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Abstract: Organizational routines have been investigated by scholars from two opposite perspectives:
the first is rooted in the evolutionary economics of Nelson and Winter; the second relies on the
reconceptualization of routines proposed by Feldman and Pentland. The main reason that has kept
the perspectives separated concerns the issue of routine replication, which found space in the former
while it remained in the shadows in the latter. Studies that have dealt with this issue offer many
clues on the one or other form that replication can take. What is lacking is a routine-based theory of
routine replication capable of comparing their different forms. The paper pursues this goal in two
stages. First, routines are reconceptualized as repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent
actions, connected with the external environment, guided by specific knowledge and involving
multiple, interacting actors and artifacts. Then, this reconceptualization leads to a discussion of the
issue of routine replication and its forms. This way of conceiving routines leads to developing an
original and unitary theoretical framework covering the different forms of routine replication. What
lends intra-organizational replication a greater replicability than inter-organizational replication
is the presence of a template and of actors specialized in planning the replication process. In its
serial and routinized form, intra-organizational replication can potentially reach the highest level
of replicability. The same results can be achieved by the routine replication that underlies franchise
systems. In the two forms of inter-organizational replication—spin-offs and employee mobility—the
template is replaced by a weaker knowledge repository consisting of the memory of individuals who
leave one organization and try to replicate its routines at another. The disadvantage deriving from
the lack of a template can be contained when specific factors are present that facilitate the work of
replication actors.

Keywords: routines; routine-specific knowledge; routine replication; intra-organizational replication;
spin-offs; labor mobility

1. Introduction

Many businesses in retail and other service sectors are organized as chains of outlets
that are identical or very similar to one another [1]. The emergence of numerous industries,
niches and geographical clusters is due to a seed company spinning off new ventures that
in turn serve as business incubators [2]. It is through the inter-organizational mobility of
human resources, that what has proven successful at one firm, can most often be transferred
to another [3].

According to scholars of evolutionary economics [4,5], these three diverse, important
phenomena have something in common: they are all potential carriers of replicating orga-
nizational routines, rather like the genetic material transferred through the reproduction
processes of biological organisms, or through the more recently discovered horizontal gene
transfer [6]. These scholars associate routines and replication because they envisage them as
knowledge that instructs actions within organizations. This knowledge is relatively stable,
making routines replicable inside and outside the organizations in which they develop. The
hypothesis that routines developed in one organizational context can be replicated in
another has received a good deal of empirical validation, such as the study by Jonsson

Sustainability 2022, 14, 8254. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14148254 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://doi.org/10.3390/su14148254
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14148254
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7736-9074
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14148254
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14148254?type=check_update&version=1


Sustainability 2022, 14, 8254 2 of 23

and Foss on Ikea’s international expansion through the opening of new stores using the
greenfield approach [7].

However, the authors who share this knowledge-based view of routines, known as
the capabilities perspective on organizational routines [8] or also entity perspective [9], have
not examined how replication takes place, in relation both to the specific characteristics of
the “genetic material” involved, i.e., routines, and to the various forms in which replication
can occur. It was reasonable to expect that an accomplished theory of the replication of
organizational routines could be brought forth within a second perspective for investigating
them, which has been described as the practice or performative perspective [8,10]. This is
because scholars taking this approach have examined routines as behaviors and actions
contributing to what we know about how routines function, particularly as concerns the
role of participating actors and of routine artifacts [10–13]. The replication of organizational
routines is a topic that has remained in the shadows in this line of research—as a possibility
allowable in theoretical terms but not encountered in the real world—because of the vari-
ability/instability that is intrinsic to routines. This standpoint is well captured by Feldman
when she states that the most fitting metaphorical reference for routines is represented not
by genes, but by the wind [14].

Thus, a research gap emerges regarding the topic of replicability-replication of organi-
zational routines from which derives the research question that this paper seeks to answer:
is it possible to build a routine-based theory of routine replication and its heterogeneity?
In other words, the aim of the paper is to develop a conceptual framework of routine
replication in the variety of forms that this process can take that is grounded not simply
in a biological metaphor (albeit anchored in a clear identification of the general nature of
routines) but in what organizational routines specifically are and how they function within
organizations.

Such a theoretical effort appears useful, first to understand whether phenomena
that generally remain separated in the management literature, such as enterprise creation
through successful spin-offs or corporate growth through similar plants or outlets, actually
have a common root. Moreover, a theory of replication underpins any theory of evolution,
whether it pertains to biological or organizational populations [5]. However, while evolu-
tionary biologists have an established understanding of their replicating material, the same
cannot be said in the field of organizational evolution, which explains why the theories
available in this field are unable to account for the different evolutionary patterns that
distinguish the history of different industries as well as the different evolutionary stages
that mark the history of the same industry [5]. In this respect, too, a routine-based theory
of routine replication may offer useful insights.

Generally speaking, the strategy chosen to answer the research question has consisted
of bridging two different and distant approaches to analyze organizational routines—the
capabilities perspective and the performative perspective—developing, with the help of
some constructs rooted in the performative perspective, the Nelson and Winter’s intuition
of considering knowledge as a fundamental and general requirement of a heterogenous
process, such as the replication of routines.

2. Research Strategy

More specifically, the development of a routine-based theory of routine replication in
its various forms has been carried out in two steps, the first of which lays the foundations
for the second.

The first step (discussed in Section 3 of the paper) begins with an account of how
routines have been conceptualized from the capabilities and performative perspectives,
respectively. This overview is based on the most relevant contributions produced within
either perspective, and explains why studies in the two strands have followed different and
essentially non-communicating paths. Based on this observation, we propose an extended
definition of organizational routines that reconciles the two perspectives with a view to
dealing with the issue of routine replication. On the one hand, this definition empha-
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sizes that routines are repetitive patterns of interdependent actions involving multiple,
interacting actors and artifacts, as established by Feldman and Pentland in their seminal
contribution of the performative perspective [11] and later taken up and deepened by a
large body of theoretical and empirical studies. On the other hand, our definition adds
that organizational routines are guided by specific knowledge, and connected with the
outside environment, as established by Nelson and Winter in their seminal contribution
of the capabilities perspective [4] and other works that have been inspired by it. How-
ever, while everything related to the actions of actors and the use of artifacts involved in
routines has been well studied, the nature of routine-specific knowledge and the interface
between routines and environment have both remained poorly investigated by scholars of
the capabilities perspective. Therefore, an in-depth look at these two issues was needed in
order to thoroughly explain the concepts of relative stability, replicability and replication of
organizational routines. This discussion, conducted with the help of some works from the
literature on knowledge management and organizational learning, takes up the last part
of Section 3.

