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Abstract: The Bottom of the Pyramid (BOP) market is composed of a large number of low-income
groups around the world and contains huge wealth that has not yet been discovered. An exploratory
multi-case study was conducted to analyze the impact of relational embeddedness on dynamic
capability (DC). On the basis of theoretical presuppositions, based on the intra- and inter-case
analysis of six companies in the China BOP market, this paper explores how relational embeddedness
affects the DC of companies through exploitative learning and exploratory learning. Twelve research
propositions are presented and the theoretical framework of relational embeddedness affecting the
DC of enterprises is constructed. The study found that mutual trust and reciprocity norms in the BOP
cooperation network can promote the acquisition and utilization of existing knowledge and new
knowledge of the enterprise, thereby enhancing the enterprise environmental sensing, environmental
adaptive, and environmental shaping capabilities.

Keywords: relational embeddedness; exploitative learning; exploratory learning; dynamic capability;
BOP; case study

1. Introduction

The World Bank World Development Report 2000/2001: Attacking Poverty outlines an
ambitious goal to halve world poverty levels by the year 2015 (World Bank 2019) [1]. Fast
forward to 2017, and poverty remains one of the greatest challenges the world faces. With
around three billion people [2] living at the Base/Bottom of the Pyramid (BOP), scholars,
government officials, and business practitioners from a range of different disciplines (e.g.,
Ansari et al., 2012; Khavul and Bruton 2013; London and Hart 2004; Prahalad and Hart
2002; Slawinski, 2012; Kantar Research Report, 2015) [3–8] have sought to conceive of ways
to alleviate it. The BOP strategy proposed by Prahalad and Hart points out that the vast
low-income groups that are rarely paid attention to by business actually contain huge
wealth [6]. By including the people at the BOP in the market economy, entrepreneurs can
generate profits while simultaneously alleviating poverty (Hart and London, 2005) [9].
Nevertheless, BOP markets are associated with unique challenges (London and Hart,
2004) [5] and high levels of uncertainty (Alvarez and Barney, 2006; Kolk, Rivera-Santos,
and Rufín, 2014) [10,11], and the institutional contexts of these markets often provide little
support for economic activities (Kolk et al., 2014; Khanna et al., 2005) [11,12]. These are all
characteristics of the BOP context that must be overcome. Overall, Hart (2015) [13] argues
that most BOP ventures and corporate initiatives over the past decade have either failed
outright or achieved merely moderate success at great cost. Due to the huge differences
between the BOP market environment and the Top of the Pyramid (TOP) market that
companies are familiar with, such as absence of formal capital markets, low educated
workforce, poorly developed public infrastructure, informal governance mechanisms
(Webb et al., 2010) [14], and lack of intellectual property protection (De Soto, 2000) [15].
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The obstacles and constraints of the BOP market do not belong to the scope of business.
It is difficult for enterprises to completely rely on traditional business skills to overcome
them. Being embedded in a cooperation network with specific relationships and structures
established by non-traditional partners such as local government departments, community
organizations, intermediaries, and the poor themselves (hereinafter referred to as BOP
network) is the key to success (Brugmann and Prahalad, 2007; Clarke and Mark, 2010;
Rivera-Santos and Rufin, 2010; Ramachandran, 2011) [16–19]. At the same time, due to
the highly heterogeneous goals, resources, and capabilities of each participant, facing the
ever-changing environment, network members need to adjust in time during interaction
to improve the effectiveness of cooperation, and the BOP network as a whole will show
ever-evolving dynamics. Døving and Gooderham proposed that any single connection
with an external partner is difficult to deal with in a dynamic environment [20]. Therefore,
the diversity or scope of relationships between enterprises can be regarded as an important
manifestation of DC, helping enterprises to obtain diverse resources and capabilities in the
network. Adopting the research perspective of network embeddedness, in-depth analysis
of the impact of various characteristics of corporate relational embeddedness in the network
on DC will help companies find ways to improve DC in an open environment, and guide
companies to build the BOP network that adapts to dynamic environment.

The current research gaps are as follows: (1) Although the existing theoretical research
outlines the characteristics of network resources and the competitive advantages it brings
to enterprises, it does not address what mechanism is used for the enterprise dynamic
capability that lacks in-depth exploration for the relational embeddedness of enterprises
in the BOP network. (2) In terms of DC, existing research mainly focuses on the TOP
market such as the technology innovation network and little attention is paid to the BOP
market. The constitutional dimension and internal mechanism of DC in the BOP market
need further study. (3) Localization-related case studies for local cases in China are still
limited. In this paper, we bring together the theoretical lenses of social embeddedness and
DC to explicate business at the BOP. To answer this question effectively we select six typical
enterprises in the Chinese BOP market and employed a grounded theory methodology for
multi-case analysis, focusing on the following issues: (1) How does the roles of relational
embeddedness play in the BOP market? (2) What are the dimensions of the DC in the
BOP market and how to construct them? (3) To clarify the micro-influence mechanism
of relational embeddedness on DC through the mediating role of ambidexterity learning
in the context of underdeveloped regions and provide theoretical guidance and practical
enlightenment for the sustainable development of the BOP market.

The contributions of this study are fourfold: First, while the conditions which bring
about dynamic capabilities in business relations remain unexplored (Forkmann et al.,
2018) [21], our study elaborates distinctive relational embeddedness contributing to DC.
Second, the enterprise’s DC is divided into three dimensions: environmental sensing,
environmental adaptive, and environmental shaping capabilities. This provides a necessary
foundation for the measurement of DC and the construction of conceptual dimensions
based on the DC of the BOP market, as well as future DC. Third, this paper constructs a
“relational embeddedness–ambidexterity learning–dynamic capability” research model,
using DC as the dependent variable and ambidexterity learning as an intermediary study
the influence path of relational embeddedness on DC from a knowledge perspective,
extending Døving’s and Gooderham’s research on embeddedness to DC. Lastly, the paper is
based on local cases in China. The local government is an important factor in promoting the
benign interaction of network relationships. The research is different from foreign cases that
emphasize the core role of NGOs or non-profit organizations in the BOP network, reflecting
the characteristics of the Chinese contextual BOP market, and contributes new content.

The paper is organized as follows: After reviewing the relevant literature and address-
ing the major research question, we set out methods and results of multiple cases study of
how six BOP-oriented enterprises developed their BOP market. Then, the following section
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contains discussion and findings. The final section contains conclusions and contributions,
together with limitations, and avenues for further research.

2. Theoretical Presupposition
2.1. Relational Embeddedness

Enterprise network theory believes that enterprise can also obtain key resources
through various forms of connections with external entities of the enterprise in addition to
its own resources [22]. Various connections between enterprises can bring considerable
relationship rent and competitive advantages to enterprises (Dyer, 1996; Dyer and Hatch,
2006; Addisu, 2020) [23–25]. Enterprise network theory can be divided into several research
perspectives, among which, the embedded perspective derived from sociological research
is being applied to the field of strategic management research by more and more scholars.
Network embeddedness has become an important tool for studying corporate networks
(Polanyi, 1944; Granovetter, 1985; Uzzi, 1997) [26–28]. Relational embeddedness is an
important dimension of network embeddedness, which mainly studies the problem of
binary transaction relationship between network participants, that is, the degree of mutual
trust and commitment between transaction parties [28,29]. Relational embeddedness em-
phasizes the “assets created and leveraged through relationships” (Nahapiet and Ghoshal
1998) [30], and these assets allow relationships to become a resource for adapting or shaping
the environment.

Scholars have carried out a series of studies on the impact of relational embeddedness,
but there are disputes about the viewpoints and conclusions. When it comes to relational
embeddedness, Granovetter [27] attached great importance to the role of weak ties and
believes that weak ties can help actors access heterogeneous network nodes, so as to obtain
heterogeneous information and knowledge. In contrast, Hansen [31] believes that weak
ties are conducive to search and find useful, while strong ties are conducive to the transfer
of complex knowledge. Levin and Cross [32] believe that strong ties can not only increase
the amount of useful knowledge obtained from partners by enhancing trust but also help
to transfer any kind of knowledge, while weak ties are difficult.

