson (2014) found no significant autonomy—performance relationship.
Because this arena is somewhat paradoxical and features mixed research findings (e.g. Short et al.,
2009; Zellweger and Sieger, 2012), the purpose of this research is in part to investigate alternative
explanations underlying the autonomy—performance relationship. As a dimension of EO, autonomy
partakes in its underlying theoretical assumption that higher levels of EO, in appropriate configura-
tions with other key factors such as strategy, structure and environment, will contribute positively to
performance outcomes as was found in Rauch et al.’s (2009) meta-analysis. Because Rauch and
others suggest relationships to performance are likely complex and may depend on conditions in the
environment of the business, we submit that a multivariate configuration approach may be needed
to understand autonomy more clearly. Considering autonomy’s roots in the strategy-making process
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literature, it is notable that strategy making has been especially important in configurational
approaches to understanding performance as suggested by Miller (1987) who stated,

Aspects of strategy, structure, and environment configure to form integrated wholes whose parts support and
take significance from the entire configuration ... [[Jmportant relationships among the variables composing
structure and strategy making indeed exist and often have crucial implications for performance. (p. 27)

Given that the national cultural context in our study roughly corresponds to a structural consid-
eration, this quote is particularly salient for the current study. Finally, interestingly, we believe the
international context may be a particular helpful arena in which to investigate these questions in
part because of research that suggests autonomy may be different in global settings. In a study of
rapid internationalisation by high-tech firms, Styles and Genua (2008) found that the companies
that successfully internationalised were those where product champions were encouraged to be
autonomous and take independent action.

Dynamism on the autonomy and performance relationship

The influence of environmental dynamism on firm performance has been investigated in the man-
agement and entrepreneurship literature for decades (e.g. Child, 1972; Miller and Friesen, 1982).
Dynamism, which refers to the rate, speed and instability of change in an environment (Garg et al.,
2003; Sheehan et al., 2016), was identified as one of the most important environmental dimensions
for understanding contingency relationships (Dess and Beard, 1984; Ensley et al., 2006). For exam-
ple, literature on the structure—performance relationship found that the fit or alignment of structural
attributes and environmental factors such as dynamism are useful for understanding organisational
outcomes (Burns and Stalker, 1961; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967). A highly dynamic environment is
characterised by low predictability, swift changes, life cycles of shorter market offerings and general
uncertainty (Miller and Friesen, 1982, 1983). These kinds of dynamic environments exist in markets
around the world, in both developed and developing economies (Story et al., 2015). Entrepreneurship
researchers argue that dynamic environments often favour entreprenecurial firms because of their
ability to adapt quickly and respond to changes stemming from the demands of customers, competi-
tors and technology advances (Covin and Slevin, 1991; D’ Aveni, 1994; Zahra, 1993). Prior research
has supported the view that a dynamic environment tends to positively moderate the EO—performance
relationship (e.g. Casillas et al., 2011; Lumpkin and Dess, 2001). There is also evidence in the fam-
ily business literature that, as environmental dynamism increases, family firms with higher levels of
EO will have stronger performance (e.g. Casillas et al., 2010; Cruz and Nordqvist, 2012). However,
prior EO-dynamism research has only investigated the original three dimensions of EO; none of
these studies investigated autonomy. Therefore, the current study endeavours to gain a deeper under-
standing of dynamism by focusing on how it affects the relationship between autonomy and firm
performance in family firms (Rauch et al., 2009).

The uncertainty of dynamism simultaneously increases the need for information to more effec-
tively organise but also makes needed information less available (Aldrich, 1999; Simerly and Li,
2000). Decision makers in dynamic environments may be unable to assign probabilities to what
will happen in the future, lack cause—effect information and typically do not know the conse-
quences of decisions (Duncan, 1972; Milliken, 1987). These factors change a firm’s decision-
making processes and tend to make planning and organising less effective. Therefore, highly
dynamic environments can negatively affect a firm’s performance (Davis et al., 2009).

However, as a dimension of EO, autonomy can facilitate decision making in dynamic environ-
ments by giving firms a better ability to improvise and innovate. Autonomy involves empowering
employees other than the top executive with decision-making authority. One result of decentralising
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decision making is that individuals who are in the field or closer to operations and have access to
critical information can take initiative or act on opportunities as they arise. Effective, rapid decision
making relies on more rather than less comprehensive information in dynamic environments
(Eisenhardt, 1989). Agile information gathering is facilitated by autonomy and should generally
speed decision making to the extent that individuals with relevant information are empowered to act
on that information (Baum and Wally, 2003; Fredrickson and Mitchell, 1984). Even centralised
decision making can be sped up by autonomy as key organisational members act independently to
collect information on threats and opportunities as they see fit. This information provides decision
makers with a more comprehensive, relevant array of information, which allows faster decisions in
settings where innovative thinking and prompt attention to entrepreneurial opportunities are needed
such as dynamic environments (Talaulicar et al., 2005).

Although dynamic environments can be negative for firm performance, in firms where auton-
omy supports participation, open discussion and bottom-up initiatives, decision-making and organ-
ising capabilities can be developed in ways that mitigate the overall negative effects and contribute
to improved performance relative to a firm’s rivals. In family firms, there may be even greater
advantages among those that support autonomous initiatives and decision making. By granting
autonomy to family members and other employees to independently scan the environment and act
on critical information, higher autonomy family firms are likely to perform better than family firms
that are more autocratic (Garg et al., 2003; Kallmuenzer et al., 2018; Priem et al., 1995). Research
suggests that independent subordinates who are more engaged in decision making because of their
autonomy are more likely to conduct effective trial-and-error experimentation than are their more
experienced superiors because they are mentally quicker to adapt (Zahra et al., 2006). For family
members in particular, higher levels of autonomy are likely to be accompanied by a stronger sense
of psychological ownership, thus enhancing their commitment and engagement when faced with
the demands of a dynamic environment (Rantanen and Jussila, 2011). Therefore, we posit that
performance will be stronger in family firms that exhibit higher levels of autonomy in dynamic
environments and hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 1. Among family firms, environmental dynamism moderates the relationship between
autonomy and business performance such that autonomy and business performance are more
positively associated when the degree of environmental dynamism is higher.

