
How Entrepreneurial Orientation Influences the Enhancement of Customer 
Knowledge Management Competence: 

An Explorative Empirical Study  

Zhiyuan Li, Bo Wu, Yanhai Zhao 
School of Management, Lanzhou University 

Lanzhou, China 
zhiyuanl@163.com, yhzhao@lzu.edu.cn 

 
 

Abstract— Against the background where the entrepreneurial 
economy is replacing the managerial economy, the study on the 
entrepreneurial firms’ knowledge management mechanism 
facing their customers in the wider sense is becoming the key 
to upgrade these firms’ customer knowledge management 
competence. Thus, based on the a conceptual model 
construction of entrepreneurial firms’ entrepreneurial 
orientation and their customer knowledge management 
competence, this paper studies,  in an explorative manner, by 
way of an empirical study on firms with high entrepreneurial 
orientation, the correlation between the entrepreneurial 
orientation and customer knowledge management competence. 
The autonomy and the active competition of the 
entrepreneurial orientation manifest significant positive 
correlations to customer knowledge management competence, 
and to its process management and environment supporting 
competences. As a result, it is essential to the dynamic growth 
of customer knowledge management competence that the 
entrepreneurial firms should manage effectively the 
authorization as well as active competitive posture.  
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

At present, the entrepreneurial researches are centered on 
two major entrepreneurial phenomena: the creation of new 
enterprises and corporate entrepreneurship. Since the 1990, 
companies like Apple have achieved great successes by way 
of entrepreneurial activities based on innovative 
opportunities and resource integration, which brings the 
corporate entrepreneurship (entrepreneurial firms) into 
academic focus. Through continuous positive interaction 
with various internal and external customers, these 
entrepreneurial firms have realized an effective embedded-
ness into the entrepreneurial network composed by 
customers in their wider sense (with internal customers such 
as employees and customers from different functional 
department, and with external customers such as suppliers, 
distributers, and consumers), and thus driven by 
entrepreneurial spirit, they have promoted, effectively, the 
circulation, diffusion and spreading of knowledge, which in 
turn, have promoted the organizational learning, and 
eventually promoted the rapid improvement of their 
performance(Zahra,1995)[1]. 

And a considerable amount of theoretical research and 
empirical studies have also demonstrated that, the key to 
entrepreneurial firms’ successes is that these entrepreneurial 
firms are endowed with remarkable entrepreneurial 
orientation, and that those firms have constructed network 
relations with sufficient number of “resource gate” (Steier 
and Greenwood [2]). The study of Zahra Covin [3] has 
shown that the entrepreneurial orientation exerts significant 
influence of promotion on corporate performance, and this 
influence is increasing with the time. At the same time, 
Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) [4] as well as Sveiby (1997)[5] 
have proved that, those firms with superior customer 
knowledge management performance have learning as their 
orientation, and they are likely to share knowledge, thus they 
can integrate the forces of different departments and 
functions to realize a common objective, which will lead to 
better corporate performance. Davenport and Klahr 
(1998)[6], for them, have pointed out that, an effective 
customer knowledge management will be beneficial to the 
improvement of tangible performance such as cost reduction 
as well as intangible performance such as customer 
satisfaction upgrading and their complaints reduction.   

Although the existing studies have shown that the 
entrepreneurial orientation and customer knowledge 
management are all helpful to the improvement of corporate 
performance, but it is not clear that, if there is certain 
correlation between the entrepreneurial orientation as 
corporate spirit and attitude, and the customer knowledge 
management as corporate tactical actions. And if the 
correlation hypothesis is established, which entrepreneurial 
spirit dimensions of those firms with high entrepreneurial 
orientation will influence their customer knowledge 
management competence, and thus will improve their 
corporate performance? This paper, by way of the 
measurement and explorative study of Chinese firms’ 
entrepreneurial orientation and customer knowledge 
management performance, thus, investigates the correlation 
and the influence mechanism between the two.   

II. LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESES 

A. Variable Definition  

1)Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) 
Ginsberg (1985) has introduced the definition of EO. For 

him, EO is defined as entrepreneurs’ intentions and 
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preferences in the dynamic entrepreneurial process [7], 
which is an “entrepreneurial attitude and spirit”, that is to say, 
an autonomous, innovate, risk-taking and proactive action 
inclination facing with complicated market opportunities. 
Meanwhile, Miller and Friesen [8] proposed an EO 
measurement composed of three dimensions: innovativeness, 
proactive-ness and risk-taking. Covin and Slevin [9] 
developed a measurement of 9 items for EO and they also 
suggested several hypotheses for the correlation between EO 
and corporate performance. And Lumpkin et al. (2009) [10] 
have taken the three dimension construct of Covin-Slevin by 
adding two more dimensions: active competition and 
autonomy. Their final measurement is constituted of 5 
dimensions and 22 items with. 

2)Customer Knowledge Management Competence 
(CKMC) 

Due to lack of customer knowledge extraction, sharing 
and utilization, a research report of Gartner Group 
proclaimed that, for 70% of all the firms, their customer 
relation management (CRM) practices have brought no 
influences on corporate performance [11]. Hence, customer 
knowledge management (CKM) has been noticed by 
academics as a key strategic resource. In 1997, Wayland and 
Cole [12] have first put forward the concepts of CKM. Then 
Alan Cooper (1998) [13] defined the CKM as the process 
where the firms, through advanced information technology 
and interactive exchange with customers, help customers to 
identify the problems and solutions to adapt to the 
surrounding environment, thus, a “well defined and 
customerized” marketing can be realized by way of powerful 
integration of customer demand process and corporate 
marketing process. Minna et al. (2005) [14] further defined 
CKMC as the “ability to integrate customer information and 
knowledge into organizational CRM process and business 
activities”, and for them, with the premise of a the corporate 
culture, as a platform, which supports organizational learning 
and has customer orientation, the inter-functional synergy, 
organizational structure’s support, cooperation with 
customers and supportive IT system determine the level of 
CKMC.   

B. Model Construction and Research Hypotheses 

1)Variable Measurement 
The measurement of EO, according to the research of 

Lumpkin et al. (2009) [10], is composed of five dimensions: 
autonomy (AU), innovativeness (IN), proactive-ness (PR), 
risk-taking (RT)  and active competition (AC), where, the 
autonomy refers to the degree where the employees have 
sufficient authorization, and teams and individuals have 
enough discretion to make vital decisions and to seek 
opportunities; the innovativeness is the level where the firm 
supports those creative activities such as new initiatives, new 
experiments and creative efforts with the purpose to develop 
new products and services; the proactive-ness means the 
degree where the firm identifies the opportunities and future 
market demands, and hen actively establish itself as the 
industrial leader; the risk-taking reflects the firm’s 
inclination to support those projects with uncertain expected 
revenue, where the firm is willing to take the risks to grasp 

the opportunity and act in a courageous manner; the active 
competition indicates the aggressive intentions where the 
firm challenges the competition to enter the new markets, to 
improve its market position or to overcome the competitive 
threats. For the measurement of CKMC in this study, it is 
proposed that only by combining CKM process with the 
supporting environment can the CKMC be defined in an 
effective manner. Thus, the CKMC index system is 
constituted with two dimensions: process management 
competence (PMC) and environment supporting competence 
(ESC), where the former, CKM process management 
competence, refers to the process where the entrepreneurial 
firm exerts influences on the process of customer 
knowledge’s acquirement, storage, sharing, utilization and 
innovation by advanced information technology so as to 
maximally extract, share and create customer knowledge’s 
values, while the CKMC’s environment supporting 
competence is composed of corporate culture, organizational 
structure, inter-functional synergy and IT system.   

2)Relational Model and Hypotheses 
In Menon’s [15] study, it is considered that EO can 

promote the exchanges of creative thinking, can accelerate 
information circulation and product’s upgrading. For Covin 
and Miles [16], it is suggested that, to seek new opportunities, 
those firms with high EO will continuously analyze and 
“scan” its own operation environment in order to make is 
easier for the firms to utilize knowledge to exploit market 
opportunities. In Tien’s (2007) study [17], the positive 
correlation between EO and CKMC is demonstrated, and EO 
exerts positive influence on firm’s ability to transform 
knowledge into new product and new processes. By these 
observations, the following relational model and relative 
hypotheses are established (See Fig.1).  