Some scholars believe that as far as existing research is concerned, the main factors
involved in the dual relationship mechanism in the cooperative innovation network are
composed of two aspects: first, the mutual trust factor between partners [33]. Trust is that
one party in a relationship voluntarily produces activities with the other party and does
not care whether it is at a disadvantage, so the risk taken is based on positive expectations
of the other party’s behavior or goals [34]. Inter-organizational trust can be regarded as a
resource, which can alleviate the speculative behavior that may occur due to uncertainty
and dependence in transactions. Under the restriction of the trust relationship, everyone
will often reach a consensus, jointly abide by the same rules, or maintain the rules of contract
changes, so that the market behavior can be continued smoothly and will not build its own
interests on the interests of the trading partners (Uzzi, 1997) [28]. The establishment of trust
and information sharing mechanisms provides support and guarantee for the transmission
and flow of information and emotions between organizations [35]. When people trust one
another, they would prefer to share proprietary and tacit information as well as information
that is highly accurate, comprehensive, and timely (Kale et al., 2000, Uzzi 1996) [36,37]. In
trusted relationships, people also feel safe expressing differences of opinion (Dyer and Chu
2012) [38]. The recent research found that the overall density of social links in a community
promotes trustworthy and trusting behaviors with absolute strangers (Sergio Lo Iacono,
2018) [39]. Frank Charles and Susan Freeman (2021) investigate how small businesses
rely on relationship-based trust (i.e., communication, social ties, and knowledge) between
firms and their partners to support dynamic relationship capabilities and enhance strategic
flexibility in economies in transition [40]. Second, it is the reciprocity norms between
partners [41]. Both parties tend to reward each other’s cooperative behavior through equal
or similar efforts in alliances. Individuals in social networks participate in dense network
interactions, enabling to establish reciprocity expectations among members [42]. In a social
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network full of reciprocity norms, the collective consciousness of individuals is stronger,
and their behaviors are more susceptible to collective influence [43]. Individual or collective
knowledge sharing behaviors are strongly influenced by reciprocity norms [44]. Reciprocity
norms represent a fair knowledge exchange in which members of the community perceive
each other and have a significant impact on knowledge sharing [45,46]. Knowledge, as one
of the important resources acquired in cooperative interaction, has the closest relationship
with learning. Therefore, this study draws on the literature and combines research topics
to measure the level of BOP market relational embeddedness from the two dimensions of
mutual trust and reciprocity norms.

2.2. Dynamic Capability

Teece first proposed the concept of DC, and afterward, this research topic has attracted
wide attention from domestic and foreign scholars [47,48]. Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997)
defined DC as the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external
competencies to address rapidly changing environments [48]. Later, scholars expanded the
concept of DC based on Teece’s research and formed two different views. Some scholars
believe that DC is a behavioral orientation that guides companies to update, integrate,
and reshape core capabilities. For instance, Zollo and Winter (2002) believed that DC is
a learnable and relatively stable mode of action for an enterprise. Through this model,
an enterprise can systematically improve its operation and management to increase its
efficiency [49]. Wang and Ahmed (2007) also started from a behavior-oriented perspective,
and believe that DC is the behavioral orientation of enterprises to continuously integrate,
reconfigure, update, and rebuild their resources and capabilities [50].This stream attempts
to clarify the component factors of dynamic capability such as adaptive, absorptive, and
innovative capability (Wang and Ahmed, 2007) [50]; integration capability, learning capa-
bility, and reconstruction capability (Wu, 2010) [51]; reconfiguration, leveraging, learning,
and creative integration (Bowman and Ambrosini, 2003) [52]; and exploitative dynamic
capabilities and explorative dynamic capabilities (Monferrer, 2015; Dixon, 2014; Liu, Yu and
Wu, 2019) [53–55]. Other scholars believe that DC is specific identifiable behavioral pro-
cesses and capabilities. For instance, Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) believe that DC are
identifiable conventions and processes, which are embodied in the process of acquiring,
integrating, reconfiguring, and stripping resources to match or create market changes.
They are the capabilities that formed and developed on the basis of a series of dynamic
combinations of resources [56]. This stream attempts to disaggregate the component
factors of dynamic capability such as and product development, alliance, and strategic
decision-making capability (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000) [56]; heterogeneous human capi-
tal, internal development routine and alliance capability across organizational boundaries
(Døving and Gooderham, 2008) [20]; architectural innovation (Galunic and Eisenhardt,
2001) [57]; or focus on dynamic capabilities in specific functions, such as marketing (Bruni
and Verona, 2010) [58], research, and development (Danneels, 2008) [59].

It can be seen from the above definition and classification that whether DC are
behavior-oriented or specific capabilities, they all demonstrate the determination of enter-
prises to respond to environmental changes by integrating internal and external resources
and capabilities [60,61]. Therefore, this study adopts the definition of Teece and believes
that dynamic capability is an advanced capability. When an organization adapts to an
externally changing environment through integration, construction, and reconfiguration of
internal resources and capabilities, the enterprise has a dynamic capability. Teece (2007)
divides DC into environmental sensing, environmental adaptative, and environmental
shaping capability from an environmental perspective [62]. The dynamic capability of an
enterprise is essentially an ability to adapt to the external environment and emphasizes
the active role of the enterprise [54]. The enterprise is not just passively adapting to the
environment, but can also change or even reshape the environment through corresponding
activities [63].
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Environmental sensing capability means that companies can explore and obtain
innovation opportunities from the external environment and help companies seize market
opportunities and the commanding heights of innovation. They not only adapt to business
ecosystems, but also shape them in terms of innovation and collaboration with other
enterprises, entities, and institutions after its deployment through discovery, trial and error,
and fine-tuning [64]. Adaptive capability refers to the ability of an enterprise to identify
and use market opportunities based on changes in the external market environment
(Chakravarthy, 1982; Miles and Snow, 1978) [65,66], which focuses on adaptability to
the external environment and the balance between strategy and environment [51], and
expresses the internal flexibility of corporate resources and the flexibility of using these
resources through corporate strategic flexibility (Sanchez, 1995) [67]. The evolution of
organizational flexibility is accompanied by the development of adaptability. The ability to
adapt to changes in the external environment and the ability to integrate internal resources
to meet external needs are critical to the evolution and survival of enterprises in the
industry [63]. Adaptive capability is a continuous variable. A low level of adaptability
means that an enterprise rarely pays attention to the internals, just identifies and employs
part of the market opportunities, and faces the risk of failure at any time due to lack of
attention to changes in the external environment, while a high level of adaptability means
firms focus on external changes, can identify and tap more market opportunities, and
can quickly adapt to changes in the external environment [66]. Shaping capability is the
ability to take advantage of innovation opportunities and transform them into innovation
results consisting of a series of routines and processes (Cohen, 2000) [68], which shape the
ecosystem it occupies, develop new products and processes, and design and implement
viable business models. Alternatively, firms can also generate or cultivate a local supply
chain by, for example, training and educating raw material producers, financial institutions,
and/or local labor (Ramachandran et al., 2011) [19], which would shape the context and
create a more suitable environment in turn.

In recent years, scholars of the DC school have gradually begun to highlight that
knowledge is the most strategically valuable core resource. DC exists in a series of manage-
ment processes such as the acquisition, absorption, creation, integration, and reconstruction
of knowledge [56,69]. The current research on DC mainly focuses on the process of DC,
the impact of DC on performance and competitive advantage [70,71], and certain research
progress has been made. However, these studies merely answer why DC is important,
but fail to fully explain the DC and how to build DC. Zollo and Winter (2002) posed
the question: where do dynamic capabilities come from and how are their underpinning
routines generated [49] ? Eriksson (2004) calls for a more holistic understanding of dynamic
capabilities [72]. There are few studies on the antecedent variables of DC, and they are
mainly limited to the impact of organizational learning and organizational resources on
DC [73,74]. In the research of antecedent variables, some scholars have proposed that the
environment affects DC [75]. Existing research on the environment, especially the impact
on DC under the BOP environment, is still rarely involved. This research puts forward the
relationship between relational embeddedness and DC in the context of BOP cooperation
networks, which will help us understand how to build and improve DC in the future.

2.3. Ambidexterity Learning

According to March’s research, the organization pursues both exploitative learning
and exploratory learning [76,77]. Exploitative learning refers to the learning behavior char-
acterized by refining efficiency, choice, and execution, and is to reduce variation, stability.
Efficiency orientation emphasizes slow changes and reforms in existing products or knowl-
edge fields [78], and efficiency, refinement, and implementation [79]. Exploratory learning
is a form of organizational learning closely related to search, change, experimentation, risk-
taking, flexibility, discovery, innovation, etc., which means grasping new technologies and
new business opportunities [77,80], including acquiring new knowledge and discovering
new customer needs, developing new markets, applying new knowledge, adopting new
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technologies, etc. Ambidexterity has also been often highlighted as a mechanism to attain
sustainability [81,82].

