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ABSTRACT

The entrepreneurship literature emphasizes the importance of imprints founders leave on companies; those imprints can change
at transformational events such as the initial public offering (IPO). Prior research has found that objective measures (such as
structure or compensation systems) can imprint and predict survival post IPO. However, executive value imprinting has received
less attention. We theorize that executive values, which are core to the change management literature, are particularly important
for post-IPO imprinting. Expanding employee-organization relationships to firm-level outcomes, we argue that optimization (not
underemphasis or overemphasis) of the executive values of sense of urgency and valuing employees creates a unique human
resource condition that is key to long-term survival after the change event of the IPO. Based on the role of the human resource
executive (HRE) as a change agent, we posit that having an HRE in place positively impacts 20-year survival of the firm as its
own, independent entity, by bolstering the initial imprint with ongoing support of the imprinted values. We find support for our
hypotheses using survey data from executives leading companies from the 1996 IPO cohort and longitudinal archival data. We
contribute to the literature on imprinting in IPOs, change management, and human resource management.

1 | Introduction events can trigger resets and further opportunities for imprinting.

Marquis and Tileskik (2013, 197) noted that in addition to

Since its original conceptualization, organizational imprinting
(Stinchcombe 1965) has provided a roadmap for researchers
interested in studying startups and the path from founding to
ongoing organizational growth (Mathias et al. 2015). Using this
theoretical lens, research has examined how numerous factors
present at the company founding embed themselves into the firm
and guide future growth (De Cuyper et al. 2020). Stinchcombe
(1965) suggested that this imprinting phenomenon could be
thought of as a “lasting stamp” on the firm, enduring over
time. Although imprinting is traditionally theorized as something
that occurs during the founding years of a company, more
recently, scholars have acknowledged that organizational change

imprinting at founding, firms can imprint during other sensitive
times of change, arguing that “an entity can experience multiple
sensitive periods over time.” They refer to these sensitive periods
as milestones or transformational change events. However, the
effect of imprinting at milestone events other than the founding
has been less studied, particularly pertaining to more subjective
aspects, such as executive values (Becker 2024). We posit that
when the firm experiences a significant transformational event,
there is a greater chance that imprinting will occur and that it will
be based on executive values that can transfer to future executive
teams leading the firm after the event, which can affect the firm’s
survival.
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One important post-founding milestone that is a significant
change event is the initial public offering (IPO). The executive
team has a key role to play in getting the firm ready to go public
and complying with a new host of requirements of being subject
to regulatory oversight as a public company. At the same time,
the firm is forced to enter the public eye in a way that it was
not as a private company. Leaders must make choices about
how to respond to new opportunities quickly with the new cash
obtained from the public offering. Due to the many unknowns
of post-IPO organizational life (including potential acquisitions,
new leaders, new product development, etc.), we theorize that
how executives imprint their values can be particularly important
because those values will help the firm and the executives’
successors guide the firm in making vital decisions. Our focus
on value imprinting builds on a call from Becker (2024, 120) to
explore more of what is within the “black box” of imprinting
and utilizing more micro level theories (Simsek et al. 2015) to
explain how imprinting is implemented by individuals. Thus, we
explore executive values that are imprinted on the firm at the
time of the IPO. The IPO event provides senior executives with
funding to build out their teams, potentially hiring specialists
such as an HR executive, to help assure executive values are
used in decision making and also transferred to subsequent
executives in the future. This imprinting process, combined
with HREs, helps bolster imprinted values, translating into long-
term, 20-year, firm survival. Our theorizing of executive values
expands on the “imprint and transfer” process that, to date,
has received minimal attention in the literature (Marquis and
Qiao 2020).

Survival after IPO is important because many IPO firms die
within the first few years following the public offering (Fama
and French 2004), and learning how to ensure higher post-
IPO performance will create more jobs and improve economic
conditions.! Extant research on IPOs has primarily examined
financial conditions, investments in firms (Fama and French
2004; Jain and Kini 2000), and organizational structure at the
time of the IPO (Chadwick et al. 2016; Kroll et al. 2007; Welbourne
and Cyr 1999), instead of focusing on imprinting or the specific
imprinting of executive values. In addition, while recent literature
has begun to incorporate imprinting at the time of the IPO
with upper echelons theory (Terbeck et al. 2022), the work has
not considered the role of IPO firms’ imprinting values or how
imprinting at the time of the IPO continues when the initial top
management team is replaced in the inevitable later growth of the
firm. Thus, these leadership and structure variables fall far short
of explaining other ways that executives impact their firms (White
and Borgholthaus 2022). We extend that literature by focusing
on how the imprinting of two specific executive values that are
critical in high-change situations influence the survival of the
firm as its own independent entity (i.e., not acquired) following
the IPO.

