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Abstract Theory and research typically suggest that
internal corporate (ICV) venture managers should be
granted the freedom needed to manage their new busi-
ness initiatives as they choose, with little or no interfer-
ence from senior levels of corporate management. The
current research investigates the relationship between
venture planning autonomy and venture performance,
arguing that this relationship is affected by the types
(i.e., goal related or value proposition related) and levels
(low-to-high) of strategic evolution occurring in the
ICV. Data collected from 145 ICVs operating in 72
corporations indicate that venture planning autonomy
is most positively related to venture performance when
those ICVs’ goals remain stable over the course of
venture operations, but the value propositions of those
ICVs are evolving.
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1 Introduction

Internal corporate ventures or ICVs are new businesses
founded within pre-existing corporate structures. The
success of ICVs is often discussed as predicated upon
how well two fundamental venture-related needs are
met during the venturing process. Specifically, anecdot-
al evidence and decades of research identify the needs
for (1) venture planning autonomy and (2) experience-
based strategic evolution as critical success factors for
ICVs (see Bouchard and Fayolle 2018; Hill and
Georgoulas 2016). Venture planning autonomy—that
is, venture planning-related decision-making vested at
the level of venture managers, rather than at higher
corporate levels—is often beneficial because it places
decision-making responsibility and authority in the
hands of those individuals best positioned to directly
observe and manage the venture. Experience-based stra-
tegic evolution—that is, changes to the venture’s goals
and/or strategies enacted as knowledge accumulates
over the course of venture operations—is often benefi-
cial because ICVs are essentially experiments. Venture
goals and/or strategies often need to be changed as those
managing the venture discover what elements of the
initial strategic template are or are not “working.”
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Past research in the ICVarea has explored autonomy
and strategic evolution-related matters as essentially
independent phenomena. We argue that these are inher-
ently interdependent considerations and that one cannot
separate the matter of the value of planning autonomy
from the matter of an ICV’s likely need for eventual
strategic evolution. In particular, we argue that “who” is
making strategic changes interacts with “what” strategic
changes are being made to drive venture performance.
Results based on a sample of 145 ICVs in 72 parent
corporations indicate that high venture planning auton-
omy benefits venture performance most when ventures
are pursuing stable goals, yet their value propositions—
i.e., intended bases for market appeal, such as superior
quality and low price—have evolved.

The current research makes two principal contribu-
tions to the corporate venturing literature. First, this
research demonstrates the context-specific value of ven-
ture planning autonomy. Existing research on this topic
generally recognizes that venture managers should be
granted the freedom to manage their businesses as they
see fit (e.g., Leten and Van Dyck 2012). This common
observation is based on the assumption that knowledge
gained through direct involvement in venture operations
places front-line venture managers in the best positions
to comprehend the needs of and formulate venture strat-
egy. However, beyond this broad observation, past re-
search does a poor job of identifying when or why
planning autonomy might variously matter as a driver
of venture performance. The current research demon-
strates that the degree and object of a venture’s strategic
evolution—that is, evolution of the venture’s goals or
evolution of the venture’s value proposition—affect the
planning autonomy-performance relationship.

A second principal theoretical contribution of this
research is its highlighting of the aforementioned inter-
dependency matter. That is, “who” is doing the planning
for ICVs—corporate-level senior managers, venture-
level managers, or some combination that represents
shared responsibility for venture planning—becomes
increasingly or decreasingly relevant to venture perfor-
mance as a function of “what” about the venture’s
strategic posture—the goals or the value proposition of
the venture—is being changed over the course of ven-
ture operations. Results suggest that venture-level man-
agers are particularly adept at recognizing and
implementing performance-enhancing value proposi-
tion changes over the course of venture operations. In
scenarios of goal evolution, however, venture-level

managers are no more successful than corporate-level
managers at choosing new goals for the venture that
promote venture performance. Moreover, the scenario
of stable venture goals, unlike the case with stable value
propositions (Covin et al. 2015), is associated with
superior venture performance, and performance-
enhancing stable goals are more likely to have been
chosen by venture-level managers.

2 Theoretical background

The phenomena of venture planning autonomy and
strategic evolution are common foci of internal corpo-
rate venturing theory and research. The position often
taken in the ICV literature is that venture planning
autonomy promotes venture performance because it
places strategic decision-making responsibility and au-
thority in the hands of individuals who are most likely to
understand and effect positive changes within the new
business context due to their direct and ongoing involve-
ment with venture operations (Gard et al. 2018; George
and MacMillan 1985; Ginsberg and Hay 1994; Leten
and Van Dyck 2012). Strategic evolution—or changes
to what the venture is trying to achieve, or how it is
trying to achieve it—is, likewise, discussed as essential
to venture success inasmuch as ICVs must “learn their
way in” to the market, and the knowledge gained
through venture operations will often suggest the advis-
ability of changing venture goals and/or their associated
strategies (Bhide 1994; McGrath et al. 2006; Weiss
1981). Still, much of the empirical research pertaining
to these planning autonomy and strategic evolution mat-
ters is anecdotal (for recent reviews of internal corporate
venturing research see Covin et al. 2015 and Hill and
Georgoulas 2016). Moreover, while the majority of the
prior theorizing and empirical research points to the
benefits of venture planning autonomy and strategic
evolution, prior research is certainly not uniform in the
arguments advanced and findings observed.