Resources are the foundation of capabilities, and building dynamic capabilities re-
quires valuable, scarce, inimitable, and irreplaceable resources. Man (2001) studied the
relationship between knowledge, learning, and DC. He believes that learning capability
not only improves the DC of the enterprise but also accumulates a strong knowledge base
through learning, forming a knowledge chain that competitors cannot imitate. Eisenhardt
and Martin (2000) believes that the learning mechanism not only guides the evolution
of dynamic capability but also forms the basis of path dependence [56]. Ambidexterity
learning is an important way for enterprises to build DC and the key lies in integrating
new and existing resources (including information and knowledge, etc.). The resource
characteristics of the BOP market, which is different from that of the TOP market, enable
companies to strengthen internal learning and knowledge accumulation while also going
beyond organizational boundaries to obtain native resources. For the formation process of
dynamic capabilities, exploitative learning and exploratory learning activities are essen-
tial [56,77,83]. Therefore, this research assumes that ambidexterity learning has a positive
effect on DC.

In summary, BOP offers a suitable context in which to build DC with regard to the
adaptation to and shaping of the context because firms are advised to adapt to their context
and build on local conditions (Hart and London, 2005) [9]. Simultaneously, firm activities
are also expected to radically change the context in which they operate by introducing
new products and services (Prahalad and Hammond, 2002) [84]. As a counterpoint to
this, in later literature on the BOP, it has been argued that firms must become socially
embedded (Hart and London, 2005) [9] and use ambidexterity learning in order to succeed
at the BOP. In order to study how Chinese local companies, integrate and utilize network
resources and promote sustainable development in the BOP market, this paper focuses on
the basic problem of how relational embeddedness affects DC, and deeply analyzes the
impact of network relationships on the construction of DC, trying to shed light on the black
box of this mechanism. Through exploratory case studies of six companies, this paper
deeply explores the relationship between the embeddedness of the company in the BOP
cooperation network and its own DC. This study will introduce ambidexterity learning as
an intermediary variable into the mechanism by which relational embeddedness affects the
DC of enterprises and examine whether social embeddedness affects the DC of enterprises
by acting on ambidexterity learning (as shown in Figure 1).
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Own elaboration).

3. Research Methodology

Given the limited relevant theories and empirical evidence in the literature, we adopt
an inductive theory building approach (Eisenhardt, 1989) [85]. To identify how relational
embeddedness affects dynamic capability, an exploratory study was developed through
multiple case studies, which, for Eisenhardt (1989) [85] were set up in the most adequate
way to understand how and why certain phenomena occur. Eisenhardt (1989) [85] and
Hartley (2004) [86] state that the aim of the case study was to provide an analysis of the
context and processes that illuminate the theoretical issues being studied. The appropriate-
ness of adopting the case study approach depends on the nature of the research, which is
derived from the research problem and the objective (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005) [87].
As the aim of this study is to obtain a deeper understanding of relational embeddedness
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and DC through the mediating role of ambidexterity learning, then the multi-case study
research methodology would be valuable in providing explanations. For Flick (2009) [88], a
case study may describe the complexity of a given phenomenon and analyze the interaction
between variables experienced by the social groups investigated.

The multiple-case design has increased in popularity among researchers in recent
years (Yin, 2009) [89] and is generally regarded as a more persuasive and elaborate case
design than the single-case design (Herriott and Firestone, 1983) [90]. Figure 2 shows the
multiple-case design steps by Yin. As the first step of this study, a theory was developed.
The cases were selected, and the data was collected in the following step. Reports for
each case study were then created while performing the case studies. This study aims
at deducting a comprehensive conclusion after comparing all the cases. The theory was
constantly modified throughout this process. The policy implementation measures were
derived before the comprehensive case study was reported. Lastly, the comprehensive
report of the case study was created.
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3.1. Case Selection

For the performance of this study, the following two main criteria are considered
when choosing a case:

First, we considered information-rich events purposely (Hillebrand, Kok and Biemans,
2001; Patton, 2015) [91,92] in sample firms, so as to obtain events that are critical to the
purpose of the research, which are particularly suitable to untangle the black box of
relational embeddedness on dynamic capability. We began to identify the ideal BOP
enterprises. Particularly, our target enterprises are those that have survived and grown in
the BOP market, so as to increase the possibility that these enterprises rely on relationships
to develop dynamic capability (Helfat et al., 2007; Smart, Bessant, and Gupta, 2007) [93,94].

Second, to acquire a more comprehensive understanding of the selected enterprises
involved, we made sure that our samples included various enterprise types and as many
upstream and downstream linkages in the supply as possible. Such as, (1) balance between
different BOP business models: 2 companies in the sample see BOP people as producers
and sellers, and 4 companies see BOP people as producers; (2) balance between types of
companies: covers in nature listed companies, state-owned enterprises, private enterprises,
etc., and include large, medium, and small scales; and (3) thematic comparisons can be
made. We mainly follow the principle of literal replication recommended by Yin (2002b) [95]
and select representative cases that are as similar as possible in each BOP business.

Applying these standards to candidates, we generated a list of 30 candidates, of which
10 BOP-oriented enterprises were contacted. In terms of the number of cases, Eisenhardt
(1989) believes that 4 to 8 in the multi-case study is the ideal number of original cases
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used in the induction [85], and Yin (2002a) believes that number is 6 to 10 [95]. Therefore,
considering the basic requirements of theoretical construction and the marginal utility of
increased cases, this study selected 6 cases located in the Qinba Mountains as the final
research sample (see Table 1), one of the 14 contiguous and extremely poor areas in China.

Table 1. The sample firms outline.

Enterprise Main Business Organizational Form Established

Y Pig breeding and processing Large private enterprise 2007
Z Tea planting, production, and marketing Large state-owned enterprise 1985
P Biopharmaceutical Medium-sized listed companies 1997
B Biopharmaceutical Medium-sized private enterprise 2005
S Agricultural product distribution Small private enterprise 2009
M Agricultural product distribution Small private enterprise 2018

(Source: Own elaboration).

3.2. Date Collection

All the data in this research is new. We used documentary and archival records to
gather secondary data and conducted interviews and focus groups with business experts
and industrial managers who work at companies used as cases in this research. According
to the principle of the “evidence triangle” of collecting data in case studies Yin (2009), the
research team combined the resources it possessed and used as many research methods
as possible to obtain information and materials from various data sources around the
research questions. To ensure reliability and validity, data were triangulated from multiple
sources (Yin, 1994) [96], mainly collected from corporate background, company profile,
operation and development, and other aspects. The types of data collected include: (1)
collect primary data mainly by means of field observation and semi-structured interviews.
The interviewees included senior corporate managers, BOP business department heads,
technical personnel and as many external stakeholders as possible. The survey was from
June 2019 to March 2021.

Stage I, we focused on fully understanding the process and development of each
firm, including the critical events with the participants were involved. In doing so, we
employed the critical event technique (Flanagan, 1954) [97], which requires each respondent
to identify, narrate, and highlight relationship dynamics in which they have been involved
and that bore clear relevance to dynamic capability (environmental sensing, adaptive, and
shaping capability). Furthermore, interviewees were asked to express the background,
partners, process, and results of the events, etc. with the purpose of identifying and
examining any underlying relational embeddedness aspects.

Stage II of interview was concentrated to validate the preliminary findings from the
stage I data and further clarify the preliminary assumptions from the cross-case analysis,
especially the mechanism of relational embeddedness on dynamic capability under the
mediation of ambidexterity learning. In doing so, we conducted an additional interview
with senior executives. Before the survey, interviewees were presented with a series of
key events as well as involved partners. For each activity, the interviewees are showed
the preliminary results, which are aspects of dynamic capabilities identified based on the
results of the stage I analysis. Regarding the different roles of relational embeddedness
played, we asked some “why” questions, such as “Why specifically did you cooperate
with A in your innovation activities over supplier B?” or “Why are BOP groups willing to
participate in this planting or breeding mode?”.

In addition to primary data, the collection of secondary data includes: (2) company
information collected from the government’s and company’s websites, microblog, and
WeChat; (3) published magazines and related information; and (4) published literature,
media materials, and related books about advance research. The data collection of this case
study mainly comes from these 4 different channels. It follows the “evidence triangle” rule,
which forms a triangular verification between data from different sources, thus improving
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the reliability and validity of this study, and making this study conclusion convincing
and accurate.