Given our focus on transformational change events spurring
imprinting, we draw on the change management literature in
theorizing which values matter to post-IPO survival. The change
management literature argues that firms need to have a sense of
urgency to ultimately survive and thrive; this urgency is defined
as a focus on going above and beyond the status quo, being
proactive and being energized to move forward, and inspiring
their employees to be concerned about the present so they move

forward into the future (Kotter 2008; McLaren et al. 2023). Given
the unique nature of the IPO event and the need to continue
to move forward following it, we expect executives valuing the
right degree of sense of urgency (optimized and not maximized)
will increase the firm’s ability to survive independently in the
long term. Incorporating the literature on employee-organization
relationships (EOR) (Rezazadeh Seyyed-Naghavi and Rezazadeh
2023) and applying it at the firm level as recommended in a
literature review by Coyle-Shapiro and Shore (2007), we the-
orize that optimization of sense of urgency, where executives
do not underemphasize or overemphasize sense of urgency, is
important for firm-level survival. For example, too little sense
of urgency can lead to complacency while too much urgency
can lead to burnout, lower quality output, and other undesirable
consequences.

The change management literature also emphasizes the impor-
tance of employees during change events. As such, we expect
that IPO firms with executives who value their employees overall
will create an environment that supports independent firm
survival. Prior research on survival in IPOs suggests that when
executives value employees, those workers pay more attention to
reciprocating and achieving the goals of the organization (Wel-
bourne and Andrews 1996). Again, drawing on EOR (Rezazadeh
Seyyed-Naghavi and Rezazadeh 2023), we theorize that valuing
employees is a situation where there can be too little or too
much of a good thing (Pierce and Aguinis 2013) because firms
can underemphasize or overemphasize their employees, and both
extremes can lead to negative outcomes.

Thus, applying the optimization concepts in EOR theory, we
expect that executives who value both sense of urgency and
employees, each to an optimal degree (not too much or too little),
will imprint that degree of each value on the firm through its
subsequent executives and positively affect the long-term survival
of the firm as its own independent entity. These two values create
the human resource conditions necessary for long-term post-IPO
survival. It is important to note that human resource conditions
are relational in nature (based on how executives, managers, and
employees interact and treat each other); they are not based solely
on a set of HR policies and procedures that can often be more
limited in their scope, as well as more rigid and less flexible.

Further, drawing on the literature on the importance of the
human resource executive (HRE) at the time of the IPO (Chad-
wick et al. 2016; Welbourne and Cyr 1999), we theorize that having
an HRE both at the time of the IPO and into the future amounts
to having a “change agent” who can help firms implement the
optimal levels of imprinted executive values. Studying the human
resource conditions combined with the existence of the HRE also
contributes to the imprinting literature by suggesting a process by
which the IPO imprint is supported, bolstered, and transferred to
other executives over time, leading to the type of decision making
that affects long-term firm survival.

We test our theory, in part, by using a survey of IPO executives
from the 1996 IPO cohort (the largest cohort to date). The survey
was sent out to the executives in early 1997 after all the firms
completed their IPOs. We asked the executives a set of questions
that measured both sense of urgency and valuing employees. We
then tracked the IPO firms for 20 years and obtained longitudinal
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archival data on the firms over those years. We further validated
our measures over time using textual analysis of the firms’
earnings calls and 10-Ks. We conducted a competing risk survival
analysis to determine how the values at the time of the survey, in
addition to whether they had an HRE at the time of the IPO and
every year they survived in the original form, thereafter, affected
the firms’ survival. We also conducted various robustness checks
and supplemental analysis, including a qualitative case history
analysis, to further support our findings.

This article contributes to the literature on IPOs and their
imprinting, change management, and human resource manage-
ment (HRM). Extant work on IPOs has focused more on publicly
available characteristics of firms and founders, as opposed to our
data that was directly collected from IPO executives, allowing us
to dive deeper into the actual values of the executives at the time
of the IPO and their effects on the firm. We also contribute to
the IPO literature by studying the 20-year survival of the firm
as its own entity, which is a longer timeframe than typical IPO
research. We contribute to the change management literature by
theorizing that executives must promote optimal levels of sense
of urgency and valuing employees to successfully navigate the
change event of the IPO and increase the odds of long-term
survival. The inclusion of work on sense of urgency is particularly
salient, given research exalting its importance and the relative
lack of empirical studies applying the concept. Finally, we add
to the HR literature by theorizing and finding that executive
values focused on broader human resource conditions can form
a foundation that enables 20-year survival. We also contribute
to developing work on the EOR by linking traditionally micro
concepts to macro, firm-level outcomes.

2 | Theoretical Background
2.1 | Imprinting at Venture Founding

Our research is grounded in the idea that long-term survival can
be affected by key milestones at specific times in a company’s
lifecycle. Stinchcombe (1965) was one of the first scholars to
consider how events during a firm’s early years imprint sensitive
characteristics of the environment that carry forward beyond
the founding phase. These founding imprints can affect long-
term growth (Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven 1990) and survival
(Geroski et al. 2010). Scholars generally agree that an organization
is imprinted when it “comes to embody and manifest the
conditions and constraints of its history” (Albert and DeTienne
2016, 824). Those factors can be related to the environmental
conditions in which the firm was founded as well as the founders’
strategic choices (Geroski et al. 2010). Specifically, factors related
to founding firms’ top management team, including CEO strategy
(Boeker 1989), founding team experience (Delmar and Shane
2006), and management tenure (Fischer and Pollock 2004), can
be imprinted on firms in ways that influence later success.
Further, the human, financial, and technological resources and
associated decisions during the start-up stage can be imprinted
on the firm and affect later outcomes (Albert and DeTienne 2016).
Although most of this body of work has considered imprints on
the firm as a whole, emerging research has begun to consider how
imprints are transferred to subsequent executives (Marquis and
Qiao 2020).