For example, in a conceptual essay, Simon et al.
(1999) argued that while venture planning autonomy is
generally warranted, too much autonomy can lead to
diminished ICV performance. Their argument was that
autonomy must be balanced with control and oversight
provided by corporate management in order to extract
maximum value from new business initiatives.
Additionally, while research by Gard et al. (2018) doc-
umented the commonly argued positive effect of
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“strategic autonomy”—defined as “the authority dele-
gated to venture managers on decisions that can influ-
ence strategic outcomes without obtaining prior approv-
al from corporate management” (p. 3)—on ICV perfor-
mance, other large-sample empirical research has
yielded different results. In their study of 97 ICVs,
Thornhill and Amit (2001) hypothesized and found that
various indicators of venture autonomy—including, for
example, the “relative decision making authority of
venture managers and employees, the level of identifi-
cation of employees relative to parent or venture, and
the perceived sense of autonomy of the venture from the
parent”—are associated with lower performing ven-
tures. Likewise, Johnson’s (2012) study of 38 ICVs
reported as negative effect on venture performance of
planning autonomy—defined as “the extent to which
the venture’s management team is responsible for estab-
lishing goals, timetables, and strategy for the venture”
(p. 470). In her study of 56 ICVs, McGrath (2001)
reported a modest negative main effect on learning
effectiveness—an ICV performance indicator—of goal
autonomy (defined as “the extent to which a project
team was granted autonomy with respect to goals, roles,
and authority structures” [p. 122]) and no significant
main effect on learning effectiveness of supervision
autonomy (defined as “the extent to which a project
team was granted autonomy with respect to operating
activities” [p. 122]). Similar to McGrath’s results
pertaining to supervision autonomy, research by
Garrett and Neubaum (2013) on 145 ICVs reported no
significant effect on venture performance of a more
operational (versus planning-related) dimension of au-
tonomy—namely, operations autonomy. Garrett and
Neubaum (2013, p. 899) defined operations autonomy
as “the extent to which the venture’s management team
(versus corporate parent management) is responsible for
the design and control of the venture’s internal
operations.”

With respect to research on strategic evolution,
scholars have noted that the exploratory nature of new
ventures will typically necessitate some degree of
change to the venture’s goals or strategies during the
conduct of business operations. For example, Bhide
(1994, p. 161) observed “businesses cannot be launched
like space shuttles, with every detail of the mission
planned in advance. Initial analyses only provide plau-
sible hypotheses, which must be tested and modified.
Entrepreneurs should play with and explore ideas, let-
ting their strategies evolve through a seamless process of

guesswork, analysis, and action.” Similarly, Garvin and
Levesque (2006, pp. 105–106) stated “The high levels
of ambiguity in new businesses imply that corporate
entrepreneurs won’t get it right the first time. Because
hard numbers are difficult to come by and strategic
options are difficult to identify, past practices, too, offer
little guidance. Experimentation is essential. Managers
must begin with hypotheses about what will work and
what won’t; then, they should search for ways of vali-
dating or invalidating their preconceptions, knowing
that first-cut strategies will change over time.”

Still, large-sample empirical research on the matter of
strategic evolution’s effect on ICV performance is rela-
tively rare. Exceptions include research by Covin and
his colleagues. Specifically, Covin et al. (2015) reported
an inverse U-shaped relationship between ICV value
proposition evolution—defined as “the extent to which
the intended basis on which the ICV will appeal to its
target market changes over time” (p. 750)—and venture
performance. Covin et al. 2018 reported a negative
linear effect of ICV goal evolution—defined as “the
extent to which an ICV’s strategic objectives evolve
over the course of the ICV’s development” (p. 7)—on
venture performance. Significantly, neither of these
studies explored the important matter of who is making
these strategic changes—senior corporate managers,
venture managers, or some combination thereof—as a
factor likely determining the effect of those changes on
venture performance.

3 Hypotheses

3.1 Venture planning autonomy and venture
performance

Given that ICVs are “new businesses” to their corpora-
tions, it may be unreasonable to expect that corporate
parents will necessarily or even generally be able to add
significant value to ICV operations through their in-
volvement in venture planning. The “newness” of ICVs
to their corporate parents creates opportunities for ven-
ture mismanagement on the corporate parent’s part be-
cause, for example, parent knowledge of the drivers of
success in the ICV’s product-market arena will often be
weak or poor (Zook et al. 2001). The scenario of parent
unfamiliarity with their ICVs’ operations provides a
rationale for advocating that planning autonomy gener-
ally be granted to new ventures. In short, every time a
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parent founds an ICV it is, by definition, starting a new
business, and the new business status of ICVs suggests
that the corporate parents may not know a lot about how
to manage those ICVs. Because ICVs are, by definition,
exploring markets and/or products significantly differ-
ent from those of their parent corporations, the parent
corporation’s knowledge, structures, policies, and prac-
tices may not be appropriate or relevant in the new
competitive domain (Simon et al. 1999).

Moreover, entering new domains commonly requires
that venture management learn through experimentation
(Bhide 2000; Garvin and Levesque 2006), and experi-
mentation often demands a great deal of managerial
discretion and autonomous action (Weiss 1981). Be-
cause of the experimental nature of ICVs, they often
pursue strategies that require a high degree of decision-
making flexibility (Block and MacMillan 1993), and
autonomy allows venture management to adapt and
customize the venture to its competitive domain
(Birkinshaw and Hill 2005). The experimental nature
of ICVs necessitates that they learn about their business
through their operations (learning-by-doing) and strate-
gically adapt as necessary. Venture planning autonomy
grants venture managers flexibility to enact new plans
and decisions as the domain of the ICV becomes better
understood. Importantly, venture planning autonomy
places strategic decision-making authority in the hands
of those who are likely most knowledgeable about mat-
ters pertaining to the venture’s operations and competi-
tive positioning. Thus, it is hypothesized:

H1: Venture planning autonomy is positively relat-
ed to venture performance.

3.2 Moderating effects of strategic evolution

Venture planning autonomy is recognized as particularly
important to venture success when the parent corpora-
tion has little direct value to add to the venture, as might
be the case, for example, if the parent is unable to
provide any critical knowledge- or property-based re-
sources to the venture (and therefore parent involvement
in the venture’s affairs is tantamount to meddling) (e.g.,
Glaister et al. 2003). We argue that there are additional,
venture strategy-related considerations—the extensive-
ness of changes to the venture’s goals and value propo-
sitions, in particular—that are unrecognized as factors
affecting the planning autonomy-venture performance

relationship, yet that may be equally as relevant to this
relationship as the parent’s possible provision of strate-
gic resources. Our reasoning follows.

Goals with at least a minimal degree of clarity and
specificity must be established early in an ICV’s exis-
tence to guide venture operations. However, given the
inherently experimental and exploratory nature of ICVs,
corporate and venture managers will not necessarily
know how those venture goals can be best achieved,
or even if the established goals are realistic. As such,
there will always be some learning that takes place over
the course of venture operations about the content of
venture goals and the avenues for and/or appropriate-
ness of their pursuit (Burgelman 1988; McGrath 1995).
Based on the knowledge that accumulates as venture
operations are conducted, venture goals may be held
relatively constant over time, or they may be modified,
becoming more (or less) clear, specific, and ambitious.
Substantively different goals may also emerge over the
course of venture operations, such as goals that might be
established for products not originally offered or mar-
kets not originally targeted by the ICV.We argue that the
relative stability of venture goals has implications for the
degree of venture success likely to be associated with
venture planning autonomy.