The second step in our theoretical construction (discussed in Section 4 of the paper)
starts with the contribution by Nelson and Winter, which provides us with our first building
blocks, and particularly, the concept of template, and a first specification of the variety of
forms that replication can take [4]. A review of the literature that has dealt with routine
replication following in the footsteps of the two founders of modern evolutionary economics
has enabled us to acquire an appropriate definition for routine replication, and to complete
the typology of replication forms. On these grounds, together with the insights from the first
step, we develop a routine-based theoretical framework of routine replication in its various
forms. To be more specific, we advance five propositions concerning: a comparison between
intra- and inter-organizational routine replication; the peculiarity of the serial form in intra-
organizational replication; the peculiarity of routine replication in franchising systems;
the factors that contribute to juxtaposing inter-organizational with intra-organizational
replication; a comparison between the two ways in which inter-organizational replication
can take place, i.e., spin-offs and employee mobility.

3. Routines as Knowledge and Actions
3.1. Nelson and Winter’s Intuition

In An Evolutionary Theory of Economic Change Richard Nelson and Sidney Winter claim
that: “firms may be expected to behave in the future according to the routines they have
employed in the past” [4] (p. 134). Like a gene, a routine is relatively stable and can,
therefore, determine highly patterned and repetitive behaviors in the time between one
variation of the routine and the next.

The two economists elaborate on their “genetic” view starting from the behavioral
theory of the firm proposed by Cyert and March, who see the firm as a system that adapts
to its environment through experience and learning [15]. A firm’s experience is embodied
in a number of standard operating procedures that constantly guide the firm’s behavior.
This set of learned behavioral rules is the memory the firm can count on at any given point.
The rules change every time the organization receives new input through its interaction
with the environment. Nelson and Winter consider routines to be a broader variety of items
than the firm’s standard operating procedures alone, but they substantially depart only a
little from the idea of Cyert and March [16].

Regarding the kind of knowledge associated with this memory that organizations
possess, Nelson and Winter were influenced by Polanyi’s thinking on human knowing,
“starting from the fact that we can know more than we can tell” [17] (p. 4). With this in
mind, they attributed great importance to the tacit dimension of routines, consistently
with their idea of routines as the organizational equivalent of individual skills. Based
on this assumption, the knowledge stored in routines is maintained through practice,
similar to personal skills. The only difference is that practice is individual in the latter
case, and collective in the former and, thus, demands the ability of participants in the
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routine to receive and interpret messages from other members. Several passages in Nelson
and Winter’s book suggest, however, that the knowledge associated with a routine can
be at least partly encoded in formal memories, and that “these formal memories play an
important role” [4] (p. 99).

This genetic and cognitive interpretation of routines is not the only one advanced by
Nelson and Winter in their book and other works [18]. They sometimes talk about routines
as behavioral patterns. These two ways of identifying routines as cognitive regularities or
behavioral regularities have continued to be confused or seen in opposition to one another
in studies published after Nelson and Winter’s book [19–21]. Hodgson and Knudsen
aimed to overcome this ambiguity in an ontological framework named “Generalized
Darwinism”, capable of encompassing evolution both in nature and in human society [22].
Adopting the genotype generalization proposed by the evolutionary biologist Dawkins [23],
they define organizational routines as a specific type of replicator. Similar to biological
replicators (genes), routines are persistent containers of encoded instructions for behaviors
that can be replicated in some way [22,24]. Replicators are contained in organisms or
organizations (interactors), the characteristics of which express the information contained
in the replicators they host. In short, Hodgson and Knudsen—and other authoritative
scholars who shared their approach to evolution [25]—claim that routines are not behaviors,
but stored knowledge that makes it possible to instruct behaviors. Hodgson and Knudsen
also described routines as “dispositions”, which may or may not be actually expressed in
ongoing behavior [5,22]. This is consistent with the genes-routines analogy in Nelson and
Winter [4], according to which routines give rise to an organization’s “possible” behaviors.
In this sense, the picture is much the same as in biology: a gene is a region of genetic
material that encodes a specific functional unit, such as a protein, but the presence of a
given gene in an organism does not automatically mean that the corresponding protein
will be produced therein [26].

3.2. Feldman and Pentland’s Reconceptualization

According to Martha Feldman and Brian Pentland, “an organizational routine is a repeti-
tive, recognizable pattern of interdependent actions, involving multiple actors” [11] (p. 96).
Each routine consists of two distinct and interrelated aspects: the ostensive and the per-
formative. On these founding concepts, a specialized literature has developed that can be
appropriately described as a practice perspective on routines because the focus is on the
everyday activity of organizing, or else as a performative perspective, the emphasis being
on the aspect that makes them visible [8,27].

By following performative thinking, the ostensive aspect is the structural or cognitive
part of a routine that serves as a guide for its participants. Feldman and Pentland see this
part as something abstract, or the routine in principle [11]. On the other hand, since a routine
involves multiple actors, its ostensive aspect incorporates the subjective understanding
of all these actors. This multiplicity stems from the fact that different participants have
different, and sometimes conflicting points of view on the routine, depending on their
role, individual interests and goals. The authors acknowledge that different participants’
views may come into alignment, but they consider the effects of such a process deceptive.
In the end, the ostensive aspect “cannot encompass specific performances because it is
impossible to specify any routine in sufficient detail that it could actually be carried
out” [11] (p. 100). The ostensive aspect of the routines, therefore, “suffers” not only from its
intrinsic multiplicity, but also from a substantial indeterminateness [28].

The performative aspect is the routine in practice (versus in principle) that embodies
“the specific actions, by specific people, at specific times and places, that bring the routine to
life” [11] (p. 94). This aspect is seen as intrinsically variable or, better still, as improvisational.
Such a radical opinion of the performative aspect’s variability derives from the already-
mentioned limited feasibility of specifying performance on an ostensive level. On this basis,
it is highly unlikely that the performative aspect of a given routine can appear the same
every time it is enacted by its participants. In addition, since “the performative aspect
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creates, maintains, and modifies the ostensive aspect” [11] (p. 94), its extreme variability
also makes the ostensive aspect highly unstable.

Returning to the ostensive aspect, thinking of it as the abstract idea of the routine, and
also as the set of routine participants’ different individual understandings, could appear
contradictory, and it is. As concerns the routine in principle, it has to be said that Feldman
and Pentland borrowed this idea from an analysis of power by the French philosopher
Latour, who distinguished between an ostensive definition (power in principle) and a
performative definition (power in practice) [29]. Latour saw these two definitions of power
and, more generally, of the social link as completely different, as each makes possible
what the other cannot. More importantly, they are irreconcilable and consequently cannot
resemble aspects or “parts” of the same ontology. Hence, applying Latour’s ostensive–
performative dichotomy to routines, as Feldman and Pentland do, seems to be inappropriate
from the ontological standpoint [30].

