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Abstract

:

This paper investigates the relationship between board human capital and enterprise growth. By analysing data from Chinese publicly listed companies between 2008 and 2017, we apply resource-based theory and endogenous growth theory to develop a model, and we show board human capital has positive effects on enterprise growth and ambidextrous innovation mediates between them. We further consider the role of industry differences and market competition and show empirical evidence that board human capital has a favorable impact on enterprise growth, and such an effect is more prominent in the high-tech industry. In addition, our results suggest that ambidextrous innovation plays a partial intermediary role between board human capital and enterprise growth. Such a favorable effect is prominent in the high-tech industry but is not affected by market competition. Furthermore, the promotion of exploratory innovation is not affected by the nature of the industry, but the promotion effect is more pronounced when the market competition is weak. We finally discuss the implications of the findings for scholars, managers, and policymakers alike.
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1. Introduction


Enterprise growth is one of the main driving forces for sustainable economic development and an important indicator for measuring the operating status and development prospects of listed enterprises [1]. Currently, China’s economy is shifting from a high-speed growth to a high-quality development stage, which is composed of transforming the pattern of development, optimizing the economic structure, and transforming growth drivers. Therefore, how to transform the economic growth mode and to achieve sustainable and stable development has become one of the key issues in the process of survival and development for many enterprises. However, the factors affecting enterprise growth are too complicated. The research on the long-term mechanism of enterprises is not mature yet, and the related research on the growth of enterprises has not yet formed a unified theoretical system. As an organizational phenomenon, enterprise growth is determined by the strategic decisions made and implemented by managers when interacting with firm resources [2]. Although some scholars have proposed the theoretical research framework of “enterprise resources—enterprise capabilities—enterprise growth,” it has not yet revealed in depth how the internal special resources or core competencies of enterprises play a role as the “original motive force” for enterprise growth [3]. Therefore, combined with the domestic and international situation, how to improve the core competitiveness and crack the “black box problem” of the long-term growth mechanism of enterprises is still the top priority of corporate governance research at present.



Undoubtedly, the construction of the core competence of enterprises cannot be separated from adequate resources that guarantee effective strategic decision-making. The management is the distributor of enterprise core resources and the decision-maker of the strategic plan, who ultimately makes, influences, and is responsible for the key resources related to new products and technology investment [4]. Agency theory suggests that once the management has self-seeking behavior, it may damage the rights and interests of shareholders and harm the sustainable development of enterprises. Hence, the corporate governance mechanism comes into being, especially the existence of the board of directors. The board of directors is the core institution of corporate governance [5], which is responsible for providing resources and consulting, in addition to acting as the shareholder trustee. Therefore, the board of directors plays an irreplaceable role in implementing management monitoring, reducing agency costs, and other aspects of corporate governance. However, the board of directors can only weaken the agency problem to a certain extent, and the degree of weakening is affected by its human capital and social capital [6]. Previous studies have been mainly based on the principal–agent theory and the resource dependence theory from the perspective of the supervision function and resource function of the board of directors, respectively [7,8]. They confirmed the importance of board capital for enterprise growth, but ignored the positive role of board capital in building the core competitiveness. According to the resource dependence theory, an effective board of directors should contain sufficient human capital and social capital, which together constitute board capital, and can measure the ability of the board to provide resources for enterprises [9]. According to the resource-based theory, heterogeneous resources owned by enterprises determine the difference in the competitiveness of enterprises, and it is believed that only valuable, rare, incompletely mimetic, and irreplaceable resources can generate sustainable competitive advantages [10]. Indeed, board capital is the heterogeneous resource of an enterprise.



Innovation is the key to building the core competitiveness of enterprises. However, enterprises are constantly faced with a dilemma in the process of pursuing innovation. From the perspective of organizational innovation capabilities, if enterprises are too keen to pursue their core competencies and cannot adapt to the rapidly changing market environment, this will easily lead to “core rigidities” and “competency traps.” Similarly, if enterprises overemphasize technology research and development and neglect market demand and technological transformation, they will easily fall into the “innovation trap” [11,12]. This requires enterprises to attach importance to two kinds of innovations. On the one hand, exploitative innovation can enhance the utilization rate of existing knowledge, capabilities, and skills, and stabilize the market position and earnings by continuing the existing business model. On the other hand, exploratory innovation continuously breaks through existing technology in order to adapt to future changes in the market demand and competitive environment [13]. In other words, enterprises should pursue both exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation, namely ambidextrous innovation. In fact, whether we recognize the essence of innovation or attach importance to innovation depends largely on the level of board human capital. The existing literature has only examined the relationship between board human capital and the level of enterprise innovation. As for the relationship between board human capital and ambidextrous innovation, the literature neither elaborates the logical and rigorous theory under the normative management analysis framework nor offers rigorous and detailed empirical analysis. Therefore, it is difficult to reveal the entangled relationship between board human capital and the construction of the competitive advantage of enterprises.



In this paper, we explore the route of board human capital that influences enterprise growth, introduce ambidextrous innovation as the intermediary variable, and explore the differences in the factors affecting enterprise growth and ambidextrous innovation. We find that board human capital significantly and positively affects enterprise growth, in which ambidextrous innovation plays the part of a mediating role, and its balance effect can significantly enhance enterprise growth to a certain extent. Board human capital plays a more significant role in promoting enterprise growth in the high-tech industry, while its role in promoting ambidextrous innovation is affected by the nature of the industry and market competition. Specifically, the promotion of exploitative innovation is more significant in the high-tech industry, but not affected by market competition, and the promotion effect on exploratory innovation is not affected by the nature of the industry, but it is more significant when the market competition is weak. In addition, we show significant industry differences in the role of ambidextrous innovation in promoting enterprise growth. Among them, the promotion effect of exploitative innovation is more significant in non-high-tech industries, while the promotion effect of exploratory innovation is more significant in high-tech industries.




2. The Analysis of the Mechanism of Board Human Capital Affecting Enterprise Growth


2.1. Board Human Capital and Enterprise Growth


The board of directors plays a vital role in the linkage between enterprises and social resources, fulfilling its role of supervision and resource provision. Board human capital is the general term for the speciality, experience, knowledge, skills, and abilities of board members [8]. As a special resource within enterprises, human capital enhances the ability of directors to identify and utilize business opportunities or supervise and manage behaviors [14], affecting the acquisition of enterprise resources, strategic decision-making, and management operations [15]. Listed companies are increasingly favoring candidates with high academic qualifications, specific job experience, and overseas background when recruiting, and has even become a hard requirement for recruiting management, which provides an important source of indicators for the study of board human capital. Previous studies have used the board’s education level, board’s professional background [9], and board’s overseas experience [16] to measure board human capital and studied its impact on innovation investment and corporate performance.



To a certain extent, education level reflects the knowledge reserve and professionalization of directors, and affects their thinking mode and ability for information processing, which is of great significance to corporate governance and corporate performance. The education level of directors has an important influence on the strategic preference of enterprises [16]. This is because the formulation of a corporate strategy needs a long-term awareness and overall situation consciousness. The generation of strategic thinking is restricted and influenced by the level of theory and knowledge. The more education the directors have, the more reasonable their strategic thinking is. It is more conducive to the formulation of corporate growth strategies. Furthermore, directors with a higher education level would have a stronger ability to obtain and utilize information [8]. They can objectively evaluate the risks and benefits of R&D investment by analyzing and examining the net present value of existing projects for the enterprises. They also have a deeper understanding of the planned or current R&D investment projects and prevent the loss of opportunities or engage in excessive investment. Therefore, the higher a board’s education level, the better the enterprise growth.



