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The main aim of this article is to demonstrate that in a dynamically changing business environment;
an organization should focus on embracing imitation strategies such as a safer form of building up its
market position. The author addresses issues of innovation and imitation, provides definitions and
defines realistic conditions and advantages of imitation strategies. Innovation does not guarantee
a company's market success. The research conducted has shown that imitation is not only a commonly
used strategy of creating competitiveness, but it is also the foundation of many firms’ success stories.
Innovative imitation, technological diffusion, creative imitation should be treated equally as innova-
tion — as a another development strategy, different form of strategy implementation, assuming less risk

and wider market access with less risk and cost.
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1. Introduction

After the accession of Poland to the European Union, it has
become widely known in literature and in business practice
that innovation or innovation processes are at the heart of the
economic success of any business. However, such a view can
be called circular reasoning, more aptly, a social myth. The
illusory perception of innovation, according to the author, has
a minor relevance to real economic processes, and, above all,
to the facts of research and statistics (Fichman, et. al. 1999;
Cieslik, 2014).

The myth of innovation and its salutary influence on the
company has also been appropriately exposed by S. Shane,
a leading American entrepreneurial researcher, in his mono-
graph, ,,The Illusions of Entrepreneurship: The Costly Myths
That Entrepreneurs, Investors, and Policy Makers Live
By”(Shane, 2008). The author clearly indicates that the pursuit
of innovation, based on decisions made by emotions or in re-
lation to limited knowledge, is a trap for many entrepreneurs.
Other authors have a similar way of thinking (Shane, 2008;
Howcroft, 2001; Peppard et. al 2011).

The aim of the article is to reveal the myth of innovation,
especially in terms of business strategy and its development.
The author emphasizes the risk involved in the implementa-
tion of innovation by the company. In business practice, com-
panies often choose strategic pathways that do not focus on
innovation but rarely on imitation due to risk mitigation and
maximization of potential benefits. Undoubtedly, the risk of
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innovation is very difficult to measure, no one publishes data
showing how many micro-enterprises, start-ups, or even expe-
rienced, many years of large corporations lost their position or
went bankrupt as a result of investment decisions in innova-
tion. Such a situation could be caused by the implementation
of a strategy based on conviction about beneficial effect of in-
novation.

2. Innovation and imitation

The definition of innovation is changing and evolving, but
it constantly refers to its early Latin origin, ,,innovatio”, or re-
newal. Innovation is a series of activities leading to the crea-
tion of new or improved products, new technological pro-
cesses or organizational systems. However, there is no single
commonly accepted definition of innovation. (Baregheh et al.,
2009; Gopalakrishnan et al., 1997). J.A. Schumpeter intro-
duced this term to economics, pointing out five instances of
innovation (Schumpeter, 1960; Wisniewska, 2013):

e introduction of new goods that consumers have not yet
had to deal with,

e introduction of a new method of production that has not
yet been tested in the industry,

e the opening of a new market, i.e. one in which a given
type of domestic industry has not yet functioned, whether
or not it existed before,
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e acquisition of a new source of raw materials or semi-fin-
ished products, regardless of whether the source already
existed or had to be created,

e implementation of a new organization of some industry.

Essential changes in industry have generated a new com-
mercial environment in which business processes cross tradi-
tional company boundaries and combine across industrial sec-
tors. This means that innovation develops in a new direction,
requiring rethinking of the current concepts underlying inno-
vation (Berkhout et. al. 2006).

In turn, ,innovation is a special tool for entrepreneurs, by
means of which they make an opportunity to undertake new
business or to provide new services.”(Drucker, 1992). In his
opinion, ,,innovation does not have to be technical, it does not
have to be anything material.” Yet another definition of inno-
vation can be found in the Operational Program Innovative
Economy, where innovation is understood as the introduction
of to practice in a company a new or significantly improved
solution for a product (product or service), process, marketing
or organization. Once again, innovation can be distinguished
at the enterprise level, at the level of the economy, but also at
the world level, putting increasing demands on the one on
which the change is new. Therefore, the essence of innovation
is very broad and difficult to define.