Authors of the performative perspective attribute an important role to artifacts [13,31].
Feldman and Pentland define them as objectified summaries of routines [11], a sort of
“appendage” of the ostensive aspect that may take various forms. In a later work, Pentland
and Feldman connect artifacts to both the ostensive and the performative aspects: while
artifacts such as rules and written procedures are efforts to codify the ostensive aspect,
artifacts such as work logs and databases “provide a convenient archival trace of the
performative aspect” [32] (p. 796). If some artifacts, such as a typical standard operating
procedure, are efforts to codify the ostensive aspect, the authors warn against the mistake
of identifying the ostensive aspect as a whole with these artifacts, and also against the
symmetrical error of thinking that a well-designed standard operating procedure cancels
the intrinsic performative variability of a routine. In other words, artifacts are at the
heart of organizational routines, but even the most codified of artifacts cannot play a
routine back [12].

The ostensive–performative duality leads to the paradox of (n)ever-changing rou-
tines [33]: if they feature as much (synchronic) variety of individual understandings and as
much (diachronic) variability of performance, as Feldman and Pentland suggest, how can
routines possibly be recognized and defined as repetitive patterns of actions? In order to
distance themselves from a reified and static interpretation of routines, the two founders of
the performative perspective seem to go too far in the opposite direction. In particular, as
concerns heterogeneity in performance, they resort to the metaphor of musical improvisa-
tion, quoting the work by Weick [34]. However, Weick analyzed improvisation as a way
of innovating routines (and other things), referring to jazz. At the same time, he warned
that organizations and their routines cannot live on improvisation alone. Metaphorically
speaking, other musical genres are needed, as well as jazz, for a complete representation
of organizational life. Pentland and Feldman then try to explain the coming and going of
stability and continuous change by means of a dual viewpoint, from far and near: “When
viewed from a distance, any particular organizational routine can exhibit a great deal of
continuity over time [...] Closer observation of routines reveals that they can change contin-
uously and endogenously” [32] (p. 794). This is an evocative image, but it is inconsistent
with the practice or performative perspective, according to which routines can only be
“seen” inasmuch as they are actions (performative dimension), and they can only be seen
from “close up”, taking an ethnographic approach [35,36].

A relatively original process perspective on routines has emerged more recently, which
sees them as inherently dynamic or unstable [31]. This line of research stems from the
seminal contributions of Feldman and Pentland (as we have seen), but now the idea that
people use the ostensive aspect to orient the performative aspect is largely set aside. In the
end, as Feldman put it, “the ostensive aspect can be theorized as action” [14] (p. 38).

This tendency to assume that everything is action is countered by the theoretical con-
tribution from Dionysiou and Tsoukas [10]. These authors examine the previously-recalled
paradox of (n)ever-changing routines by considering the interaction within the routine,
between the routine’s participants. Starting from Mead’s symbolic interactionism [37],
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Dionysiou and Tsoukas come to the conclusion that “interacting participants are likely to
develop at least some minimum level of shared understanding or schemata about the joint
activity, which enables them to anticipate the behavior of other members, establish some
confidence about how to behave, and meet basic requirements for the coordination of joint
activities” [10] (p. 193). The ostensive aspect also includes participants’ action dispositions.
Drawing on the works of Hodgson and Kudsen [22], and Birnholtz et al. [33], Dionysiou
and Tsoukas claim that: action dispositions lie at the interface with the performative aspect,
they are retained in the procedural memory of the single participants in the routine and
they enable participants to respond to familiar inputs in a repetitive way. As the interaction
proceeds, the shared schemata are reinforced and the action dispositions become increas-
ingly mutually coherent and stable. With the concept of shared schemata, Dionysiou and
Tsoukas offer an interpretation of the cognitive structure of routines that diverges from
the conviction rooted in Feldman and Pentland [11] that there can be as many “versions”
of a routine as there are participants, and that participants’ cognitive alignment may be
apparent only.

3.3. An Extended Definition of Organizational Routines

Reviewing the main contributions attributable to the capabilities and the performative
perspectives shows that they suggest two ways of conceiving organizational routines—
one based on knowledge that instructs patterns of action, the other based on these same
patterns—that are not antagonistic but represent two distinct focuses chosen by scholars
adopting the two perspectives. Here, we first propose an extended definition of routines
that includes the connection between these two focuses and the other relevant elements
emerging from the literature to help us deal with the topic of routine replicability-replication.
It seems useful for our purposes to start with the definition of routines most commonly
adopted nowadays, to which we can add the necessary integrations.

According to Feldman and Pentland, “an organizational routine is a repetitive, rec-
ognizable pattern of interdependent actions, involving multiple actors” [11] (p. 96). This
definition is succinctly represented on the right-hand side of Figure 1 as actions or behav-
iors, to use a construct that overlaps with that of actions in the literature on routines [19].
The most important element in the basic definition from a replication perspective concerns
the repetitiveness of the actions because repetitiveness (action stability) and knowledge
stability are two faces of the same coin, whereas replication needs stability. Oddly enough,
it is also what many studies have ritually recalled at the time of defining routines, but then
left in the background, almost as if having routines (that tend to be stable) condemned a
firm to immobilism [38].

Our first and most important integration into the basic definition is the connection
between the right- and left-hand sides of Figure 1, between the actors’ actions and the
knowledge that makes them repetitive, retained in the actors’ memory [4,10,22]. Without
this connection, we cannot properly analyze the phenomenon of routine replication. We
can say that a routine developed in a certain organizational context has been replicated
in another by looking at the pattern of actions in the two cases, but behind this possible
outcome there is a transfer (replication) of routine-specific knowledge from the former
context to the latter. It is this knowledge that makes the routine replicable. We do not
speak of the ostensive aspect of a routine rather than of routine-specific knowledge [39–41]
because—as we saw before—the ostensive aspect has remained an ambiguous costruct in
the performative perspective literature.

Consistent with this assumption about the role of knowledge in routines, we must
add to the actors and their memory as knowledge holders those artifacts that represent
codified forms of the knowledge specific to a given routine [13,31,32].
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Figure 1. Organizational routines as knowledge and actions.

Actors taking part in a routine interact with one another. We are not referring here to
the informative connections established between actors in relation to their respective roles
in the routine as a sequence or network of actions. This interaction is an implicit feature of
the collective dimension recalled in the basic definition of routines, as clearly stated already
by Nelson and Winter [4]. We refer instead to inter-action between actors through verbal
or other forms of communication [42]. This interaction is precisely the focus of a study
conducted by Feldman and Rafaeli on routines as sources of interpersonal relationships
and mutual understanding [43]. Recently, there have been increasingly more works moving
in the direction suggested by this pioneering study [10,44–49], bearing in mind that in these
studies interaction does not necessarily mean a dialogue between the parties; it can be any
type of interpersonal communication, even if it is unidirectional.

The last addition to the basic definition concerns the interaction with the competitive
environment, which is unavoidable when we speak of firms in general, and more specifi-
cally of their routines [50]. We are interested here not in how the environment influences
changes in routines, which is the core issue in Nelson and Winter’s evolutionary theory [4],
but in how routines interface with the environment inasmuch as the latter is their ultimate
raison d’être [15].

