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     3.1   Introduction 

 This chapter shines a light on the dynamic interaction between creative behavior 
and preexisting structuring of organizations in cross-cultural knowledge 
management. 

 Within social systems where human actions are infl uenced by existing structures, 
those actions are performed in a structural manner. Such infl uence is fundamentally 
accomplished in two ways, which coincide with the fi elds of cognitive and behav-
ioral learning. 

 In the former case, identifi cation and absorption of new knowledge may be con-
stricted by preexisting mental frames. In the latter case, the concept of structuration 
is evident in its opposition to applying new ideas to existing organizational practices 
and routines. Action is a necessary element of the learning process, while structure 
strengthens and propagates the advantages arising from the learning that is gained. 

 To give sense to both, the organizational learning process may have to be arranged 
as a process of punctuated equilibrium that varies from emphasizing action and 
emphasizing structural consolidation. 

 There is an actual risk of excessively perceiving the relations between actors and 
structures on the base of the functioning of information-processing, without taking 
account of the symbolic characteristics associated to information, because of the 
realized effects it has for the position occupied by individuals within the organiza-
tional structures and within their broader communities. Thus, information is impor-
tant for organizational learning not only for its literal meaning, but also for its origin 
and the way its social consequences are understood. 

 Existing proofs about the propagation of innovation and its adoption within orga-
nizations reduce their utility for evaluating the effects deriving from the way the 
microlevel setting of entrepreneurs, in its structural and cultural aspects, encourages 
their inclination to drift away from preset ways of thinking or acting and stimulates 
the implementation of new innovations. 

    Chapter 3   
 Solo Entrepreneur vs. Entrepreneurial Teams: 
Structural/Cultural Embeddedness and 
Innovation                          
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 This chapter illustrates how different abilities for creative action are generated by 
the interplay of structural characteristics of the entrepreneurial team, which can be 
defi ned as aspects of an individual’s relational environment, with characteristics of 
the entrepreneurs’ cultural embeddedness, that is the background of work and edu-
cational relationships.  

    3.2   Team Structure and Creative Action 

 Innovation, similar to learning, is an organizational property, and, in both cases, a fun-
damental issue concerns how they may be supported. Mentalities and embedded inter-
ests may reinforce the barriers to organizational learning. The features and the effects 
of social embeddedness deserve more consideration. There are various and elaborate 
outlines of embeddedness, founded, for example, on ideological boundaries. 1  

 When highlighting this concept, it can be asserted that the entrepreneurs’ ten-
dency to innovate, instead of repeating preexisting ideas, depends on the kinds of 
social relationships those entrepreneurs are embedded within. A structural examina-
tion prefi guring creative action demands that the standard vision of embeddedness 
be adjusted. 2  

 Scholars, like Popper  (  1959  ) , have argued that the processing of innovation and 
discovery frequently leads to the conclusion that new combinations of ideas should 
be considered as mainly random events that occur among solitary actors and should 
be handled in a peculiar way; nevertheless, this point of view does not take account 
of the relevance of embeddedness in activating combinations of ideas. 

 In the traditional defi nition of entrepreneurship, the entrepreneur is generally 
viewed as an individual. The role of academic and government initiatives in the 
establishment of a fi rm is covered up by the ideological myth represented by the 
idea of the heroic individual entrepreneur. New fi rms and other organizations may 
be created by many people that collectively assume entrepreneurial roles. Actually, 
even if some people do not want or cannot manage to become entrepreneurs indi-
vidually, they are able to do so in group, as occurred in the case of a cooperation 
between Swedish computer advisers and business school graduates who established 
an Internet company (Etzkowitz  2002  ) . 