2.2 | Imprinting at Transformational Events Such
as the IPO

Transformational events are those that “hasten major changes in
organizational culture, systems, routines, and leadership [and]
occasionally punctuate the organizational life course” (Stuart and
Sorenson 2003, 175). These major events in the firms’ formative
years are critical “milestone events” (Judge et al. 2015; Terbeck
etal. 2022), which profoundly influence the culture, organization,
and future success of companies (Marquis and Tilcsik 2013). The
IPO is a significant imprinting event because it brings not only
change but also new capital, stakeholders, and often management
(Judge et al. 2015; Simsek et al. 2015; Terbeck et al. 2022). Being
publicly traded also means that high-level employees can sell
their stock and leave, which may mean key changes in leadership,
changing the dynamics of the leadership in the organization
(Stuart and Sorenson 2003), while at the same time providing
additional capital providing funding to hire replacements and
additional leaders who help the firm pursue major goals and
strategies.

The IPO is one of only a handful of “vulnerable times [that]
amplify the potential for imprinting” (Higgins 2005, 338) because
it is considered a high-pressure circumstance during which
management is especially sensitive to characteristics of the
environment (Certo et al. 2009; Zahra and Filatotchev 2004). The
executive team in place during the IPO establishes the company’s
post-IPO trajectory, resetting routines and putting in place a new
imprint separate from that which occurred at the founding. While
the complexity and breadth of knowledge of the management
team may stay steady from founding to IPO (Beckman and
Burton 2008), many companies hire professional management
teams and add non-executive directors just prior to going public
(Burton et al. 2004). Even if the original founding team remains,
the new cash available following the IPO, additional reporting
requirements, as well as the experience of going through the IPO,
mean that the imprint put in place at the time of the IPO may
differ from the founding imprint.

2.3 | Imprinting Executive Values at the Time of
the IPO

In addition to the firms’ resources and environment (Albert and
DeTienne 2016; Judge et al. 2015), the literature on imprinting
has focused on objective attributes of executives that may be
easily obtained from databases or other publicly available sources,
including their experience and tenure (Delmar and Shane 2006;
Fischer and Pollock 2004; Judge et al. 2015). However, the original
imprinting literature considered how the values of executives
could be imprinted on organizations (De Cuyper et al. 2020;
Selznick 1957, 1992). Further, more recent literature has consid-
ered broader factors that may influence executive values, such as
gender imprinting (Micelotta et al. 2018), imprinting communist
ideologies (Marquis and Qiao 2020), and how prosocial ventures
imprint differently than those that are not prosocial (Moroz et al.
2018).

Expanding on that research, we theorize that executives’ values at
the time of the IPO also could be imprinted on the firm, through
its executives, influencing its subsequent long-term survival. In
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the long-term, executive values imprinted during the IPO can
determine how future leaders will cultivate the firm’s culture,
strategies, and decision-making processes that will then affect
the firm’s ability to survive independently (Fischer and Pollock
2004). We theorize that the degree of executive value on two key
issues, (1) sense of urgency, and (2) valuing employees, create
the human resource conditions that, when imprinted at the IPO
and when combined with the presence of a HRE to help monitor
and implement those imprinted conditions, can affect long-term
post-IPO survival. Specifically, we posit that these values can
be imprinted at the transformational event of the IPO and that
subsequent executives, including the HRE, will share and act on
the values, assuring the longer-term transfer of the IPO imprinted
values, affecting firm survival.

These two values, sense of urgency and valuing employees, come
from a body of research in change management (Kotter 2008) that
suggests urgency is a necessary, but not sufficient, criteria for the
successful implementation of organizational changes (Nguyen
et al. 2024), such as those that occur in an IPO. The change
management literature considers urgency an important value
that is often not expressed (resulting in failed change initiatives),
but that body of work also states that urgency must be managed,
and in much of the work actions taken with employees are equally
important to sense of urgency. For example, Kotter (2008) in
his book, “A Sense of Urgency,” in addition to his other writing
on this topic (Kotter 1995), emphasizes the goal of maintaining
a high sense of urgency to drive the need for change, but not
creating a false or too extreme sense of urgency that would have
negative effects on employees. His advice is focused on the fact
that employees must be part of the change, and he introduces
numerous tactics that change agents (including HR executives)
can use when helping implement transformational changes.

We expand on the change management literature and integrate
prior research on IPOs to theorize the importance of imprinting
executive values of sense of urgency and valuing employees,
independently, for successful change. We combine the change
management literature with perspectives from the EOR to specifi-
cally show that each executive value must be optimized over time
to assure the right conditions for firm-level growth and survival.
Optimizing each value is important because each value carries its
own benefits and risks for firm survival, and excessive emphasis
on either value alone can increase failure risk regardless of the
level of the other. This theorizing expands on assumptions in the
traditional EOR perspective that emphasizes value alignment or
mutual reinforcement (Jiang et al. 2022; Tsui et al. 1997), while
incorporating the key EOR tenet of optimization. Optimizing
each value is important because the context of newly public
firms means that the firms face heightened survival threats
that fundamentally differ from the stable settings in which the
traditional EOR alignment logic is typically applied.