3.3. Date Analysis

This paper chooses grounded theory to code and analyzes data, and mines the category
of data through open coding, axial coding, and selective coding, and identifies the nature
of the category and the relationship among the categories (Glaser, 1992; Strauss and
Corbin, 1990) [98,99], thus building the theory from the bottom up. After the data is
collected and sorted out, we use NVivo 11 to assist the code analysis under the condition-
behavior/interaction-result logical relationship to abstract new concepts and opinions from
the data, and carry out logical demonstrations under the idea of verification or falsification,
and discover new interactions and organizations mode [100].

Step I: open coding is the process of decomposing, refining, conceptualizing, and
categorizing sentences and snippets from the interview. We recorded and transcribed
interviews data conducted in stages I and II, and read each transcript word by word and
line by line (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) [99]. Then, we opened up the text by breaking it
down into distinct units of meaning (Goulding, 2002) [101] to uncover the thoughts and
meanings therein (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) [102]. In doing so, we assigned specific analytic
dimensions to each paragraph, which displays relational embeddedness, ambidexterity
learning, and three clusters (sensing, adaptative, and shaping) of dynamic capabilities. To
do so, mutual trust, reciprocity norms, acquisition/utilization of new/existing knowledge,
perceive risks and opportunities, improvement/innovation were also allotted to those
paragraphs that revealed or indicated these conditions. Some paragraphs were given more
than one code.

Step II: axis coding is to analyze the potential relationships between sub-categories,
gradually merge, refine, and integrate the main categories. Drawing on the views of
Strauss and Corbin (1990) [99], this paper adopts the coding paradigm of conditional ac-
tion/interaction result to find the connections between several initial categories. We sought
both to connect the open coding results to determine the nature and dimension of related
categories of some established concepts, such as relational embeddedness, ambidexterity
learning and to generate new dynamic capability types.

Step III: the selection coding, where the core category or theoretical dimension of
the dominant role is summarized in the main category, and it is systematically related to
other categories, so as to construct a systematic theoretical framework. During the coding
process, categories with similarities and differences are constantly compared, analyzed,
and revised to improve theoretical accuracy and realize theoretical innovation [103]. Due to
the complexity of the process (refer to Ausrød et al. [64]) this paper shows only the coding
process and results as shown in Tables 2–5.

Table 2. Coding results of the sample firms.

First Order Open Coding Second Order Open Coding Axial Coding Selective Coding

Leading enterprises drive, keep promises,
sincerely and friendly cooperation Mutual trust Relational

embeddedness
Social embeddedness

Resource sharing, information exchange Reciprocity norms

Planting experience and know-how Acquisition of existing
knowledge

Exploitative learning

Ambidexterity
learning

Technology improvement, channel
integration

Utilization of existing
knowledge

New knowledge, new information, new
resources

Acquisition of new
knowledge

Exploratory learning
New technologies, new channels, new

products Utilization of new knowledge
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Table 2. Cont.

First Order Open Coding Second Order Open Coding Axial Coding Selective Coding

Business risks, research trends, changes in
demand

Perceive risks and
opportunities Sensing capability

Dynamic capabilityIntegration of internal and external resources
and processes Improvement and integration Adaptive capability

Supply chain construction, business model
innovation Refactoring and Innovation Shaping capability

(Source: Own elaboration).

Table 3. Relational embeddedness level of the sample firms.

Mutual Trust Reciprocity Norms

Y

Cooperating parties keep their promises,
and they can communicate and resolve

together as soon as possible even if there
are differences or potential problems.

The company establishes an interest linkage mechanism for “companies,
farmers, and poor households”, that poor households the poverty alleviation

fund to buy shares, and will receive dividends at the end of the year; the
company provides piglets, technology, feed, etc., and Sign the purchase

agreement. Government coordinated to solve various problems on the spot
and held monthly special meetings to supervise and discuss the progress of

the project to ensure the completion of the project.

Z
Signed a long-term cooperation

agreement to trust each other and keep
promises

Company Z has established an order-based production and sales cooperation
relationship with backbone tea companies to increase the value of local tea’s

brand and increase the purchase price of fresh leaves for farmers. While
farmers increase their enthusiasm for picking fresh leaves and quality

standards and guarantee high-quality raw materials for tea production.

P

The company has signed an order for
planting Chinese medicinal materials
with a professional cooperative and

believes in the intention of friendly and
sincere cooperation between the other

partners, and basically keeps their
promises.

P Company fed back the mountainous area, setting Charity Poverty
Alleviation Fund, improv education and transportation. Thanks to the

financial support of policy and funding, more than a dozen topics of the
company have been effectively advanced and the company successfully

completed the listing.

B

The company signs a medicinal planting
assistance agreement with poor

households, and both parties trust each
other to plant and purchase according to

the contract.

The government has increased its policy support and promote enterprises to
achieve independent innovation, so the company established a provenance

cultivation base for Chinese medicinal materials and standardized order
planting. It not only guarantees the quality and demand of medicinal

materials, but also helps farmers increase income and get rid of poverty.

S

The company has become the “image
endorsement” of honesty and
trustworthiness, benefiting the

individuals, and charity in the hearts of
local consumers, and has been fully

affirmed and recognized by all sectors of
society and the general public.

The company has consistently adhered to honest and trustworthy operations,
upholding corporate social responsibility, and undertaking public welfare,

winning the trust of the people, and the company grows. For example, donate
money and materials during the epidemic to help poor college students and

out-of-school children in pairs, and help the disabled find employment.

M

The company is based on agriculture,
rural areas, and farmers, operates with
integrity, and actively devotes itself to
poverty alleviation and public welfare,
and has won the trust and praise of the

government and the people.

The company sign purchase and sales orders for agricultural and sideline
products, establish online poverty alleviation, carry out industrial technical

training, and provide jobs, which has increased the income of the poor and the
sound development of enterprises through the positive interaction between

poverty alleviation.

(Source: Own elaboration).
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Table 4. Exploitative/Exploratory learning level of the sample firms.

Exploitative Learning Exploratory Learning

Acquisition of
Existing Knowledge

Utilization of Existing
Knowledge

Acquisition of New
Knowledge

Utilization of New
Knowledge

Y

The enterprise obtains
the local large-scale
supermarket chain

counter sales network.

The enterprise relies on the
existing ecological

selenium-enriched pork
supermarket chain counter sales

network to optimize and
upgrade sales channels.

Based on the unique local
selenium-rich resources, it

cooperated with universities to
build three professional

laboratories for swine disease
detection, selenium-enriched

feed analysis, and research and
development, and established
Yangchen Research Institute, a

full-time pig breeding and
selenium-enriched pork and

feed.

R&D and production of
“Kang Se Valley” brand

ecological
selenium-enriched pork
and “Chaotianhe” brand
pig feed; innovative risk

management model, in the
company to carry out

DCE’s pig breeding feed
(corn, soybean meal) cost

price insurance pilot
project

Z

The enterprise
understands the

varieties and
distribution of local

high-quality tea
resources and improves
tea picking standards.

The enterprise upgrades the
entire industrial chain

management and control, and
the “company + supplier +
farmer” operating model,

continuously improves the
quality of fresh tea picking, and
provides natural, green, healthy,

and safe high-quality raw
materials for tea production.

The company selected Ziyang
Maojian among many Ziyang tea

products to focus on, and
developed novel tea products
based on the original formula

and improved quality.

Combining China Tea’s
advanced tea-making

technology, jointly
developed Ziyang

Se-enriched Ecological Tea,
and launched a new

product “China Tea Brand
Ziyang Se-enriched

Maojian”.

P

The enterprise goes
deep into the local area

to obtain current
market information of
the medicine source of
the traditional Chinese

medicine industry,
understands the texture
of local Chinese herbal
medicines, and strictly
control the cultivation
of medicinal materials.

The enterprise optimizes
production factors, makes full

use of the region’s rich resources
of Chinese medicinal material,

integrates the enterprise
medicine source market,

cooperates with local Chinese
herbal medicine planting
cooperatives, and adjusts

planting varieties as needed.

Based on the company’s efforts
to increase research and

development of new drugs,
strengthen research and

development cooperation with
universities and scientific

research institutions, continue to
increase investment in new

processes, new technologies, and
new product development and
innovation, and make efforts in

product development and
technological innovation.

Actively carry out the
research and development

of new drugs, generic
drugs, and big health

products. Focusing on the
creation of skeletal and

muscle products,
hepatobiliary products,

cardiovascular and
cerebrovascular products,

pediatric products and
gynecological products, the
product line continues to

be enriched.

B

The enterprise obtains
experience in base
construction and

standardized planting
techniques.