At present, overseas experience, such as overseas educational experience or overseas work experience, has become an important way to introduce intelligence. A board’s overseas experience helps them to receive a good education and to accumulate advanced management experience, making their thinking mode and management concepts more international and market-oriented [17]. Returnee directors usually have a deeper understanding of the international market, overcome the psychological distance of overseas business expansion, make appropriate overseas business decisions [18], and improve the investment efficiency of enterprises [19]. Furthermore, the returnee directors are more capable of addressing the challenges, difficulties, and complexities associated with internationalization [20], and enable enterprises to respond more flexibly and actively to the changes in the international markets, and help to introduce advanced management experience and production technology to promote the development of overseas markets and mergers and acquisitions [21]. It is extremely important to attract excellent talent at home and abroad to promote enterprise growth. Given this evidence, we hypothesize the following:



H1. 

Board human capital has a favorable effect on enterprise growth.





H1a. 

The higher the average educational level of directors is, the better the growth of enterprises will be.





H1b. 

The larger the proportion of directors with an output function background is, the more favorable it is toward improving the growth of enterprises.





H1c. 

The larger the proportion of directors with overseas experience is, the more conducive it is to the growth of enterprises.






2.2. The Relationship between Board Human Capital and Ambidextrous Innovation


Ambidextrous innovation includes exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation, among which, exploitative innovation focuses on the optimization and improvement of products, which is a small-scale and gradual innovation behavior; meanwhile, exploratory innovation focuses on seeking new possibilities, which is a large-scale and breakthrough innovation [22].



Directors with a higher education level have abundant knowledge reserves and excellent information-processing capabilities, guiding enterprises to enhance their innovation intensity to cope with the challenges of rapid changes in the external environment [23,24]. The existing research shows that enterprises with strong human capital can deeply explore the existing knowledge of enterprises and improve the efficiency of progressive innovation [25]. Well-educated directors have strong knowledge refining, integration, and improvement capabilities, thus providing practical and effective solutions for product optimization and improvement. In addition, they are also good at making high-level innovative decisions with professional knowledge [26] and help enterprises make creative breakthroughs. Highly educated decision-makers have strong information exploration and processing capabilities [27], and make more favorable decisions when enterprises face highly uncertain innovation decisions. Moreover, they pay more attention to research and development activities, and identify innovation opportunities to provide opportunities for enterprises.



The background of the “output function”, such as marketing, product research, and design, is positively related to the choice of enterprise innovation strategy [28]. Directors with a background in “output function” have a deeper understanding of future product development, which will have a positive impact on technical performance [29]. Accumulated work experiences enable them to have a deeper understanding of the market positioning of products and customer needs, and to better perform their consulting functions. In particular, they can provide reasonable suggestions for the optimization and improvement of products, which is conducive to the improvement of the level and ability of enterprise innovation. Furthermore, directors with a background in “output function” have a more comprehensive understanding of the innovation process, such that they can predict and deal with potential uncertainties in innovation activities and reduce the risk of an enterprise innovation investment. Therefore, they are more inclined to increase the research and development investment, and promote the breakthrough development of an enterprise technology. It is beneficial for enterprises to carry out exploratory innovation activities. However, some studies have shown that higher levels of external R&D experience of directors do not significantly affect an enterprise’s technical performance [30].



A board’s overseas experience is conducive to improving the level and ability of exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation of enterprises. On the one hand, returnee executives are generally in close contact with relevant overseas research institutions or enterprises [31], have the opportunity to access the advanced technical knowledge of developed countries, and apply them to the practice of Chinese enterprises. It is beneficial to promote the progress of technology and management capabilities of the industry as a whole. Furthermore, from the perspective of integrated resources and knowledge base, the external resources and knowledge brought by the management’s overseas experience can help enterprises identify new opportunities, and develop new products and new markets. It is beneficial for enterprises to establish competitive advantages in emerging markets, and to promote technological innovation [32]. These arguments point to the following hypotheses:



H2. 

Board human capital promotes exploitative innovation.





H2a. 

The average educational level of directors has a favorable effect on exploitative innovation.





H2b. 

The proportion of directors with an output function background has a favorable effect on exploitative innovation.





H2c. 

The proportion of directors with overseas experience has a favorable effect on exploitative innovation.





H3. 

Board human capital promotes exploratory innovation.





H3a. 

The average educational level of directors has a favorable effect on exploratory innovation.





H3b. 

The proportion of directors with output function background has a favorable effect on exploratory innovation.





H3c. 

The proportion of directors with overseas experience has a favorable effect on exploratory innovation.






2.3. The Relationship between Ambidextrous Innovation and Enterprise Growth


Exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation can improve enterprise growth in different ways. Enterprises are faced with the pressure of insufficient utilization of resources and “iterative optimization” in the process of growth. Exploitative innovation can improve and optimize the existing technical ability through the extraction and integration of existing knowledge [33,34], and can continuously improve the utilization and conversion rate of enterprise resources. Furthermore, it can meet the refined requirements of the products by improving and optimizing all aspects of the production, sales, and operation of enterprises, and provide better service and more abundant value transmission for the market demanders [35], so as to stabilize the current revenue and strengthen the market position of products [36]. Furthermore, enterprises are faced with insufficient core competitiveness and industry competition pressure in the process of growth. Exploratory innovation can capture the industry’s right to speak by acquiring and creating new knowledge and technology [34]. It breaks through the constraints of corporate development, and helps to develop innovative products or services, effectively improving the core competitiveness of enterprises [37]. It constantly weakens the competitive pressure of the industry, and ultimately creates the overall technological breakthrough and linkage development of the industry, bringing excess profits to the enterprise [36]. Therefore, exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation have a positive significance in improving the short-term financial performance and in building the sustainable competitive advantage of enterprises. Given this evidence, we hypothesize the following:



H4a. 

Exploitative innovation promotes enterprise growth.





H4b. 

Exploratory innovation promotes enterprise growth.





The existing research suggests that the ambidextrous innovation theory should include the balance dimension and the complementary dimension, which are used to measure the balance and complementarity of exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation, respectively. Balance means that enterprises can maintain a balanced development of two kinds of innovation activities, and do not rely too much on a particular type of innovation. Complementarity refers to the fact that two kinds of innovation activities in an enterprise can promote and complement each other [38]. Specifically, balance between them can help enterprises reduce the risk of “core rigidity” or the “innovation trap” generated by one party, reduce the business risk of enterprises, and consider the short-term economic benefits and future economic growth of enterprises. When both of them are strong, the complementarity between them will appear, and their multiplier effect can significantly improve the enterprise’s performance [35]. This is because when an enterprise has a strong level of, and capability for, exploitative innovation, it can deepen the application and understanding of exploratory innovation knowledge and technology so as to constantly improve and optimize the output of exploratory innovation. Similarly, when an enterprise has a strong level and ability of exploratory innovation, it can break through the problem of “iterative optimization” in the later stage of exploitative innovation and consolidate the competitive position in the market by realizing the breakthrough development of products or technologies. It can be seen that both exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation can coexist in an enterprise, and when their absolute value is smaller (more balanced) and the product is larger (the more complementary), the promotion of enterprise performance is more significant [39]. Given this evidence, we hypothesize the following:



H5a. 

The balance effect between exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation promotes enterprise growth.





H5b. 

The product effect of exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation promotes enterprise growth.