Research on HR and IPOs includes work that predicts several
firm-level outcomes and considers aspects that are consistent
with the concepts of urgency and valuing employees. For exam-
ple, Welbourne and Cyr (1999) study rate of growth, where
high rates of growth can be considered a surrogate for high
urgency, and they found significant results on firm performance
when higher rates of growth were combined with having an HR
executive in place at the IPO. They note,

In a study of one firm’s initial public offering, Wel-
bourne (1997) applied protection motivation theory to
assess whether fast growth could be associated with
high sense of urgency in an organization. According to
protection motivation theory, firms should accompany
high anxiety producing events (those associated with
high sense of urgency) with an effort to help employees
cope in order to produce desired outcomes. (Welbourne
and Cyr 1999, 626).

Thus, the addition of coping mechanisms is consistent with the
change management literature and Kotter’s (2008) discussion
about tactics to help employees get through change, including:
sharing the upside of change, providing more facts about the
change, and winning over the “hearts and minds” of employees.
These tactics help employees cope and are a way to implement
the executives’ imprinted level of valuing employees. Because
we seek to empirically examine the unique human resource
conditions to support survival after the IPO, we focus on the two
values of sense of urgency and valuing employees and how those
values are imprinted on the firm through transference to subse-
quent executives to affect their corresponding implementation of
critical decisions, policies and procedures consistent with those
values.

2.4 | Executive Values as Optimization Metrics:
The Employee-Organization Relationship

We also focus on the idea of optimization versus maximization
of levels of the two executive values we study because too little
(underemphasizing) or too much (overemphasizing) of each
individual value can have negative effects on the organization,
since there can be either “too little or too much of a good
thing” in relation to each of these values (Pierce and Aguinis
2013). In theorizing the importance of the optimal levels of the
two values, we draw on the EOR work that states that mutual
investment between organizations and employees, as opposed
to underemphasizing or overemphasizing employees, has the
best effect on employee performance (Hom et al. 2009; Tsui
et al. 1997). That is, underemphasis of employees can lead to job
insecurity as well as poor employee performance and attitudes,
while overemphasis can lead to less dependable employees who
rationalize and take for granted the company’s investment (Tsui
et al. 1997). In addition, HRM practices reflect the aspects of
the exchange relationship composing the EOR, with the goal
“to raise overall performance levels” (Shaw et al. 2009, 1018).
Drawing on EOR, we argue that if the executive values are
not each optimally balanced, the resulting IPO imprint will not
support long-term, independent firm survival. It is important to
note that we are suggesting that each of the individual values of
sense of urgency and valuing employees should be optimized. We
argue that instead of being an exchange of two different items as
traditionally considered in EOR, the value of sense of urgency has
to be optimized and also valuing employees must be optimized.
Our integration of EOR responds to the call for EOR research that
focuses on organizational or macro variables as we are linking
these two different optimized values to firm level outcomes, in
particular, firm survival.
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Specifically, we expect that not enough (underemphasis) or
too much (overemphasis) of the values of sense of urgency or
employees may upset the balance between helping employees
and the organization. This concept was explained in a study
by Nguyen, Yokozawa and Suarex-Barraza (Nguyen et al. 2024,
1444) in the context of sense of urgency and its impact on job
performance:

Existing research explores the dual impact of sense
of urgency on job performance. Positively, urgency
acts as a motivational anxiety, pushing individuals to
recognize threats and take adaptive measures (Strack
et al. 2017) ... However, the discourse also extends to
the downside of urgency’s influence. An overbearing
challenge can engender a spurious sense of urgency,
precipitating a cascade of frantic activities that can
deplete and stress individuals (Amabile et al. 2002;
Kotter 2008).

Based on this theorizing and other work cited, our hypotheses
explore curvilinear effects and optimizing the sense of urgency
and valuing employees, instead of linear effects, as has been done
in other areas in human resources and organizational behavior
(Astakhova 2015; Rubin et al. 2013; Zhang et al. 2021).

3 | Hypothesis Development
3.1 | Imprinting Sense of Urgency at the IPO

Because the IPO is a major change and imprinting event, we
incorporate the body of literature on organizational change that
delves into the importance of sense of urgency for change and
subsequent growth. We consider how the degree that executives
value sense of urgency at the time of the IPO can provide a
foundation for the firm, through its subsequent executives, to
maintain a similar level of sense of urgency post-IPO. The rate
of growth or pace at which the firm grows is important in getting
the firm to the IPO, and many CEOs work to instill what they
term a “sense of urgency” in their firms to keep their firms
moving forward by assuring their employees are motivated after
the firm goes public (Kotter 1995; Kotter and Cohen 2002; Stouten
et al. 2018). This momentum or sense of urgency is a naturally
occurring phenomenon at the time of the IPO due to the nature of
the IPO event, although the degree of that momentum following
the IPO varies by company (Welbourne and Andrews 1996).