In particular, stable venture goals are likely to in-
crease the effectiveness of venture planning autonomy
because such goals enable venture managers to exhibit
consistent, sustained attention to this important strategic
consideration. Such attention fosters understanding of
the implications of the venture’s goals and their potential
viability, along with the possible strategic paths through
which they may be achieved. Moreover, the fact that
stable goals have, by definition, remained constant like-
ly indicates their workability for the venture, with com-
mitment to these goals potentially increasing as those
responsible for their establishment work to ensure their
realization, as would be the case in the presence of high
venture planning autonomy. Significantly, theory and
research suggest that involvement in the goal setting
process is positively associated with goal commitment,
and goal commitment promotes goal achievement.
(Klein et al. 1999; Locke et al. 1988). Managerial per-
ceptions of the venture’s performance level will be
associated with the extent to which the venture’s goal(s)
have been achieved.

Venture goals that evolve may do so because those
responsible for their (re)establishment recognize some
flaw or limitation inherent to their prior content.
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Evolving venture goals diminish or negate the benefits
of venture planning autonomy because “new” goals that
are chosen by venture managers may be only marginally
more viable or appropriate than “new” goals established
for the venture by corporate management. Venture man-
agers granted planning autonomy will have a better
sense than corporate managers regarding why and how
the new goals were chosen, given that the venture man-
agers are personally responsible for their selection.
However, in order for ventures to perform well the
implications of these new goals for the conduct of
venture operations must still be identified and acted
upon. Policies, decisions, and resource allocations im-
plied by or supportive of the new goals will need to be
chosen and tested, with the means through which the
new goals might be realized only clarifying over time
through a process of action and discovery.

In short, venture managers who are granted planning
autonomy might be expected to know and embrace
venture goals they reformulate better than goals
reformulated for them by corporate managers. However,
venture managers’ familiarity and commitment to their
ICVs’ reformulated goals does not negate the need for
sustained attention to those goals and their resource and
operational implications in order to verify their defensi-
bility and ensure their realization (Garud and Van De
Ven 1992). Such sustained attention is difficult or im-
possible to achieve if the venture’s goals keep changing.
Thus, when venture goals change the matter of who
changed them may still affect their realization, but what
may matter more is the challenge of uncovering the
means through which they can be realized. Discovery
and demonstration of the means through which goals
can be realized is inherently a trial-and-error process that
unfolds over time and ismademore efficient through the
cumulative learning facilitated when goals remain stable
(Lynn et al. 2000).

H2: The relationship between venture planning
autonomy and venture performance is more posi-
tive when venture goal evolution is low than when
venture goal evolution is high.

Internal corporate ventures typically experience
some degree of “strategic evolution” over the course
of their operations. This can occur, for example, in the
form of changing goals, as discussed above, and/or
changes in the means through which those goals are
pursued—that is, the venture’s business strategy

(Bhide 2000; Burgelman 1988). A core component of
business strategy is its value proposition, or the basis on
which the business intends to appeal to the market, thus
generating demand for its products and services
(Osterwalder et al. 2014; Payne et al. 2017). For exam-
ple, an ICV may have a market offering whose intended
appeal is some form of technological superiority, or low
price, or high quality, or any number of differentiating
factors the corporate and/or venture managers assume
will generate market demand. We argue that just as the
relative stability of venture goals has implications for the
degree of venture success likely to be associated with
venture planning autonomy, so too does the relative
stability of the venture’s value proposition. However,
unlike the case with venture goals, changes rather than
stability in the venture’s value proposition should en-
hance the positive effects of venture planning autonomy
on venture performance.

To understand why venture value position evolution
will likely have the opposite effect of venture goal
evolution on the planning autonomy-performance rela-
tionship, one needs to again reflect on why and how
planning autonomy is likely to benefit venture perfor-
mance. Planning autonomy places decision responsibil-
ity in the hands of those closest to and most knowledge-
able of the venture’s day-to-day operations—i.e., the
venture managers. The value that might be contributed
by these managers to their ICVs’ operations occurs as a
function of the degree to which they adapt and modify
their ventures’ strategies in accommodation of first-hand
knowledge gained over the course of venture operations.
These venture managers are not once-removed in a
structural sense from venture operations, as are senior
corporate managers. Rather, venture managers are posi-
tioned to more immediately and directly observe the
enactment and consequences of venture strategic deci-
sions. This closeness to the “action” of the ICV that
exists at the level of venture management enables these
managers to well recognize the need for changes in
tactics—including changes to the venture’s value
proposition—that may be warranted given the venture’s
progress (or lack thereof) toward goal attainment
(Kuratko et al. 2009; Sykes 1986). Thus, any changes
these managers make to the venture’s value proposition
will likely be well informed and appropriately
motivated.

The preceding suggests that venture planning auton-
omy benefits venture performance because when adap-
tions to the ICV’s strategy need to be made—and they
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will almost always need to be made (Kiss and Barr
2015; Piercy 2016)—those making the changes will be
the level of managers most knowledgeable of reasons
for the underperformance of past strategic choices as
well as the potentially superior strategic options that
may be under consideration. Thus, the scenario of stable
value propositions diminishes or negates one of the key
benefits of autonomy—i.e., having strategic changes
being decided upon and enacted by those closest to
and most informed about the venturing action. Con-
versely, the scenario of evolving value propositions is
one in which the benefits of venture planning autonomy
are best captured because the changes enacted are being
selected and implemented by managers responsible for
and most knowledgeable of those changes.

H3: The relationship between venture planning
autonomy and venture performance is more posi-
tive when venture value proposition evolution is
high than when venture value proposition evolution
is low.