Innovative phenomena are dynamic ones. The innovation
development starts with product and process innovations, but
it also consists of organizational innovations. Some attempts
to judge or clarify such technologies are innovative while oth-
ers are not, which is a bit contrary to the fundamental idea of
innovation established on a basic rule according to which in-
novation is related to a change. One common foundation re-
lated to all the definitions of innovation is that it is a business
activity in the area of introducing novelty (new solutions) in
different areas of the firm’s activity.

When identifying innovation according to the above defi-
nitions, it should be emphasized that imitation it is also an ex-
pression of entrepreneurship (Vyas, 2005).

However, the imitation is perceived negatively. And yet,
as a word, it is marked negatively with quite a strong associa-
tion with backwardness and even acts outside the law. In the
opinion of some managers - it does not allow to create future
value and impose other conditions of the market game. This
kind of assessment is typical of Western cultural circle, and
the inhabitants of the Far East have repeatedly proven that im-
itations are not negative, but produce positive economic re-
sults and can even be publicized because they create new value
(Zhou, 2006; Bolton, 1993, Posen et. al, 2013; Xie et. al,
2006).

Imitation should not be perceived as an exceptionally orig-
inal creative act, but smart use of what has already been in-
vented or already exists/was designed to achieve new market
or organizational value. Imitation or creative diffusion can be
defined as a search for better use of existing potential of the
company. It is related to different resources: work, knowledge
and capital, etc. Imitation should also be seen as an alternative
to innovation, but less risky, safer and usually less costly to an
entrepreneur who can achieve business goals. Sometimes im-
itation may not provide technological leadership in a given
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market, but the mere strategy of imitation in its intentions pur-
sues it, only with far less risk and cost than innovative strate-
gies chosen by the leaders.

3. Innovative imitation

The risk of innovation can also be seen as a strategic busi-
ness activity that seeks innovation opportunities, but, because
of cost and technological risk, it does not want to take on the
burden of being a pioneer. In order not to fall into the trap of
traditional imitation as creative diffusion, creative imitation
can be called “Imovation”, a strategy of imitation innovation.
Innovation models are widely used in strategic management
of business. In the course of time, a movement from linear to
more complex models can be observed. Any enterprise can
choose the most suitable model, according to its work specif-
ics. The attitude of entrepreneurs towards withholding intel-
lectual property is changing: open innovations are gaining
popularity as the aim is to commercialize the developments
which are not used by the enterprise or are not considered
a commercial secret. The use of imitation is becoming more
popular and common (Shenkar, 2010; Lindemanis, 2013;
Krzakiewicz, 2016). The possible approach is, that organiza-
tion would be able to assimilate innovative technology which
was developed by others. Then, the organization given is able
to implement own original solutions on such a basis, simulta-
neously. The authors present numerous advantages of imita-
tion enterprise development strategies (Yong-gang, 2004;
Shenkar, 2010).

In this day and age, technological development is pro-
gressing so rapidly that the traditional protection of intellec-
tual property is being lost, or at least its effectiveness de-
creases. Time and costs associated with patent procedures
become a huge barrier for entrepreneurs. In addition, it is
worth pointing out that international legal regulations, patent
and copyright law are relatively easy to evade, which, in turn,
enables the emergence of substitutes (Porter, 1989). Even the
most unique and innovative product, after a few months, is
available from many manufacturers, often with very aggres-
sive price competition. In addition, free strategic complements
can raise a firm’s profits, while free strategic substitutes can
lower profits for potential competitors (Parker, et al, 2000).

It’s worth pointing out that the benefits of imitation enter-
prise development are not limited to relatively lower imitation
costs compared to the cost of creating original, pioneering in-
novations and their implementation. The follower has the abil-
ity to observe the response of the audience to a new market
offer, analyses the mistakes in the process of launching a new
product, give it a chance to offer a new version of a new prod-
uct, or develop a more effective marketing strategy (Cieslik,
2014). Imitators mostly benefit from the company's previous
effects and efforts, including changes in attitudes and needs of
consumers, or from the leaders in material and technical infra-
structure (Janssen, et al. 2001).

For example, at present, almost no one remembers that the
pioneer in the introduction of payment cards was the Diners
Club, which still exists as a company itself, however its mar-
ket share is marginal. The Diners Club has made a tremendous
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effort to convince buyers to use the card and sellers to accept
it. They also introduced card readers and an international sys-
tem of document flow and payment. More companies in this
industry could benefit fully from the effects of these innova-
tive ideas and investments (Leblebici, 2012; Cieslik, 2014;
Staykova, 2015).