National culture on the autonomy and performance relationship

The question of whether autonomy contributes to family firm success may depend on the cultural
context in which it occurs. Prior research supports the use of EO in international settings, that is,
respondents from multiple different countries have affirmed the validity of the EO dimensions
(Kreiser et al., 2002). As with environmental dynamism, however, the autonomy dimensions of EO
have not been included in these studies. We suggest that cultural differences may hold another key
to explaining the autonomy—performance relationship as reflected in the variations that can be seen
between Western and Asian family firms. Such differences stem from national culture, defined by
Hofstede (1991) as ‘the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of
one group or category of people from those of another’ (p. 5). While culture has been conceptualised
through several different research perspectives (e.g. Hofstede, 1991; House and Javidan, 2004), for
investigating the autonomy dimension, we adopt the performance-based versus socially supportive
perspective consistent with Laskovaia et al. (2017) in explaining the effects of national culture.
This perspective emerged from a reanalysis of the nine cultural dimensions found by Global
Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) researchers (House and Javidan,
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2004), which identified the existence of second-order factors, namely, performance-based cultures
and socially supportive cultures (Peterson and Castro, 2006; Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010). This
approach enables researchers to consider multiple cultural dimensions concurrently and is also com-
patible with contrasting country-level data for evaluating the extent to which national culture influ-
ences the autonomy—performance relationship.

According to Stephan and Uhlaner (2010), the performance-based culture can ‘be described as
a culture that rewards individual accomplishment ... and in which systematic, future-oriented plan-
ning is viewed as a key to achieving high performance’ (p. 1351). Performance-based cultures
emphasise individual accomplishments and tend to favour competition and independence
(Laskovaia et al., 2017). We argue that such characteristics of the performance-based culture will
enhance the effects of autonomy on performance in family firms. Because societal members tend
to behave in ways that are consistent with expectations, the emphasis on individual achievement
and performance typifying performance-based cultures should provide societal members with the
cultural context to fully benefit from autonomy in their quest for personal achievement. In addi-
tion, the preference for performance will also encourage societal members to act on the autonomy
they are being afforded to make the necessary changes to improve performance. Furthermore, the
performance-oriented cultures also tend to have high levels of individualism. Such societies tend
to ‘emphasize autonomy and individual freedom’ (Schmitt and Frese, 2011: 265). Hofstede (2001)
argues that in the workplace, high individualism is associated with a focus on the employee where
individual decisions are favoured, and employees perform best independently. Thus, we believe
that high individualism will manifest itself as individuals taking autonomous actions to enhance
performance without fully coordinating with other members of the organisation.

In contrast, in socially supportive cultures, the norms are based on ‘repeated experiences of sup-
portiveness and helpfulness’ (Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010: 1351); the values of reciprocity and loy-
alty as well as fairness are prevalent (Martin et al., 2013). In such societies, people tend to be very
friendly with and supportive of each other, and such support even extends for mistakes. The overarch-
ing values of such societies tend to emphasise the need to collaborate and live together to satisfy soci-
etal norms and expectations. We posit that the autonomy—performance relationship will be attenuated
in socially supportive societies. Rather than favouring independence, socially supportive societies tend
to emphasise cooperation, and autonomy is less likely to fit cultural preferences. We therefore believe
that more socially supportive societies will see a negative relationship between autonomy and per-
formance as higher levels of autonomy will isolate societal members from critical support that may
enhance performance. In addition, social supportive societies tend to be characterised by low indi-
vidualism (or its converse, high collectivism) and are reflected in strong family ties, cohesion and
strong family involvement (Schmitt and Frese, 2011). Such preferences suggest that the socially
supportive societies are more likely to use a type of ‘top-down’ autonomy, where the actions of
autonomous groups are closely sanctioned by firm leadership (Lumpkin et al., 2009). Even when
firms in collectivistic societies grant autonomy, the empowered individuals still spend more time
gathering peer support before taking action (Shane et al., 1995). This slows down decision making
and decreases the likelihood of taking bold action. Given the above, we hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 2. Compared to family firms in socially supportive cultures, family firms in perfor-
mance-based cultures have a more positive autonomy—performance relationship.

Configurations of autonomy, environmental dynamism and national culture

Prior research indicates that multivariate configurations may be useful for effectively predicting
performance in settings where firm outcomes are determined by complex interactions (e.g. Miller,
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1983, 1988). As such, using a multivariate, configurational approach may explain more variation
and better highlight the fit among variables (see Dess et al., 1997: 682, for a complete discussion).
In addition to moderating hypotheses, therefore, we also propose a configurational hypothesis. As
argued by Kulins et al. (2016), configurational approaches are ‘helpful in narrowing down an over-
whelming mass of data’ (p. 1437). Studies of entrepreneurial strategy making and behaviour (e.g.
Dess et al., 1997), and the performance of family firms (e.g. Spriggs et al., 2013), have found that
two-way contingency relationships alone were unable to account for performance outcomes. We
suggest, based on the arguments above, that to gain a clearer understanding of the autonomy—per-
formance relationship, we need to consider unique configurations of these variables with environ-
mental dynamism and national culture.