   1   Structuration theory views the subjectivity and objectivity of social realities as equally important. 
According to structuration theory, cultural context is generated and regenerated through the inter-
play of action and structure. It recognizes that “man actively shapes the world he lives in at the 
same time as it shapes him” (Giddens  1986  ) .  
   2   Structuration theory and the concept of the duality of structure allow us to think about society 
from both a structural and a behavioral perspective without reducing the analysis to either the 
institutional level or to the level of everyday life (behavioral). It allows us to do our analysis on one 
level while we set aside the other level. It allows us to see how the two levels are connected both 
in theory and in social reality. Finally, it allows us to appreciate the fact that the individual actors 
and social groups are not simply products of their social circumstances, but they are also the pro-
ducers and reproducers of these social relations and circumstances.  
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 While the classical economic models regard in a favorable way the idea of the 
solo entrepreneur, 3  more recent studies, such as the one by Stewart ( 1989 ), have 
replaced that concept by realizing that many times innovation is carried out by 
entrepreneurial teams. From this viewpoint, team structure could be considered one 
of the most meaningful elements to predict the fi rm’s proclivity to innovate. If a 
certain number of entrepreneurs decide to work together and analyze a single prob-
lem in all its various perspectives, new combinations of ideas are stimulated. 

 On the contrary, it is more plausible that solo entrepreneurs repeat well-known 
routines derived from their personal history. Moreover, within team structure, cre-
ativity of action is probably strongly affected by the variety of functional roles held 
by the different entrepreneurs. There is a higher chance that new combinations of 
ideas are triggered by a team formed by entrepreneurs with various specialized 
backgrounds rather than a team whose members have been trained only in one spe-
cifi c fi eld. As argued by Burt  (  1992  ) , the fact that entrepreneurs do not hold the same 
roles is quite as signifi cant in acquiring necessary information as avoiding cohesive 
bonds. Thus, the variety of role structures demanded by individuals or entrepreneur-
ial teams may fundamentally determine diversions from the habitual practice. It is 
also important to underline that proclivity to innovate implies that entrepreneurs are 
not captured by the conformity that could be stimulated by social embeddedness. 

 The theoretical advantages of entrepreneurial groups regarding information 
acquisition have to be also assessed by taking into account the fact that such teams 
can require conformity from their members. At the start, entrepreneurial team mem-
bers usually have limited intimacy with one another, but as the new organization 
takes shape, common interplay makes the ties within the group stronger. As pointed 
out by Blanck ( 1993 ), who thoroughly analyzed interpersonal expectations, creative 
experimentation can be signifi cantly hindered by the concern for the views of oth-
ers. Therefore, the insistence for conformity in the innovation process is likely to 
increase and mostly eclipse the advantage that, at the beginning, creative activity 
receives from anonymity. 

 The traps of conformity may be avoided if entrepreneurs extend their network 
and reach a diversifi ed number of social connections, and if they prefer to stress the 
importance of abstract conceptions of ideas rather than their actual execution.  

    3.3   Cultural Predictors and Organizational Innovation 

 As highlighted by Granovetter  (  1985  ) , if it is true that “oversocialization” is hostile 
to innovation, from an empirical point of view it is also necessary to take into 
account the internalization of norms and ideas in anticipating the ability to act in a 
creative manner. Under different aspects, both the cultural and the structural embed-
dedness of entrepreneurs seem to be relevant to their innovative inclinations. 

   3   As Schumpeter pointed out, “…the entrepreneurial function need not be embodied in a physical 
person and in particular in a single physical person” (Schumpeter  1949 , p. 255).  
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 Cultural embeddedness expresses the quantity of experience held by actors in a 
specifi c task fi eld, the degree to which they admittedly gather ideas from that expe-
rience, and if the experience refers to the habitual practice and skills or includes 
attempts to divert from common routines. Vast experience in an industry may lead 
entrepreneurial teams to be less creative, while limited experience is more likely to 
produce innovation. 

 Discussing about organizational innovation, Aldrich and Kenworthy  (  1999 : 20) 
stated that the “indifference to industry routines and norms gives an outsider the 
freedom to break free of the cognitive constraints on incumbent.” Furthermore, as 
actors gain more experience in an industry, their performance appears to be more 
foreseeable and trustworthy. As pointed out by Hannan and Freeman  (  1984  ) , these 
distinctive aspects of performance are commonly appreciated by society, but, as 
argued by March  (  1991  ) , they can also hinder entrepreneurial exploration. As high-
lighted by Sewell  (  1992  ) , the unpredictability of performance, particularly by the 
side of entrepreneurs without experience, is a crucial factor to prefi gure creative 
action, because it leads to the review of conventional cultural patterns. 