The enterprise continues to
promote standardized planting
techniques of various Chinese

medicinal materials in counties
and districts, establish

standardized planting bases, and
continuously optimize

production conditions relying on
policy support. The scientific

and standardized planting
process guarantees the purity of

the source of medicinal
materials, and the quality and
curative effect of medicines are

strongly guaranteed.

The company seized the
opportunity of being included in
the pilot production enterprises
of traditional Chinese medicine
formula particles, cooperated

with well-known scientific
research institutions and experts
at home and abroad, established

academician workstations,
established its own scientific

research platform, and
conducted extensive exchanges
and cooperation with relevant

scientific research and technical
personnel.

Speed up the development
and production of Chinese
medicine formula granules.
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Table 4. Cont.

Exploitative Learning Exploratory Learning

Acquisition of
Existing Knowledge

Utilization of Existing
Knowledge

Acquisition of New
Knowledge Utilization of New Knowledge

S

The enterprise uses
local logistics network,

acquires logistics
management

experience, integrates
local logistics
enterprises.

Integrate local logistics
companies. The enterprise has

successively established a
county-level online goods

supply center, set up agricultural
product display areas in town
and village service outlets, and

guided village-level service
outlets to form professional

cooperatives, building a
comprehensive e-commerce

logistics base of 30,000 square
meters, integrating warehousing,

transportation, distribution,
information exchange, business

circulation and trading.

Get timely information on
high-quality agricultural

products, understand
market trends, and

innovate sales models.

In response to the new market
demand, the “Four Unifications”

marketing model has been
formulated for unified standards
for special agricultural products,

unified processing and
packaging, unified brand

operations, and unified external
sales.

M

Responding to the call
of the policy, the

enterprise helps the
industry to alleviate
poverty, and build a

brand with local
characteristics.

Embedded in the industrial
chain, the enterprise integrates

product base, optimize
packaging, improves quality

brand, and optimizes logistics
and distribution.

Based on the local area,
understand the

distribution of local
agricultural special

product resources and
product sales difficulties,
tap new market demand,
and identify the potential

of online channels.

Innovative business model.
Based on the establishment of

offline sales counters for poverty
alleviation products, it adopted
the sales model of “e-commerce+

cooperatives + farmers” and
successfully entered the China

Social Poverty Alleviation
Online Marketing 832 platform,
expanding new sales channels.

(Source: Own elaboration).

Table 5. Dynamic capability level of the sample firms.

Environmental Sensing
Capability

Environmental Adaptive
Capability Environmental Shaping Capability

Y

The company has a relatively
good understanding of the

development status and
trends of the industry and can
be keenly aware of potential

market opportunities and
risks.

In order to solve the problem
of insufficient liquidity of

farmers, the forms of
“company + farmers” and
“Alternative feeding” are

adopted to support the
villagers to raise pigs. The
company provides farmers

with pig seedlings and
technology and solve the sales

and other problems.

Under the call of the government and led by the group,
the company reached a cooperative model of “Pig

Industry Alliance”, adopted the model of
“pig–methane–fertilizer–vegetable” combined planting

and breeding, and carried out first-class planning,
design and operation management, which formed the
benign interaction of capital, technology, management,

materials, sales and other links. In addition, the
company is striving to become a low-carbon, green, and

environmentally friendly sustainable modern
agricultural and animal husbandry enterprise.

Z

Have a more comprehensive
understanding and

understanding of customer
needs and be able to perceive

new market needs and
changes in consumer groups.

The company dispatched an
expert technical team to

Ziyang to plan and guide,
improve the tea planting

specifications, optimize the
tea production process, realize
the whole process monitoring
from the tea garden to the cup,
and ensure that the product

quality is controlled from the
source.

Through brand co-building, product co-creation,
channel sharing, standard output, technical assistance,

chain docking, and other precise development strategies,
it will explore and develop differentiated, personalized,
and characteristic new tea products that meet consumer

recognition.
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Table 5. Cont.

Environmental Sensing
Capability Environmental Adaptive Capability Environmental Shaping Capability

P

Have a certain understanding
of the latest research results in
related fields and have a clear

understanding of the
company’s business risks and

strategic directions.

By optimizing production factors,
adapting measures to local

conditions, rational planning, and
large-scale operations, the company
has promoted product branding and

large-scale planting, and has also
driven farmers to get out of poverty.

P Company seized the opportunity of
pharmaceutical logistics development and built

a pharmaceutical logistics and R&D center in
Xi’an Chanba Ecological Zone to build a smart
logistics platform integrating pharmaceutical

sales and distribution, modern logistics,
pharmaceutical information consulting,

medicinal materials storage and processing, and
product development to build a modern Chinese

herbal medicine circulation system.

B

The company can perceive the
trend of industry

development and the latest
research results.

The company standardizes the
planting process to ensure the purity
of the source of medicinal materials,
and the quality and efficacy of the

medicines are strongly guaranteed.

The company innovates scientific research,
Gulan Cystat, new anti-tumor drugs, two

projects.

S

Based on the local area, the
company timely matched the

poverty alleviation policy
with the needs of farmers.

Combining with changes in the
market environment and based on

the local area, the company gave full
play to the leading role of county

e-commerce services in rural
designated facilities enterprises and
responded to the “100 enterprises to

help hundreds of villages” social
poverty alleviation public welfare

action. Exploit the demand for local
offline department store products to
enter villages and households, and

online agricultural and sideline
products to enter cities, and innovate

business models.

The innovation model has promoted the
innovation of Ziyang’s agricultural and sideline

products production, processing, logistics,
catering services and other related industries,
extended the industrial chain, and established

local poverty alleviation industrial projects.

M

Under the policy guidance,
the company actively

responds to the government’s
call to tap and meet the needs
of producers and customers.

The company focuses on online and
offline sales services, enters the

village, finds out the foundation,
establishes a good account, opens
channels, displays and promotes

products, and clears the “last mile” of
consumer terminals.

The company incorporates the BOP group into
the company’s production and operation

activities, and conducts special skills training,
integrates logistics, and enhances the

standardization and branding of product
production.

(Source: Own elaboration).

4. Case Analysis

In the following, the description and analysis of the relational embeddedness, am-
bidexterity learning, and DC of each case company are carried out to obtain structured
and coded data information for further in-depth analysis of the relationship between vari-
ables. Through continuous comparisons, we explore the correlation and causality among
variables and furthermore put forward research propositions.

4.1. Relational Embeddedness

Drawing lessons from the research of Uzzi [28], Das T K [33], and Johanson J [41],
after the analysis of the relevant cases, this study identifies two dimensions of mutual
trust at the formal level and reciprocity norms at the implementation level to characterize
the relational embeddedness of enterprises in the BOP cooperation network. The result is
consistent with the work of Uzzi, Das, and Johanson. Mutual trust is mainly manifested
in that related companies, local governments, and BOP groups keep their promises and
cooperate for a win–win situation. They share information more actively and voluntarily.
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Cooperating parties keep their promises and can communicate and resolve them together
as soon as possible even if there are debates or potential problems. For instance, company P
has signed an order for planting Chinese medicinal materials, which is to provide farmers
with seedlings and nursery expenses, pay planting wages every day, and purchase them by
order. Company B signed a medicinal planting assistance agreement with farmers, planted
and purchased in accordance with the contract, and provided timely guidance on problems
in the process. Reciprocity norms are mainly reflected in the fact that the company often
goes deep into the BOP cooperation network to carry out reciprocal activities and jointly
solve problems with the government. For instance, company Y establishes an interest
linkage mechanism of “company, breeder, and poor households”, and poor households
use poverty alleviation funds to buy shares and participate in dividends at the end of the
year. In the pig breeding project, the government coordinated to solve various problems
on the spot and held monthly special meetings to ensure the completion of the project. In
addition, relevant companies have established skills training mechanisms for local farmers,
devoted themselves to public welfare undertakings (Companies Y, Z, and P), established
charitable poverty alleviation funds, helped build or renovate rural roads, and promoted
education and education (Companies Y, S, and P). After data sorting, the paper obtained
mutual trust and reciprocity norms of sample firms. The results are shown in Table 3.