Maintaining a sense of urgency can be invaluable to firms as
they go through the IPO because that sense of urgency is needed
to move forward and succeed following the IPO. While sense of
urgency has received less scholarly attention than work focused
on employees or formal HRM, there is evidence that creating
and sustaining a sense of urgency is essential for ensuring firm
success in times of change (for a review, see Stouten et al. 2018).
Other examples of the importance of urgency have been seen in
DeCormier and Beirn’s (2003) discussion of the need for urgency
in sales jobs, while Bishop (1992) writes about urgency to drive
research and development work, and Shirley (2011) focuses on
urgency in leading transformational change. Moreover, we see
expressions of the importance of urgency when companies focus

on growth. Specifically, maintaining a commitment to sense
of urgency helps firms avoid traps of complacency as “what
used to characterize a fast moving, agile technology startup
starts to fade away, and the organization as a whole seems to
have lost its innate sense of urgency—an urge to capture the
market opportunity, win over customers, and build something
great in as little time as possible” (Nguyen 2012, 1). Similarly,
entrepreneurship requires “living with a sense of urgency” (Eakin
2018, 1). Thus, given the importance of sense of urgency during
change events such as the IPO, and the need to sustain urgency
post-IPO, we hypothesize that when executives value sense of
urgency in their firm at the time of the IPO, that value will be
imprinted on the firm with that value being passed on to new
executives and enacted through their policies and procedures,
impacting long-term survival chances post-IPO.

Despite the benefits associated with sense of urgency, there is
also the possibility of too much of a good thing (see Pierce and
Aguinis 2013), and an over emphasis in sense of urgency may lead
to an unproductive imbalance in the EOR. That is, unreasonably
high urgency can put excessive pressure on employees that can
activate stress processes (Ashford 1988; Mitchell et al. 2019). Too
much urgency can lead to fear, rigidity, and avoidance that can
“undermine employee responses to change” (Stouten et al. 2018,
758, citing Staw et al. 1981). For example, if the sense of urgency
is accomplished through the establishment of difficult to achieve
goals, the employees may refuse to work if the sense of urgency is
too high or otherwise unreasonable (Fredbert and Pregmark 2022;
Stouten et al. 2018).

As one way to address an extreme sense of urgency, the change
management literature has noted the need for support in terms
of empowering employees to act in ways consistent with the
company vision, providing coaching and encouragement, remov-
ing obstacles, and allowing employee participation (Hiatt 2006;
Judson 1991; Kotter 1995; Stouten et al. 2018). The change man-
agement literature also recommends avoiding a level of urgency
that oversells change, reduces credibility (Hiatt 2006), or appears
to “cry wolf” to induce change (Kanter et al. 1992; Stouten et al.
2018). Similarly, there have been concerns that creating a sense of
danger in the present to spur a sense of urgency to take action to
avoid problems in the future can cause employee anxiety, stress,
and diminished well-being that can be costly to firms in the form
of lost workdays and decreased job performance (McLaren et al.
2023; Nguyen et al. 2024). The stress from excessively high levels
of sense of urgency (Briker et al. 2021) may also lead to burnout,
rejection of goals, and ultimate problems in the firm’s operation
that could contribute to the firm’s failure.

On the other hand, too little or under-emphasizing sense of
urgency at the time of the IPO also can be problematic. The
significant influx of cash at the IPO could lead to decreased
urgency because executives relax and change the values that
they, or their predecessors, imprinted on the firm at the time of
its founding. In that case, lower urgency (or underemphasizing
urgency) following the IPO could become a new imprint that may
continue, resulting in a negative effect on growth post-IPO (Miller
1994; Sengupta 2022; Welbourne 2014). In other words, reaching
the milestone of an IPO can lead to organizational complacency,
as evidenced by high turnover rates and transition to different
types of jobs or new ways of working post-IPO (Acharya and
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Pollock 2013; Yu et al. 2011). A decline in firms’ operating
performance is common after IPOs and is often attributed to
increased agency costs or timing of the IPO (Coakley et al. 2007;
Jain and Kini 1994). However, a decline in post-IPO growth may
also be due to the changed priorities of the executives at the time
of the IPO that are imprinted upon the firm, especially when
executives are overly confident after their IPO success and no
longer see the same need for urgency as they did when they
started the company and had little resources to rely on. This is
consistent with Kotter’s (2008) differentiation of urgency from
complacency, warning that a healthy (i.e., balanced) sense of
urgency is key for firms’ long-term success.

Thus, we argue that firms with executives who underemphasize
or overemphasize values related to sense of urgency at the time
of the IPO may be burdened with a problematic foundation and
an imprint that can ultimately decrease the firm’s chance of
long-term survival as an independent entity. While urgency is
critical for the IPO firm to survive, it must be optimized and not
maximized or minimized, and we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1. Sense of urgency has a “U” shaped curvilinear
relationship with post-IPO firm death, such that moderate levels
of sense of urgency are associated with a lower hazard of failure,
whereas both low and high levels of sense of urgency are associated
with an increased hazard of failure.