 As this statement is applied to teams formed by a certain number of members, 
there appears to be a problem, inasmuch as the degree of innovation may be affected 
by the dispersion of the entrepreneurs’ industry experience. If cohort effects are 
decisive, innovation rates will consequently result from whether team members 
accessed the industry almost simultaneously or separately. 

 Hence, when an organization is trying to stimulate learning behavior, designing 
the right organizational context for teams is of the utmost importance. Teams are 
implemented in organizations because they are thought to be an effective way to 
cope with the uncertainty created by the environment (Guzzo  1995 ). Some argue 
that strategic change and continuous organizational adaptation emerge from an 
organization at the team level, especially in fast-changing environments (e.g., 
Burgelman  1994 ; Brown and Eisenhardt  1997 ). 4  Consequently, it is of critical 
importance to understand how novel ideas come to light in teams and organizations 
and what fosters their creation. 5   

   4   Shane ( 2000 ) pointed out that the same licensable invention was exploited by eight different 
teams. Training and expertise were distinguishing elements for the members of every team. The 
consequence was that everyone perceived in a different way the possible exploitation of the licens-
able invention and carried out extremely different innovations despite having the same basis. It is 
not a surprise that they were not all as successful as their promoters had imagined. In such exam-
ple, simple teams are taken into account: their routines could be associated with individuals. The 
different training and experience of the various members of the teams generated different routines 
and this led to the development of different innovations starting from the same technology. In the 
same way, the integration of different scientifi c and technical disciplines was made easier by the 
internal governance structure. For example, in Hounshell’s and Smith’s thorough account of 
DuPont’s research laboratories, DuPont’s interaction with external partners or cooperators is only 
just mentioned. Nevertheless, there is a signifi cant evidence of interdisciplinary integration, such 
as the one between engineering and chemistry.  
   5   This also enables us to make a contribution to the literature on organizational design (Ancona and 
Caldwell  1992 ). Sociotechnical systems theorists (e.g., Trist  1981 ; Beekun  1989 ) have long argued 
for the use of teams as building blocks of fl exible and creative organizations and have described and 
experimented with different organizational designs to optimize the effectiveness of these teams.  
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    3.4   Scientifi c Knowledge Production as a Cultural Practice 

 Researchers are progressively realizing that scientifi c production is shaped by the 
institutional and organizational context. The ideas of sociologists of science, like 
Robert Merton  (  1973  ) , have infl uenced the common feeling of how scientifi c knowl-
edge is created. Merton asserted that the production of scientifi c knowledge occurs 
within a number of institutions that sustain the scientist as an autonomous viewer of 
the world. 

 The establishment of cooperative and integrated research communities struc-
tured around new scientifi c fi elds, where scientists have the opportunity to absorb 
the progresses made in various disciplines, has been frequently mentioned as a fun-
damental asset to the creation of some of the most innovative academic research 
organizations in the world (de Chadarevian  2002 ; Hollingsworth and Hollingsworth 
 2000  ) . 

 However, scientists are coincidentally embedded within a wider social setting of 
their colleagues within and around their disciplinary and problem center of atten-
tion. Crane  (  1968 , 1972) was the fi rst to identify the so-called “invisible colleges” 
that are based on interpersonal relationships constructed on common interests, 
exchange of students, and interaction during conferences. Thanks to such broad 
social structure within the scientifi c community, a scientist can benefi t from a cos-
mopolitan network of colleagues and contacts. As pointed out by Merton  (  1973  ) , 
these people may be much more than close individuals external to the scientist’s 
discipline and may have a lot to share with him. 

 As highlighted by Vacanti and Mikos  (  1999  ) , in the case of regenerative medi-
cine, for instance, these cosmopolitan networks encompass both the main discipline 
in which the scientist has been trained and other disciplines indirectly related to it. 
To remain in the example, chemical engineers have a cosmopolitan network of 
polymer specialists inside and outside the USA and such network also connects 
disciplines, such as biomechanical engineering and cell biology. 