4.2. Ambidexterity Learning

Research on organizational learning usually uses exploitative learning and exploratory
learning proposed by March (1991) [76]. In the course of business development, companies
must not only deepen their existing business through exploitative learning to ensure profits
but also explore new technologies, emerging markets, and new business areas through
exploratory learning to ensure future benefits. It can be found that there is a certain
correspondence between knowledge types and organizational learning. Provided that the
knowledge acquired by the enterprise is unfamiliar, future, or foreign knowledge, it is
exploratory learning. Provided that it is already understood, existing, local, the knowledge
that is used is exploitative learning (Gupta et al., 2006) [104]. Exploitation occurs when
firms rely on existing competencies or operational capabilities to sell to existing customers.
As the two learning methods mainly occur in the links of the knowledge acquisition
and knowledge application, this study measures the ambidexterity learning behavior of
enterprises through the acquisition and utilization of new and existing knowledge.

After analyzing six cases one by one, we found two types of learning: exploitative
learning and exploratory learning. Exploitative learning is mainly embodied in the in-
depth mining and development of existing resources and capabilities possessed by the
existing BOP network to carry out innovative activities. For instance, company Y relies
on the sales network of supermarket chains to cooperate with multiple online platforms,
optimizing and upgrading sales channels. Based on the local logistics network, company S
integrated local logistics enterprises to build a comprehensive e-commerce logistics base.
Exploratory learning is mainly embodied in exploring new opportunities, discovering
and using new resources and abilities to carry out innovative activities. In this case, it is
embodied in the enterprise’s business expansion into the BOP and the acquisition and
utilization of new knowledge and resources in the BOP area. For instance, based on the
unique local selenium-rich resources, company Y has developed and produced “Kang
Segu” brand ecological selenium-rich pork and “Chaotianhe” brand pig feed. The Ziyang
Se-enriched Ecological Special Tea, jointly developed by Company Z, launched a new
product “China Tea Brand Ziyang Se-enriched Maojian”. The essential difference between
the two is that the former is conducive to the current survival of the enterprise, while the
latter emphasizes how to find new opportunities to benefit the long-term development of
the enterprises. The results are shown in Table 4.
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4.3. Dynamic Capability

BOP offers a suitable context in which to explore the dilemma of business model
designs with regard to the adaptation to and shaping of the context because firms are
advised to adapt to their context and build on local conditions (Hart and London, 2005) [9].
Simultaneously, firm activities are also expected to radically change the context in which
they operate by introducing new products and services (Prahalad and Hammond, 2002) [84].
Teece believes that the dynamic capability of an enterprise is essentially an ability to adapt
to the external environment. Drawing on Teece’s research, this article divides the dynamic
capability into environmental sensing, environmental adaptive, and environmental shaping
capability from an environmental perspective [48].

Based on case analysis, our research has identified three dynamic capabilities, namely
environmental sensing capability, environmental adaptive capability, and environmental
shaping capability. Environmental sensing capability mainly refers to the judgment of
business risks and opportunities, research dynamics and changes in market demand, and
the ability to quickly respond to the external environment. For example, companies grasp
government policies (Y, P, B, S, Z, and M), industry development trends and research
dynamics (B and P), business risks and opportunities, market demand, and consumer
groups (Z, P, and Y) changes, etc. Environmental adaptive capability is mainly reflected
in internal and external resource deployment and process or system improvement. For
instance, company Z dispatched an expert technical team to Ziyang to plan and guide,
improve the tea planting specifications, optimize the tea production process, and realize the
whole process of monitoring from the tea garden to the cup, and control the product quality
in the whole process. By optimizing production factors, adopting measures to local condi-
tions, rational planning, and large-scale operations, company P has promoted large-scale
planting and product branding. Environmental shaping capability is mainly composed of
supply chain construction and business model innovation. For instance, the construction
of the supply chain by company S has promoted innovation in the production, processing,
logistics, and catering services of Ziyang’s agricultural and sideline products extended the
industrial chain, having established local poverty alleviation industrial projects. Company
Y has innovated the cooperation model of “Pig Industry Alliance”. The company adopts
the “pig–methane–fertilizer–vegetable” model of combining planting and breeding, carries
out first-class planning, design, and operation management, and forms a benign interaction
in the links of capital, technology, management, materials, and sales. The results are shown
in Table 5.

Based on the description and analysis of the case data, this study evaluated the
relational embeddedness, ambidexterity learning, and dynamic capability of each sample
firm based on the actual situation and investigated the interviewees and experts to review
and modify it. The five levels of excellent, good, average, poor, and terrible, from high to
low, the level of various indicators of the sample firms are shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Relational embeddedness, ambidexterity learning, and dynamic capability level of sample firms.

Relational Embeddedness Ambidexterity Learning Dynamic Capability

Mutual Trust Reciprocity
Norms

Exploitative
Learning

Exploratory
Learning

Sensing
Capability

Adaptive
Capability

Shaping
Capability

Y excellent excellent excellent excellent excellent excellent excellent
Z good good excellent good good good excellent
P good excellent good average good excellent excellent
B average average average average average average average
S average average good terrible average good average
M average average good terrible average good average

(Source: Own elaboration).
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5. Discussion and Findings

In the following, this study will compare and analyze the various sets of variables
of all the case companies, so as to summarize the correlation and causality among the
variables of relational embeddedness, ambidexterity learning, and dynamic capability, and
propose exploratory research propositions.

5.1. Relational Embeddedness and Ambidexterity Learning

In the theoretical presupposition, this paper believes that the relational embeddedness
in the cooperation networks is closely related to ambidexterity learning. In other words,
mutual trust and reciprocity norms are positively related to exploitative learning and
exploratory learning. The data results of the case analysis better support this view.

5.1.1. Mutual Trust and Ambidexterity Learning

It can be seen from Table 6 that mutual trust is positively related to the exploitative
learning and exploratory learning of enterprises. For example, Company Y and Com-
pany Z have established a good relationship of trust with local governments and BOP
groups. All parties keep their promises and cooperate with each other for a win–win
situation. Compared with other companies in the same industry, network members are
more proactive and voluntary to share information and can faster obtain important policy
information, market information, and experience know-how, and effectively integrate local
resources with the resources and capabilities accumulated by enterprises to develop new
technologies, strategies, and models, so as to fully release the value and creative potential
of local resources, thereby the lack of resources in the BOP market has turned into multiple
opportunities. The degree of trust between company B and its partners in the cooperation
network is average. Although it can obtain information supported by government policies,
information advantages are not obvious compared with competitors in the industry. Mean-
while, it is not outstanding in the application of new knowledge, existing experience, and
know-how in production.

It can be inferred that when there is a good trust relationship in the cooperation
network, exchange of technology and market information can often be carried out more
quickly and in-depth, which helps to obtain and apply heterogeneous knowledge efficiently.
At the same time, to a certain extent, to overcome the obstacles in the process of transmitting
tacit knowledge, it is helpful to the transmission of some experience and know-how, so that
enterprises can acquire more useful knowledge and skills. Moreover, due to the high degree
of mutual trust, it ensures that companies keep their promises, improves the accuracy
of information obtained, and speeds up the application of new knowledge to enterprise
production and product development.

For example, company Y trusts the government and farmers in the BOP cooperation
network. Cooperating parties keep their promises, and even if there are differences or
potential problems, they can communicate and resolve them together as soon as possible.
Facing the problem of single breed, under the support of government policy, the company
introduced Australian and American live pig breeds, and cooperated with universities
to hire professors from universities such as Xinong University and Huazhong Agricul-
tural University, relying on the technical support of universities, hybrid ternary pigs and
perfected the construction of live pig breeding system, and realizing the entire process of
improving varieties from the original seed farm to the commercial production. Complying
with the government’s creation of the business card of “selenium-enriched health and
ecological health”, the company is based on Ankang’s unique selenium resources, taps new
market demands, and discovers new market opportunities. It is dedicated to postgraduate
pig breeding and selenium-enriched pork and feed research and development. Produced
“Kang Se Valley” brand ecological selenium-enriched pork and “Chaotianhe” brand live pig
feed, which has won unanimous praise from consumers in Shaanxi, Beijing, Guangdong,
Sichuan, and other markets for its excellent quality. With the support of the government
and Dalian Commodity Exchange (DCE), the company innovated its risk management
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model. The company carried out a pilot project of cost price insurance for pig farm feed
(corn, soybean meal) on the DCE, and successfully used “insurance + futures” to avoid the
risk of feed cost fluctuations caused by price fluctuations. It can be seen that mutual trust
promotes the acquisition and application of local existing knowledge and new knowledge
by enterprises, and the mutual trust of all entities in the BOP market can help promote the
exploitative and exploratory learning of enterprises.

Through the above analysis, this research puts forward the following propositions:

Proposition 1. The mutual trust in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on
exploitative learning defined as acquisition or utilization of existing knowledge.

Proposition 2. The mutual trust in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on
exploratory learning defined as acquisition or utilization of new knowledge.