3.2 | Imprinting Valuing Employees at the IPO

The change management literature that focuses on urgency also
suggests that adequate attention to employees is important in
gaining support for the interventions needed during these change
events; in other words, valuing employees is important to assure
that the employees know they are supported and an important
part of the change (Kotter 2008, 1995). This idea is further
supported by the literature on an organization’s commitment
to its employees (OCE) (not to be confused with employees’
commitment to the organization (Mathieu and Zajac 1990; Meyer
et al. 1993)). This work suggests that firms committed to their
employees are more likely to invest in them, allowing the firms
to gain the employees’ dedication, commitment, and cooperation
(Miller and Lee 2001). OCE can apply to businesses of all sizes
(Muse et al. 2005) and knowing how to use strategies effectively
to implement OCE can improve performance (Lee and Miller
1999), suggesting a benefit when top executives value employees.
Additionally, consideration of employees is likely linked to higher
labor productivity, as has been demonstrated within the literature
on corporate downsizing and employee layoffs (Iverson and
Zatzick 2011).

The topic of HRM overall has garnered extensive attention in
academia, with many studies suggesting that valuing employees
and formal HR practices can benefit firms (Belsito et al. 2018).
Although we use the term “human resources,” we are not
following the traditional approach to studying human resources
in a way that measures and assesses multiple HR practices (e.g.,
Delaney and Huselid 1996; Huselid 1995; Delery and Roumpi
2017). When going through an IPO, formal HR practices may
not fully reflect executive values as they are often organized and

implemented in reaction to the process of going public (e.g.,
the need for more documentation, strategies to reduce risk, and
the goal for a company to have a complete executive team).
Instead, as with our measure of executives’ sense of urgency, we
focus on the top executives’ own expressed values. We rely on
these direct self-reported values because they are more salient
for inferring the importance that executives place on human
resources (their people) beyond formal policies and procedures,
particularly given the regulatory requirements at the IPO (Guest
and King 2004). Top executives’ values shape their patterns of
behavior and decision-making and are likely to imprint on the
organization in ways that have long-lasting consequences for the
firm.

In the IPO context, “human resource value” is defined as “the
degree to which a company values employees as a specialized
asset” and reveals the extent to which “employees are consid-
ered to be a source of competitive advantage” (Welbourne and
Andrews 1996, 901). At a macro level, firms with strong indicators
of HR value are likely to survive in the years immediately
following IPO (Welbourne and Andrews 1996). Relatedly, CEOs
trained in finance have been argued to have lower HR value,
and in turn, that lower HR value can result in decreased long-
term competitive advantage (Andrews and Welbourne 2000).
Focusing too much on financials and not placing enough value
on employees may negatively impact long-term performance.

Drawing on the above literature, we suggest that when executives
explicitly focus on valuing employees at the time of the IPO, they
will imprint those values on their firms. In turn, the commitment
to employees will guide firms to make better decisions on matters
that affect and support employees. Those decisions will positively
affect the chances of long-term post-IPO survival. However,
valuing employees too much can potentially lead to employees
losing interest in the firm’s activities because they are essentially
too comfortable or entitled, causing the firm to succumb to
mediocrity (Miller 1994; Sengupta 2022). In terms of the EOR
work, this organizational “overinvestment” (or overemphasis) in
relationships with employees can decrease employees’ incentives
to work productively (Tsui et al. 1997). Given the imprinting at
the time of the IPO, these negative consequences can continue
under successor executives that overly value employees and
implement similar problematic policies and procedures that
decrease productivity. With constant support and without being
pushed to do better, employees may simply do what is required
to get by and achieve the status quo, which can potentially
result in firm inertia and lack of growth. Thus, although valuing
employees at the time of the IPO is important to set the imprinted
values for the long term, we again suggest that an underemphasis
or overemphasis on valuing employees can be a problem. As
in the case of EOR, valuing employees too much or too little
can change how the employees perceive the company and their
willingness to put in the work necessary to move the company
forward. Thus:

Hypothesis 2. Valuing employees has a “U” shaped curvilin-
ear relationship with post-IPO firm death, such that moderate
emphasis on valuing employees is associated with a lower hazard of
failure, whereas both underemphasis and overemphasis of valuing
employees are associated with an increased hazard of failure.
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3.3 | HR Executive (HRE) Supporting Optimal
Human Resource Conditions of Valuing Sense of
Urgency and Employees

While we argue that valuing sense of urgency and employees
is vital to provide the human resource conditions necessary for
long-term, independent survival of firms, executives that have the
optimal levels of value of sense of urgency and employees may
still find it difficult to implement those values due to the new
responsibilities and obligations they face at the milestone IPO
event. However, those concerns may be mitigated if the firm has
an HRE at the time of the IPO (and thereafter) who is involved
in the IPO imprinting process and then ensure that neither the
values of sense of urgency nor employees rise or are lowered
to the extremes that decrease the chance of survival. The HRE
role is to monitor and achieve balance, neither overemphasizing
nor underemphasizing these two values. According to prior
research, during times of great change, such as an IPO, having an
HRE brings skills that are necessary to help firms “successfully
navigate the organizational changes requisite to realize firm
growth” (Belsito et al. 2018, 1402). The HRE represents a firm’s
commitment to treating employees as important resources, and
thus, the presence of an HRE can help lead to positive firm-level
outcomes (Chadwick et al. 2016; Welbourne and Cyr 1999).