A highly dynamic environment is characterised by low predictability, swift changes, shorter life
cycles and general uncertainty (Miller and Friesen, 1983). Because performance-based cultures
tend to reward performance and individual achievement (Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010), highly
dynamic situations are well suited to the individualistic manifestations of autonomy, where indi-
viduals feel empowered to take bold actions without extensive coordination with other co-workers.
This is likely to accelerate decision-making speed. Furthermore, the focus on competition, perfor-
mance and independence typifying such performance-based cultures provides societal members
with the necessary impetus to quickly make decisions to implement corrective actions to face
quickly changing circumstances. Such actions are possible as societal members do not necessarily
need to worry about engaging in slower decision-making process to reach consensus. As such, it is
likely that family firms in performance-based cultures are more equipped to deal with the inherent
unpredictability of high dynamism because cultural norms favouring autonomous and quick
actions focused on task accomplishments (Laskovaia et al., 2017) are congruent with the needs of
dealing with high dynamism.

In contrast, the more collective preferences of a more socially supportive society like Taiwan
mean that there is more likelihood of the need for collaboration and cooperation in making critical
decisions. Socially supportive societies tend to place emphasis on ‘seniority and experience, coopera-
tive spirit, harmony, family and indirect relationships, and where who one is means more than what
one does’ (Laskovaia et al., 2017: 693). This may not fit well with fast-changing circumstances
because in such a country context, workers are more likely to prefer to wait to consult with others
about the best course of action. Furthermore, only the right individuals are potentially allowed to
make such decisions. Thus, cultural norms of socially supportive societies may be less compatible
with the quick actions needed to face fast-changing environments. Conversely, those societies that
emphasise fast decision making and immediate business outcomes have a good fit with fast-changing
environments. Hence, a socially supportive culture may generate inferior family business performance
regarding autonomy and environmental dynamism. Accordingly, we hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 3. Environmental dynamism moderates the relationship between autonomy and busi-
ness performance, such that for family businesses in a performance-based culture, autonomy relates
to higher business performance when environmental dynamism is high but to lower business per-
formance for those in a socially supportive culture when environmental dynamism is high.

Methods

Sample and data collection

We used a non-random, purposive sample to test the hypotheses consisting of 71 US small firms
(76 firms were surveyed; response rate: 94%) and 247 Taiwanese small firms (602 firms were
surveyed; response rate: 41%). The United States represents a performance-based culture
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consistent with its low score on in-group collectivism (Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010). In addition, it
is part of the Anglo culture cluster (Ashkanasy et al., 2002) that was found to score high on the
performance-based cultures. In contrast, Taiwan was used to represent the socially supportive cul-
ture consistent with its high rating on in-group collectivism. It is also part of the Confucian Asian
cluster that reflects high socially supportive cultures (Gupta et al., 2002).

Similar to Marshall et al.’s (2006) sampling strategy, we mostly relied on volunteer students to col-
lect the data to increase participation and accuracy (e.g. Birley, 1986; Kalton and Anderson, 1986;
Winter et al., 1998). Student volunteers, incentivised by course credit bonus (2% maximum), con-
tacted their acquaintances to identify owners of these small private firms (Brown and Coverley, 1999).

For this research purpose, we operationalised the construct of family business using several
criteria. First, businesses were 100% family-owned (e.g. DeNoble et al., 2007; Welsh and Raven,
2006) because full ownership has strategic implications and indicates direct control (Ward and
Dolan, 1998). Second, at least one family member was in a key management position (e.g.
Sorenson, 1999) to ensure family leadership. Third, lone-founder businesses were disallowed
because of their questionable status as family businesses (Miller et al., 2007). These criteria allowed
a focus on small-sized firms and avoided firms, which are either family-owned but not family-
managed, or family-managed but not family-owned (Chua et al., 1999). The final sample included
130 firms after we applied list-wise deletion to cases with missing values and disqualified inform-
ants (e.g. employees): 53 US and 77 Taiwanese family businesses.

The instrument used to survey firms was adapted from the entrepreneurship literature (e.g.
Naman and Slevin, 1993) and a U.S. survey of family businesses (e.g. Sorenson, 1999, 2000). For
Taiwanese firms, we adopted back-translation technique (Harkness, 2003) to establish the validity
foundation of measurement invariance (Vandenberg, 2002). Survey translation was completed in
three steps. First, one co-author translated the survey from English to Chinese. Second, the survey
was translated back into English by a bilingual doctoral student. Finally, the translated and original
English surveys were compared to reconcile any differences. To reduce common method bias, we
employed the procedural design suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003). The entire questionnaire
included two parts, which were separated in two envelopes with cover letters. The two envelopes
were delivered to two different subjects within the same company. Part A had items regarding
autonomy, dynamism and control variables; Part B included business performance and other meas-
ures. In Taiwan, the surveys were either mailed by researchers or delivered in person by students;
in the United States, an online format with the same Part A and Part B design was adopted.

To reduce method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003), in both nations, the Part A respondent
needed to be a founder (entrepreneur), owner, manager, or family member in a managerial position
in the firm. For Part B, we surveyed the Chief Financial Officer or a similar person in charge of
financial/budget affairs when possible. Then, we combined Parts A and B into one case. To confirm
that the answers were from different people within the same firm and not written by volunteer
students, we randomly contacted the subjects to verify the sources of the data. In Taiwan, we ran-
domly checked 30 firms and did not find any suspicious cases. In the United States, researchers
directly contacted the firms which students only provided contact information. Hence, we con-
cluded this threat was negligible.