In conclusion, we can integrate the basic definition of routine as follows: an organi-
zational routine is a repetitive, recognizable pattern of interdependent actions, connected
with the external environment, guided by specific knowledge and involving multiple,
interacting actors and artifacts. Of all the elements comprised in this extended definition of
organizational routines, two remain underinvestigated in the literature: (i) the nature of
routine-specific knowledge, our replicator in the language of Generalized Darwinism [5];
(ii) the interface between routines and environment or the relationship between “geno-
type” and “phenotype”. Each of them requires analysis before we deal with the topic of
routine replication.

3.4. Routine-Specific Knowledge

As Dionysiou and Tsoukas explained, a routine can only exist and continue to repro-
duce itself every time it is activated if there is a process of knowledge sharing such that
participant actors are capable of completing the interdependent actions corresponding to
the routine as a whole [10]. Each actor can acquire a specific knowledge of the routine
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irrespective of their relationships with the other actors during the performance of the rou-
tine. For instance, an actor may take a training course before being assigned to the routine,
while another may acquire information from colleagues at a time when the routine is not
underway. Feldman and Rafaeli [43], and Dionysiou and Tsoukas [10], are nonetheless con-
vinced that the most important mechanism of knowledge sharing lies in the actors’ repeated
interactions every time they engage in the routine. The role of knowledge sharing through
interaction between individuals within organizations has been abundantly analyzed in
the literature regarding knowledge management and organizational learning [51,52], es-
pecially concerning within-firm teams—or communities of interaction, as Nonaka calls
them [53]. These fields of research help to explain the link between organizational routines
and knowledge.

First of all, we need to clarify that shared knowledge does not mean shared schemata
in the sense used by Dionysiou and Tsoukas [10]. Without detracting from their important
contribution, it is important to emphasize that individual and potentially shared schemata
are mental models [54] with wide-ranging effects. Their influence is exerted when pur-
suing stability as well as when seeking change—in general and with specific reference to
routines [55,56]. What interests us for the purposes of our analysis is to restrict the focus to
knowledge that participants in a routine can share on the questions of:

• the things to do (the actions to be taken), or know-what [57];
• how to do them and in what order, or know-how [58,59];
• why they have to be performed in a certain way, or know-why [60,61];
• and who does and knows what, or know-who [62].

If we consider a routine at a certain moment in time, a part of this knowledge is shared,
while another part belongs to single participants and is not shared—at this particular point
in time, at least [63]. Both parts make the routine stable, i.e., a repetitive pattern of actions.
Knowledge sharing can involve multiple people simultaneously (as typically happens at a
meeting of participants in a routine), or it can spread along a chain or through a network of
bilateral interactions. On-the-job (or on-the-routine) training is also a form of knowledge
sharing. A special, rather delicate case is when a participant in a routine is the only one who
has a certain knowledge and has to transfer it to another participant destined to replace
him/her. These knowledge-sharing ways enable routines to withstand, within certain
limits, a turnover in their participants without too many problems [64–66].

When speaking of routine-specific knowledge, we mean, therefore, two knowledge
components that always go together: shared knowledge, and unshared but sharable
knowledge. Many routines consist of several subroutines [10,67] and, in such cases, we need
to consider two levels of shared knowledge, one within each subroutine, the other relating
to the routine as a whole. The ratio between shared and unshared knowledge differs from
one routine to another, but it also changes over time for the same routine. For instance, it
increases when routine managers adopt effective knowledge-sharing practices [68]. The fact
of participants having individual knowledge that they do not share stems from the division
of cognitive labor between them because “everyone cannot know everything” [11] (p. 104).
This division also implicates a diversity of interests and goals, but this type of multiplicity
does not prevent routines from continuing to be repetitive patterns of actions, to some
degree at least [4,67].

Whether it is shared by the routine participants or not, the knowledge we are talking
about serves its purpose of guiding individual actions in a tacit state. Of course, when
tacit knowledge is transferred from one participant to another through interaction, it
is temporarily made more or less explicit by the former so that it can be absorbed by
the latter—a process analyzed in depth by Nonaka and Takeuchi [69]. This is not tacit
knowledge à la Polanyi, by means of which “we know a person’s face, and can recognize it
among a thousand, indeed among a million” [17] (p. 4), for instance, which is subconscious
and, therefore, impossible to explicate and unsharable by definition. It is a tacit knowledge
that can be made explicit and is, therefore, sharable [70,71]. Routines also have a tacit
dimension à la Polanyi, on the level of individual skills, but this is not the same as the
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tacit knowledge of interest here because of its importance from a replication perspective.
Unfortunately, the literature on organizational routines has not taken this difference into
account, either from the capability perspective [4] or from the performative perspective [32].
More radically, some authors have proposed a purely “procedural” view of routines, which
would be stored as procedural memory, without involving the declarative memory [72–74].
Declarative (explicit) memory is implicated in learning about facts and events, while
procedural (non-declarative, implicit) memory subserves the learning of skills such as the
ability to recognize and respond promptly to a given signal [75]. However, conceiving
routines as collective automatisms makes a sort of caricature of them [76]. Instead, we
know from the research field of cognitive neuroscience that declarative and procedural
memories interact in a number of ways [77]. In the words of Giddens, “actors will usually
be able to explain most of what they do, if asked” [78] (p. 6).

When artifacts are routine-specific knowledge holders (Figure 1), they are accessible
and shared by the participants [79], and the knowledge they embody is internalized or
interiorized by the participants [69]. Actors sometimes employ artifacts in their interaction.
In other words, cognitive artifacts take effect alongside and within the interaction between
participants, facilitating knowledge sharing, and adding their own specific contribution
to guiding individual actions. This assumption is wholly consistent with the way in
which Pentland and Reuter conceptualize artifacts in a work preceding the advent of the
performative perspective [80]: learning from Giddens [78], the authors qualified them as
resources for action.

3.5. In Search of the Routine Phenotype

Looking at the link between routines and environment, this interface takes two general
forms: traits and behaviors, or actions [22]. The tangible products are traits, and the
“stability” of their attributes is a founding principle of the quality assured by the firm and
perceived by its clients. The price of the product is also a trait. Customer services delivered
by the firm’s personnel occupy the sphere of behaviors instead, while online services are
halfway between traits and behaviors. These and other examples of traits and behaviors all
involve one or more organizational routines.

Biologists would call traits and behaviors “phenotypes”, i.e., the ultimate expression of
a structure for instruction (the information encoded in the biological genotype), or what the
environment “sees” [26,81]. Figure 2 shows the link between the genotype of a given routine
(its specific knowledge) and its final visible appearance, i.e., its phenotypic expression.