Importantly, most senior HR executives have backgrounds in
change management with the role of the HRE as a change agent
being one of the four core HR roles in a well-known model
created by Dave Ulrich (1997). Although the HREs may not use
the terms “urgency or employee value,” they realize that their
job is to constantly monitor the firm’s human resource conditions
and work with other senior executives to assure those conditions
are optimized for current and future growth (for review of HR
roles, see Cayrat and Boxall 2023). That is why having an HRE
brings the skill set of monitoring the human resource conditions
and suggesting actions for executive change, even though the
specific person in the role may change over time. Simply, having
an HRE means that the firm has a change agent that can help
them navigate the levels of executive values of sense of urgency
and employees, at the time of the transformational event of the
IPO and into the future.

At the time of the IPO, the decision to add an HRE may
not be completely voluntary and may just as likely be done
instrumentally to meet the demands of lawyers, venture capital-
ists, and investment banking firms to shore up the company’s
management team and make it look ready for going public.
Therefore, we argue that having the HRE alone is less likely to
affect organizational imprinting and firm-level performance post-
IPO. On the contrary, the HRE’s efficacy is commensurate with
the degree to which the top executives care about the HRE’s
work. Thus, we examine how the HRE role complements the
executives’ values of sense of urgency and employees. Specifically,
we argue that the value that executives place on sense of urgency
and employees, along with their choice to hire an HRE at the
time of the IPO and afterward, may drive the positive effects
associated with the HRE. Thus, the values are imprinted at the
IPO; however, having an HRE is an ongoing resource to monitor
and act on conditions that may be upsetting the balance needed
for achieving the right sense of urgency. This extends prior work

that found firms with a senior HRE have higher shorter-term
post-IPO performance (Belsito et al. 2018; Welbourne and Cyr
1999; Chadwick et al. 2016).

Specifically, given the role of the HRE as a change agent, the
HRE is likely charged with managing transformational change
(Buyens and De Vos 2001). Since both valuing sense of urgency
and valuing employees are topics carved out of the change
management literature, firms that have a HRE change agent
would have a dedicated executive responsible for monitoring the
potential negative outcomes of too much (burnout or compla-
cency for example) or too little (high turnover or lower quality,
another example) of each value. We theorize that valuing sense
of urgency combined with the presence of an HRE allows firms
to curb the potential detrimental effects of too much urgency
through the HRE’s input within the top management team and
their implementation of HR procedures. At the same time, HREs
can notice when too little sense of urgency is present. Thus, the
presence of an HRE, even if the HRE is not fully empowered,
means that there is someone to “check” and counterbalance the
executives’ values. At the very least, the HRE is more likely to
bring potential problems associated with urgency, such as issues
related to burnout, stress, and morale issues, with too much
urgency, or complacency with too little sense of urgency, to the
attention of the top executives. Therefore, firms with HREs would
be able to harness the benefits of the optimal (moderate) level of
valuing sense of urgency while mitigating the risks of too much
or too little valuing sense of urgency. This would occur over
the years following the IPO as the HREs and their successors
help manage the subsequent executives’ implementation of the
imprinted value of sense of urgency. We hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3a. The presence of an HRE moderates the “U”
shaped curvilinear relationship between sense of urgency and post-
IPO firm death, such that the hazard of failure is lowest at moderate
levels of valuing sense of urgency when an HRE is present.

At the same time, having top executives who value employees
creates an environment that empowers the HRE to implement
practices that benefit both employees and the firm. Rather than
being a figurehead appointed for the purposes of the IPO, which
may be eliminated or ignored post-IPO, an HRE who operates
with executives expressing value toward employees can more
effectively support employees under the best conditions possible.
Just as HRM practices facilitate mutual investment in EOR, an
HRE can implement an optimal investment in valuing employees.
As a result, employees will be more likely to be committed
and perform better, improving the chances of long-term firm
survival.

While executives’ optimal levels of sense of urgency and valuing
employees provide the human resource conditions necessary for
long-term post-IPO firm survival, the HRE can help ensure that
those imprinted conditions are properly implemented over the
years following the IPO to take full advantage of them. Even
when valuing employees is overemphasized or underemphasized,
the HRE’s efforts can buffer against such misalignment of the
imprinted values—minimizing the potential negative effects of
imbalance. In this way, the HRE moderates the curvilinear rela-
tionship between valuing employees and post-IPO firm survival
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FIGURE 1 | Conceptual framework of imprinting values at the transformational change event of the TPO incorporating HRE change agents.

by reducing the risk associated with extreme levels of emphasis.
Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3b. The presence of an HRE moderates the “U”
shaped curvilinear relationships between valuing employees and
post-IPO firm death, such that the hazard of failure is lowest at
moderate emphasis of valuing employees when an HRE is present.

Our conceptual framework of imprinting values at the transfor-
mational change event of the IPO incorporating HRE change
agents is provided in Figure 1.

4 | Methods

We focus on the 1996 cohort of IPOs for our study of long-term
post-IPO survival because it had the largest number of IPOs to
date. By taking a cohort approach to the study, we control for the
economics and environmental effects for those firms that all went
public in the same year. We conducted a 20-year longitudinal
study of the cohort’s post-IPO survival culminating at the end of
2016. We collected variables about the 1996 cohort of IPOs from
the prospectus and from surveys that were sent to the executives
of each firm in early 1997 (after all cohort companies went public
in1996), along with data from Compustat and CRSP through 2016.
Although the survey took place in 1997, the data was collected for
the purpose of studying long-term, post-IPO survival.