2.4. The Mediating Effect of Ambidextrous Innovation


The theory of the endogenous growth of enterprises suggests that the driving force for enterprise growth lies in the internal environment of enterprises. The internal resources, technologies, and structures of enterprises are indispensable key elements for enterprise growth. Enterprises can actively adjust these elements to improve their growth capacity. The higher a board’s education level is, the stronger their understanding and application ability of knowledge will be. In addition to enhancing the knowledge reserve of enterprises, directors can provide more professional schemes for enterprises to implement product optimization, and to improve the exploitative innovation level and ability of enterprises. Meanwhile, directors are exposed to the latest discoveries or cutting-edge research in their areas when they receive a higher education level. They often break through the existing knowledge and technology limitations in the industry and provide opportunities for enterprises to implement exploratory innovation. Directors with a background in “output function” have been in the forefront of production and sales for a long time, and their long-term accumulated experiences enable them to have a clearer understanding of the product market and customer demand. It is usually the basis and key point for enterprises to carry out exploitative innovation. In addition, directors with a background in “output function” pay more attention to the research and development investment of enterprises. At the same time, they are the main promoters of the technological revolution, and effectively remove various obstacles in technological change and achieve a successful transformation. Therefore, directors with this background can significantly improve the level and ability of exploratory innovation. A board’s overseas experience can introduce foreign advanced technology and knowledge into enterprises, improve the technology and ability of enterprises as a whole, and promote the exploitative innovation of enterprises to achieve long-term development. Furthermore, it is helpful for enterprises to deepen their understanding of independent innovation [18], and identify new opportunities, which is of great significance for achieving technological breakthroughs and developing emerging markets, thus greatly improving the exploratory innovation level and capabilities of enterprises.



In summary, board human capital can improve the level and ability of an enterprise’s ambidextrous innovation in two ways. First, it can use the existing knowledge, skills, and abilities to gradually improve the products and technologies of enterprises, and improve the level and ability of exploitative innovation of enterprises. Second, the breakthrough development of new products and technologies of enterprises can be realized by tackling key problems regarding new knowledge and technologies. Further, exploitative innovation can make full use of enterprise resources, realize iterative optimization of enterprise technology and products, and promote the improvement of the short-term financial performance of enterprises [40]. Exploratory innovation can solve the problem of insufficient core competitiveness of enterprises, alleviate the competitive pressure of enterprises, and have far-reaching significance toward building the core competitive advantages of enterprises. It can be seen that ambidextrous innovation has profoundly affected the improvement of short-term performance and the construction of long-term sustainable competitive advantage [41]. Therefore, board human capital can promote enterprise growth by influencing ambidextrous innovation; that is, ambidextrous innovation has an intermediary effect between board human capital and enterprise growth. Therefore, we hypothesize the following:



H6. 

Exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation mediate between board human capital and enterprise growth.





H6a. 

Exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation mediate between a board’s education level and enterprise growth.





H6b. 

Exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation mediate between a board’s professional background and enterprise growth.





H6c. 

Exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation mediate between a board’s overseas experience and enterprise growth.





The theoretical model of this study is shown in Figure 1.





3. Data Sources and Research Design


3.1. Sample Selection and Data Sources


We select Chinese A-share non-financial listed companies from 2008 to 2017 as the research sample, which specifically includes both of the A-share Main Board and SME Board listed companies of the Shanghai and Shenzhen Stock Exchange in China, except financial and insurance firms. The reasons are as follows: First, the relevant field information on the board of directors disclosed by CSMAR (China Stock Market & Accounting Research) mainly started in 2008, and the 10-year data are selected to ensure the validity of the regression results. Second, due to the large differences in accounting standards between the financial and insurance industries and other industries, the relevant indicators of the two industries are not comparable and they are eliminated. Third, the board structure of listed companies on the Main Board and SME Board has improved, and the corporate governance mechanism is reasonable, which is conducive to playing the role of board human capital. Fourth, considering that a board’s overseas experience is an important part of board human capital, due to the high internationalization level of listed companies on the Main Board and SME Board, the proportion of directors with overseas experience is relatively high. In contrast, gem enterprises are small in scale, with imperfect board governance structures and high risks, and as such, they are not included in the sample scope.



In addition, we followed existing literature by removing ST (Special Treatment) and PT (Particular Transfer) listed company samples, and deleting samples with abnormal financial data and serious missing data. After screening, we finally obtained 17,357 initial samples. In order to prevent the extreme value, all continuous variables were subjected to a 1/99% winsorization. The statistical analysis software used was Stata14.0 (Source Location: Shihezi University, Shihezi, Xinjiang, China).




3.2. Indicator Selection and Variable Definition


Dependent Variables: Enterprise Growth. Considering the cumulative effect of board human capital, Tobin’s Q, which reflects the ability of enterprise development, was used as the proxy variable for enterprise growth in accordance with the research of Wang et al. [42]. In the robustness test, we followed Fang et al. [43] and took the growth rate of the enterprise operating income as an alternative indicator of growth.



Independent Variables: Board Human Capital (BHC). The board human capital was measured by three variables: board’s education level (DEI), board’s professional background (BAC), and board’s overseas experience (SEA). Among them, a board’s education level was calculated by taking the average of the highest education degree of directors, and organizing the education degree of directors from the lowest to the highest. The education level below the undergraduate degree was coded as 1, 2 for an undergraduate degree, 3 for a postgraduate degree, and 4 for a doctoral degree. A board’s professional background was measured by the proportion of the number of directors with the background of “output functions”, such as R&D, marketing, and design, in the total number of the board of directors [44]. A board’s overseas experience was measured using the proportion of directors with overseas experience to the total number of board members [16]. Drawing on the research of Wang et al. [45], board human capital was measured by standardizing and summing the board’s education level, board’s professional background, and board’s overseas experience.



Intermediary Variables: Ambidextrous Innovation. Ambidextrous innovation was specifically divided into two methods: exploitative innovation (IOTTOU) and exploratory innovation (IOTTOE). We used the method of Bi et al. [46] for reference to measure each of them. Exploitative innovation (IOTTOU) was measured using the ratio of capitalized R&D expenditures to total assets at the beginning of the year; and exploratory innovation (IOTTOE) was measured using the ratio of expensed R&D expenditures to total assets at the beginning of the year.



Control Variables: In order to exclude the influence of other potential variables, the variables such as corporate characteristics and environmental characteristics are controlled by referring to relevant studies [43]. At the level of corporate characteristics, we control for enterprise size (SIZE), financial leverage (LEV), year of establishment (AGE), nature of ownership (STA), ownership concentration (SEC), and combined title of board chair and CEO (DOUL). At the level of environmental characteristics, we have controlled for macroeconomic growth rate (GDP). In addition, we use the dummy variables of annual (Year) and industry (IND) to control for the year and industry of the samples (see Table 1).




3.3. Model Setting


Based on the research hypothesis, the following models were set up to be tested, where α is the intercept, βγγ=1,…,13 are the coefficients, and ε is the random error term.