4. Strategy of imitation

As far as a proper definition of an enterprise strategy in
which the driving force and development becomes imitation is
concerned, it is still a problematic one. Such a strategy can be
described as imitation of the activities of competing compa-
nies in terms of product selection, price level, the use of simi-
lar distribution channels, and the promotion-mix instruments.
This strategy is cost effective especially in marketing research
(Witek, et al, 2008). An entrepreneur who engages such
a strategy uses the market leader's experience as well as the
demand he has generated to gain a strong competitive position
in the emerging market.

The company, whose strategy is predominantly based on
imitations, focuses on streamlining the product lead and im-
proving its marketing efforts (Wanasika et. al, 2011). Accord-
ing to J. Adamczyk, who points out a number of variations of
the imitation strategy, among which one should distinguish the
strategy of flexible imitation, it is based not only on the use of
technology or the leader's product but also on the better recog-
nition of the market. The strategy of flexible imitation is to
adapt the quality of the newly introduced product accordingly
to the requirements of chosen market segment. It could be
used in the growth phase or maturity phase of the product life
cycle. The firm avoids the risk of securing the demand for a
new product and then disseminating innovation. In addition,
there is a place to make such changes and improvements that
will increase a product’s chances of success and will make the
substitute more recognizable and, as a result, the substitute
may become more successful than the original product (Riv-
kin, 2000; Adamczyk, 2008).

Taking into account the maturity of the company, W. Ja-
nasz characterized two different type of possible strategy: im-
itation strategy and advance strategy. An enterprise must
choose a pattern to imitate, i.e., own development or industrial
development of another entity. The imitation strategy comes
down to choosing the already proven path of enterprise devel-
opment, but under certain conditions it may be a prerequisite
for the transition to a pre-emptive strategy (Janasz, 2011). It is
characterized by great creativity and is usually associated with
large investment expenditures. Advance can be achieved by
diffusion of already existing technology, innovation, to
achieve better market position or new channel to reach the
market. Diffusion of imitation with advanced strategies can
significantly reduce risk and, thus, cost (Lee, et al. 2012).

It’s worth raising a common issue related with a lot of fail-
ures related to the company’s innovative actions. There are
a lot of examples in the field of innovative clusters (Mazur et
al, 2016). In general, there is a lack of serious public debate
on the importance of innovation in the Polish economy. The
second problem is a negative valuation of imitation, which is
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generally associated with backwardness, which can have a di-
rect impact on decision makers in the area of enterprise man-
agement strategy. However, one can say that the pursuit of in-
novation is the only recommended method of obtaining
technological leadership in a given market. Meanwhile, re-
search into the development of Polish enterprises shows that
the fast growing ones, the so-called ,,Gazele Biznesu” imple-
ment an imitative strategy based on already available technol-
ogies and organizational solutions (Gorynia, et al 2005; Sipa,
et al, 2015).

As smart companies use imitations to gain strategic ad-
vantage, from the strategic point of view and from whole en-
terprise perspective, the imitation strategy should not be per-
ceived as a worse type of strategy. Most of all, utilization of
such a strategy could be safer, it involves less financial ex-
penses, and can even provide greater market success (Chang,
et al, 2003; Cieslik, 2015).

5. Imitation as a source of success

The knowledge and information-based modern economy
requires a company to continually improve its competitiveness
in order to achieve a greater profitability and, thus, a better
market position (Tarapata, 2014). In traditional perception,
the factor that guarantees this advantage is innovation. Inno-
vation is undoubtedly a tremendous driving force for modern
economies, demonstrating the development and maturity of
businesses, and, therefore, playing a key role in building
a management strategy for both the company and the econ-
omy. There is a common opinion that, due to innovative activ-
ities within the company, the innovative strategy will be the
remedy for all the wrongs and could be seen as a panacea for
increasing the value of an enterprise. There are a lot of publi-
cations which clearly show that high-tech companies, such as
Apple, Google, or Microsoft have achieved their spectacular
success owing to breakthrough innovations, and, that it is in-
novation which made the transformation form a “garage”
stage to a global corporation stage possible.