 
Figure 1.  Relational Model and Hypotheses of EO and CKMC 

H1: High EO is in positive correlation to CKMC (EO’s 
autonomy, innovativeness, proactive-ness, risk-taking and 
active competition are respectively in positive correlation to 
CKMC, that is, H1a ,H1b, H1c, H1d ,H1e) ); 

H2: High EO is in positive correlation to CKM process 
management competence (PMC) (EO’s autonomy, 

H1(H1a, H1b, H1c, H1d, H1e)(+) 

EO 

a. AU

b. IN

c. PR

d. RT

e. AC

CKM
C

ESC 

PMC 

H3(H3a, H3b, H3c, H3d, H3e) (+)

(H2a、H2b、H2c
H2d、H2e) 

H2 
(+) 
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innovativeness, proactive-ness, risk-taking and active 
competition are respectively in positive correlation to CKM 
process management competence, that is, H2a ,H2b, H2c, 
H2d ,H2e); 

H3: High EO is in positive correlation to CKM 
environment supporting competence (EMC) (EO’s autonomy, 
innovativeness, proactive-ness, risk-taking and active 
competition are respectively in positive correlation to CKM 
environment supporting competence, that is, H3a ,H3b, H3c, 
H3d ,H3e). 

III. RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA ANALYSIS  

A. Data Collection and Sample Characteristics 

From the basis of small sample survey test and by testing 
questionnaire’s reliability and validity test, this paper finally 
selected the proven measurement of EO developed by 
Lumpkin et al. [10], which is composed of 5 dimensions and 
22 items. In regard to CKMC measurement, an instrument of 
two dimensions with 34 items has been developed.  

TABLE I.  SAMPLE’S DISTRIBUTIONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Item Characteristic Frequency Percentage%

Geographical 
Location 

Pearl Delta 119 66.1 
Yangtze Delta 40 22.2 
West 7 3.9 
Others  14 7.8 

Existence 
Duration 

0－1 years 25 13.9 
1－5 years 90 50.0 
5－10 years 41 22.8 
+ 10 years 21 11.7 
missing 3 1.7 

Property 
Regime 

State owned 51 28.3 
Private 58 32.2 
Foreign capital  41 22.8 
Domestic capital  8 4.4 
Collective 2 1.1 
Others  20 11.1 

Operating 
Sector 

Manufacturing 54 30.0 
Construction 10 5.6 
Distribution 8 4.4 
Service 18 10.0 
Real Estate 1 0.6 
IT 27 15.0 
Finance 29 16.1 
Others 27 15.0 
Missing 6 3.3 

All the two measurements apply the 7 point Likert scale.  
The research data has been collected from questionnaires 
conducted between October 2011 and February 2013 with 
high and middle managers in Guangzhou, Shenzhen, 
Shanghai and Lanzhou. In total, 256 questionnaires have 
been sent, and 221 questionnaires have been collected. After 
having eliminated those questionnaires with serious data 
deficiency, 180 valid questionnaires have been obtained with 
a valid return rate of 81.45%. The distributional 
characteristics of the sample are summarized in the flowing 
aspects: geographical location, existence duration, property 
regime, and firm’s operating sector (See Table I).  

B. Reliability and Validity Test 

By SPSS 19.0, all the variables of the relational model 
have undergone the reliability and validity tests, where the 
reliability test has been realized by Cronbach’s  coefficients, ɑ
and the validity tests has been conducted by KMO and 
Bartlett tests. The results are that, although the coefficient of 
EO’s Cronbach’s  is oɑ nly 0.621, it still passes the minimum 
acceptable level of 0.5; while the coefficient of CKMC’s 
Cronbach’s  attains 0.949, manifesting very good reliability. ɑ
At the same time, all the KMO values of EO and CKMC are 
superior to 0.7, thus proving relatively good validity, and 
showing that the results are suitable for factor analysis (See 
Table II). 

TABLE II.  VARIABLES’ RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY TESTS 

C. Results Analysis 

By Table II, the mean of EO is 4.2957. Consequently, by 
current method, it is defined that, those firms whose EO 
mean is superior to the overall mean be firms with high EO. 
Thus, by further screening of the sample data, the firms with 
high EO are limited to 89. Then, a correlation analysis of all 
the variables in our model has been done. The results are 
summarized in the correlation coefficient matrix (Table IV). 