Model 1 validates the relationship between board human capital and enterprise growth. Therefore, a regression model with board human capital as the independent variable was established to test hypothesis H1:


Growth=α+β1,1BHC(β1,2DEI+β1,3BAC+β1,4SEA)+β1,5SIZE+β1,6LEV+β1,7AGE+β1,8STA+β1,9SEC+β1,10GDP+β1,11DOUL+∑Year+∑IND+ε



(1)







Model 2 validates the relationship between board human capital and ambidextrous innovation, which was used to test hypotheses H2 and H3:


IOTTOU(IOTTOE)=α+β2,1BHC(β2,2DEI+β2,3BAC+β2,4SEA)+β2,5SIZE+β2,6LEV+β2,7AGE+β2,8STA+β2,9SEC+β2,10GDP+β2,11DOUL+∑Year+∑IND+ε



(2)







Model 3 validates the relationship between ambidextrous innovation and enterprise growth, which was used to test hypotheses H4a and H4b:


Growth=α+β3,1IOTTOU(IOTTOE)+β3,2SIZE+β3,3LEV+β3,4AGE+β3,5STA+β3,6SEC+β3,7GDP+β3,8DOUL+∑Year+∑IND+ε



(3)







Model 4 validates the relationship between ambidextrous innovation matching patterns and enterprise growth, which was used to test hypotheses H5a and H5b:


Growth=α+β4,1IOTTOU×IOTTOE(IOTTOU−IOTTOE)+β4,2SIZE+β4,3LEV+β4,4AGE+β4,5STA+β4,6SEC+β4,7GDP+β4,8DOUL+∑Year+∑IND+ε



(4)







Model 5 validates the mediating effect of ambidextrous innovation, which was used to test hypothesis H6:


Growth=α+β5,1BHC(β5,2DEI+β5,3BAC+β5,4SEA)+β5,5IOTTOU(IOTTOE)+β5,6SIZE+β5,7LEV+β5,8AGE+β5,9STA+β5,10SEC+β5,11GDP+β5,12DOUL+∑Year+∑IND+ε



(5)









4. The Empirical Results and Analysis


4.1. Variable Description


The results of the variable description are shown in Table 2, where Panel A reports descriptive statistics and Panel B reports the results of mean-difference tests. Panel A shows that: (1) The standard deviation of the variable Growth was up to 1.8696, indicating that there was a certain difference in the growth of the sample enterprises. (2) The coefficient of variation of the variable BHC was 243.71%, indicating that the sample had strong volatility. This was because the standard deviation of the variable BHC was large but its mean value was small, which indicated that the board of directors of the listed companies in China had highly different levels of human capital. However, due to the level of human capital being generally low, once listed companies raise the level of board human capital through various methods, such as recruitment of talents and organization of training, they will make significant differences relative to most listed companies, which causes the high volatility of board human capital. (3) The mean value of the variable DEI was greater than 2.5 (a postgraduate degree was worth 3), and the coefficient of variation was 20.34%, indicating that a board’s education level of Chinese listed companies was relatively concentrated, and the average education level was close to a graduate degree. (4) The mean value of BAC was 0.2742, which indicated that about one-third of the directors in the sample enterprises had experience in R&D, design, or marketing. (5) The standard deviation of the variable SEA was 0.1129, but the coefficient of variation was 124.2%, indicating that the sample was highly volatile. This was caused by the small mean value of the variable SEA, which indicates that the overseas experience of directors of Chinese-listed companies is relatively concentrated. However, due to its low average proportion, once a company had a large number of returnees, it was significantly different from most companies and its volatility was greater. (6) The coefficient of variation of the variable IOTTOU was 233.15%, which was much larger than the coefficient of variation of the variable IOTTOE, which was 110.77%. That is to say, although the standard deviation of the variable IOTTOE was large, the variable IOTTOU had a large variability with respect to its mean value, indicating that there were some differences in the level of exploitative innovation of listed companies in China compared with exploratory innovation, the average level of exploitative innovation R&D investment was low, and enterprises were more likely to catch up with innovation by increasing the investment; as such, the volatility of exploitative innovation was higher. (7) The standard deviation of the variable SIZE was 1.2852, but its coefficient of variation was only 0.0582, which was related to the large mean value of the variable SIZE. This indicates that there were large differences in the size of sample companies, and due to the generally high average size of enterprises, it was difficult for smaller enterprises to expand their size in a short time; as such, their volatility was relatively small. Panel B divides the samples into two groups according to the average value of board human capital, and tests the differences between them. The mean-difference test results show that the higher the level of board human capital is, the greater the enterprise growth was, consistent with the hypotheses developed earlier.




4.2. Correlation Analysis


The correlation coefficient test results between variables are shown in Table 3. Correlation analysis shows that the variables BHC, DEI, BAC, and SEA were significantly and positively correlated with Growth (p < 0.01), indicating that a board’s education level, board’s professional background, and board’s overseas experience were positively related to enterprise growth. In other words, board human capital was significantly and positively related to enterprise growth, which is in line with the preliminary conjecture of former theoretical analysis. The correlation between the variables in the matrix was small, which indicates that there was little possibility of multiple collinearities. To further test the multicollinearity problem, we investigated the variance inflation factor (VIF) value, which ranged from 2.92 to 2.99, which was less than 10, indicating that there was little concern regarding multicollinearity in the regression model. In addition, in order to avoid the heteroscedasticity problem, a clustering robust standard error regression was carried out in the regression.




4.3. Multiple Regression Results and Discussion


OLS regression analysis was used to analyze the relationship between board human capital, ambidextrous innovation, and enterprise growth (Table 4 and Table 5).



The Relationship between Board Human Capital and Enterprise Growth. First, we examined the impact of board human capital on enterprise growth (Model 1) and report the results in Table 4. In columns (1) and (2) of Table 4, we show that the variable BHC was positively correlated with Growth (t = 10.0344, p < 0.01). That is, board human capital positively affected enterprise growth at a significant level of 1%, indicating that the higher the level of board human capital, the more beneficial it was to enterprise growth. From an economic perspective, every standard deviation increase of board human capital (1.9780) resulted in an enterprise growth improvement equivalent to 6.42% (= 0.0607 × 1.9780/1.8696) of the sample standard deviation. It can be seen that board human capital had a significant positive relationship with enterprise growth in both a statistical and economic sense. Therefore, H1 was supported. Further, when examining the impact of the sub-index of board human capital on enterprise growth, we found that the estimated coefficient of the variable DEI was positive (t = 9.4364, p < 0.01), and a board’s education level had a positive impact on enterprise growth at a significance level of 1%. From an economic perspective, every standard deviation increase of a board’s education level (0.5178) resulted in an enterprise growth improvement equivalent to 6.01% (0.2170 × 0.5178/1.8696) of the sample standard deviation. Therefore, a board’s education level had a significantly positive impact on the enterprise growth, and H1a was supported. The estimated coefficient of variable BAC was significantly negative (t = −3.7042, p < 0.01), indicating that the more directors with an R&D, design, or marketing background on the board, the less likely an enterprise grew. This is inconsistent with the theoretical derivation, which may be due to the fact that the board of directors is composed of members from different professional fields that can hardly reach a unified opinion on the various opinions and suggestions provided during the meeting [47]. Moreover, the confusion and problems, such as communication, will appear frequently, and the emergence of these problems is not conducive to the formulation and implementation of enterprise strategic decision-making, thus threatening the survival and development of enterprises. Furthermore, the increasingly fierce global economic integration and market competition put forward higher requirements for the standardized management of enterprises, which not only requires senior executives to have a certain professional background, but also requires them to have professional management knowledge, management art, and organizational ability. When the number of directors with a background in “output function” in the board was more, it also meant the number of directors with professional management experience was less, which was not conducive to the development of enterprises in the long run. H1b was therefore rejected. The variable SEA was positively correlated with Growth (t = 7.1741, p < 0.01), where a board’s overseas experience had a positive impact on enterprise growth at a significance level of 1%. From an economic perspective, every standard deviation increase of a board’s overseas experience (0.1129) resulted in an enterprise growth improvement equivalent to 4.60% (= 0.7625 × 0.1129/1.8696) of the sample standard deviation. To sum up, the more directors with overseas educational and work experience in the board, the more conducive it was to enterprise growth. H1c was therefore supported.