4 Methods

4.1 Sample

Because internal corporate venturing is an activity not
typically identifiable through public sources, an initial
target sample for this study was chosen based on the
potentiality for those firms to have been engaged in this
activity. All initially targeted firms were included in the
Dun and Bradstreet Million Dollar Database. Several
additional criteria were adopted in choosing the firms
approached for possible involvement in the study. First,
the targeted firms had to be manufacturing based, a
criterion chosen because product technologies are often
leveraged to diversify firms into new business arenas.
Second, the targeted firms had to have annual sales
revenue of at least $50 million, a criterion chosen be-
cause internal corporate venturing is less typical among
smaller than larger firms. Finally, the targeted firms were
all headquartered in the AmericanMidwest (eight states,
in total), a criterion chosen because personal visits to the
participating corporations would be required and rea-
sonable physical proximity of the targeted firms to the
research team would be important to controlling data
acquisition costs.

In total, 496 corporations met the initial screening
criteria. Phone contacts (or contact attempts) with
representatives from these firms were used to ascer-
tain their possible involvement in internal corporate
venturing activity and interest in participating in the
study. Two hundred and forty-three of the firms
were unresponsive to the initial contact attempts,
85 of these firms indicated no interest in participat-
ing in the study, and 58 of these firms indicated
interest in the study, but they were not involved in
any internal corporate venturing activity (using the
strict definition of this activity described below). A
total of 110 firms expressed an interest in the study
and were (or had previously been) engaged in inter-
nal corporate venturing.

The research team was able to schedule face-to-
face visits with the persons who oversaw internal
corporate venturing activity in 85 of the 110 firms.
During these visits, the complete scope of the re-
search was explained and research materials—
various survey forms—were distributed. Materials
were eventually received from 80 firms, eight of
which furnished incomplete data or data suggesting
their inappropriateness for the study (e.g., the firm
was engaged in minor product development efforts,
but not new business activity), leaving a set of 72
firms in the final sample. These parent corporations
had a mean of 10,910 employees (s.d. = 30,196) and
$5.5B in sales revenue (s.d. = $14.8B). These same
data for the firms that were initially contacted but
that did not participate in the study were 453 em-
ployees (s.d. = 937) and $1.8B (s.d. = $9.0B). A sig-
nificant difference exists in the size indicators
(p < .01 in both cases) for these two groups. The
fact that the nonparticipating firms are, on average,
significantly smaller than the participating firms
may be attributable to the possibility that these
smaller firms were simply not engaged in internal
corporate venturing and, therefore, chose to not par-
ticipate in a study that was irrelevant to them.

Data were collected from 145 ICVs operating
within this set of 72 parent corporations. One
hundred and nineteen of the ICVs were currently
operating as of the time of the data collection, and
26 were defunct (i.e., they had failed or were
otherwise terminated in the previous 7 years).
The mean age of these ICVs was 3.1 years
(s.d. = 2.1 years). The mean number of employees
was 20.7 (s.d. = 51.5).
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4.2 Data collection

Data were collected from both the corporate-level
managers who were responsible for overseeing in-
ternal corporate venturing activities in their firms as
well as from individual venture managers in those
firms. Three separate survey instruments were
employed. The corporate managers completed a sur-
vey concerning background information on the par-
ent company as well as separate surveys focused on
descriptive data for each participating venture within
their corporations. Venture managers completed a
survey pertaining to their management practices.

Corporate-level managers were asked to choose ven-
tures for possible participation in the study based on
several criteria. First, the venture must have been iden-
tifiable as a new business for the corporation, based on
the new business identification matrix proposed by
Morris et al. (2011). Briefly, this matrix plots the “new-
ness” of a venture to the corporation along product and
market dimensions (see Appendix Table 4). Second,
consistent a commonly employed (albeit arbitrary) age
constraint (e.g., Wiklund et al. 2010), the venture had to
be no more than 7 years old. Third, to avoid a (high)
performance bias in the venture sample, in corporations
where all new ventures were not offered as candidates
for inclusion in the study, the corporate managers were
asked to select a set of their ICVs that had performed
variously well (in the opinions of those corporate man-
agers). Fourth, to avoid a survivor bias in the venture
sample, corporate managers were asked to consider their
firms’ defunct ventures—those that had failed or were
otherwise terminated over the past 7 years—for possible
inclusion in the sample. Finally, corporate managers
were asked to identify ICVs operating at various stages
of development where, consistent with Thornhill and
Amit (2001), early-stage ventures were operationalized
as those having received initial funding from their parent
corporations, but which has not yet generated any sales
revenue (n = 37); middle-stage ventures were generating
sales revenue but were not yet profitable (n = 52); and
established-stage ventures were profitable (n = 56).

4.3 Measures

Measures of the main constructs relevant to this study
can be found in Appendix 2. Mean scoring was used to
compute values of the research variables.

4.3.1 Dependent variable

Venture performance was assessed using a four-item
scale previously employed by Johnson (2012). This
subjective measure was chosen because it captures man-
agers’ overall assessment of ICV performance, recog-
nizing that ICVs can be founded with different specific
purposes in mind. Also, any given performance criterion
may not be relevant for ICVs operating at different
development stages. For example, early-stage ventures
are—as operationalized in the current research and con-
sistent with Thornhill and Amit (2001)—not profitable,
so a profitability-related criterion would not be appro-
priate for assessing their performance. Significantly, the
venture performance was assessed by the corporate
managers who oversaw venturing activity in their firms,
whereas the independent variables were assessed by the
managers in charge of the ventures being studied. Thus,
common source bias is not a concern in the current
research.

4.3.2 Independent variables

The venture planning autonomy scale employed in the
current research was also previously employed by John-
son (2012). Low mean scores on the items of this scale
indicate that the assessed planning-related activities and
decision areas are the responsibility of higher levels of
authority within the parent corporation; high mean
scores indicate that the activities and decision areas are
the responsibility of the venture managers; and
intermediate scores indicate various degrees of mixed
or shared responsibility.

Venture goal evolution and venture value proposition
evolution were assessed using scales previously
employed by Covin et al. (2018) and by Covin et al.
(2015), respectively. A low goal evolution score indi-
cates that the venture’s objectives have not changed
much since they were initially established, and a high
score suggests the opposite. Likewise, a low value prop-
osition evolution score indicates that the venture’s value
proposition has not changed much since it was initially
established, and a high score suggests the opposite.