As far as Apple Corporation is concerned, it should be
mentioned as a curiosity for ground-breaking innovations
Also, the history of the Xerox Star computer and the operating
system developed by Xerox PARC (Palo Alto Research Cen-
ter) are worth mentioning as they became an inspiration both
for Apple and Microsoft Corp. “The inspiration” was related
to the operating system with graphical interface as well as de-
sign and architecture of personal computer. Apple not only
copied the whole idea to build its first computer and operating
system, but also tried to patent the idea of a graphical interface
of the operating system as its own. Microsoft and Hewlett-
Packard wanted to do the same. The patents were intended to
cover not only the software itself, but the idea that the user
interface could be controlled by a computer mouse that was
discovered at the turn of the 1970s and 1980s. The whole con-
flict between the three major high-tech companies ended in
court. Apple Computer, Inc. sued Microsoft for copyright in-
fringement and wanted to prohibit Microsoft and Hewlett-
Packard from using a graphical operating system, as well. In
the opinion of Apple’s lawyers it was too similar to Apple's



MicHAt WIERZBICKI ET AL. / PRODUCTION ENGINEERING ARCHIVES 22 (2019) 36-40

Lisa (Macintosh operating system). The court dismissed Ap-
ple and Xerox. Interestingly, neither Apple nor Microsoft were
able to prove the originality of their technology in court, and
the court's capital and technology connections have further re-
duced their credibility and led to a more defensive approach
to innovation (Barney, 1995).

The above story is a quite proper example that innovation
is not necessarily the heart of the success of today’s world
leading IT companies, despite their very spectacular business
history. On the other hand, there is interesting research con-
ducted by A. Bhidé. He surveyed 500’s rated companies (in-
cluding ones that are 8 or more years old and achieved sales
growth in four consecutive years at a minimum rate of 55%
per year) and the result of this research is that innovation is
not a dominant factor of market success (Bhidé, 1999). This
research confirms that companies which achieved respectable
financial results did not build their position on the basis of in-
novation. Their strategy was based on a fast verification of
a proven business /often based on imitation strategy/ and mi-
nor adaptation of a product or service already available on the
market.

As far as the impact of innovation on company’s success
is discussed, there are a lot of opinions, that the global inno-
vation sector is not so giant as it seems to be and it is mainly
concentrated in not in a very large number of countries (e.g.
USA, Japan, Germany, France and Italy). The rest of the world
is copying the inventions. As a conclusion, due to literature
review, the strategy of “smart” imitation should be seen as
a one of strategy scenario for contemporary companies (Rob-
inson, et. al. 2002; Lee, et. al, 2012; Brondoni 2014; Stodolak,
2017).

6. Summary and conclusion

In the world of low margins and very turbulent environ-
ment, with the challenges of high-speed scientific and tech-
nical progress and with huge global competition the effective
strategy is the only possible option. According to the literature
overview, efficient and effective strategy or even project or
program design and then effective imitation implementation
within the organization is:

less risky than marketing innovation,

less expensive than pioneer technology or product,

faster to implement,

more viable to maintain.
Creative imitation gives the management board a better
chance of success than risking a challenge in the area of classic
innovation.

As part of the research conducted, the information gath-
ered allows to emphasize that the experience of many compa-
nies show a characteristic phenomenon: market success does
not always relate to companies that have been prepared (dur-
ing the time consuming process) for innovation. Such a com-
panies operate on a high level of risk and on a high level of
expenditures. However, those companies that are inspired by
innovation, by observing a ,,pioneer ,,, could prepare a “smart”
competitive and effective imitation. Moreover, it has to be said
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that very often the work on the preparation and implementa-
tion of imitation leads itself to the creation of spontaneous in-
novations such as improvements making imitation a solution,
a product better than an innovation introduced with a high cost
by a company that acts as an innovator.

It is also justified in the economy history that existing in-
novation leaders such as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan were
mainly focused on industrial imitation during the post-war
years. It was not until the turn of the 20th century, that large
number of technology transfers and development of their own
facilities allowed them to accumulate financial resources and,
as a result, to rise rapidly. Imitation strategies in highly devel-
oped countries seem to be a natural milestone in the develop-
ment of technology and products as well as an effective stra-
tegic management.
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