Among the U.S. family firms, we found the respondents reporting were owner (56%); co-
founder, Chief Executive Officer (CEO) or president (24%); manager (9%); vice president (2%);
and various other managerial titles (9%). In Taiwanese family firms, survey respondents identi-
fied themselves as owner (59%); co-founder, CEO or president (7%); manager (10%); vice pres-
ident (3%); and various other managerial titles (14%). Regarding firm size, in the United States,
67% of firms had no more than 10 employees, and 100% had fewer than 100 employees; in
Taiwan, 72% of the sampled companies had no more than 10 employees, and 100% of firms had
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fewer than 100 employees. On average, there were 13 employees in the US firms and 10 employ-
ees in the Taiwanese firms.

Measurement

Dependent variable. We measured performance with five items adapted from Sorenson (1999) and
used confirmatory factor analysis to examine their validity. The items asked subjects to compare
their performance with the performance of the competitors over the last three years with regard to
growth or decline in the industry and financial outcomes. Subjects were also asked to characterise
profit, growth and market share over the past five years. With the measurement invariance test
described below, both data sets fit reasonably well (root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA)=.05, standardised root mean square residual (SRMR)=.09, comparative fit index
(CFI)=.95, non-normed fit index (NNFI)=.95), demonstrating that the two data sets (Taiwan and
the United States) can be combined for further tests. Furthermore, all the items were significantly
convergent to the performance construct. In the combined data set, the construct reliability was
acceptable (a=.82). Following Dawson and Richter’s (2006) suggestion, we standardised the
items and averaged the scores of the standardised items to measure performance. Survey items and
information about measurement scales are listed in Appendices 1 and 2.

Independent variable. Autonomy was assessed with a scale adapted from Sorenson (1999, 2000)
which focused on business practices related to daily operations of family business owners/manag-
ers. The three autonomy items emphasise empowerment to make decisions and act, participation in
discussions and firm efforts to assess employee ideas and concerns. As such, the items reflected the
autonomy content found in previous EO-related autonomy studies (e.g. Hughes and Morgan, 2007;
Lumpkin et al., 2009). The three items were standardised and averaged to generate a measure of
this variable (Dawson and Richter, 2006), and had acceptable reliability (a=.65).

Moderating variables. The two moderators in the study are environmental dynamism and national
culture. For national culture, dummy variables were used (the United States=0, Taiwan=1) with
Taiwan as a proxy of socially supportive cultures and the United States as a proxy of perfor-
mance-based cultures. Environmental dynamism was measured by Miller and Friesen’s (1983)
five-item Semantic Differential Scale which loaded on one factor (a=.82). These items were used
to assess the speed and intensity of change in environments on markets, competitors, products/
services, technology and predictability of competitors and customers. We standardised the five
items and used the average score to generate a measure of environmental dynamism (Dawson and
Richter, 2006).

Control variables. Firm size was used as a control because of its resource impact on family business
performance (Peng and Luo, 2000; Zahra, 2005; Zahra et al., 2004). We also controlled for industry
sectors using manufacturing, service and retail/transportation as dummy variables. Formalised
control systems, even though they may be particularly difficult and challenging for a founding
owner-manager (Hambrick and Crozier, 1985), can have profound implications for how a family
firm views autonomy. Therefore, we also adopted formalisation (one item: assessing the degree of
‘routinisation, formalisation, structure’) and control (one item: assessing the degree of ‘control,
centralisation’) as important control variables. Finally, EO reflected by risk taking, proactiveness
and innovativeness explains the variance of business performance (Rauch et al., 2009). We there-
fore control the impact of EO using the nine-item scale developed by Naman and Slevin (1993).
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The reliability was acceptable (ow=.84) for us to get a composite score of EO. These controls were
all standardised.

Analytical procedures

Before testing the hypotheses with the moderated regression model, we conducted a series of
analyses to increase the validity of our model testing. We considered measurement invariance,
standardisation of variables, multicollinearity, missing values, common method bias, and discrimi-
nant and convergent validity. Furthermore, for both countries, we employed analysis of variance
(ANOVA) to detect non-response bias, and no significant differences were found between early
and late respondents for the variables used in this study (Rogelberg and Stanton, 2007). Finally,
using a post hoc statistical power analysis calculator (Soper, 2018), we found the observed statisti-
cal power of our regression model is .975, which is more than .8 conventionally suggested by lit-
erature (e.g. Cohen, 1992).

Measurement invariance

The meaningful comparisons of multiple samples, especially in a cross-cultural study, are built on
the confirmation of measurement invariance (Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 1998; Vandenberg,
2002). Following Steenkamp and Baumgartner’s (1998) suggestions as well as Joreskog and
Soérbom’s (1993) procedure, we adopted the parcelling technique (i.e. the average of two or more
indicators) to test measurement invariance (Little et al., 2002). The results (RMSEA=.05,
SRMR =.09, CFI=.95, NNFI=.95) demonstrated partial measurement invariance in the two coun-
tries, including partial configural invariance, metric invariance, factor covariance invariance, fac-
tor variance invariance and error variance invariance (see Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 1998, for
a detailed description). The evidence indicated that the constructs were similar in both nations and
could be combined and compared.

Preliminary analyses

To prevent multicollinearity in the regression model (Aiken and West, 1991), all variables used in
this study were standardised. The highest value of variance inflation factor (VIF) was 1.904 show-
ing that multicollinearity was not a problem (Hair et al., 2006).