While the question of the phenotype remains in the background in the evolutionary
theory of Nelson and Winter [4], it comes to the fore in Hodgson and Knudsen’ studies. In
their earlier works [22], they use the term phenotype as in Figure 2, to mean the manifest
behaviors and other attributes (traits) of an interactor, be it a biological organism or an
organization, while genotype refers to the underlying set of instructions on which the
phenotype partly depends. In later works, however [5], they identify the phenotype with
the interactor as proposed by the philosopher of science Hull [82], so the organization
that hosts the routines is the phenotype, and the routines determine the behavior of this
phenotype. This second interpretation, also shared by Nelson [83], is clearly incompatible
with the first. On the other hand, Becker et al. [84] draw a parallel between the performative
aspect described by Feldman and Pentland [11] and the phenotypic aspect of routines,
that would, thus, come to occupy a place in the middle of Figure 2 as well. However,
this is a forced parallelism given that in performative studies the ostensive dimension of
routines remains far from a genotype and, moreover, does not even appear in the way they
are defined [11,85].
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Figure 2. Connecting routines with their environment.

The genotype–phenotype distinction, thus, remains an unsolved issue in the literature
on organizational routines. This is because the difference between the two types of routine
in relation to their interfacing with the environment has yet to be analyzed. Figure 2 brings
out this difference, disentangling the routines that interface directly with the environment
(R3 and R4) from those that do not because they only serve the former type of routine (R2),
or contribute to the production of a trait (R1). An example of the R2–R3 connection that
is amply used in the literature on service management concerns front-office as opposed
to back-office routines (the dotted line in Figure 2): front-office routines represent the
“moment of truth” [86], but this would almost always be an unpleasant moment for the
service organization without the support of back-office routines.

4. Routine Replication and Its Forms
4.1. Replication as Strategy

The intrinsic variability of organizational routines brought the issue of their replication
out of the practice perspective [87]. This topic is only addressed in a few case studies [88–91]
of routine replication with adaptation. Their relative stability, on the other hand, made
the same issue relevant to Nelson and Winter [4] and other scholars who followed in their
tracks. In their seminal contribution, they identify two types of routine replication: intra-
organizational replication, as in the case of establishing a new plant identical to the original
and employing the same routines; and imitation, as a consequence of the fact that “a firm
observes that some other firm is doing things that it would like to be able to do” [4] (p. 123).
In the first type of replication—which Nelson and Winter name “inheritance”—an existing
routine serves as a template for a new one, as if it were a gene. The authors add that copying
becomes more difficult if we move from intra-organizational replication to imitation, when
the routine to copy is not available as a template.

Between pure intra-organizational replication (when a whole template is readily
available) and pure imitation (when no template is available in any meaningful sense),
Nelson and Winter also consider various intermediate cases. For instance, adjacent to
the first they place inter-firm cooperation for the purpose of technology transfer, when
imitation occurs with the active support of the firm being imitated. On the other hand, the
case of an imitator taking one or more employees with experience of a routine away from
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the imitatee (especially if they are employees that the imitatee would transfer to a new unit
of its own in an effort to replicate its existing one) is a far cry from pure imitation.

In discussing such intermediate forms, Nelson and Winter make no mention of new
ventures founded by ex-employees of incumbent firms (spin-offs). Their disregard for
this form of replication can be explained by the fact that they focused mainly on large
organizations and their growth [92]. To grow, firms can adopt various strategies, and
replication (i.e., growing by creating other similar organizational units) is one of them.

Replication as a growth strategy becomes the focus of a number of studies by Winter
and others [1], in view of the growing number of chain organizations, i.e., companies
that grow by establishing similar outlets delivering a product or performing a service. In
presenting the key elements of this strategy, Winter and Szulanski [93,94] refine the concept
of template by defining it as a working example of a successful routine or set of routines
accessible only to the replicating firm, which gives it an advantage over any potential
imitator. In fact, the former can directly observe the template (a routine in action) during
the process of its copying, solving any problems that arise through its scrutiny. This makes
it possible to replicate a routine, in the sense of creating “another routine that is similar
to the original routine in significant respects” [95] (p. 349). Then Jensen and Szulanski
examine the benefits of using templates beyond the boundaries of chain organizations,
studying a repeated experience of transferring best practices associated with sales processes
within the Rank Xerox organization [96]. In this study and others [97], replication is not
associated with the creation of new organizational units but with using a routine, even
a newly formed one, which has performed well somewhere within the organization in
other parts of the same organization. Interestingly, Szulanski and Jensen [98], and then
Winter et al. [99] extend the idea of template-based replication from intra-organizational
replication to replication in franchising systems.

The tacit dimension and the problems of causal ambiguity characteristic of any tem-
plate naturally make its replication difficult [100], but the problem should also be seen
dynamically: a firm may learn about the template as it gains experience of replication. The
replicating organization’s learning process coincides with a gradual tendency to make its
approach to replication more structured [7,93].

4.2. Spin-Offs and Inter-Organizational Imitation as Forms of Replication

Similar to Nelson and Winter, Hodgson and Knudsen ignore spin-offs in their early
works [22]. Later on, in the light of Klepper’s seminal contributions regarding spin-offs,
they acknowledge this kind of new venture as a possible form of routine replication,
attributing their specificity to their being tied up with new organizations, or organizational
interactors in the language of Generalized Darwinism [5]. This gives us three general
forms of routine replication instead of the two already identified by Nelson and Winter [4]:
intra-organizational replication, inter-organizational imitation, and spin-offs [5].

Klepper wrote two seminal contributions [101,102] on the topic of spin-offs defined as
new ventures whose founders had previously been employed by established firms in the
same industry. The first proposes a new approach to spin-offs that stems from combining
an idea of Dyck [103] about spin-offs inheriting various characteristics from their parents
with the notion of routines developed by Nelson and Winter [4]. The second is an in-depth
empirical study of new entrants in the automobile industry in the U.S.A. between 1895
and 1966. What emerges is that those best equipped to cope with the competition had
been founded by people with a lengthy experience of working for the industry’s leading
companies. Klepper’s work, and a study conducted at the same time and in the same vein
by Phillips [104] on Silicon Valley law firms were followed by various studies on other
industries or countries. As a review conducted by Klepper himself [2] shows, the findings
of these studies confirm one or both of the aspects that had emerged in the study on the
automotive industry: (i) spin-offs perform better than other types of new entrants, in terms
of survival rates and other performance measures; (ii) spin-offs from high-performing
incumbents fare better than those deriving from less successful incumbents. Another
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finding of Klepper’s review is the association between spin-offs and industry clustering
as in the case of the automobile industry localized in Detroit and several other cases.
Subsequent studies converge on these results [105–113].