 Nevertheless, these research contexts and integrative abilities are not usually 
easy to follow inside universities, because of the way the latter are organized. 

 One signifi cant barrier is the particular importance assigned to personal achieve-
ments in gaining appraisal within the scientifi c community and making career pro-
gressions at university. This does not encourage scientists to create cooperative 
relationships while they perform their researches. 

 Another signifi cant barrier to the establishment of cooperative relationships 
among scientists within the university environment is constituted by the disciplinary 
divisions that characterize the organization of science within universities. Here, 
every research community generally works independently from the others, with its 
own departments, programs, journals, and professional associations, safeguarding 
their own distinctive rules and norms concerning what good science is founded on. 
The development of cooperative attempts among scientists from different disci-
plines is considerably set back by these institutional barriers to collaboration, 



30 3 Solo Entrepreneur vs. Entrepreneurial Teams…

although the latter would play an active role to overcome many research issues, in 
particular, those in new fi elds that go beyond the boundaries that separate a disci-
pline from another. 

 The fact that academic researchers are not suffi ciently stimulated to actively col-
laborate with their colleagues from other disciplines is useful to basically under-
stand why fi rms have appeared to have great success in facing and solving 
organizationally elaborate, but truly evident research enigmas, in particular, those 
that go beyond interdisciplinary divisions and demand a combined and integrated 
research effort in which a group of scientists 6  from different disciplines has to be 
involved.

  “….we see organizations as having a critical role to play in structuring fragmented practice. 
To fully play that role, organizations need to recognize that they are not coherent wholes 
battling the incoherence of the world around them. Divisions of knowledge, understanding, 
worldview and practice fall within them, too. They must thus take advantage of their own 
incoherence. That advantage comes from having a privileged view on the various practices 
within and the possibilities and potential for weaving these together into complementary 
innovations – of products, processes or practices” (Brown and Duguid  2001 :58).   

 Over the years, economics of science has become a fully developed fi eld of study, 
as a process of recombinant growth has taken place utilizing a considerable set of 
tools and methodologies from the typical research traditions of a wide range of 
fi elds of economic analysis. Once again the importance of the processes of recom-
binant growth that describe creative initiatives is confi rmed. In the light of the dif-
ferent views of investigation, the fi rst contributions to the economics of science tend 
to consider the individual researcher as the subject of investigation, while the orga-
nization of science does not receive similar attention at the institutional level, both 
publicly and privately. Even less consideration has been gained by the interaction 
between the individual researcher, with all his motivations and rewards, and the 
institution (department, school, or central administration) of which he is part 
(Antonelli et al.  2011  ) .  

    3.5   Transcending Internal Cultural Boundaries 

 All organizations, except very small-sized ones, generally tend to set internal bound-
aries, by creating various specialized groups or departments, each of which has its 
own knowledge and skills. Nevertheless, as stated by Lawrence and Lorsch  (  1967  ) , 
intraorganizational specialization seems to foster a “ difference in cognitive and 
emotional orientation among managers in different functional departments .” 

   6   The creation of scientifi c knowledge is a cultural practice. In fact, as argued by Lenoir ( 1995 ), 
knowledge implies productive commitments with the world and the social and economic interests 
of the parties involved. Therefore, for a complete comprehension of the processes of knowledge 
creation, which infl uence knowledge paths, it is essential that the cultural practice of scientists in 
fi rms is fully understood.  
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In fact, specialized groups link their knowledge to their expertise and express it by 
using their own codes and language, in which their social identity is refl ected. 7  Such 
identity is reinforced by an external institutional base. Thus, it can be arduous to 
connect one internal boundary to another and bring together the contributions of 
every single group to organizational learning, owing to opposition in the technolo-
gies provided and the objectives related to the process. 

 However, organizations need to avail themselves of the knowledge and skills of 
the various specialized groups that work within them, so they can take advantage of 
their vital ideas and contributions, which are necessary for organizational learning. 
As argued by Herriot et al.  (  1985  ) , who introduced the concept of “ ecology of learn-
ing ,” in cases in which there is interdependence between the actors’ experiences, the 
results achieved by one actor do not only rely on his skills and actions, but also on 
what the others actually do. Thus, for organizational learning to be effective there 
has to be an adequate balance between differentiation and integration, which 
depends on various elements, such as the level of intricacy, the degree of change, 
and the competitive strain within the organizational setting. As pointed out by 
Lawrence and Lorsch  (  1967  ) , organizations that made a high performance were 
those in which the above-discussed balance had been consistently achieved. 