4.3.3 Control variables

Thirteen venture-level control variables and six
corporate-level control variables were employed in the
current research. Starting with the venture level,
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although venture value proposition evolution is assessed
as a moderator in the current research, the square of this
term has been found to affect venture performance in
prior research by Covin et al. (2018). Specifically, an
inverse U-shape relationship between venture value
proposition evolution and performance was observed
in this prior study. Accordingly, the square of the ven-
ture value proposition score was treated as a control
variable in the current research. Venture development
stage was controlled using the aforementioned classifi-
cation scale proposed by Thornhill and Amit (2001).
Size of the venture was controlled using number of
venture employees as the indicator. Venture age was
controlled, measured as number the years since the
corporation had initially (financially) invested in the
venture. Market focus and product focus of the venture
were controlled based on where the venture was posi-
tioned within the ICV identification matrix (see Appen-
dix Table 4). To account for the favorability of the
external environment into which the venture was
launched, measures of environmental dynamism and
environmental hostility were employed as control vari-
ables. Dynamism as assessed using Miller and Friesen’s
scale (1982), albeit with a slightly modified response
format. Covin et al.’s (2000) scale was used to assess
environmental dynamism. Recognizing that the degree
to which an ICV’s goals and value proposition evolve
may be related to the initial clarity of these matters,
initial goal clarity and initial value proposition clarity
were also controlled in the current study, using the
measures of these variables appearing in Covin et al.
(2018) and Johnson (2005), respectively.

Three final venture-level control variables were in-
cluded because they have been shown in prior research
to affect venture performance. Specifically, research by
Garrett and Neubaum (2013) revealed that ICV perfor-
mance is positively affected by a venture’s initial stra-
tegic asset endowment—defined as “the extent to which
the venture’s strategic assets—i.e., the key knowledge,
technologies, competencies, and other resources needed
to excel in the venture’s business—were possessed,
controlled, or owned by the venture at its early devel-
opment stage” (p. 898)—as well as by the degree of top
management support given to the venture, defined as
“the corporate parent’s senior-level executives’ support
of and commitment to the ICV’s success” (p. 898). The
scales for these initial strategic asset endowment and top
management support variables appearing in Garrett and
Neubaum (2013) were employed in the current research.

Lastly, venture operations independence—defined by
Garrett and Covin (2015, p. 764) as “the extent to which
structural or process linkages exist between the ven-
ture’s operations and those of the corporate parent’s
other businesses”—was included as a control variable.
Prior research by Garrett and Covin (2015) revealed that
while venture operations independence has no signifi-
cant main effect on venture performance, the interaction
of venture operations independence and venture plan-
ning autonomy does affect venture performance. Given
the focus of the current research on venture planning
autonomy, it was deemed important to demonstrate that
any potentially observed effect of planning autonomy
on venture performance exist above and beyond any
interaction effects involving planning autonomy found
in prior research. Accordingly both venture operations
independence—operationalized using the scale pro-
posed by Garrett and Covin (2015)—and the interaction
term of venture operations independence × venture
planning autonomy were included as controls in the
current research.

Corporate-level controls included the parent corpo-
ration’s sales revenue (logged), the number of parent
corporation employees (also logged), the percentage of
the parent corporation’s sales revenue generated from
the firm’s largest industry, the number of new ventures
started within the parent over the past 7 years, the
extensiveness of the parent corporation’s slack re-
sources available for innovation activities, and the at-
tractiveness of the parent corporation’s core business
prospects. The scales used to measure parent slack
resources and attractiveness of core business prospects
were developed and previously employed by Garrett
and Covin (2015).

Table 1 provides the summary statistics for all re-
search variables. Table 2 shows their zero-order
correlations.

4.4 Analytical techniques

Because ICVs exist within parent corporations, a multi-
level analytical technique was chosen. Specifically, hi-
erarchical linear modeling (HLM) was employed to test
the hypotheses. HLM is appropriate when researchers
seek to understand the effects on particular outcome
variables of “nested” factors operating at different levels
of analysis (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002).

Three HLM models were run. In model 1, all control
variables were included, with the exception of the

J. G. Covin et al.



interaction term created by multiplying planning auton-
omy by venture operations independence. As mentioned
above, this interaction term needed to be assessed as a
control variable. However, because the primary inde-
pendent variable of the current research—venture plan-
ning autonomy—is a component of that interaction
term, the main effect of venture planning autonomy on
venture performance could not be determined had that
interaction effect been included in the initial control
variable equation. When the components of interaction
terms are included in equations along with those inter-
action terms, the betas for the component terms repre-
sent conditional effects (the effects of those independent
variables on the dependent variable when the other
variable of the interaction is at its mean), not main
effects. In short, model 1 was needed to assess support
for hypotheses 1. Model 2 then augmented the initial
control model by including the interaction term planning
autonomy × venture operations independence. Model 3

adds the interaction terms needed to test hypotheses 2
and 3. These hypotheses suggest that the betas will be
negative and significant in the case of the planning
autonomy × goal evolution interaction term (hypothesis
2) and positive and significant in the case of the plan-
ning autonomy × value proposition interaction term
(hypothesis 3).

Additional analyses were conducted to assess the
possible significance of multicollinearity concerns when
testing the hypotheses as well as the possible presence of
sample selection bias. Specifically, SPSS was used to
identify the variance inflation factors associated with the
terms in the regression models. In all cases, the VIFs fell
within the range proposed by Kutner et al. (2004),
suggesting that multicollinearity is not problematic in
the current research. The Heckman correction
(Heckman 1979) procedure was used to assess whether
sample-specific characteristics may have been affecting
observed results. Specifically, data were collected on the
sales revenue and number of corporate employees for all
firms—both responding and nonresponding firms—
included in the initial sample of 496 corporations. These
data were used to compute an inverse Mills ratio which
was included as an additional variable in the regression
analyses. The inclusion of this ratio did not significantly
affect the parameter estimates of any of the focal vari-
ables, suggesting that no bias exists with at least one of
the core factors—namely, firm size—observed to differ
between the responding and nonresponding firms.