Unlike the studies on intra-organizational routine replication, the research conducted
by Klepper and others pays little attention to the process of replication, as it focuses more
on the performance of spin-offs (e.g., their survival likelihood). Therefore, it only indirectly
demonstrates the process of routine inheritance [2,114,115]. An exception lies in a recent
work by Maryann Feldman et al. [116], which compares the organizational practices of a
sample of spin-offs with those of their parent firms, and with those of a sample of other
established firms, finding strong evidence of routine replication via spin-off.

Routine replication by imitation between incumbent firms has only been analyzed
in two empirical studies [117]. Both [3,65] focus on the mobility of key employees, i.e.,
those with a consolidated experience of their organization’s source routines. The work by
Wezel and colleagues compares imitation with spin-offs, demonstrating that founders of
spin-offs are better at transferring industry knowledge than employees who move from one
firm to another. Both studies advance the idea that key employees moving from a parent
firm to another incumbent represents a mechanism of routine replication, supporting it
(indirectly) by looking at the impact of employee mobility on the competitive performance
of the organizations being imitated [3] or by comparing the organizations being imitated
with their imitators [65].

4.3. Reconceptualizing Routine Replication

The literature on routine replication makes two main theoretical contributions: one
on the identification of the forms in which it can occur [3,5,65,101,102] and one on the
concept of template, intended as a working example of an organizational routine in intra-
organizational replication [93]. What is missing, however, from the studies on routine
replication (which can all come under the umbrella of the capabilities perspective) is an
interpretation of the forms of replication based on what routines are and how they operate
(as analyzed in the previous section). We try to fill this gap by constructing a routine-based
theoretical framework of routine replication in its various forms. With the aid of Figure 3,
the various steps in this construction are outlined below.

Figure 3. Framing routine replication in its forms.
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The upper part of Figure 3 contains a simplified representation of the routine being
replicated, as in Figure 1. Adopting the definition of routine replication suggested by
Szulanski and Jensen [95] (p. 349), we mean that a given routine has been replicated if the
new routine “is similar to the original routine in significant respects”. This definition comes
from a study on Rank Xerox’s intra-organizational replication efforts in the early 1990s, but
it also fits the bill for the other two forms of replication—inter-organizational imitation and
spin-offs—that emerged from our review. There are three aspects of this definition that is
important to emphasize. First, the definition demands that we compare the copy with the
“original” routine, meaning that the variability entirely within the performative sphere—i.e.,
due to contingent factors affecting “specific actions, by specific people, at specific times and
places” [11] (p. 94)—should be disregarded because it already exists in the replica, just as it
does in the source routine. Then, similarity “in significant respects” means that the copy of a
routine is unlikely to be perfect [4]. An exact replication is hindered by individual skills that
inform the unsharable knowledge of the routine, as well as by random micro-variations or
copy errors [118]. Finally, replication is a strategy. The following discussion is based on the
point of view of a firm or individual pursuing a strategy of “perfect” (realistically perfect)
replication of one or more organizational routines. When we talk about replication we can
refer to this strategy, to its outcome (not necessarily achieved as the adopted definition
implicitly suggests), or to the process aiming to achieve the outcome.

Going along with Jensen and Szulanski [96], routine replication is a form of knowledge
transfer. Following our definition and reexamination of the concept of routines, we might
add that a replication strategy uses the specific knowledge of a source routine as the means,
its end being to replicate its phenotypic expression. In other words, it is the success that this
expression has had in the competitive environment that motivates the decision to replicate it,
whatever form the replication takes. Knowledge transfer needs knowledge repositories that,
in the case of replicating a routine, correspond to the artifacts associated with the routine, the
actors involved in the replication with their individual memory, and sometimes the source
routine (or template). Artifacts or, better still, cognitive artifacts have an important role in
the replication of a routine, but—being codified expressions of routine-specific knowledge,
and consequently transferable by definition—their role does not differ significantly between
the various forms of replication [41]. To emphasize the differences between the forms of
routine replication, we, therefore, need to focus on the replication actors and templates. The
lower part of Figure 3 shows the main characteristics of the different forms of replication:
intra-organizational and inter-organizational replication as general forms; routinized and
non-routinized replication as specific forms of intra-organizational replication; spin-off and
imitation as specific forms of inter-organizational replication.

Intra-organizational replication differs fundamentally from spin-offs and inter-organizational
imitation in three important aspects. First, there is a level superordinate to the replication actors,
where the replication is chosen and planned as a business strategy [94]. This distinctive
feature implicates the presence of two groups of replication actors: the first includes the
people responsible for facilitating routine replication; the second those who implement it to
generate a new routine. The facilitating actions typically include training the participants
in the routine. As replication is a process “by which organizations reuse knowledge that is
already in use” [94] (p. 208), they can also use a template or working example, considered
as a repository of routine-specific knowledge that is potentially subject to copying [119].
The replication actors can absorb routine-specific knowledge by observing the behaviors
and actions of the actors who work in the source routine, and also by interacting with
them and sharing knowledge. They can also check the link between the routine-specific
knowledge of the working example and its phenotype as observable in the competitive
environment. The first proposition of our conceptual framework can, therefore, be defined
as follows:



Sustainability 2022, 14, 8254 14 of 23

Proposition 1. Replicability is greater in intra-organizational than in inter-organizational routine
replication processes. This is due to the presence in the former of a level superordinate to the
replication in practice, actors specialized in supporting it, and a template to which to hook it, making
it easier to deal with the complexity of the process.

There are two clearly-differentiated forms of intra-organizational replication, adding
a further form to the three discussed in the literature: one is serial replication, or the
“McDonalds approach” [93]; the other coincides with the first steps of a serial replication,
or is a choice a firm makes in certain situations—to set up a new production plant in
order to (replicatively) expand its production capacity, for example—in which case routines
used at the existing plant serve as a template for the new investment [4,120,121]. In both
situations, the replicating organization can use a working routine as a template, but in the
case of serial replication this is part of a structured and routinized approach for the purpose
of producing n events of the same type within a certain time frame. The fact of having
specific routines for replication, developed over time by the actors working to support the
replication (the first group of replication actors), gives routinized replication an advantage
over non-routinized replication when it comes to obtaining an exact copy—in other words,
a greater replicability degree, as shown in Figure 3. A second proposition follows:

Proposition 2. Considering the two forms of intra-organizational replication, the serial one has a
greater replicability because it is not only template-based, but also routine-guided.

Interestingly, franchising systems develop via a process of routine replication that is
a hybrid form combining routinized replication with inter-organizational imitation. As
we have seen, the scholars of intra-organizational replication include franchise replication
in their research domain [98,99], even if franchisees are independent entrepreneurs. This
choice seems justified because the transfer of knowledge in franchising systems and con-
tracts goes largely in the direction from the franchisor to the franchisees, starting from the
routines replicated at every opening of a new outlet. For that matter, many franchising
systems are mixed also including franchisor-owned outlets, in which case franchisors
transfer the same routines to both types of outlets [122]. The market for franchises, as Knott
acutely noted, “appears to be a market for organizational routines” [123] (p. 930). In this
market, franchisees “purchase” routines whose replication perfectly fits the bill for the
serial form of intra-organizational replication. We can, thus, add another proposition to our
conceptual framework:

Proposition 3. Even if the routine replication accompanying the development of franchising
systems is formally of the inter-organizational type, the fact of being template-based and routine-
guided makes it very similar to the serial form of intra-organizational routine replication.