5.1.2. Reciprocity Norms and Ambidexterity Learning

It can be seen from Table 6 that reciprocity norms are positively related to exploratory
learning and exploitative learning. For example, company S often goes deep into the
BOP cooperation network to carry out mutually beneficial activities, solves problems
with the government, and develops skills training for farmers; company P establishes a
skill training mechanism for planting Chinese medicinal materials for poor households in
Zhashui County to help poor villages build or renovate TongcunTongzu Road, established
a good relationship with local farmers, the company makes full use of the rich resources
of traditional Chinese medicinal materials in the region, scaled operations, and promoted
product branding and large-scale planting. The reciprocity norms of the six companies in
the BOP cooperation network have been established, so it has better promoted exploitative
learning and exploratory learning.

“When the spring started in March this year, Company P provided us with free
honeysuckle seedlings for us to plant. Not only did we promise to buy them at
that time, but also paid us back every day when we planted them.”

——Local farmers

“In order to help poor local households, get rid of poverty, the planting, weeding,
and picking of honeysuckle in the first three years were paid to villagers at the
standard of 120 yuan per day, and the company was responsible for nursery fees
and fertilizers.”

——Village cadre

It can be inferred that when companies have good reciprocity norms, the cooperation
between each other is often more frequent and tacit, and it is easy to produce the willingness
and enthusiasm for knowledge sharing. Knowledge is more likely to transfer in cooperation,
which is conducive to the transfer and exchange of existing knowledge, and more in-depth
new knowledge can also be acquired. Moreover, the reciprocity norms are conducive to
learning and imitation among the subjects of the cooperation network, and thus can better
and faster apply the acquired new knowledge and existing knowledge to the production
activities of the enterprise.

For example, Company Z has established an order-based production and sales part-
nership with Ziyang’s backbone tea companies to increase the value of Ziyang tea’s brand
and increase the purchase price of fresh leaves for farmers, so that tea farmers can obtain
more benefits. Farmers can use the knowledge and skills accumulated in the long-term
work to improve the enthusiasm of fresh leaf picking, and quality standards, and provide
natural, green, healthy, and safe high-quality raw materials for tea production. Company
Z selected Ziyang Maojian among many Ziyang tea products to focus on, combining with
China Tea’s advanced tea-making technology, and on the basis of referring to the original
formula and improving quality, to develop new tea products and jointly develop a new
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product Ziyang selenium-rich Ecological tea special selection—”China Tea Brand Ziyang
Selenium-rich Maojian”.

Through the above analysis, this research puts forward the following propositions:

Proposition 3. The establishment of reciprocity norms in the BOP cooperation network has a
positive impact on exploitative learning defined as acquisition or utilization of existing knowledge.

Proposition 4. The establishment of reciprocity norms in the BOP cooperation network has a
positive impact on exploratory learning defined as acquisition or utilization of new knowledge.

5.2. Ambidexterity Learning and Dynamic Capability
5.2.1. Ambidexterity Learning and Environmental Sensing Capability

It can be seen from Table 6 that there is a positive correlation between corporate
ambidexterity learning and environmental sensing capability. For example, company Y,
which can acquire a large amount of existing knowledge and new knowledge, has a good
environmental sensing at the same time. While company S and company M have not
acquired much new knowledge, their environmental sensing capability is not ideal.

It can be inferred that enterprises continue to accumulate knowledge and experience
through exploitative learning, and repeatedly learn and improve existing knowledge and
resources, which will help enterprises capture market knowledge and technological trends
timely, and enhance their ability to perceive opportunities and threats. The more the
new knowledge and skills an enterprise can acquire through exploratory learning, the
broader its problem-solving ideas and the more novel concepts it has. As acquisition
and accumulation of relevant knowledge and information in new fields affect companies’
recognition and perception of opportunities, the innovative knowledge collected in the
past can help companies identify some new technologies emerging in the market today
and predict the trends of future technology and market changes. Exploitative learning
and exploratory learning deepen the enterprise’s understanding of cooperation network
processes and practices to innovate, integrate and optimize existing processes and practices
based on dynamic environment, and enhance their ability to sense new opportunities and
potential risks.

For example, Company Y established an interest link mechanism of “companies,
farmers, and poor households” in accordance with the “representative breeding model”,
and fully relied on the cooperation and support of financial and social parties to integrate
all parties’ information and resources. In this way, the capital, technology, management,
materials, sales, and other links existing in production can form a benign interaction
and resource sharing, so as to achieve the common development and common benefit
of all parties and form a community of risk guarantee and benefit-sharing. Company
P has increased research and development of new drugs, strengthened research and
development cooperation with universities and scientific research institutions, continuously
increased investment in R&D and innovation of new processes, new technologies, and
new products, and actively carried out research and development work on new drugs,
generic drugs, and major health products. In the process of exploratory learning, the
company has gradually realized that it has not yet formed a development model centered on
pharmaceutical research and development, its scientific research strength is still relatively
weak, its competitiveness is not strong, it cannot occupy a dominant position in the market,
and it faces greater operating risks. To this end, the company has increased investment
in scientific research and development, changed research and development strategies,
innovated product technology, and continuously enriched product categories. Enterprise P
and Enterprise Y have improved their capability to sensing risks through the exploitative
learning and exploratory learning within the alliance.

Through the above analysis, this research puts forward the following research propo-
sitions:
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Proposition 5. The exploitative learning of enterprises defined as acquisition or utilization
of existing knowledge in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on the
enterprise environmental sensing capability.

Proposition 6. The exploratory learning of enterprises defined as acquisition or utilization
of new knowledge in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on the enterprise
environmental sensing capability.

5.2.2. Ambidexterity Learning and Environmental Adaptive Capability

It can be seen from Table 6 that there is a positive influence between exploitative
learning, exploratory learning, and environmental adaptive capability. For example, com-
pany S actively adapts to the needs of the market and consumers, integrates local logistics
companies, and builds a comprehensive e-commerce logistics base of 30,000 square me-
ters that integrates warehousing, transportation, distribution, information exchange, and
the trade circulation. This opened up the last mile of express logistics to thousands of
households, expanded the sales channels of local characteristic agricultural and sideline
products, and created an e-commerce poverty alleviation brand of “orders into moun-
tains, products into cities”, and realized “urban-rural convection”. Company Z controls
high-quality tea resources through the entire industry chain control and the “company +
supplier + farmer” operation model, continuously improves the tea picking standards, and
continuously improves the quality of fresh tea picking, ensuring the high quality of tea
natural, green, healthy, and safe at the source, which effectively guarantees the excellent
quality of tea products. After perceiving the new market demand and the trend of younger
consumer groups, company Z dispatched an expert technical team to Ziyang to improve
tea planting specifications, optimize the tea production process, realized the whole process
of monitoring from the tea garden to the cup, and ensured that the product quality was
controlled from the source. While ensuring the quality of excellent tea products, product
experience is more personalized and youthful. The two companies have improved their
environmental adaptive capability through exploitative learning and exploratory learning.

It can be inferred that through exploitative learning, companies continue to extract
and refine existing knowledge and skills in the network, repeatedly strengthen existing
technologies, revise their existing resources and knowledge systems, and improve oper-
ating practices and skills. While through exploratory learning, companies can get rid of
the strong “rigidity” of existing strategies, technologies, and business processes formed by
existing experience and practices, overcome corporate inertia and path dependence, make
timely adjustments, and be able to quickly respond to the external environment Variety.
It can be seen that enterprises have improved their environmental adaptive capability
through exploitative learning and exploratory learning.

Through the above analysis, this research puts forward the following research propo-
sitions:

Proposition 7. The exploitative learning of enterprises defined as acquisition or utilization of exist-
ing knowledge in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on the enterprise environmental
adaptive capability.

Proposition 8. The exploratory learning of enterprises defined as acquisition or utilization of new
knowledge in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on the enterprise environmental
adaptive capability.

5.2.3. Ambidexterity Learning and Environmental Shaping Capability

It can be seen from Table 6 that there is a positive influence between exploitative
learning, exploratory learning, and environmental shaping capability.