Because the combined sample size was originally 138 cases, containing 8 cases with missing
values, we employed separate variance ¢ tests to validate whether the missing values could be con-
sidered ‘at random’. This test showed that these values were indeed missing at random. Accordingly,
we employed ‘list-wise’ deletion in our regression test (final sample, n=130). Regarding common
method bias, Harman’s one-factor test was utilised in structural equation modelling. A poor fit
when loading all variables onto one factor for both the US sample (RMSEA=.23, SRMR=.19,
CFI=.4, NNFI=.2) and Taiwanese sample (RMSEA=.19, SRMR=.16, CFI=.69, NNFI=.59)
suggests common method bias is not a threat. For the check of discriminant validity, we followed
Wang et al.’s (2005) method to compare the correlation coefficients between autonomy, environ-
mental dynamism and performance, respectively. We found that all the coefficients related to the
dependent variable were different in the two samples and confirmed the evidence of variable dis-
tinctiveness (see Table 2). The test of measurement invariance provided evidence for convergent
validity for the main variables since the range of factor loadings was between .46 and .92, far above
the standard of .4 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).
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Table 2. Means (M), standard deviations (SD) and Pearson correlations.?

Variable M SD I 2 3 4 5 6 7
|. Business performance 320 080
2. Autonomy 365 070 A3
3. Environmental dynamism 380 1.27 -09 -.02
4. National culture (Taiwan=1, 059 049 -3[¥* 06 A40%Fk
the United States =0)
5. Firm size .71 1378 .16 .06 .03 11
6. Control 335 1.02 .10 -0l =23 —13 .11
7. Formalisation 349 098 .11 29% 08 -13 .13 -06
8. EO 391 1.00 .03 AL S7EeE 07 7 -7k 14

EO: entrepreneurial orientation.

EO as a control is reflected by proactiveness, innovativeness and risk taking.

aThe total, combined sample size was n=130 (53 US firms and 77 Taiwanese firms; after list-wise deletion). Coefficients
are unstandardised.

*p <.05; ¥p <.01; *p <.001.

Results

We used moderated regression techniques to test our hypotheses where the control variables, main
effect model (autonomy, dynamism and culture), contingency model (three two-way interaction
terms) and configurational model (one three-way interaction term) were entered in sequence into
the regression equation. For each model, we examined the variance explained (R?), overall model
significance (F statistic) and significance level (p value). To probe the configurational effect and
create interaction plots, we followed Dawson and Richter’s (2006) procedures.

There were three outcomes in the main effect model (see Model 2, Table 3) that merit comment,
the first being that Taiwanese firms reported performance as significantly lower than did their US
counterparts. While there are some possible explanations for this result, it may be simply yet
another manifestation of tendency of socially supportive cultures to downplay individual perfor-
mance. Second, as expected, we did not find a significant main effect of autonomy on performance,
though the sign was positive. However, this is in line with previous findings (Table 1, five out of
eight studies do not have direct effect), for instance, in Hughes and Morgan (2007) and Short et al.
(2010). Finally, our results suggest environmental dynamism had no effect on the performance of
the firms in our sample, which is somewhat surprising as other research (Baum and Wally, 2003;
Garg et al., 2003) would suggest a negative relationship.

The contingency and configuration models tested our hypotheses. Contrary to Hypotheses 1
(Autonomy X Dynamism) and 2 (Autonomy X Culture), the two-way interaction terms did not
have any statistically significant result, thus rejecting both hypotheses. Consistent with the lack of
a direct relationship between the main effect variables and performance, it may simply be that the
effect size is small and/or needs multiple contingencies. Hypothesis 3 posited a configurational
approach (Autonomy X Culture X Dynamism), where US firms with increasing levels of autonomy
would outperform similar autonomous Taiwanese firms in highly dynamic environments. This
configurational model significantly increased the amount of variance explained from 5% to 20%
over the main effect model and 15% to 20% from the contingency model. The three-way interac-
tion (B =-.35) is statistically significant (p <.05) in the hypothesised direction, indicating that the
relationship between autonomy and performance is more negative in Taiwan (coded 1) than in the
United States (coded 0) in a highly changing environment. Hence, Hypothesis 3 is supported.
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Table 3. Results of moderated multiple regression.

Variables Model | Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Controls
Size .09 .07 .07 .06
Retail/transportation —-.06 -.06 —-06 —-.06
Manufacturing .02 .01 .02 .02
Control .07 .04 .05 .03
Formalisation .09 .02 .02 -.02
EO .01 .03 .02 .01
Main effect model
Autonomy .14 12 210%
Dynamism .04 .04 .08
Culture (Taiwan= |, the United States =0) —. 24 =2 |k —.27%k%
Contingency model
Autonomy X Dynamism —-.04 .02
Autonomy X Culture .03 —-.04
Culture X Dynamism NN .06
Configurational model
Autonomy X Culture X Dynamism —-.35%
R? .05 .14 A5 .20
F 1.05 2.20* 1.72 2.18*

EO: entrepreneurial orientation.

Following Dawson and Richter’s (2006) suggestion, we standardised all the variables. In these models, the total, com-
bined sample size was n=130 (53 US firms and 77 Taiwanese firms; after list-wise deletion). In the industry controls
(retail/transportation, service and manufacturing), service was not shown here because it was the reference group. EO
is reflected by proactiveness, innovativeness and risk taking. Regression coefficients are unstandardised.

*p <.05; ¥Fkp <.001.

To ensure our findings are unique in this family business sample, we retested the three hypoth-
eses using the firms initially dropped from the sample as ‘non-family’ firms. However, we did not
detect any significant result from any of the main, contingency or configuration models. Hence,
these post hoc tests provide evidence as to the unique nature of family firms.

