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Abstract: With the intensification of the dynamic nature of the business environment and its
increasing uncertainties, the increasing VUCA aggravates the innovation risk and the possibility of
innovation failure of manufacturing enterprises, which makes them more likely to fall into the
competitive dilemma of innovation performance below the aspiration or industrial average level.
Existing studies have explored factors that affect the innovation performance of enterprises. However,
they lack attention to the diversity of strategic response behaviors of enterprises in the face of
innovation performance dilemmas and its deep logic. Based on the firm behavior theory, this study aims
to explore the impact of innovation dilemma (innovation performance below aspiration) on responsive
search behavior of manufacturing enterprises.

Based on the sample of Chinese listed manufacturing enterprises from 2011 to 2020, this study
finds that the innovation performance below aspiration significantly promotes the two types of
responsive search behaviors (cross-region and cross-industry search behaviors) of enterprises, and the
conclusion remains robust after a series of robustness tests. The path analysis shows that the innovation
performance below aspiration mainly affects the two types of responsive search behaviors in
manufacturing enterprises by stimulating the willingness of executives to take risks and strengthening
innovation attention of executives. The heterogeneity test shows that the above positive effects are more
significant when the nature of an enterprise is state-owned, the financial performance is below the
aspiration, and the industry attribute is high-tech industry. The expansion analysis shows that the
innovation performance below aspiration will drive manufacturing enterprises to search more in high-
tech industries, and areas with mature business environment.

The contributions are as follows. Firstly, it enriches the diversity of corporate strategic behavior in
response to innovation dilemma, and expands the mixed performance feedback from innovation and
financial management goals. Secondly, based on literature on enterprise market expansion, it broadens
heterogeneity of enterprises’ search behavior and reveals driving factors of this behavior. Thirdly, it
strengthens the theoretical explanation mechanism that the innovation performance below aspiration
stimulates senior executives to take risks. Fourthly, it enriches research on the impact of enterprise
management objectives on managers’ attention allocation.

The policy suggestions are as follows. Firstly, when firms get stuck in innovation dilemma,
managers need to actively carry out the search behavior combined with the feedback information and
improve the innovation ability through the absorption and reorganization of new technology and
knowledge. Secondly, government departments need to strengthen the innovation consciousness of
private enterprises, and encourage them to adopt responsive search behavior in the innovation dilemma
bravely. It is also necessary to provide policy support for the technological innovation of private
manufacturing enterprises, alleviate shortcomings of social resource acquisition, and make them
implement search behavior more effectively. Thirdly, enterprise decision-makers need to compare the
feedback information of different management objectives simultaneously, and consider multiple
objectives to allocate resources and decision attention. Fourthly, government departments need to guide
the non-high-tech manufacturing industry to attach importance to technological innovation and promote
enterprises to adopt responsive search behavior to reverse the dilemma.

Keywords: innovation dilemma; innovation performance aspiration; responsive search behavior;
innovation focus; risk taking
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