The Relationship between Board Human Capital and Ambidextrous Innovation. According to Model 2, the relationship was tested between board human capital and ambidextrous innovation, and the estimated results are shown in Table 4. In columns (3)–(6) of Table 4, we show that Model 2 contained the main effect of board human capital and ambidextrous innovation, which was mainly used to verify hypothesis H2. The results show that the variable BHC was positively correlated with IOTTOU and IOTTOE (t = 5.6093, p < 0.01; t = 4.0222, p < 0.01), where board human capital positively affected ambidextrous innovation at a 1% significance level, indicating that the higher the level of board human capital, the more conducive it was toward improving the level of corporate binary innovation. Therefore, H2 and H3 were supported. Due to the difference between exploitation innovation and exploratory innovation in the demand for resources and capabilities, we further studied the impact of the sub-index of board human capital on ambidextrous innovation, and found that the variables DEI and SEA were positively correlated with IOTTOU (t = 4.5698, p < 0.01; t = 2.6023, p < 0.01), but BAC was not significantly correlated with IOTTOU (t = 0.6007, p > 0.1). This suggests that a board’s education level and overseas experience have a positive impact on the exploitation innovation at a significance level of 1%. This shows that the higher the education level of directors, the more overseas experience directors have, the more conducive to improving the utilization of existing knowledge and technology, leading to achieving technological progress and product optimization, and promoting the level of exploitation innovation. However, a board’s professional background had no significant positive correlation with exploitation innovation, which is inconsistent with the theoretical derivation. This may be related to the nature of exploitation innovation. Exploitation innovation requires sufficient knowledge and skills to improve and optimize existing products, which is independent of whether directors have the background of "export function." It can be seen that H2a and H2c were supported and H2b was rejected. The variables BAC and SEA were positively correlated with IOTTOE (t = 4.3086, p < 0.01; t = 2.3088, p < 0.05), while DEI was negatively correlated with IOTTOE (t = −0.5592, p > 0.1), suggesting that a board’s professional background and overseas experience had a positive impact on exploratory innovation at a significance level of 1% and 5%, respectively, indicating that the more background in “output function” and overseas experience directors had, the more conducive they were to acquiring new knowledge and skills and to achieving a breakthrough innovation. However, a board’s education level was negatively correlated with exploratory innovation and was not significant, which is inconsistent with the theoretical deduction. This may be related to the highly educated directors’ strong sense of risk aversion and lower participation in high-risk, high-return R&D and investment projects. Therefore, H3b and H3c were supported, and H3a was rejected.



The Relationship between Ambidextrous Innovation and Enterprise Growth. The relationship between ambidextrous innovation and enterprise growth was tested according to Models 3 and 4, and the estimated results are shown in Table 5. In the columns (1)–(4) of Table 5, we show that Model 3 mainly validated whether ambidextrous innovation can promote enterprise growth, and was used to test H4a and H4b. The regression results show that both IOTTOU and IOTTOE were positively correlated with Growth (t = 5.7919, p < 0.01; t = 4.0133, p < 0.01), suggesting that both exploitation innovation and exploratory innovation had a positive impact on enterprise growth at a significance level of 1%. Therefore, H4a and H4b were supported. Model 4 mainly verified the influence of the matching mode of binary innovation on enterprise growth, which was used to test H5a and H5b. The regression results show that the balance effect of exploitation innovation and exploratory innovation had a weak but significantly positive impact on enterprise growth (t = 2.0907, p < 0.05), while the product effect had little significant association with enterprise growth (t = 0.1715, p > 0.1). Therefore, H5a was supported and H5b was rejected.



The Mediating Effect of Ambidextrous Innovation. Using the methods of Wen et al. [48] and combining Models 1, 2, and 5, we tested whether ambidextrous innovation had an intermediary effect on the relationship between board human capital and enterprise growth according to the following procedures. The first step was to test whether the coefficient β1,1 of Model 1 was statistically significant. If the subsequent test was established, it was a mediating effect; otherwise, it was a masking effect. In the second step, the coefficient β2,1 of Model 2 and the coefficient β5,5 of Model 5 were tested successively. If both were significant, it was an indirect effect, and the fourth step was carried out; otherwise, the next step was carried out. In the third step, we used the bootstrap method to test H0:β2,1·β5,5=0. If the result was significant, it was an indirect effect, and then proceeded to the next step; otherwise, the indirect effect was not significant and we stopped the analysis. The fourth step was to test the coefficient β5,1 of Model 5. If it was significant, the direct effect was significant and the next step was carried out; otherwise, the direct effect was not significant and only the intermediary effect existed. The fifth step was to compare β2,1·β5,5 and β5,1. If the sign was the same, they belonged to a partial mediation effect; if not, it was a masking effect. Based on the above research methods and the regression results in columns (1)–(9) of Table 4, we found that in the previous analysis, it was known that β1,1 and β2,1 were significant. After adding exploitation innovation into the regression equation, the regression coefficient of exploitation innovation on enterprise growth in column (7) was positively correlated at the 1% significance level (t = 5.4379, p < 0.01) where β5,5 was significant. Moreover, by comparing columns (1) and (7), the regression coefficient of the board human capital was reduced to some degree, but it was still positively correlated at the significant level of 1% (t = 5.3094, p < 0.01); that is, β5,1 was significant. Since the signs of β2,1·β5,5 and β5,1 were the same, exploitation innovation played an intermediary role in the relationship between board human capital and enterprise growth. Next, we considered the mediating effects of exploratory innovation. Similar to the analysis of the mediating effect of exploitation innovation, exploratory innovation also played a partial mediating role in the relationship between board human capital and enterprise growth. Therefore, ambidextrous innovation played an intermediary role in board human capital and enterprise growth, and H6 was supported.



Further, we examined the mediating effect of ambidextrous innovation on the index of board human capital and enterprise growth, and the results are shown in columns (2)–(10) of Table 4. We found that exploitation innovation played part of the mediating effect on a board’s education level and enterprise growth, while exploratory innovation had no significant indirect effect on a board’s education level and enterprise growth. The indirect effect of exploitation innovation on a board’s professional background and enterprise growth was not significant, and exploratory innovation played a covering effect on a board’s professional background and enterprise growth. Ambidextrous innovation played part of the mediating effect between a board’s overseas experience and enterprise growth (Considering the mediating effect of IOTTOE on DEI and Growth, since β2,2<0, the bootstrap method was used to test and p = 0.441 was obtained. Therefore, the indirect effect was not significant. Considering the mediating effect of IOTTOE between BAC and Growth, we adopted the bootstrap test and obtained p = 0.000; that is, the indirect effect was significant, but there was a masking effect due to the difference between β2,3·β5,5 and β5,3. Similarly, the indirect effect of IOTTOU on BAC and Growth was not significant). In conclusion, H6c was supported, H6a was partially supported, and H6b was rejected.




4.4. Robustness Test


In order to verify the reliability of the regression results, we conducted the robustness tests from the following aspects.



Problem with Measurement Error. The growth rate of business income was adopted as a substitute indicator for growth. Considering the cumulative effect of board human capital, we take t+1 period and t+2 period for enterprise growth, and then conducted the regression of the main effect of board human capital on enterprise growth. The specific results of the indicator replacement are shown in columns (1) and (2) of Table 6. We found no matter whether t+1 period or t+2 period was applied, board human capital still had a significantly positive impact on enterprise growth (t = 2.6780, p < 0.01; t =2.4669, p < 0.05).