Finally, the possible presence and significance of
endogeneity within the structural model was assessed
using the instrumental variable procedure recommended
by Semadeni et al. (2014). The advocated procedure
relies on an instrumental variable/two stage least squares
(2SLS) approach to endogeneity assessment. We chose
two instrumental variables using the criteria that, first,
they were not correlated with our model’s dependent
variable and, second, that they were correlated with the
potentially endogeneous variables. These two instru-
ments were ICV initial strategic asset certainty and
ICV learning proficiency. ICV initial strategic asset
certainty—herein defined as the extent to which the
venture’s strategic assets (i.e., the key knowledge, tech-
nologies, competencies, or other resources needed to
excel in the venture’s business) were known to venture
management at the venture’s early development stage—
was measured using a three-item scale developed ex-
pressly for this research (α = .90). This scale asked
whether early in the venture’s development, the most

Table 1 Summary statistics

Variable Mean S.D. α

Venture performance 4.55 1.67 .94

Venture planning autonomy 4.49 1.20 .87

Venture goal evolution 3.86 1.40 .79

Venture value proposition evolution 4.19 1.46 .77

Venture development stage 2.13 0.79 n.a.

Venture age (years) 3.13 2.12 n.a.

No. of venture employees 20.71 51.48 n.a.

Market focus of venture 2.72 0.72 n.a.

Product focus of venture 2.95 0.69 n.a.

Environmental hostility 3.84 1.00 .68

Environmental dynamism 3.97 1.01 .74

Initial goal clarity 5.63 1.05 .81

Initial value proposition clarity 5.60 1.10 .74

Initial strategic asset endowment 4.04 1.33 .83

Venture operations independence 4.15 1.61 .78

Top management support 5.95 1.01 .87

Parent sales revenuea 5.45B 14.80B n.a.

No. of parent employeesa 10,910 30,195 n.a.

Parent sales %age from largest industrya 61.82 27.92 n.a.

No. of ventures started—past 7 yearsa 9.61 18.71 n.a.

Parent slack resourcesa 4.77 1.41 .87

Attractiveness of core business prospectsa 5.05 1.19 .79

a These variables are measured at the corporate parent level, so
N = 72 (vs. 145 for the other variables which are measured at the
venture level)

Internal corporate venture planning autonomy, strategic evolution, and venture performance
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crucial resources (e.g., knowledge, technologies, com-
petencies) needed to excel in the venture’s business were
(1) accurately identified by venture management, (2)
well-known and well-understood by venture manage-
ment, and (3) clear and recognizable to venture man-
agement. ICV learning proficiency refers to “the extent
to which the ICV’s managers have exhibited the ability
to acquire and apply valuable strategy- and operations-
related knowledge over the course of the venture’s de-
velopment” (Covin et al. 2018, p. 5) and was measured
using the scale employed by Covin et al. (2018).

Having identified our instrumental variables, we used
the Stock and Yogo (2005) procedure to determine if
they were strong instruments. Stock and Yogo (2005)
recommend regressing each independent variable onto
the instruments and then evaluating the F-statistic. If the
resulting F-statistic is greater than 10, the procedure
recommends concluding that the instruments are suffi-
ciently strong. HLM outputs provided chi-squared sta-
tistics and the associated degrees of freedom, from
which the F-statistics were calculated. In every case,
the resulting F-statistics were large (> 10) and so were
concluded that these instruments were strong.

Our analysis of endogeneity was finalized using the
approach advocated by Semadeni et al. (2014). We
regressed both instruments on the potentially endoge-
nous variables: ICV planning autonomy, goal evolution,
and value proposition evolution. The residuals from
these regressions were saved as new variables. Then,
these new residual-based variables were included in our
fixed effects research models. The results from these
models indicated that the new variables were not signif-
icant predictors of ICV performance and that our hy-
pothesized effects remained essentially unchanged. The
results observed from this procedure thus suggest that
endogeneity may not be problematic for our research
models.

5 Results

The results of the HLM analysis are shown in Table 3.
Consistent with hypothesis 1, the beta for venture plan-
ning autonomy is positive, although the significance
level is modest (p < .10). Consistent with hypothesis 2,
the planning autonomy × goal evolution interaction term
has a negative and significant (p < .05) beta. Finally,
consistent with hypothesis 3, the planning autonomy ×T
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value proposition interaction term has a positive and
significant (p < .01) beta.

To better depict and interpret the observed interaction
effects, the results pertaining to hypotheses 2 and 3 were
plotted in Figs. 1 and 2, respectively, with the high and
low lines representing one standard deviation from the
mean of the indicated variable. These figures demon-
strate that for low levels of planning autonomy, little
venture performance difference is associated with
whether the venture has undergone low or high levels
of both goal evolution and value proposition evolution.
It is at high levels of venture planning autonomy that
variations in these strategic evolution dimensions sig-
nificantly affect venture performance.

6 Discussion and conclusion

6.1 Research implications

Results suggest that venture planning autonomy
does in fact promote venture performance, consis-
tent with the preponderance of evidence and argu-
mentation on this matter. While the main effect of
venture planning autonomy on venture perfor-
mance was observed to be of only modest signif-
icance, it should be noted that the results are
based on an arguably conservative analysis in
which a number previously explored drivers of
performance were treated as controls. (The zero-
order correlation between venture planning auton-
omy and venture performance is r = .299 (p < .01).)
Still, the principal value added of the current re-
search is its examination of the value of planning
autonomy as a function of the types (i.e., goal
related or value proposition related) and levels
(low-to-high) of strategic evolution observed in
ICVs.

Consideration of Fig. 1 leads to several conclusions.
First, venture planning autonomy works best—i.e., is
associated with the highest levels of venture
performance—when venture goals remain consistent
over the course of the ICV’s development. Alternatively,
it might be argued that when senior corporate-level
managers are responsible for choosing stable goals,
ICVs will realize relatively lower levels of performance.
Thus, venture performance seems to be facilitated when
goals that remain stable were identified and chosen by
venture managers, not senior corporate-level managers.

When venture goals are changed over the course of the
venture’s development—i.e., when goal evolution is
high—the current data suggest that it really does not
matter in performance enhancing or reducing sense who
made those changes. Venture managers may be no more
or less adept than senior-level managers at choosing
new venture goals that yield high performance.