Variable
KMO and 

Bartlett 
Tests 

Items Mean 
Standard 
Deviation

Cronbach’s 
ɑ 

EO 

KMO=0.755; 
Bartlett=231, 
P<0.000 

22 4.2957 0.57595 

0.621 

AU 8 4.5757 0.75389 
IN 5 3.8944 0.85833 
PR 4 3.6903 1.37246 
RT 4 4.8042 1.26272 
AC 1 4.4500 1.67223 

CKMC KMO=0.925; 
Bartlett=561, 
P<0.000 

34 4.9167 1.01725 
0.949 PMC 21 4.8878 1.07689 

ESC 13 4.9615 1.12557 
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TABLE III.  VARIABLES’ CORRELATION COEFFICIENT MATRIX 

Hypotheses Result 

H1: High EO is in positive correlation to CKMC Supported 

    H1a: AU is in positive correlation to CKMC Supported 

    H1b: IN is in positive correlation to CKMC Not significant 

    H1c: PR is in positive correlation to CKMC Not supported 

    H1d: RT is in positive correlation to CKMC Not supported 

    H1e: AC is in positive correlation to CKMC Supported 

H2: High EO is in positive correlation to PC Supported 

    H2a: AU is in positive correlation to PC Supported 

    H2b: IN is in positive correlation to PC Not significant 

    H2c: PR is in positive correlation to PC Not supported 

    H2d: RT is in positive correlation to PC Not supported 

    H2e: AC is in positive correlation to PC Supported 

H3: High EO is in positive correlation to ESC Supported 

    H3a: AC is in positive correlation to ESC Supported 

    H3b: IN is in positive correlation to ESC Not significant 

    H3c: PR is in positive correlation to ESC Not significant 

    H3d: RT is in positive correlation to ESC Not supported 

    H3e: AC is in positive correlation to ESC Supported 

From Table IV, it can be observed that the Pearson 
correlation coefficient of EO and CKMC is 0.299**, i.e., at 
0.01 level, EO is in significant positive correlation to CKMC. 
At the same time, EO’s correlation to CKM process 
management competence and CKM environment supporting 
competence are respectively 0.245* and 0.321**, i.e. at 0.05 
and 0.01 level, EO is in significant positive correlation to 
CKM process management competence and CKM 
environment supporting competence. Hence, the research 
hypotheses of H1, H2 and H3 in the relational model have 
been proven, and the other results of research hypotheses are 
shown in the table   (Table III).  

TABLE IV.  HYPOTHESES’ TESTS RESULTS 

 
AU IN PR RT AC EO PMC ESC

CK

MC

AU 1        

IN -0.045 1       

PR -0.091 0.084 1      

RT -.257* 0.013 0.04 1     

AC 0.310** 0.074 -.301** -0.05 1    

EO 0.493** 0.496** 0.459** 0.353** 0.250* 1   

PMC 0.307** 0.136 -0.027 -0.125 0.326** 0.245* 1  

ESC 0.481** 0.048 0.005 -0.121 0.276** 0.321** 0.694** 1 

CKMC 0.410** 0.108 -0.015 -0.133 0.331** 0.299** 0.949** 
0.88

5** 
1

IV.DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 By the empirical analyses of entrepreneurial firms with 
high EO, it is found that EO is in remarkably significant 
positive correlation to CKMC, and to its two dimensions of 
process management competence and environment 
supporting competence. The results have shown that, EO’s 
autonomy and active competition dimensions are in positive 
correlation to CKMC and to its CKM process management 
ability and its CKM environment supporting ability, which 
indicates that, by way of resource reorganization, the value 
creation activities of these entrepreneurial firms such as 
product, technology, organizational innovation and strategic 
changes, require that those firms actively authorize their 
employees and teams so as to encourage them to seek new 
business activities in the deep embedded-ness of customer 
knowledge. In addition, these entrepreneurial firms should 
also break their behavior inertia. To confront the new 
business opportunities, they should take a more active 
competitive posture.  

Meanwhile, the empirical study has not proven that all 
the dimensions of EO exert significant influences on CKMC. 
This can be explained by that, the 5 dimension measurement 
needs repeated tests and correction in China’s management 
and cultural context. On the other hand, it is perhaps because 
the risk-taking intentions and proactive competitive 
strategies of these firms are more of autonomy, which cannot 
be transformed into firms’ attention to customer knowledge. 
Furthermore, the fact that the innovativeness is not in 
correlation to CKM necessitates further study.  
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