Problems with Legacy Variables. Since the characteristics of enterprises also affected enterprise growth, there could be a problem of legacy variables; therefore, we adopted the placebo test to examine this possibility. Specifically, we randomly sorted board human capital in the sample before the regression analysis. If the result after regression was no longer significant, it indicated that board human capital was related to enterprise growth. On the contrary, if the result was still significant, it indicated that the basic regression result may have been caused by omitted variables. The results of the placebo test are shown in column (3) of Table 6, with little association between board human capital after reordering and enterprise growth, indicating that board human capital promoted enterprise growth, and the results were not caused by other omitted variables.



Problems with Reverse Causality. In the theoretical derivation part, it was concluded that the higher the board human capital is, the better it is at improving enterprise growth. However, enterprises with higher growth may also tend to choose directors with a higher human capital level to form the board of directors. There may be a causal endogeneity problem between board human capital and enterprise growth. In order to reduce the interference of endogeneity problems, we chose the average board human capital grouped by year and industry as the instrumental variable (IV). The average board human capital in the same industry and year was related to board human capital but did not affect enterprise growth. Subsequently, we used a two-stage least squares regression (2SLS) to test the weak instrumental variables. The results showed that Shea’s Partial R2 was less than 0.01, but the F statistic was 85.7294, and the p-value of the F statistic is 0. Therefore, the average board human capital was not a weak instrumental variable. Column (4) in Table 6 gives the regression results of the first stage, showing that the estimated coefficient of the instrumental variable (IV) was significantly positive (t = 0.1000, p < 0.01). Column (5) is the second-stage regression result, showing that even after considering endogeneity problems, board human capital was still significantly positively associated with enterprise growth at significance the level of 1% (t = 0.0790, p < 0.01), suggesting that board human capital had a significantly positive impact on enterprise growth.





5. Further Discussion: The Influencing Factors of Enterprise Growth and Ambidextrous Innovation


The above analysis has passed the H1, H2, H3, H4a, and H4b tests, which further verifies and enriches the theoretical analysis framework of “enterprise resources—enterprise capabilities—enterprise growth.” However, as a typical internal orientation theory, it excessively weakens the influence of external environmental factors on enterprise growth. When enterprises choose a growth strategy, they will carry out a corresponding risk prediction and environmental assessment, and pay more attention to industry differences and market competition. Existing studies show the resource and capacity requirements of industries with different factor intensities are different. For example, in labor-intensive, capital-intensive, and technology-intensive industries, due to the obvious difference in the importance of technology, the investment in technological innovation of each industry is not the same [49]. Among different factor intensive industries, will there be industry differences in the promotion effect of board human capital and ambidextrous innovation on enterprise growth? In addition, the R&D resources investment of enterprises is not only influenced by the preferences of the board of directors or management or the balance of power, but also by the industry characteristics and market concentration and other macro factors [50,51]. Similarly, will the impact of board human capital on ambidextrous innovation be affected by industry differences or market competition? Based on the above considerations, we proceeded with the influencing factors of enterprise growth and innovation respectively, and performed a grouping regression on the basis of Models 2, 3, and 4, and further differentiation analysis of the above assumptions.



5.1. Analysis of Factors Affecting Enterprise Growth


Based on the industry classification of the China Securities Regulatory Commission in 2001, we removed the insurance and financial industries, and ranked the manufacturing industry with other industries. We finally obtained 21 industries. Drawing on the cluster analysis method of Lu et al. [49], samples were divided into labor-intensive, capital-intensive, and technology-intensive types according to the factor density. At the same time, according to the “Management Measures for the Recognition of High-Tech Enterprises” promulgated by China in 2008, the technology-intensive industries were identified as high-tech industries, and other industries were identified as non-high-tech industries. The specific classification results are shown in Table 7.



Board Human Capital and Enterprise Growth: Comparison by Industry. First of all, we compared the differences between board human capital and enterprise growth in different industries. The regression results in columns (1) and (2) of Table 8 show that, consistent with the regression results of the whole sample, the estimated coefficient of board human capital (BHC) in both high-tech and non-high-tech industries were significantly positive (t = 7.4060, p < 0.01; t = 7.4175, p < 0.01). In order to further test whether there were differences in the coefficients between groups after the grouping regression, we conducted a SUR (Seemingly Unrelated Regression) test based on the seemingly unrelated model. The empirical value P1 in columns (1) and (2) of Table 8 was less than 0.1, which indicates that the promotion effect of board human capital on enterprise growth was significantly different between industries, and the promotion effect was more significant in the high-tech industry. Consistent with the existing research, due to the outstanding characteristics of high innovation and high growth of the high-tech industry, its developmental results often rely on the high-quality talents of enterprises, including the senior management talents of enterprises. Therefore, the contribution of board human capital to the growth of high-tech industries was much higher than that of non-high-tech industries. Further, the regression results in columns (3) and (4) of Table 8 show that, consistent with the whole sample regression results, in both high-tech and non-high-tech industries, a board’s education level (DEI) and overseas experience (SEA) were positively correlated with enterprise growth, and there was no significant industry difference (empirical values P2 and P4 corresponding to columns (3) and (4) in Table 8 were all greater than 0.1), indicating that a board’s education level and overseas experience were of great significance for improving enterprise growth. There were significant industry differences in the negative correlation between board’s professional background and enterprise growth (the empirical value P3, corresponding to columns (3) and (4) in Table 8, was less than 0.1), which was more significant in non-high-tech industries. This may have been because non-high-tech industries are more risk-averse than high-tech ones. However, directors with a background in “output function” often face the pressure of product market and development, and they tend to try high-risk, high-return investment projects. Therefore, the more directors with an “output function” background, the higher the risk of a strategic decision made by the board of directors, which was not conducive to the long-term development of the enterprise. In this case, the negative correlation between a board’s professional background and enterprise growth was more significant in non-high-tech industries.



Ambidextrous Innovation and Enterprise Growth: Comparison by Industry. We compared the difference between ambidextrous innovation and enterprise growth in different industries. The regression results in columns (5)–(8) of Table 8 show that, consistent with the whole sample regression results, the estimated coefficients of exploitative innovation were significant in both high-tech and non-high-tech industries (t = 5.3323, p < 0.01; t = 6.8835, p < 0.01). For this reason, we further tested whether there were differences in coefficients between groups. The results show that there were significant industry differences in the promotion effect of exploitative innovation on enterprise growth (the empirical value P1 corresponding to columns (5) and (6) in Table 8 was less than 0.1), which was more significant in non-high-tech industries. This shows that although both industries attached importance to the optimization of existing technologies and products, non-high-tech enterprises were more dependent on exploitative innovation due to the existence of serious exploratory innovation shortcomings, further indicating the importance of exploitative innovation to the growth of non-high-tech enterprises. In the high-tech industry, the estimated coefficient of exploratory innovation was significantly positive (t = 6.4603, p < 0.01), but this significant relationship did not exist in the non-high-tech industry (t = 1.4586, p > 0.1) where there was a significant industry difference in the role of exploratory innovation in promoting enterprise growth, which was more significant in the high-tech industry. This is consistent with the actual situation. Due to the low level of non-high-tech industries, the lack of innovation resources and the insufficient investment in innovation, it is difficult to break through the existing knowledge and technology and open up new markets. Therefore, exploratory innovation has not become the main driving force for the growth of non-high-tech enterprises.