Following similar procedures in Dawson and Richter (2006), we further examined the interac-
tion effect of autonomy, national culture and environmental dynamism on family business perfor-
mance by the slope difference test (i.c. a test to probe whether the significant three-way interaction
effect comes from any two pairs of the slopes) to further verify our significant configurational
hypothesis. In the test, we found that three pairs of slopes were statistically and significantly dif-
ferent. We then plotted the relationship between autonomy and performance in conditions of high/
low dynamism and each culture in Figure 1 to aid in interpretation of the result.

The first pair was Lines 1 and 2 (z=-2.04, p <.05) as we predicted in Hypothesis 3. Line 1
represents high dynamism and Taiwan; Line 2 indicates high dynamism and United States. Results
showed increasing autonomy in the situations of high dynamism within the United States yields an
incremental, positive performance outcome. Conversely, increasing autonomy may be detrimental
to Taiwanese firms in dynamic conditions. The comparison further confirmed Hypothesis 3.

The second pair of significance (¢1=2.26, p <.05) was from Line 3 (low dynamism and Taiwan)
and Line 4 (low dynamism and the United States). As noted earlier, the Taiwanese family firms in
the study rated their overall performance generally lower than US family firms. Even so, Lines 3
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Figure |. Interaction effects of autonomy with environmental dynamism on family firm performance in
Taiwan and the United States.

and 4 depict an unexpected trend related to the low environmental dynamism condition — as auton-
omy increases, US firm performance drops but Taiwanese firm performance increases to the point
where the performance of the two types of family firms is nearly equal. Even though we did not
hypothesise this configuration, this is an interesting finding. It implies that the Taiwanese firms can
make better use of autonomy than US firms under some conditions. A plausible explanation may
be that in a socially supportive society like Taiwan, stable environments give employees more time
to harmonise relationships and synthesise diverse information generated through autonomous
behaviour, thus enabling incremental solutions and innovations. However, in more performance-
based cultures, a less dynamic environment may not have sufficient ‘disequilibrium’ opportunities
to offset the emotional conflict, personal overconfidence and lack of coordination, which hamper
performance.

The last pair with significant difference (#=-2.00, p <.05) was between Line 1 (high dynamism
in Taiwan) and Line 3 (low dynamism in Taiwan). Although we did not predict this configuration,
this evidence suggests that among the Taiwanese family firms in this study, in a highly dynamic
environment, performance is higher when low autonomy is used, compared to a less dynamic envi-
ronment. However, a high autonomy strategy is more useful to boost performance in a static mar-
ket situation rather than in a fast-changing environment. We suspect that within socially supportive
societies, a slowly changing market allows sufficient time to break the status quo and access con-
cerns and autonomous ideas of employees to generate comprehensive views. Conversely, in a
highly changing environment, the collective decision process may be too time-consuming and
break down due to uncertainty.

Discussion

Prior research suggests that autonomy is an important dimension of EO (e.g. Lumpkin et al.,
2009), and our analysis suggests autonomy is especially salient for understanding differences in
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the performance of family firms. In this article, we posited and investigated the extent to which
environmental dynamism and national culture affected the autonomy—performance relationship of
family firms. The simplest conclusion is that contexts matter significantly and the joint considera-
tion of the two contexts is essential to understand autonomy—performance relationship. Overall,
our findings verified the view that in dynamic environments, the presence of national cultural dif-
ferences affects the economic outcomes in family businesses. This outcome highlights the rele-
vance of family firm heterogeneity and underscores the complexity of linking firm performance
with autonomy in family firms.

Our findings suggest that contingency hypotheses may be insufficient to adequately explain
complex phenomena. Such results imply that both environment and national culture are important
for more precisely understanding the autonomy—performance relationship. Although there is much
about entrepreneurship that is common across cultures (Marino et al., 2002), our results add to the
literature on culture and entrepreneurship (e.g. Mueller and Thomas, 2001; Newman and Nollen,
1996; Rauch et al., 2000) by demonstrating that national culture, when combined with environ-
mental dynamism and autonomy, significantly impacts entrepreneurial outcomes, both positively
and negatively. More generally, a growing body of research in the entrepreneurship field indicates
that configurational approaches are often needed to understand complex phenomena (e.g. Dess
et al., 1997; Short et al., 2008; Wiklund and Shepherd, 2005) and have direct implications for
managerial practices.

Unexpectedly, in the slope difference test, we detected that under conditions of low dyna-
mism, Taiwanese firms significantly improved their performance in the presence of elevating
levels of autonomy. A possible explanation is that low dynamism allows time for more compre-
hensive inputs of ideas from autonomous behaviour to create synergies within a socially sup-
portive culture. Perhaps the low dynamism enables socially supportive family firms to take
advantage of their social capital to get stronger ideas to make better decisions. This stands in
contrast to the effect of autonomy in performance-based cultures that stress personal unique-
ness and looser ties in personal networks. Finally, with the same test, we also identified that
small family firms with higher levels of autonomy in Taiwan perform better in less dynamic
environments. This suggests that autonomous behaviour in Taiwan may be a salient means for
a small family firm to create differentiation (i.e. disequilibrium) in a stable environment or
industry (Wiklund and Shepherd, 2005). This finding may stimulate further research questions
to inform family business practice. For example, in large or public family firms in such socie-
ties, what is the role of autonomy in dynamic and static environments? How does the govern-
ance structure or organisational structure of family firms influence the autonomy—performance
relationship in performance-based and socially supportive cultures? Would human resource
practices such as incentive systems or professionalisation play a key role in improving the
autonomy—performance relationship in different cultures? These complex relationships may
only become evident through a configurational approach.

