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Abstract. In recent years academic interest has grown considerably regarding 
the absorptive dynamic capability, and as such, studying the effect it has on or-
ganizational learning, knowledge sharing, innovation, capacity building and 
performance of the company has greatly increased. Moreover, numerous re-
search papers have studied the effect that training has on organizational perfor-
mance. However, there are very few studies which link together training,  
absorptive capacity / learning capability and organizational performance. Inves-
tigations of this manner can make interesting contributions to the field of  
absorptive capacity, learning and the de-velopment of a new approach to more 
effective human resources training based on absorptive capacity as strategy. In-
deed, the aim of this work is to create an approach whereby one can determine 
whether the connection between training and performance in Spanish family 
businesses is mediated by absorptive capacity. To this end, we propose the case 
study method in six Spanish family businesses. 

Keywords: Absorptive Capacity, Training, Organizational Learning, Intellectu-
al Capital, Knowledge, Family Business.  

1 Introduction 

Authors such as [1], as in previous studies, suggest the importance of the absorptive 
capacity (hereinafter ACAP) to improve performance and the generation of competi-
tive advantages. 

In the origins of the concept of ACAP we find the first connection between training 
and ACAP, which comes from the field of education: "the concept of ACAP can best 
be developed through an examination of the cognitive structures that underlie learn-
ing" [2]. With this in mind, the theory of meaningful learning [3–5] will help us better 
understand how training and ACAP are intimately linked. 

Training is one of the principal intangible elements of intellectual capital items, 
and is a tool that facilitates learning while helping to smooth this process, "teaching to 
learn", as it were, and when the ACAP mediates, new knowledge is created and new 
skills are developed. This may be done individually or in groups, and can be planned 
or spontaneous, as well as being short or long term [6, 7].  
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Our study focuses on the family business (FB, hereafter) that "are the predominant 
type of company in the world", as is the case in Spain. Several authors have con-
firmed that in the FB the training process experienced by potential successors influ-
ences both their decision to fully integrate into the FB as well as their performance 
and continuity in it. 

Through the case study method, we propose to (a) study the level of development 
of ACAP in six family companies; (b) essentially describe how to carry out the prac-
tice of human resource training development in these companies, (c) assess their 
strengths and weaknesses as they relate to the components of the ACAP. This pro-
posal intends to finally approximate whether ACAP can be a mediator between the  
training processes and its conversion into a competitive advantage. 

2 Training, Organizational Learning, Absorptive Capacity and 
Performance 

There can be no doubt that in recent years the ACAP is becoming increasingly im-
portant to all companies. The first thing that must be done is to contextualize this.  

Brettel et al. [1] suggest that the ACAP of a firm is a skill which develops in 
acumulative form which is path-dependent, and is based on existing knowledge. With 
respect to the resource-based view (RBV, hereinafter) of the company, the ACAP is a 
set of business capabilities that can explain differences in competitive advantage. 
However, because the RBV is a static method that assumes that resources differ in 
value, rareness, imitability, and substitutability [8–10], it overlooks the underlying 
dynamics of ACAP. This dynamic is reflected in the vision that emerges from the 
dynamic capabilities [11, 12], which can be seen as a variation and further develop-
ment of the RBV. This approach takes into account that the estimated resources are 
likely to change over time.  

The following is a review of chain relationships and the different concepts that 
concern us. 

2.1 Training and Organizational Learning 

Several studies directly related training as an element of organizational learning. This 
is true in the case of Castañeda and Fernández [13], who propose that an instrument 
consists of six dimensions, three of which are the individual, group and organization-
al, and three more where the condition for organizational learning occurs: organiza-
tional learning culture, training and transmission of information. 

2.2 Absorptive Capacity and Organizational Learning 

Lane et al. [14] relate directly with learning the first two dimensions of the ACAP 
consisting of the skills to understand and assimilate new external knowledge. That is,  
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the acquisition of new external knowledge itself does not affect the performance but 
does so through learning as it will require the effective application of that knowledge. 
Furthermore, an interesting finding is that the acquisition of prior knowledge only 
influences learning when combined with high levels of training. 

Dimensions of Absorptive Capacity. Zahra and George [15] extend the ACAP of the 
three original dimensions (identify, assimilate and exploit) to four dimensions (acqui-
sition, assimilation, transformation, exploitation). They propose that ACAP is a mul-
tidimensional construct that refers to a dynamic capability relative to the creation and 
use of knowledge that in turn relates to the ability of the company to gain and sustain 
a competitive advantage. In their model, these authors distinguish two groups of 
skills: the potential ACAP (PACAP) and realized ACAP (RACAP). The PACAP 
includes the acquisition and assimilation capabilities, and includes RACAP transfor-
mation and exploitation of knowledge. 