5.2. Analysis of the Influencing Factors of Ambidextrous Innovation


Board Human Capital and Ambidextrous Innovation: Comparison by Industry. First of all, we compared the difference between board human capital and exploitative innovation by industry. The regression results in columns (1) and (2) of Table 9 show that the estimation coefficient of board human capital was significantly positive in the high-tech industry (t = 6.0162, p < 0.01), but not significant in the non-high-tech industry (t = 0.7488, p > 0.1). The difference test of inter-group coefficients was consistent with the significant results, where there was a significant industry difference in the promotion effect of board human capital on exploitative innovation (the empirical value P1 corresponding to columns (1) and (2) in Table 9 was less than 0.1), and it had a greater effect in the high-tech industry. Further, the regression results in columns (3) and (4) of Table 9 show that in the high-tech industry, the estimated coefficients of a board’s professional background (BAC) were not significant (t = 1.3517, p > 0.1), but the estimated coefficients of a board’s education level (DEI) and overseas experience (SEA) were significantly positive (t = 5.6824, p < 0.01; t = 2.1138, p < 0.05). Meanwhile, in the non-high-tech industry, the above estimated coefficients were not significant. In order to prevent estimation errors, we further tested whether there were differences in coefficient between groups, and the results show that there were significant industry differences in the promotion effect of a board’s education level on exploitative innovation (the empirical value P2 corresponding to columns (3) and (4) in Table 9 was less than 0.1), and the effect was more significant in the high-tech industry. There was no industry difference in a board’s professional background and overseas experience (the empirical values P3 and P4 corresponding to columns (3) and (4) in Table 9 were greater than 0.1). Among them, the estimation coefficient of a board’s professional background was not significant between groups, which means that the number of directors with an “output function” background on the board of directors did not affect the level and ability of the exploitative innovation of enterprises.



Then, we compared the differences between board human capital and exploratory innovation in different industries, and the regression results in columns (5) and (6) of Table 9 show that, consistent with the regression results of the whole sample, the estimated coefficient of board human capital was significantly positive in both high-tech and non-high-tech industries (t = 2.1835, p < 0.05; t = 3.8540, p < 0.01). We further tested whether there were differences in the coefficient between groups, and the results show that board human capital had no significant industrial difference in promoting exploratory innovation (the empirical value P1 corresponding to columns (5) and (6) in Table 9 was greater than 0.1), indicating the importance of board human capital in promoting exploratory innovation in various industries.



Further, the regression results in columns (7) and (8) of Table 9 show that in non-high-tech industries, the estimated coefficient of a board’s education level (DEI) was not significant (t = −0.9498, p > 0.1), and the estimated coefficient of a board’s professional background (BAC) and overseas experience (SEA) were both significantly positive (t = 5.3332, p < 0.01; t = 2.4582, p < 0.05); meanwhile, the estimated coefficient was not significant in high-tech industries. In order to prevent estimation errors, we further tested whether there were differences in the coefficient between groups. The results show that there were no significant industry differences in the promotion effect of a board’s education level, professional background, and overseas experience on exploratory innovation (empirical values P2–P4 corresponding to columns (7) and (8) in Table 9 were all greater than 0.1), which was consistent with the results of a full sample regression.



Board Human Capital and Ambidextrous Innovation: Comparison by Market Strength. The degree of market competition was measured using the Herfindahl index (HHI) of operating income, which is calculated using the formula: HHI=∑Xi2, where i represents the industry, Xi represents the proportion of market competitors in the industry of i in the total market share, which is measured using the proportion of each enterprise in the total annual sales of industry i.



We compared the difference between board human capital and exploitative innovation according to the strength of market competition. The regression results in columns (1) and (2) of Table 10 show that, consistent with the results of a full sample regression, the estimated coefficient of board human capital was significantly positive no matter whether the market competitiveness was strong or weak (t = 2.5299, p < 0.05; t = 4.8353, p < 0.01). The results show that the promotion effect of board human capital on exploitative innovation was not affected by market competition (the empirical value P1 corresponding to columns (1) and (2) in Table 10 was greater than 0.1). Therefore, no matter how competitive the market is, enterprises should attach importance to the value of board human capital in improving exploitative innovation. Further, the regression results in columns (3) and (4) of Table 10 show that, consistent with the results of the whole sample regression, for enterprises in different market competition environments, there was a significantly positive correlation between a board’s education level and exploitative innovation (t = 2.0260, p < 0.05; t = 3.6458, p < 0.01), and there was no significant difference in either coefficient or correlation, indicating the importance of a board’s education level for exploitative innovation. Consistent with the results of the full sample regression, a board’s professional background was not affected by the strength of market competitiveness and had no significant correlation with exploitative innovation. When the market competition was weak, the estimated coefficient of a board’s overseas experience was significantly positive (t = 2.0524, p < 0.05). On the contrary, when the market competition was strong, the estimated coefficient was not significant. Further the inter-group coefficient difference test results show that there was no significant difference in the grouping regression (the empirical value P4 corresponding to columns (3) and (4) in Table 10 was greater than 0.1). It can be seen that improving a board’s overseas experience had a positive significance for promoting the exploitative innovation of enterprises.



The regression results in columns (5) and (6) of Table 10 show that when the market competition was weak, the estimated coefficient of board human capital was significantly positive (t = 5.4551, p < 0.01). On the contrary, when the market competitiveness was strong, the estimated coefficient was not significant (t = 0.1006, p > 0.1). The inter-group coefficient test further verified the above results (the empirical value P1 corresponding to columns (5) and (6) in Table 10 was less than 0.1). When the market competition was weak, board human capital played a stronger role in promoting exploratory innovation. The reason for this may have been that for enterprises to achieve a technological breakthrough, they often need to have certain oligopolistic market power to guarantee all the resources for research and development. If the market competition is weaker, the market concentration would be higher. In industries with high market concentration, there are often oligopolies or monopolies, and the market power of these large enterprises can ensure that they have enough R&D investment. In this case, board human capital is more likely to play a role in creating an advantage in raising resources for exploratory innovation.



Further, the regression results in columns (7) and (8) of Table 10 are observed: when the market competition was strong, the estimated coefficient of a board’s education level was significantly negative (t = −2.0224, p < 0.05). In contrast, when the market competitiveness was weak, the estimated coefficient was not significant (t = 1.0190, p > 0.1). Furthermore, the inter-group coefficient difference test shows that there were significant differences in the relationship between a board’s education level and exploratory innovation in different market competition environments (the empirical value P2 corresponding to columns (7) and (8) in Table 10 was smaller than 0.1). It can be seen that the influence of a board’s education level on exploratory innovation was greatly influenced by the strength or weakness of industry competition, and the two influence directions were different, which may be the reason why the results in the full sample regression were not significant. Consistent with the results of a full sample regression, the estimated coefficient of a board’s professional background (BAC) was significantly positive, regardless of the strength of market competition (t = 2.4699, p < 0.05; t = 3.2090, p < 0.01). In order to prevent estimation errors, we further tested the coefficient differences between groups and the results show that there was no significant difference (the empirical value P3 corresponding to columns (7) and (8) in Table 10 was greater than 0.1), where the promotion effect of a board’s professional background was not affected by the market competition. When the market competition was weak, the estimated coefficient of a board’s overseas experience was significantly positive (t = 3.8818, p < 0.01), but when the market competition was strong, the estimated coefficient was not significant. The inter-group coefficient difference test further confirmed the above conclusion (the empirical value P1 corresponding to columns (5) and (6) in Table 10 was less than 0.1). When the market competitiveness was weak, the promotion effect was more significant, indicating that in large enterprises with a high market concentration, it was easier to develop the promotion effect of a board’s overseas experience on the exploratory innovation of enterprises.