Our configurational findings highlight a common assumption in EO research, namely, that the
relationship between the dimensions of EO and performance is positive and linear. This would
imply that progressively stronger autonomy is associated with increasingly higher performance,
but our findings indicate this is not always the case: US family firms in our study were able to
leverage autonomy for business success in dynamic environments, but the converse was true for
Taiwanese family firms. These results suggest a more nuanced understanding of the EO-—
performance relationship as suggested by configuration theory. In dynamic environments in the
United States, higher levels of autonomy can be beneficial because it is aligned with the culture,
but in Taiwan, where it is not as highly valued, autonomy is ineffective when the environment is
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dynamic. This suggests that, to the extent that family firms can consider a favourable fit between
environmental and cultural forces and organisational arrangements such as autonomy, they may be
able to improve performance outcomes.

Implications

Understanding the alignment of autonomy, environments and culture is important for small US and
Taiwanese family businesses that seek to improve their business performance (Newman and
Nollen, 1996). For US family businesses located in a more performance-based society, owner-
managers may make good use of ‘bottom-up’ autonomy, such as by listening to employees, encour-
aging creativeness and open discussion, pursuing new opportunities through independent thinking
and empowering employees to act to cope with fast-changing environments. Increased autonomy,
a trait that is compatible with prevailing cultural norms, may not only improve performance but
also address the often challenging issue of succession. Increased autonomy gives subordinate
workers the opportunity to build managerial skills by making more decisions, which prepares both
the current leader and subordinates for succession. For the leader, delegating some decision mak-
ing reduces the leader’s centrality, which may make it easier for the leader to eventually hand over
the reins. Subordinates have opportunities to grow as leaders and demonstrate competence, which
again should aid succession.

The implications for Taiwanese firms are quite different. Our results suggest increased auton-
omy may be detrimental for performance in more fast-changing, unpredictable environments.
Nevertheless, it is too simplistic to suggest that Taiwanese family firms avoid dynamic environ-
ments. Smaller family firms do tend to rely heavily on single decision makers (Feltham et al.,
2005), and our results suggest this may be especially true and appropriate for Taiwanese family
businesses because this society gives a leader more power to act. This puts a special burden on that
single decision maker, requiring them to be extremely proficient in scanning the external environ-
ments, interpreting the information and choosing a course of action (Garg et al., 2003), so the
autonomy approach may be more ‘top-down’ oriented.

Even in socially supportive cultures and dynamic environments, however, there may be struc-
tural solutions to reap some of the autonomy’s benefits. Such family firms might establish more
formalised systems, such as outside board members and professional advisors, prescribing behav-
iour and building mechanisms to reconcile disagreements. Thus, even in dynamic environments
with uncertainty, the family has a structured approach for interaction that is consistent with norms
emphasising cooperation. Furthermore, mechanisms often associated with management in larger
firms (e.g. mission/vision documents, strategic planning and specified roles) may better equip
these family firms to cope with dynamic environments, as some formalisation does not necessarily
slow the decision-making process (Davis et al., 2009).

Limitations and future research

Several aspects of our cross-cultural study affect the generalisation of our results and yet could
be opportunities for other researchers to advance these insights. Theoretically, autonomy may
have a positive, direct effect on business performance, but we found no statistical significance
in our sample. One reason may be from the autonomy measure adopted in this study. Although
the scale reliability (e =.65) is acceptable, the items were originally developed in family busi-
ness context (Sorenson, 1999, 2000) to argue for family business autonomy as a heterogene-
ous resource effect. Prospective studies may improve the scale or adapt the autonomy scale
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developed by Lumpkin et al. (2009). A second reason for the lack of significant main and
contingency effects may be due to the small effect size of autonomy (see Table 1). Although
our sample size has enough statistical power at the value of .975, a much larger sample would
still be beneficial. As mentioned, family business data are not easily collected because of pri-
vacy concerns (Winter et al., 1998). In addition, we separated the predictors and criterion vari-
ables to reduce common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003), which required two respondents
per firm and limited our sample size. Future research may aim at longitudinal data or a random
sampling strategy that would also yield larger sample sizes to verify the autonomy—perfor-
mance relationship with contextual variables. For example, Aiken and West (1991) recom-
mended 400 cases to detect interactions.

Another possible reason is that there may be other contextual issues which have a greater
effect on the autonomy—performance relationship. Future researchers might benefit from inves-
tigating other organisational and environmental contingencies or boundaries related to autonomy
and family firm performance, such as large-sized or public family firms and social institutions
(e.g. political/legal regulations or policies, economy types, levels of industrialisation and reli-
gion) as well as information technology industries. Our data set focused on a particular type of
family business — relatively small in size and fully family-owned. The smallness of family firms
with full control may not give much autonomy for employees to respond to changes or opportu-
nities quickly. Also, these types of firms tend to employ simple structure and may have been a
particularly challenging arena for studying autonomy. While this type of business is numerically
the most common, care should be used in extending our findings to larger or more complex fam-
ily firm structures. We also acknowledge that the nature of this autonomy study is more explora-
tory in family firms. We suggest further research be needed with firms of different sizes and
ownership structures.