 The importance of differentiation and integration for organizational learning has 
been thoroughly analyzed by Mary Parker Follett. The scholar highlighted the fact 

   7   Social identity is “that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of 
his membership in a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional signifi cance 
attached to that membership” (Tajfel  1981 , p. 255). Social Identity Theory was developed by Tajfel 
and Turner in  1979 . The theory was originally developed to understand the psychological basis of 
intergroup discrimination. Tajfel et al. ( 1971 ) attempted to identify the  minimal  conditions that 
would lead members of one group to discriminate in favor of the ingroup to which they belonged 
and against another outgroup. In the Social Identity Theory, a person has not one, “personal self,” 
but rather several selves that correspond to widening circles of group membership. Different social 
contexts may trigger an individual to think, feel, and act on basis of his personal, family, or national 
“level of self” (Turner et al.  1987 ). Apart from the “level of self,” an individual has multiple “social 
identities.” Social identity is the individual’s self-concept derived from perceived membership of 
social groups (Hogg and Vaughan  2002 ). In other words, it is an individual-based perception of 
what defi nes the “us” associated with any  internalized group membership . This can be distin-
guished from the notion of personal identity, which refers to self-knowledge that derives from the 
individual’s unique attributes. Social Identity Theory asserts that group membership creates 
ingroup/self-categorization and enhancement in ways that favor the ingroup at the expense of the 
outgroup. The examples (minimal group studies) of Turner and Tajfel ( 1986 ) showed that the mere 
act of individuals  categorizing themselves  as group members was suffi cient to lead them to display 
ingroup favoritism. After being categorized of a group membership, individuals seek to achieve 
positive self-esteem by positively differentiating their ingroup from a comparison outgroup on 
some valued dimension. This quest for  positive distinctiveness  means that people’s sense of who 
they are is defi ned in terms of “we” rather than “I.” Tajfel and Turner ( 1979 ) identify three vari-
ables whose contribution to the emergence of ingroup favoritism is particularly important. (1) The 
extent to which individuals identify with an ingroup to internalize that group membership as an 
aspect of their self-concept. (2) The extent to which the prevailing context provides ground for 
comparison between groups. (3) The perceived relevance of the comparison group, which itself 
will be shaped by the relative and absolute status of the ingroup. Individuals are likely to display 
favoritism when an ingroup is central to their self-defi nition and a given comparison is meaningful 
or the outcome is contestable.  
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that contrasts exist within organizations and should not be hidden, but exposed. 
People should not escape confl ict, but deal with it, because it is the rightful manifes-
tation of divergent ideas. Besides, progress would not occur if there weren’t any 
differences of thought and opinion. Therefore, the learning process should be 
enhanced, if people from different backgrounds, who are specialized in different 
operational roles, are involved. The basic problem is the solution of the contrasts 
that arise among these people and how they can be addressed in a positive way for 
the organization. According to Follett, integration is the key, because it aims at fi nd-
ing a balanced solution that includes everybody’s view and gives an answer to all 
demands. The most favorable way to manage intraorganizational confl ict is to direct 
it toward collective learning and creation of knowledge. If reachable, a solution 
embracing collective learning may be enhanced by the set of specialties within the 
organization and may even be of assistance in linking together internal boundaries, 
since every actor involved can benefi t from it, because of its mutual appeal. 

 Other scholars have also described the positive role of intraorganizational con-
fl ict. Coser  (  1964  ) , for instance, stated that confl ict is advantageous when it arises 
within an integrative context, in which the group’s energies may be augmented by 
internal contrasts. Lawrence and Lorsch  (  1967  )  often alternated the term “ confl ict 
resolution ” with “ joint decision-making ,” since they considered both as related to 
different levels of the same process. 