Figure 2 suggests a somewhat different set of
conclusions with respect to value proposition evo-
lution. Specifically, unlike the case with scenarios
of high goal evolution, the matter of who makes
the decision to enact value proposition changes
does affect venture performance. Results are con-
sistent with the likelihood that successful, value-
added value proposition changes—i.e., those asso-
ciated with high venture performance—are more
likely to have been made by venture- than senior
corporate-level managers. With respect to the “low
value proposition evolution” scenario, one could
potentially draw the conclusion from Fig. 2 that
when value propositions are not changed, venture
performance is highest when senior-level managers
make those decisions favoring stability. However,
an explanation of this result that is more consistent
with prior theorizing is that if venture managers do
not have the power to make changes to their
ICVs’ value propositions—that is, if planning au-
tonomy is low—then those ventures will perform
best if no value proposition changes are made.

When contemplatings these results, it is useful to
consider what goals and value propositions represent
in a practical sense. Goals essentially define “what con-
stitutes winning” for the ICV and value propositions
specify “how the strategy game is played.” With this
in mind, the results of the current research suggest that
venture planning autonomy matters (i.e., promotes ven-
ture performance) when what winning means is not
redefined over the course of venture operations and
when changes are made to how the game is played.
Conversely, venture planning autonomy is not helpful
to venture performance when what winning means is
redefined over the course of venture operations and
when changes are not made to how the game is played.

Collectively, the preceding suggests two primary
research implications. First, when the game is
changed and winning is redefined for the venture,
it does not materially matter who established the
new definition of winning—that is, who sets the
new goals—there is going to be a learning curve.

J. G. Covin et al.



Under such circumstances, venture performance
may suffer until effective means for playing the
strategy game are identified and employed. Second
and related to the preceding point, venture-level
managers are likely better positioned than senior
corporate-level managers to identify the means
needed to meet venture objectives, regardless of
the stability or lack thereof in those objectives.
Moreover, if the means chosen to meet objectives
are changed, those changes will most likely be
successful—i.e., promote venture performance—if
chosen by venture-level managers.

Notably, the current research builds upon prior
observations in the internal corporate venturing
literature suggesting the appropriateness of differ-
ent roles for corporate- and venture-level man-
agers. Long ago, George and MacMillan (1985)
succinctly summarized conventional wisdom with
their suggestion “let the senior management man-
age the woods, and the venture managers, the
trees” (p. 91). These scholars noted that “the fre-
quent interference of senior management in the
individual ventures is something to be assiduously
avoided. The basic challenge is to manage the
venturing process, not the ventures themselves”
(MacMillan and George 1985, p. 41). To this set
of observations the current research adds that the
types (i.e., goal related or value proposition relat-
ed) and levels (low-to-high) of strategic evolution
observed in ICVs affects the importance of ven-
ture planning being the responsibility of venture
managers.

Table 3 Results of hierarchical linear modeling analysis

Variables DV is venture performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Intercept 4.59*** 4.59*** 4.59***

(0.14) (0.14) (0.14)

Controls and main effects

Venture development stage 0.54* 0.56* 0.70**

(0.23) (0.23) (0.24)

Venture age (years) − 0.11 − 0.13 − 0.16†

(0.10) (0.10) (0.09)

No. of venture employees 0.26 0.28† 0.25†

(0.17) (0.16) (0.15)

Market focus of venture 0.28 0.34† 0.33†

(0.19) (0.19) (0.20)

Product focus of venture − 0.02 − 0.07 − 0.07
(0.29) (0.29) (0.28)

Environmental hostility − 0.52** − 0.49** − 0.44**
(0.15) (0.14) (0.14)

Environmental dynamism − 0.21 − 0.25 − 0.26
(0.19) (0.19) (0.19)

Initial goal clarity 0.15 0.15 0.18

(0.22) (0.21) (0.19)

Initial value proposition clarity 0.33 0.35† 0.24

(0.22) (0.21) (0.20)

Initial strategic asset
endowment

0.22* 0.22* 0.20*

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)

Venture operations
independence

− 0.09 − 0.12 − 0.18*
(0.10) (0.09) (0.08)

Top management support 0.19 0.18 0.20

(0.19) (0.18) (0.17)

Parent sales revenue (ln) − 0.07 − 0.07 − 0.07
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)

No. of parent employees (ln) 0.05 0.05 0.05

(0.13) (0.13) (0.13)

Parent sales % in largest
industry

0.01 0.01 0.01

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

No. of ventures started—past
7 years

0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Venture planning autonomy 0.23† 0.22 0.25*

(0.13) (0.14) (0.12)

Venture goal evolution − 0.41** − 0.37** − 0.47***
(0.14) (0.12) (0.12)

Venture value proposition
evolution

0.19 0.19 0.31*

(0.13) (0.13) (0.12)

Venture value proposition
evolution squared

− 0.18** − 0.17** − 0.11†

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06)

Table 3 (continued)

Variables DV is venture performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Planning autonomy ×
operations independence

0.15† 0.17*

(0.09) (0.08)

Hypothesized interaction effects

Planning autonomy × goal
evolution

− 0.24*
(0.11)

Planning autonomy × value
proposition evolution

0.35**

(0.10)

† p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
a Final estimations of fixed effects (with robust standard errors)
reported

Internal corporate venture planning autonomy, strategic evolution, and venture performance



6.2 Research limitations

The research findings should be considered in light
of the study’s limitations, two of which are partic-
ularly salient. First, a direct relationship is as-
sumed to exist between the level of venture plan-
ning autonomy observed and who made any
changes—or did not make any changes—to the
ICV’s goals and value propositions. For example,
it is assumed that when venture planning autono-
my is high and venture goals remain stable, ven-
ture manager preference is the reason those goals
have remained stable. Similarly, it is assumed that
when venture planning autonomy is high and ven-
ture goals have been changed, venture manager
preference is the reason those goals have been
changed. This assumption is made because the
planning autonomy scale explicitly references and
identifies who establishes or makes changes to the
venture’s goals and strategies—that is, senior
corporate- level management , venture- level

management, or some combination thereof
representing scenarios of shared responsibility.
While the rationale for this assumption appears
solid, the possibility cannot be ruled out that
changes in ICV goals or value propositions—or
the decision to sustain existing goals and value
propositions—may occasionally occur if parties ac-
quiesce to the others’ preferences even though
those initial parties are generally responsible for
those decisions.