Proposed Measure of Absorptive Capacity. Although the work of Cohen and 
Levinthal [2] highlights the multidimensionality of ACAP, researchers have measured 
it as a unidimensional construct, often using proxy variables inputs of R&D, as spend-
ing on R&D company, the R&D intensity (R&D expenditures divided by sales), and 
the outputs of R&D, as the number of patents. Flatten et al. [16] propose a scale for 
measuring the ACAP. In the proposed measure, they evaluate the degree to which a 
company is engaged in the activities of acquiring knowledge, assimilates the acquired 
information with existing knowledge, transforms newly adapted knowledge, and 
commercially exploits their knowledge by transforming it into competitive advantage. 
This is the scale used to measure the ACAP in our research: we obtained the values of 
the various dimensions of ACAP in each of the cases studied. 

2.3 Absorptive Capacity and Performance in the Company 

Several studies have focused on the performance of the company as a result of the 
ACAP. In fact, empirical results show a significant positive relationship between 
ACAP and firm performance [14]. The main results of the ACAP model show inno-
vative performance and financial performance in terms of competitive advantage and 
knowledge transfer between companies. 

3 Methodology 

We believe it appropriate to develop this study by the case study method, since it is an 
appropriate method for exploratory research [17]. Also, given the state of the ques-
tion, despite the immediate evidence of the relationship between training, ACAP and 
results, the fact is that there are not many studies linking together the three concepts.  

With respect to the number of cases studied, we believe that the six selected are 
enough for two main reasons: 
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• As opposed to the unit of analysis of a single case, study of multiple cases,  
like ours, is a powerful tool to create theory because they permit replication and 
extension among individual cases [18]. 

• Analysis of six cases has allowed us to reach the "point of redundancy" [19] so  
the addition of new cases would not significantly enriched sample theoretical  
saturation [20].  

The cases studied correspond to six family businesses, whose location and mer-
chandising range is Spain and the theoretical sample meets the criterion of selection 
that each has a training department. Briefly, the characteristics of the companies in 
our study are as follows: company A, auxiliary services sector company, founded in 
1962, with more than 80,000 employees; company B, distribution sector company, 
created in 1977, with more than 70,000 employees; company C, food sector company, 
established in 1978, with more than 800 workers; company D, pharmaceutical sector 
company, began trading in 1838, with 550 workers; company E, bottling sector com-
pany, established in 1951,  with 1,200 workers; company F, food sector company, 
established in 1991, with 3,800 workers. 

 

Fig. 1. Tentative preliminary model 
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Key respondents have been the General Director &/or the Director of Training. 
The time frame in which data was collected was between June and December 2012.  

To gather the data we sent a self-administered questionnaire, using Likert scale 
questions and other open questions which were more characteristic of the semi-
structured interview for qualitative analysis. The questionnaire was posted at: 
http://www.instituto-csic.es/uclm.grokis/ to make it available to those cases selected. 
All information has been analyzed with the help of the computer tool ATLAS/ti in 
order to find analysis codes. 

The model is contrasted in two steps through the Proposition 1 (H1) and 2 (H2). A 
third proposition (H3) completes the tentative model. Figure 1 shows the assumptions 
made and their interactions in the proposed model. 

4 Case Analysis: Findings 

To analyze the connection between training, ACAP (as mediator variable) and per-
formance in the Spanish FB, we developed the following propositions. 

4.1 Proposition 1 (H1): The Training Has a Positive Effect on ACAP 

From the data obtained from the analysis of the cases we observed training factors 
which are more favorable, both in terms of training politics as intellectual capital 
indicators, and which have impacted positively the ACAP of the six companies. 
Likewise, the training improves both the factor and the efficiency ratio of the ACAP: 
the six companies have good training conditions that correspond to good indicators of 
efficiency of ACAP. The training is positively related to a better ACAP as much  
potential as realized.  

In turn, those training factors which we studied explain the differences in devel-
opment between the different dimensions of ACAP. Training factors influenced each 
of the dimensions of the ACAP, as discussed in the study, and further related the 
training items rated by the six companies with the dimensions of the ACAP, and  
other facilitators and inhibitors of ACAP: contingent factors, proactive and reactive 
character, and size and age of the company. 

Contingent Factors of ACAP. Zahra and George [15] identify the activation triggers, 
social integration mechanisms, regimes of appropriability as key contingencies affect-
ing the ACAP. 

Activation Triggers. Triggers moderate the impact that sources of knowledge and 
experience have on the development of ACAP. These are events that drive companies 
to respond to certain internal or external stimuli [15]. The current economic crisis is, 
according to these authors, an internal trigger of the ACAP. 

The crisis has negatively impacted the organization of training activities by firms 
[21]. This is also what we see in this study. However, a crisis, despite being negative, 
can enhance a company's efforts to achieve and learn new skills and acquire new 
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skills that increase the ACAP [15]. Training is important, if possible, in times of  
crisis, since the changes caused by the crisis require new skills. 

Social integration mechanisms. We found that the six companies, especially the cases 
B, C and E with greater ACAP made, encourage employees to share knowledge on an 
informal level, and the training in teamwork is an important training need. 