Imitation and spin-offs are forms of inter-organizational replication in which the firm
that replicates is an incumbent firm in the former case, and a newly-founded business in the
latter. The knowledge transfer involves one or more replication actors with experience of
the source routine, who can recall a part of this routine-specific knowledge, and they exploit
this endowment to recreate the routine at the new organization. Thanks to their individual
memory, which serves as a knowledge repository, they can try to develop routines in the
new context that are similar to the original ones in significant respects [41].

Inter-organizational replication suffers from a structural disadvantage (a lower repli-
cability degree) vis-à-vis intra-organizational replication because it lacks the three favorable
conditions characterizing the latter (Proposition 1). This disadvantage is very obvious when
the replication process is particularly complex, such as when there is a low ratio of shared to
unshared knowledge, or in the event of subroutines, and consequently of different pieces of
shared knowledge [67]. Inter-organizational replication can involve other factors relating to
the characteristics of the replication actors that may reduce this disadvantage, however. A
first factor concerns the routine-specific knowledge that ex-employees have stored in their
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memory, and especially the unshared part, which will be greater in individuals with a more
lengthy experience of a given routine, and those employed in different tasks or in more
responsible positions—in short, the key employees [2,4,124]. A second factor regards the
ex-employees’ social capital, and specifically their relations with ex-colleagues still engag-
ing in the source routines [114,125], who enable the replication actors to access the template,
even if only indirectly. Although these relations are personal, they are clearly more likely
if the parent firm’s attitude to the employees who leave it is benevolent, or not hostile at
least [126,127]. An “extreme” form of benevolence consists in inter-organizational imitation
assisted by the imitatee [4]. A third factor is the team effect, when several employees leave
the same organization. This is of interest here inasmuch as these individuals have already
been interacting at the original organization as actors in routines, and they meet again as
replicating (and interacting) actors in a different organizational context, whether they join
an existing incumbent firm or a spin-off [107,128,129]. The team factor certainly has a very
direct and effective impact for the purpose of coping with the complexity of replication,
providing the team individuals the knowledge to be replicated more broadly together than
could be carried out by the most endowed individual alone [41]. To this advantage we can
add another deriving from these people’s experience of interacting with one another at the
parent firm, which reduces the time it takes to develop the new routine (replication) at the
recipient organization [130,131]. The limit case of such a team effect is when the whole team
involved in a routine shifts from one business to another, in which case inter-organizational
replication takes on features that brings it closer to intra-organizational replication. From
all the above, the following proposition emerges:

Proposition 4. The disadvantage of inter-organizational replication compared with intra-organizational
replication (in terms of routine replicability) can be mitigated by four factors, which may also take
effect together and in synergy. Three relate to the replication actors and concern: their experience
of the source routines (key employees); their maintaining relationships with ex-colleagues still
engaged in the source routines; and their having engaged in the same source routines (team
effect). The fourth factor concerns the possible goodwill towards the replicating organization
shown by the organization that the replication actors have left.

Even if spin-offs and imitation have much in common as forms of human resource
mobility, an important difference between them concerns the context they arrive in, which
is greenfield for a spin-off, but not for inter-organizational imitation. In the latter case, it
may prove difficult to harmonize the novelties brought in by employees arriving from a
different firm with what already exists at the recipient organization [132,133]. Moreover,
the not-invented-here syndrome also affects organizational routines [134]. That is why
imitations are generally associated with more difficulties, and consequently a lower degree
of replicability, than spin-offs [3,118]. This brings us to our last proposition:

Proposition 5. Considering the two forms of inter-organizational replication, spin-off has a greater
replicability than inter-organizational imitation because the replication actors operate in a virgin
organizational context that they themselves contribute to creating.

5. Discussion

The objective of this paper has been to construct a theoretical framework capable of
accounting for the replication of organizational routines in the variety of forms that this
process can take. The idea that routines are replicable because of the knowledge they embed
was first proposed by Nelson and Winter [4] along with the observation—then refined by
Hodgson and Knudsen [5]—that routine replication takes a variety of forms, as indeed
it does in the case of biological replication. However, the metaphorical analogy between
genes and routines must stop in the face of the obvious diversity that exists between the
simple information structure of DNA in genes and the complex cognitive structure of
organizational routines involving interacting actors and interdependent actions. Those
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who have penetrated this complexity are the scholars of routines in practice, but they
have placed the problem of replication at the margins of their field of observation, while
the heterogeneity of its forms has simply not been acknowledged. Nelson and Winter’s
intuition about the replication of routines has, thus, not given rise to a routine-based theory
of this manifold process.

The choice to achieve our research objective by bridging the gap related to routine
replication through a two-stage path was dictated by the need to have a definition of
organizational routines suitable for our purpose. Combining the performative perspective
on routines with the capabilities perspective, we defined them as repetitive, recognizable
patterns of interdependent actions connected with the external environment, guided by
specific knowledge, and involving multiple, interacting actors and artifacts. With this, we
have not intended to add a new definition to those already available, but to recognize
that routines are knowledge and actions at the same time [19], and failing to take their
intrinsic duality into account makes it impossible to understand any process involving them,
including their replication. In fact, it is the specificity of knowledge and its collective nature
that stabilizes it, and this stability provides the repetitiveness (stability) of actions. Without
this invariance, however relative, talking about replication simply does not make sense.

In tackling this definition, there was need to further investigate the nature of routines
with regard to their specific knowledge and the link between genotype and phenotype.
As it became clear in the last two subsections of Section 3, in all the literature on routines,
whatever the analytical perspective taken, the difference between tacit knowledge as
“hardly” tacit—and, therefore, structurally unsharable—and sharable tacit knowledge has
never been clarified, while on the genotype–phenotype link one can only say that confusion
has reigned supreme. Our two insights, on the one hand, represent a contribution to the
knowledge of organizational routines distinct from that related to the topic of replication,
and on the other hand, allow us to grasp the “tacit dimension” of our extended definition
of routines. Individual actions are guided by routine-specific knowledge that is partly
shared by participants through interaction with one another and with artifacts, and partly
belongs to each individual alone. Routine-specific knowledge guides individual actions in
a tacit state, and indirectly through artifacts, which are codified forms of routine-specific
knowledge. This collective nature of routine-specific knowledge accounts for its non-
volatility, which in turn ensures the repeatability of the actions and behaviors guided
by that knowledge. As organizations interact with the competitive environment around
them, the stability of their routines ensures the stability of the phenotypic expression of the
routines at the organization–environment interface.