For environmental contingencies, Tan (2002) suggested that when data are collected from two
countries, the results include not only the cultural differences but also country differences. Hence,
further research involving cultural differences may seek samples from different cultural groups
operating family firms in the same country. Also, future researchers may consider employing
developed cultural scales rather than using proxy variables to measure specific dimensions of
national culture (e.g. Schwartz, 1994) to reduce the possibility of confounding effects at different
levels of analysis. Our current study is meant to compare the two groups (performance-based and
socially supportive cultures), not a multilevel study to test nested data. Moreover, the external
validity of our findings could be limited because it is difficult to pin down explanations for differ-
ences when comparing populations from just two countries. With our additional findings (i.e. Lines
1 and 3; Lines 3 and 4 in Figure 1), these results could be further validated or extended with a
sample of three or more countries.

Finally, we also note that while the United States and Taiwan fit within the performance-based
versus socially supportive cultures, they do not fit all aspects of these cultural typologies. In fact,
our use of dummy variables to represent these national culture types is counter to the approach of
both Laskovaia et al. (2017) and Stephan and Uhlaner (2010) who used the actual factor loadings
from their second-order factor analyses to construct their measures. But we believe our approach
provides a parsimonious way of examining cultural differences and is generalisable to countries
representing these cultural types. Nevertheless, we hope that future research will examine similar
research questions across a larger number of countries to more adequately represent the ranges of
performance-based and socially supportive cultures. Indeed, we suggest considering these cultural
contextual factors, both in study design and results interpretation, may advance our understanding
of the relationship between culture and EO.



176 International Small Business Journal: Researching Entrepreneurship 37(2)

Conclusion

Our study suggests that culture and environment matter when considering autonomy and its impact
on performance. Although it seems intuitive that autonomy is a universally positive attribute, our
study indicates there are limitations on when autonomy is likely to improve performance. In a more
socially supportive culture, autonomy seems to have a negative association with performance
under conditions of high environmental dynamism; in a more performance-based culture, auton-
omy is positively associated with performance in dynamic conditions. Not only does this have defi-
nite implications for the management of family firms in different cultures, but it also suggests that
profitable future research lies ahead in understanding the role of contexts on the autonomy—perfor-
mance relationship.
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Appendix |I. Variables, items and scales.

Dependent variable
Business
performance

Independent variable
Autonomyf

Moderator variable
Environmental
dynamisms

National culture
Control variable

Firm size

Industry

Control
Formalisation

Entrepreneurial
orientations

To the best of your knowledge, what has been the growth or decline of the
industry in which your business operated in the last three years??

Compared to the major competitor in your industry in the last three years, how
has your business performed financially?®

If on average your business earned profits the last five years, how would you
characterise the profits?c

How would you characterise the growth of your business over the last five years?d
How would you characterise your market share over the last five years?®

Empowerment of employees to act.
Participation, open discussion.
Assessing employee concerns and ideas.

Our firm must rarely change its marketing practices to keep up with the market
and competitors (vs) Our firm must change its marketing practices extremely
frequently (e.g. semi-annually).

The rate at which products/services are getting obsolete in the industry is very
slow (e.g. basic metal like copper) (vs) The rate of obsolescence is very high

(as in some fashion goods and semi-conductors).

Actions of competitors are quite easy to predict (as in some primary industries)
(vs) Actions of competitors are unpredictable.

Demand and consumer tastes are fairly easy to forecast (e.g. for milk
companies) (vs) Demand and tastes are almost unpredictable (e.g. high fashion
goods).

The production/service technology is not subject to very much change and is well
established (e.g. in steel production) (vs) The modes of production service change
often and in major way (e.g. advanced electronic components).

Dummy: Coding Taiwanese family firms to |; US family firms to 0.

Including yourself, how many full-time employees are in your business now?
Please select one of the following industrial classification groupings, which best
describe your firm.
Control, centralisation.f
Routinisation, formalisation, structure.f
In general, the top managers of my firm favour ...
A strong emphasis on the marketing of tried and true products or services (vs)
A strong emphasis on R&D, technological leadership and innovations.
Low-risk projects with normal and certain rates of return (vs) High-risk
projects with chances of very high return.
A cautious, ‘wait and see’ posture in order to minimise the probability of
making costly decisions when faced with uncertainty (vs) A bold, aggressive
posture in order to maximise the probability of exploiting potential when faced
with uncertainty.
How many new lines of products or services has your business unit marketed in
the past five years?

(Continued)
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(Continued)

No new lines of products or services (vs) Many new lines of products or
services.
Changes in product or service lines have been mostly of a minor nature (vs)
Changes in product or service lines have usually been quite dramatic.

In dealing with its competitors, my firm ...
Typically responds to actions which competitors initiate (vs) Typically initiates
actions to which competitors then respond.
Is very seldom the first firm to introduce new products/services, operating
technologies, etc. (vs) Is very often the first firm to introduce new products/
services, operating technologies, etc.
Typically seeks to avoid competitive clashes, preferring a ‘live-and-let-live’
posture (vs) Typically adopts a very competitive, ‘undo-the-competitors’
posture.

In general, the top managers of my business unit believe that ...
Owing to the nature of the environment, it is best to explore gradually via
cautious behaviour (vs) Owing to the nature of the environment, bold, wide-
ranging acts are necessary to achieve the firm’s objectives.

3Scale used for this item was | (decline more than 10%) through 5 (growth more than 10%).

bScale used for this item was | (much worse) through 5 (much better).

Scale used for this item was | (declined significantly) through 5 (increased significantly).

dScale used for this item was | (size of business (employees) has decreased significantly) through 5 (size of business
(employees) has increased significantly).

eScale used for this item was | (market share has decreased significantly) through 5 (market share has increased

significantly).

fScale used for items was | (minimally valued and used) through 5 (extensively valued and used).
€These items were assessed by a seven-point Semantic Differential Scale.

Appendix 2. Variables, items and scales (Chinese).
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Appendix 2. (Continued)
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