Regimes of appropriability. The appropriatness of human resources training will de-
pend on: a) the durability of the worker in the company, especially because a durable 
resource favors sustaining competitive advantage [22, 23] and b) of the ACAP. 

In our study, both case B and C and F (all other cases, to a lesser extent), career 
advancement is the incentive used to motivate more workers in conducting training 
activities. 

Current Needs-future. Organizations with higher levels of ACAP tend to be more 
proactive, exploiting opportunities present in the environment, regardless of the actual 
results. However, organizations that have a modest ACAP tend to be reactive, looking 
for new alternatives in response to the lack of a performance criterion [2]. We try to 
know the reactive nature (training meets current needs) or proactive (training tries to 
cover future skills requirements in the enterprise) [24]. The companies with greater 
ACAP (B, C, E, F) respond proactively while in instances of minor ACAP (A, D), the 
responses are reactive. 

Size and Age of the Firm. Here the result is inconclusive because it would require a 
quantitative analysis to extrapolate it. Nevertheless, our finding is that ACAP is in-
versely related to the size and age of the cases studied. Liao, Welsch, and Stoica [25] 
suggest that small firms are better able to respond to changes and are more innovative 
due to less bureaucracy and more simple hierarchy of their organizational structures. 

4.2 Proposition 2 (H2): The ACAP Positively Affects Performance 

To measure business performance variables we have used the feedback of the training 
politics. We took, therefore, a subjective measure for these results: the views of man-
agement concerning a number of items of business performance [26]. The use of other 
more objective outcome variables, such as profitability, would only be feasible from 
the perspective of quantitative analysis. 

We found that the relationship between staff training and business performance is 
positive, but the intensity of this relationship depends on the level of development of 
ACAP. 

When respondents were asked about what the training was for them, the six com-
panies, but especially company C, responded that they placed high value on associat-
ing a business as an investment and also on ways to increase the profitability of the 
company. 

Other items were rated including improving the quality of products or services and 
reducing the number of accidents. 
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4.3 Proposition 3 (H3): The Training for Descendants That Is Included in 
Business Plans Favors the Succession 

On the problem of succession, none of the companies include any training on issues 
of family businesses targeting family descendants, except in the case of company C 
which includes succession planning in its training. In the words of its CEO: "In this 
business, the family has always supported people who value loyalty and family. Chil-
dren are working in the company, all of whom are well prepared academically". 

5 Conclusions 

The training of employees is a strategic resource that will encourage the development 
of dynamic capabilities. Traditionally, from the human capital theory [27], training 
represents an "investment that operators made with the expectation of later profits: in 
the form of higher revenues from higher productivity" [28]. However, this transfer of 
training results is not performed directly, but, as we propose, is mediated by the 
ACAP. 

Thus the practice of training is positively related with the ACAP in FBs studied: it 
represents a direct form of creation and development of ACAP as a source of external 
knowledge and complementarity. In the same way, training is directly involved in 
different dimensions of the ACAP: acquisition, assimilation as an indicator of the 
ability to assimilate new knowledge adopted by the enterprise, transformation and 
market exploitation. In the cases studied we've also seen the interactions of training 
with contingent factors of the ACAP such as proactivity-reactivity and size and age of 
the company. 

Therefore, we argue that training improves the ACAP and, in turn, business per-
formance. And we propose training of company heirs as a way of promoting the FB 
succession. 

This means a new approach that has implications for training management and 
practical HR strategies from the perspective of ACAP. Some of these implications 
are: 

• Establish training plans which are ACAP-oriented; that is, when designing training 
plans, incorporating in the methodology for training planning, in addition to the 
training needs, the needs of organizational absorptive capacity. And, as with the 
ACAP, the training needs of an organization are not only the sum of the training 
needs of their employees, but must also take into account the dimensions of the 
ACAP and influence those that demand improvement. 

• As we've already described herein, a way of appropriating the returns of the train-
ing is to improve the ACAP: ACAP is revealed as a form of appropriating the re-
turns of the training investment in company. This is especially important for the 
FB, due to the enduring nature of company heirs, and since these are presumed sta-
ble, their training is justified in greater measure, if possible, than in non-family 
firms. To this must be added the importance of training for succession of descend-
ants; therefore, inclusion of training for descendants in the training plans of the 
company is a good practice for the FB. 
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• We suggest that the economic crisis, as an activation trigger of the ACAP, may 
represent an opportunity and an incentive for companies not to give up; rather to-
tally to the contrary, that they emphasize the importance of human resource train-
ing. This is especially relevant for the FB, if we take into consideration the claims 
of some authors such as Lee [29]: the FB tend to lay off fewer employees in  
periods of economic crisis than their non-family counterparts. 

To overcome the limitations of the case study method, would be useful to make a 
quantitative analysis, as future research way, based on a sample of companies and 
confirmation of propositions by structural equation model (SEM). 
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