A second research limitation is the fact that the de-
gree of venture planning autonomy afforded ICVs could
conceivably change over the course of those ICVs’
development, yet such change was not assessed in the
current research. Encouragingly, ANOVA results re-
vealed there are no overall differences (p > .10) in the
level of planning autonomy reported by ICVs operating
in different development stages, nor are there differ-
ences in level of planning autonomy between any of
the pairs of stages (i.e., early vs. middle, early vs.
established, middle vs. established). Still, the overall

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Low Plng Auto High Plng Auto

e
c

n
a

m
r

of
r
e

P
e
r

ut
n
e

V

Low Goal Evo

High Goal Evo

Fig. 1 Moderating effect of goal
evolution

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Low Plng Auto High Plng Auto

e
c

n
a

m
r
o f

r
e

P
e
r

ut
n
e

V

Low VP Evo

High VP Evo
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and pairwise statistics do not capture potentially signif-
icant planning autonomy changes that may occur for
individual ICVs over time.

6.3 Future research directions

The results and implications of the current study suggest
several promising areas for future research. For exam-
ple, “air cover” is often needed to shield ICVs from
deleterious influences operating within the corporate
environment (McGrath et al. 2006). Corporate parents
can provide such air cover. As ICVs mature, their dem-
onstrated performance often makes them less vulnerable
to such factors as political whims and inappropriate
comparisons, making air cover less important to venture
success (Garvin and Levesque 2006). Corporate parents
that can well manage the “newstream-to-mainstream”
transition will be adding value to their ventures (Kanter
1989). In short, it is plausible that the ways in which
corporate parents add value to their ICVs will evolve as
those ventures develop. Following from the aforemen-
tioned research limitation, research that elucidates any
changes in the importance of venture planning autono-
my (or other manifestations of the presence or absence
of corporate management oversight) across the venture
development stages will be of great theoretical and
practical significance.

Second, future research should explore the role of
corporate parents’ unique organizational circumstances
as a determinant of the likelihood and manner in which
corporate-level managers will or should become in-
volved in the strategic management of their firms’ ICVs.
For example, anecdotal research suggests that
corporate-level interest in start-up businesses is driven
by the amount of unabsorbed slack—i.e., spare re-
sources beyond those needed to sustain the current
business—possessed by the parent (Burgelman and
Valikangas 2005). As such, parents with greater slack
resources may be more willing to invest in corporate
start-ups without feeling the need to closely oversee or
control the affairs of those ventures. A challenge to
parent corporations is knowing how to manage ICVs
that may be variously central to the firms’ strategic
interests. When ICVs are seen as the most promising
options for growth and profitability, corporate-level
managers may be inclined to lean on them too heavily
as bases for increasing overall corporate performance,
intervening in or micro-managing their operations to
insure that promising opportunities are not wasted. Re-
search is encouraged that explores relationships between
venture planning autonomy, indicators of the prioritiza-
tion accorded new ventures within corporate business
portfolios, and ICV performance.

Appendix 1

Table 4 Internal corporate venture identification matrix

Market focus of
the venture

Market creation
(new to “world”)

New business
(N = 2)

New business
(N = 3)

New business
(N = 7)

New business
(N = 10)

New market for the
Corp.

Major market
development

New business
(N = 29)

New business
(N = 18)

New business
(N = 15)

Extension of current
market

Minor market
development

Minor product-market
development

New business
(N = 57)

New business
(N = 3)

Current market of the
Corp.

Market penetration Minor product
development

Major product
development

New business
(N = 1)

Current product of the
Corp.

Extension of current
product

New product for
the Corp. in
current industry

New product for the
Corp. in new industry
(i.e., diversification)

Product focus of the venture

Internal corporate venture planning autonomy, strategic evolution, and venture performance



Appendix 2

Measures

Unless otherwise indicated, the scale items were
assessed using 7-point scales ranging from “strongly
disagree” (= 1) to “strongly agree” (= 7).

Venture performance: Please respond to the state-
ments below in reference to the venture in question.

Because defunct ventures will have performed variously
well prior to their expiration/termination, I am asking
you to complete the following scale even if the venture
in question is no longer operating. If the venture is
defunct, please indicate how you would have evaluated
the venture at the time of its expiration/termination.
Indicate your level of agreement (by circling the appro-
priate number) with each statement based on the follow-
ing scale:

• This venture generally meets (or met) the expecta-
tions of the parent corporation.

• The parent corporation views (or viewed) this ven-
ture as being successful, overall.

• The parent corporation believes (or believed) that
this venture achieved its key milestones (i.e., events

crucial to the venture’s successful development) on
schedule for each stage of its development.

•This venture is performing (or performed)well in terms
of the criteria (e.g., financial returns, market share, learning/
acquisition of new knowledge) the parent corporation con-
siders (or considered) important to the venture’s success.

Venture planning autonomy

Who is (was) responsible for each of the following
venture activities and decision areas?

& Setting of the venture’s goals
& Establishment of a timetable (if applicable) for the

achievement of the venture’s goals
& Choice of formal criteria used to measure the ven-

ture’s performance

& Identification of event milestones (if any) used to
assess the venture’s progress

& Formulation of the venture’s business strategy
& Decision to change (if necessary) the venture’s busi-

ness strategy

Venture goal evolution: (1) The venture’s strategic
objectives have (had) evolved considerably over time in
accommodation of new knowledge acquired in the

Strongly disagree Disagree Slightly disagree Neutral Slightly agree Agree Strongly agree

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

The sole
responsibility of a
higher level(s) of
authority within
the corporation

Equally the
responsibility of a
higher level(s) of
authority within the
corporation and
venture-level
management

The sole
responsibility of
venture-level
management

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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course of the venture’s operations. (2) The focus of the
venture’s objectives has (had) changed considerably as
the venture has (had) developed. (3) The venture’s ob-
jectives have (had) remained constant from the time they
were initially set/established (reverse-coded item).

Venture value proposition evolution: (1) The ven-
ture’s value proposition—i.e., the intended basis on
which it would appeal to the market—has (had) evolved
considerably over time in accommodation of new
knowledge acquired in the course of the venture’s oper-
ations. (2) The focus of the venture’s value proposition
has (had) changed considerably as the venture has (had)
developed. (3) The venture’s value proposition has (had)
remained constant from the time it was initially set/
established (reverse-coded item).
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