 Nevertheless, nobody can assure that integration can always be accomplished as 
an ever-lasting source of collective learning. As pointed out by Coopey  (  1996  ) , par-
ticular groups or even individuals internal to an organization can create a barrier to 
organizational learning, due to the embeddedness of their values and routines. 
Contrasts between a group and another, which may occur because of differentiation, 
can also hinder or impede organizational learning. As argued by Child and Loveridge 
 (  1990  ) , who analyzed the reaction of European services to the provision of innovative 
information technologies, intraorganizational learning may be controversial and not 
necessarily cooperative, insofar as specialized actors at the highest levels are involved. 
The availability of new integrated technologies increases the possibility of introduc-
ing new ways of organizing work and this unveils the contrasting interests and per-
spectives of the different groups, that, in other occasions, would be normally tamed. 

 A similar conclusion was reached by Scarbrough  (  1996  ) , who analyzed informa-
tion technology plans in fi nancial organizations in Scotland. Learning depends on 
the opportunities offered by information technology to handle organizational rede-
sign: such opportunities are processed through the social building of various clas-
sifi catory systems, everyone of which is defended by a certain party that is interested 
in advancing its own point of view. Thus, the construction and redefi nition of mean-
ing become essential and are the way to express the integration of all the contribu-
tions to organizational learning brought forward by the specialized groups that work 
within the organization. For this process to occur steadily, it is necessary that all 
actors trust each other and are willing to speak openly and frankly, although this is 
not always suffi cient to guarantee that existing contrasts are promptly solved. 

 As pointed out by Lawrence and Lorsch  (  1967  ) , managers are those who have the 
main responsibility for mediating the process of integration and differentiation and fi nd-
ing the solution to intraorganizational contrasts. Their duty consists in bringing to light 
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the people who have the adequate skills and assist them in placing together the different 
frames of meaning that embody their knowledge. Though, such task is not exempt from 
criticism, when communication is mediated and not straight forward, as it happens to 
be susceptible to reformulation and reinterpretation. Those who manage the exchange 
of information, such as gate-keepers, have a considerable power and consequently play 
a decisive role in facilitating or impeding organizational learning. And also those mem-
bers whose job lies on intraorganizational boundaries, such as coordinators, fulfi ll the 
important task of assuring the integration on which effective learning is based. 

 At times, organizations need to learn the ways to improve their integration: this 
occurs when external pressures, such as those from customers, become urgent. Such 
demands may stimulate learning to the point that the organization becomes more 
than the simple sum of its parts, differently to what normally happens. In fact, as 
underlined by Hedberg  (  1981  ) , an organization generally knows less than all its 
members put together, because of communication diffi culties. From this standpoint, 
it can be easily understood that, for an organization to be successful, it is important 
to create a synergy among the different specialized areas of knowledge, in order to 
accomplish the process of organizational learning. 

 Another type of integration necessary for encouraging organizational learning was 
described by Child  (  1982  ) : the integration of professional staff within the management 
structure. The scholar distinguished routine and nonroutine expertise. The former is 
defi ned by a low level of expertise, while the latter, which is characterized by a high 
level of expertise, evades management control, because it is not open to “ close defi nition 
and procedure ,” that means that its characteristics cannot be easily transferred or may 
not be transferrable at all. It is important to highlight that the unspecifi ed content in 
professional work will be more extended at the highest levels of professional staff where 
judgment rather than technique is considered the main resource. The need to exploit the 
almost tacit knowledge possessed by specialists tends to accelerate integration efforts. 

 In conclusion, two are the demands to guarantee that specialists contribute to 
organizational learning. First, specialists have to be encouraged to share their knowl-
edge, through an adequate system of rewards or career prospects; second, they have 
to be led together with all those who take part in the learning process in a direction 
that permits a positive contrast of opinions, while moving toward a favorable solu-
tion: this can be achieved, for example, by creating task forces. As argued by Mueller 
and Dyerson  (  1999  ) , if neither of the requirements are satisfi ed, that is if specialists 
are not appropriately motivated or they are not effectively brought together, so their 
knowledge remains widely unexpressed, their contribution to organizational learn-
ing will be almost nonexistent.      
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