6. Conclusions and Discussion


6.1. Conclusions


In this paper, we show clear empirical evidence that board human capital had a significantly favorable impact on enterprise growth, and ambidextrous innovation played as role as part of the intermediary role. Further analysis shows that a board’s education level had a significant positive impact on enterprise growth, in which exploitative innovation played as role as part of the mediating effect. The research of Wincent et al. [52] shows that heterogeneity of a board’s knowledge and skill is particularly important for incremental innovation, while a board’s education level is particularly important for radical innovation. However, this paper finds that a board’s education level had a significant role in promoting exploitative innovation, but there was no significant correlation with exploratory innovation, which may be related to the strong awareness of risk aversion of highly educated directors. Although the board of directors with a high degree of education attached more importance to the investment in enterprise research and development, the board of directors faced great pressure from inside and outside the enterprise when making decisions on enterprise innovation because radical innovation usually means a higher risk and a longer return period. Meanwhile, directors with higher education levels were usually more rational. As a result, they were part of the enterprise project engaging in high risk prevention.



Existing studies have suggested that decision-makers with R&D, marketing, and design experience pay more attention to the technological development of enterprises and tend to increase input in product and technological innovation [53]. The proportion of directors with an "output function" background was negatively correlated with enterprise growth, which may have been related to the directors with this background lacking professional management knowledge and experience, and the strategic decision-making having a risk preference. When studying the relationship between a board’s professional background and ambidextrous innovation, it was found that there was no significant correlation between a board’s professional background and exploitative innovation; but there was a significantly positive correlation with exploratory innovation. A board’s overseas experience was positively correlated with enterprise growth, among which ambidextrous innovation played a partly mediating role. Therefore, a board’s overseas experience can significantly influence enterprise growth through exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation.



The balance effect between exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation can enhance enterprise growth to a certain extent. The balance effect between exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation can prevent the dangers of a “core rigidity” and an “innovation trap” caused by excessive emphasis on one party, which is conducive to reducing business risks, ensuring the improvement of short-term financial performance and the construction of a sustainable competitiveness of enterprises to significantly improve enterprise growth.



The difference analysis of the influencing factors of enterprise growth shows that board human capital played a more significant role in promoting enterprise growth in the high-tech industry. There were significant industry differences in the role of ambidextrous innovation in promoting enterprise growth. Among them, the promoting effect of exploitative innovation on enterprise growth was more significant in non-high-tech industries; while the promoting effect of exploratory innovation on enterprise growth was more significant in high-tech industries. This paper shows that ambidextrous innovation played an irreplaceable role in promoting enterprise growth. Due to the low level of innovation in various industries at present, the development of ambidextrous innovation was extremely unbalanced. In particular, non-high-tech industries relied too much on exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation had not been developed into an important driving force to promote enterprise growth.



The difference analysis of the influence factors of ambidextrous innovation shows that board human capital had a significant industrial difference in the promotion of exploitative innovation, which was stronger in the high-tech industry; meanwhile, there was no significant industrial difference in the promotion of exploratory innovation. Arrow [54] believes that a competitive market is more likely to stimulate enterprise innovation, while this study finds that board human capital played an important role in promoting exploitative innovation, which was not affected by the degree of market competition. The research on exploratory innovation supports Schumpeter’s hypothesis that there is a positive correlation between technological innovation and market concentration. It shows that in the environment of high market concentration and weak market competition, some enterprises often have certain market dominance, which ensures that enterprises have sufficient investment in innovation and R&D, and board human capital is more likely to play a role as an exploratory innovation advantage resource for enterprises. Moreover, although listed enterprises in China have the same level of board human capital, their promotion of ambidextrous innovation will be significantly different due to the influence of industry differences and market competition.




6.2. Contribution


This paper contributes to relevant research in a couple of ways. First, we introduce ambidextrous innovation as a mediator from the perspective of “enterprise resources—enterprise capability—enterprise growth,” explain the impact of board human capital on enterprise growth from internal and external factors and reveal the favorable role of board human capital in the process of enterprise growth. Second, the leading antecedent variable was an important research direction of the antecedent variable of ambidextrous innovation organization. The existing research mainly focuses on the “leadership duality” characteristics at the individual level, while the research on the “top management team duality” characteristics at the organizational level is in the initial stage. We enrich the related research on characteristics regarding “top management team duality” by exploring the impact of board human capital on ambidextrous innovation. Third, based on the research of the endogenous perspective of enterprise growth, we focused on the impact of environmental factors at the industry level. By grouping enterprises according to the nature of the industry and the intensity of market competition, we revealed the differences in the influence of board human capital on ambidextrous innovation and enterprise growth. There was a guiding significance for enterprises in different industries to build a sustainable competitive advantage.




6.3. Practical Implications


At present, emerging production factors, such as technology and knowledge, should gradually become the main driving force for enterprise growth [42]. In order to improve the level and quality of enterprise innovation and promote the healthy and sustainable development of enterprises, it is necessary to establish the coordination mechanism between the government and enterprises. Based on the research conclusions, the following countermeasures are proposed.



First, listed companies should fully recognize the favorable role of board human capital. By optimizing the composition of the board of directors and improving the level of board human capital, enterprises can build a sustainable competitive advantage. Directors with a higher educational level, professional management knowledge, and overseas background can significantly improve enterprise growth, which should be taken as an important basis for the selection and recruitment of directors. Furthermore, the human capital level of existing directors can be constantly optimized through self-development and management development. Enterprises can also choose to set up practical training classes for senior managers, along with other ways, to help directors achieve a breakthrough in ideas and improve their management ability. In addition, enterprises should build cooperation platforms with overseas universities and research institutes, and constantly introduce advanced management knowledge and experience. Directors without overseas background in an enterprise can continuously expand their international vision and management experience through overseas study or dispatch.



Second, the relative balance between exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation should be highly valued in the process of enterprise development. Since the reform and opening up policy was implemented, China has gradually established a modern technology system and narrowed the gap with the world’s advanced technology by means of “introduction, digestion, absorption and re-innovation.” China has made great progress in the exploitative innovation level, and promoted the rapid and efficient development of its economy. However, as China’s economy enters a higher stage of development, the existing knowledge and technical level can no longer meet the needs of economic development due to various contradictions. Enterprises will rely on original innovation if they want to compete in the international market. In order to become a supporting force for enterprise growth in non-high-tech industries, the development and cultivation of exploratory innovation ability should have great importance attached to it.



Third, listed companies should formulate innovative strategies in line with the current stage of development, according to the nature of the industry and the market competition environment. Different industries have different demands and focus on innovation, so different innovation strategies are formed based on different considerations, such as organizational culture [55]. At present, the high-tech industry focuses on exploratory innovation; meanwhile, the non-high-tech industry prefers exploitative innovation. Therefore, in the process of enterprise innovation, on the one hand, enterprises should be committed to the pursuit of ambidextrous innovation and enterprises should pay attention to the balanced development of exploitative innovation and exploratory innovation in the process of development, rather than relying too much on a certain type of innovation. On the other hand, enterprises should pursue substantial innovation and constantly improve the level and quality of innovation to avoid the waste of innovation resources. In addition, enterprises should have a correct understanding of the significance of industry competition to enhance their sustainable competitive advantage as a source of power.




6.4. Limitations and Future Research


There are still some imperfections in this study. We only selected board’s education level, professional background, and overseas experience to measure board human capital. Although these dimensions have important considerations in enterprise recruitment and career promotion, they are not sufficient to comprehensively capture board human capital, which needs to be further supplemented in subsequent studies. We do not consider the important role played by board social capital in promoting enterprise growth. The existing research suggests that board human capital and board social capital are interdependent and inseparable, which together constitute board capital [56]. Therefore, the relationship between board social capital and enterprise growth and ambidextrous innovation should be considered in the future research.
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