For example, in order to solve the dilemma of Ankang pig breeding, in the process of
long-term exploratory learning, company Y relied on local policy support and characteristic
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resources to innovate an alliance form of “leading enterprise + small and medium-sized
enterprise”, providing financial support and technical guidance for alliance enterprises,
uniformly supply breeding pigs and feed, organizing regular and irregular training, guid-
ing alliance enterprises to update technical assistance, and supporting enterprises to build
distinctive brands. Otherwise, cooperating with guarantee companies, it has assisted more
than 70 alliance members in financing a total of CNY 800 million from financial institutions
such as China Development Bank, Agricultural Development Bank, Minsheng Bank, etc.
The shortage of funds for breeding enterprises and difficulties in financing guarantees
have been effectively alleviated. In addition, the company also invested CNY 5 million
to establish a comprehensive vocational farmer training school, providing free technical
training for employees of the alliance and local farmers. Company Y has also innovated
in the alliance to adopt a “pig–methane–fertilizer–vegetable” model of the combination
of planting and breeding, carrying out first-class planning, design and operation man-
agement, and has embarked on a green, economic, circular, and sustainable development
path. The production efficiency of the alliance enterprises has been significantly improved,
which has promoted the cultivation of professional farmers and promoted the harmonious
development of the breeding industry and the environment.

It can be inferred that companies require to respond to the dynamic environment
timely through exploitative learning, acquire knowledge related to the organization’s exist-
ing products or technologies from the network, and continuously shape the environment in
the process of deep mining of this knowledge to improve the company’s existing resource
utilization efficiency, thereby maintaining the existing competitive advantages. At the
same time, through exploratory learning, new knowledge obtained is fairly different from
its existing knowledge, breaking existing learning paths and conventions, promoting the
reorganization and reconstruction of resources, and being able to apply this new knowl-
edge and new skill to product production and design in. This process affects the speed of
enterprises’ decision-making in an environment full of uncertainties and enhances their
capabilities to shape the environment.

Through the above analysis, this research puts forward the following research propo-
sitions:

Proposition 9. The exploitative learning of enterprises defined as acquisition or utilization of
existing knowledge in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on the enterprise shaping
capability.

Proposition 10. The exploratory learning of enterprises defined as acquisition or utilization of new
knowledge in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on the enterprise environmental
shaping capability.

5.3. Relatinal Embeddedness and Dynamic Capability
5.3.1. Mutual Trust and Dynamic Capability

It can be seen from Table 6 that mutual trust has a positive effect on dynamic capabili-
ties. The mutual trust of all entities in the BOP cooperation network helps enterprises to
improve their environmental sensing, environmental adaptive, and environmental shap-
ing capabilities. For example, company Y and company P, which have strong relational
embeddedness, both have better dynamic capabilities. Corporate trust relationships enable
companies to effectively use internal and external resources, detect changes in the external
environment earlier, and improve the accuracy and timeliness of information acquisition,
so that opportunities can be identified, evaluated, and seize faster adjusting corporate
strategies. The mutual trust of company B and company M is relatively weak, and their
dynamic capabilities are relatively weak.

Therefore, this research puts forward the following proposition:
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Proposition 11. The mutual trust in the BOP cooperation network has a positive impact on the
dynamic capability defined as environmental sensing, environmental adaptive, and environmental
shaping capabilities.

5.3.2. Reciprocity Norms and Dynamic Capability

It can be seen from Table 6 that reciprocity norms have a positive impact on dynamic
capability. The establishment of reciprocal norms of each subject in the cooperation network
will help enterprises to improve their environmental sensing, environmental adaptive, and
environmental shaping capabilities. For example, company Y, company Z, and company
P have established good reciprocity norms with all entities in the network, getting better
environmental sensing, environmental adaptive, and environmental shaping capabilities
than other companies.

Therefore, this research puts forward the following proposition:

Proposition 12. The reciprocity norms in the BOP cooperation network have a positive impact on
dynamic capability defined as environmental sensing, environmental adaptive, and environmental
shaping capabilities.

6. Conclusions

To sum up, based on the exploratory case analysis of six Chinese local companies
in the BOP cooperation network, this study systematically connects the social network,
organizational learning, and dynamic capability theory, revealing the influence path that
relationship embeddedness has an effect on the dynamic capabilities of enterprises. It
is pointed out that ambidexterity learning is the key intermediary variable of relational
embeddedness affecting dynamic capabilities, and the theoretical framework of “relational
embeddedness–ambidexterity learning–dynamic capability” is established (as shown in
Figure 3). On one hand, this research can expand the current research on antecedent
variables of DC. On the other hand, it reveals the mechanism of relational embeddedness,
ambidexterity learning, and dynamic capability. Research shows that mutual trust and
reciprocity norms can promote the acquisition and utilization of existing knowledge and
new knowledge, thereby enhancing enterprise environmental sensing, environmental
adaptive, and environmental shaping capabilities.
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6.1. Contributions

The first contribution implies that this paper constructs a “relational embeddedness–
ambidexterity learning–dynamic capability” research model, taking dynamic capability
as the dependent variable, clarifying how relationships affect dynamic capability, and
analyzing the influence path of social embeddedness on dynamic capability based on am-
bidexterity learning theory from a knowledge perspective. The research results subscribe
to previous scholars’ views on the influence of social embeddedness on dynamic capability,
and extends Døving and Gooderham’s research on embeddedness on dynamic capabil-
ity, using ambidexterity learning as an intermediary factor. This validates the research
conclusions of Døving and Gooderham [20] that the relational embeddedness and DC are
positively correlated in developing countries, providing theoretical guidance for Chinese
enterprises to better develop their business in the BOP market.

The second contribution is that in the BOP market, the enterprise DC is split into three
dimensions: environmental sensing, environmental adaptive, and environmental shaping
capabilities, which provides a new perspective for the study of DC in the future. This offers
a necessity for the measurement of DC and the construction of conceptual dimensions of
DC. On this basis, the influence path and mechanism of social embeddedness on DC are
proposed, and how to build and to improve DC are deeply understood, which expands the
research of dynamic capability on organizational performance.

The third contribution challenges the influence mechanism of social embeddedness
on DC from a learning perspective and takes ambidexterity learning as an intermediary
variable. There have been scholars studying the impact of organizational learning on DC,
but ambidexterity learning emphasizes the communication and interaction between enter-
prises and the external environment, from which perspective few scholars have analyzed
the impact of social embeddedness on the construction of dynamic capability. Therefore,
the mediating role of ambidexterity learning has theoretical and practical research value
for the research of social embeddedness on DC.

Lastly, the paper emphasizes the role of the Chinese government in embedding into
the BOP market and building dynamic capabilities. This paper analyzes the local cases
in China and obtains a deep understanding of the existing BOP research. Based on the
case analysis of the BOP market in China, by embedding in the BOP market, promoting
the construction and evolution of cooperation networks among enterprises, BOP groups,
governments, and intermediary organizations, the local government is an important factor
in promoting the positive interaction of network relations. The research is different from
foreign cases that emphasize the core role of NGOs or non-profit organizations in the
BOP network, reflecting the characteristics of the Chinese contextual BOP market, and
contributes new content.

6.2. Limitations and Future Research

Our study does have some limitations. As with any research project, the choices that
we made in this study lead to limitations in the interpretation of our findings. Although
this study followed standard procedures, in order to improve the reliability and validity
of the study, the triangulation method also is adopted, there are still some restrict factors
such as researchers’ subjective judgment in the research process, so the conclusion may be
biased to a certain extent.

Firstly, subsequent empirical research methods can be used to quantitatively analyze
the influence of social embeddedness and ambidexterity learning on dynamic capability.
An empirical analysis of the different effects of different levels of social embeddedness.
This is because related studies have proved that the relationship between the survival and
development of an enterprise and the social network it is embedded in has an inverted
U-shaped relationship curve. The relationship between the two is too close and too loose,
and it will reduce the company survival rate (Uzzi, 1997) [28]. It is also possible to compre-
hensively consider the interactive influence of the embeddedness of the relationship and
the embeddedness of the structure of the enterprise in the network and deepen the discus-
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sion on the mechanism of the embeddedness of the network affecting the ambidexterity
learning behavior of the enterprise, and then the dynamic capability.

Secondly, exploitative and exploratory learning play an important role in constructing
DC. Therefore, the mediating effect of interaction and balance between exploratory learning
and utilization learning can be future studied.

The last but not the least, the BOP innovation network is divided into different levels.
Eisenhardt and Martin [56] and Zollo and Winter [49] believe that the influencing factors
of dynamic capability can exist at the enterprise level, as well as at the individual and
network levels. Levels-of-analysis issues are especially relevant for network researchers,
whose research questions usually lie at the intersection between different levels. Some
scholars have conducted research on the cross-level perspective of the BOP innovation
network, and future research should explore more cross-level perspectives to explore the
impact of BOP market social embeddedness on DC mechanism.
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