Based on the extended definition of routines and defining routine replication of Jensen
and Szulanski [96], it was possible to address the second step of the research and de-
velop a theory of routine replication and its heterogeneity. This allows us to advance
from previous studies on this topic, starting with the seminal contribution from Nelson
and Winter [4] and continuing with the others reviewed in the first two subsections of
Section 4. What distinguishes intra-organizational replication, lending it a greater repli-
cability than inter-organizational replication, is the presence of a template and of two
levels involved in the replication process, one on which the replication is planned, and the
other on which it is implemented by replication actors (Proposition 1). In its serial and
routinized form, intra-organizational replication can potentially reach the highest level of
replicability (Proposition 2). The same results can be achieved by the routine replication
typical of the development of franchising systems (Proposition 3). In the two forms of
inter-organizational replication, the template is replaced by a weaker knowledge repository
consisting of the memory of individuals who leave one organization and try to replicate
its routines at another. The disadvantage deriving from the lack of a template can be
contained if one or more factors facilitate the replication actors’ work (Proposition 4). If this
is carried out at an existing organization that has its own consolidated culture, structures
and processes, then the replication actors may encounter some hurdles—something that
does not happen with spin-offs (Proposition 5).



Sustainability 2022, 14, 8254 17 of 23

Our way of conceiving the variety of forms that routine replication can take suggests a
novel interpretation of how organizational populations or industries evolve, an issue that
has been largely neglected by the literature on organizational evolution [27,135,136]. If we
consider an industry in a given time frame, there will be a certain number of employees
who leave existing firms to establish new ones, or to join other existing firms. A proportion
of these people are actors who replicate routines they experienced at the firms they have left.
At every stage in the history of the industry, the two mechanisms of inter-organizational
replication coexist as separate channels through which routine-specific knowledge circu-
lates. We might add that the spin-off mechanism is dominant in the introductory stage of
an industry, or in a phase following a technological discontinuity. This was demonstrated
by Klepper, who takes the merit for the “empirical observation that spin-offs accounted
for a large share of successful entrants that shaped the further evolution of the industries
he studied” [137] (p. 744). As explained in his and others’ studies [138], pioneering firms
are fertile incubators for start-ups that try to reproduce their success by replicating their
routines. On the other hand, the replication mechanism mediated by employee mobil-
ity identifies the phase of maturity of an industry, when the variation (innovation) of a
routine developed by an incumbent firm will generally be of modest extent, in terms of
new routine-specific knowledge, and may easily be replicated by a competitor with the
help of an employee who has experience of the variation. Then, the imitator may become
an imitatee [135].

In its two forms, inter-organizational routine replication prevents the transformation
of an industry in an oligopolistic sense. Chandler reminds us of the importance of the
major corporations in modern capitalistic economies: “the individuals come and go, the
organization remains” [139] (p. 87). However, as long as many capable replication actors
move around in a given industry and period, it is difficult for that industry to become
or remain an oligopoly. On the other hand, an oligopolistic transformation has been a
distinctive feature of the evolution of some industries [140,141] and—in the light of our
framework—this can be explained by a weakening of the conditions that guarantee inter-
organizational replication. Some firms in the industry succeed in developing routines that
give them a competitive edge, and the complexity of their routines makes them very difficult
to replicate, so their competitive advantage is sustainable. These firms grow at a faster rate,
giving rise to a gradually increasing industrial concentration [4]. Taking this view, serial
and routinized intra-organizational replication—a growth strategy clearly visible in some
service industries [142–144]—can be seen as a source of oligopolistic transformation.

6. Conclusions

Combining the two analytical perspectives on organizational routines (the capabilities
and the performative perspectives), we have defined routines as repetitive, recognizable
patterns of interdependent actions connected with the external environment, guided by
specific knowledge and involving multiple, interacting actors and artifacts. This way of
conceiving routines emphasizes their replicability and enabled us to develop an original
and unitary theoretical routine replication framework covering its various forms. This
framework also proves useful in accounting for the different evolutionary patterns followed
by different industries.

Although the paper is theoretical in nature, it has some interesting implications for
entrepreneurs and managers.

6.1. Managerial Implications

With regards to a routine replication strategy that is sustainable on the competitive
plane, people wishing to implement it in its inter-organizational versions must be aware of
the problem posed by the absence of a template to serve as working example. They need
to prepare adequately during the period before they leave the parent firm. They should:
accumulate an in-depth knowledge of the source routines; establish interpersonal relations
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that can be usefully activated to support the replication process; select colleagues to take
with them to make up an effective team.

A second implication worth emphasizing concerns the choice of an employee expert
in a particular routine or set of routines working very well in his or her firm to transfer this
knowledge to instruct behaviors and actions in another incumbent firm. This choice must
be preceded by an adequate knowledge of the target organizational context, keeping in
mind that the not-invented-here syndrome or other obstacles may result in the failure of
the strategy. Full awareness of the possible problems to be addressed may lead to forgoing
that strategy or, if not, planning remedies to facilitate the replication process.

Finally, let us consider the opening of new franchising outlets. From the replication
standpoint, events of this type can benefit from the advantageous conditions typical of
routinized intra-organizational replication, but it is hard to make good use of this potential
without an alignment between the franchisor’s strategy and the behavior of the (relatively
independent) franchisees. Franchisors can reduce the risk of this alignment not taking
place through careful selection of franchisees and their on-the-template training before the
new outlets are started.

6.2. Limitations and Further Research

Much empirical research remains to be conducted to confirm the theoretical perspec-
tive suggested in this paper. A first issue concerns the effective replicability of routines
in the case of inter-organizational replication. As we have seen, this issue has almost
always only been examined indirectly, with the exception of the work by Feldman et al.
on a sample of Danish start-ups, which compared their organizational practices, between
spin-offs and start-ups of other types, and with their parent companies, if any [116]. Other
studies may move along these lines of research using sets of variables that (compared with
those used by Feldman and colleagues for their organizational practices) come closer to
representing organizational routines. Starting from information of this type, we could
also compare the various forms of replication, testing the propositions contained in our
theoretical framework on routine replication.

Moreover, the whole discussion developed in the paper is based on the point of view
of a firm or individual deciding to replicate one or more successful routines. Thus, our
field of observation excludes the opposite strategy of adapting source routines to the
new contexts, i.e., cases in which the replication dilemma conceptualized by Winter and
Szulanski [93] is resolved, not in replication but in adaptive variation, to use a term from
evolutionary biology [145]. On the other hand, our reflection on the heterogeneity of the
replicative phenomenon suggests a generalization of the replication dilemma. Indeed, the
study of this issue has so far been confined to intra-organizational replication [7,88,93] up
to the boundary form of franchising [122,146], while a similar dilemma could be found and
analyzed in spin-offs [41] as well as in inter-organizational imitation.
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