To obtain the HRE variable, as well as to control for poten-
tial changes to the imprint following the IPO related to CEO
transitions, we obtained data from Boardex and Execucomp
on whether an HRE was present each year and whether CEO
transitions occurred for the firms in our sample. For those firms
in our sample that were not included in Boardex or Execucomp
databases, we collected all of the firms’ available 10-Ks from the
Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) from 1996 to 2016,
or until their death or acquisition, if the death or acquisition

occurred before 2016. For these companies, we manually read
through each of the 10-Ks and coded whether there was an
HRE present and whether there was a change to the CEO. As
a robustness check, we added additional controls obtained from
WRDS SEC Analytics on the firms’ 8-Ks related to their overall
executive departures and acquisitions/dispositions.

4.1 | Prospectus Data Collection and Coding

Our research included several variables obtained from com-
panies’ prospectuses. The IPO management teams, and their
consultants (investment bankers, lawyers, and accounting firms)
write the prospectuses and provide them to the SEC before the
public offering. The SEC provides guidelines for content and
format (O’Flaherty 1984). The prospectus spells out details about
the offering (e.g., stock price, number of shares) and extensive
information about the company and the management team.

To code the prospectuses, we utilized a team of coders with a
detailed code guide with instructions for all individuals, based on
methods developed by Welbourne and Andrews (1996) in their
study of IPOs from 1993. Questions or coding discrepancies were
resolved during team meetings via discussion. In addition to the
original prospectus coding, a random sample was cross coded
with an approximate 90% agreement level. When differences
arose, the coders went back and discussed the issues and resolved
them.

4.2 | Survey Development and Administration

Our approach was to measure values by asking the degree to
which leaders thought various items were important to their
organization’s performance. In designing the survey, the research
team first interviewed entrepreneurs and management teams at
five fast-growth firms. The teams at two of these companies were
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actively preparing for IPOs, while the remainder intended to stay
private. We asked members of the senior management teams of
these companies to tell us how they managed people, what issues
they emphasized, and what about their people management
philosophy mattered most to them. It is important to note that
our interviews were not focused on HR policy but more about HR
conditions because these senior leaders stated that they were not
focused on policies and procedures but on the work environment
overall. This approach is consistent with earlier work on HR
related issues in IPOs (Welbourne and Andrews 1996; Welbourne
and Cyr 1999). We wanted broad value-based statements that
reflect what executives value that may be important to imprinting.
This approach is different from asking about specific and nuanced
HR policies and procedures. After reviewing the HR practices and
strategy literature and compiling the interview notes, we created
a draft survey and asked the executives for feedback. After some
slight rewording, we finalized the survey, and we pilot-tested it
via telephone before using the questions in a mail survey.

In 1997, we mailed paper surveys to executives in 802 companies
that went public in 1996. Representatives of 291 organizations
returned 308 surveys, a company-level response rate of 36%. A
total of 161 companies had a single respondent, 20 companies had
two, six had three, and one had four. Each survey had an iden-
tification code to link survey, prospectus, and firm performance
data.

Of the respondents, 82 were Chief Executive Officers or Presi-
dents, 64 were Chief Financial Officers, and the remaining 220
occupied senior positions ranging from Controller to Executive
Vice President. We coded responses in two ways, first using data
from the highest-ranking officer’s responses. In descending order,
these were: Chairman, CEO, President, Chief Financial Officer
(using the logic that knowledge of the company and IPO process
was highest for them); followed by the most senior executive
based on salary ranking patterns (e.g., officers in technical roles,
marketing, HR management or administration). The second way
of aggregating the data was by averaging responses from all
individuals within one firm. The item correlations between these
two methodologies ranged from 0.92 to 0.97. Therefore, for the
analysis in this paper, we used the data from the highest-ranking
executive (when there were multiple respondents per company).

4.3 | Survey Data Bias Analysis

Using t-tests, we compared the characteristics of companies that
returned surveys to those that did not. There were no statistically
significant differences as to the total number of employees at IPO,
book value per share at IPO, offering price at IPO, size of offering
in shares, and the total number of paragraphs in the prospectus
risk section.

4.4 | Measures

Independent Variables: Valuing Employees and Sense of
Urgency. Participants were asked to rate the “importance of each
item to the firm’s overall success to date.” A 5-item Likert scale
was used, with 1 being not important at all and 5 rated as very
important. Based on our interest in executives’ value of sense of

urgency and employees, we examined the items related to those
two areas. A principal component factor analysis using varimax
rotation provides a two-factor solution for the survey responses.
We labeled these factors Valuing employees (o = 0.81) and Sense
of urgency (o = 0.85). Table 1 contains details on the variables that
comprise each factor, along with loadings. Together, the factors
explained 65% of the total variance and were incorporated into
the model as independent variables.

Assessing Internal Validity Through Textual Evidence of
Imprinting Values. We conducted a supplemental analysis to
further assess the validity of our theorizing that the executives’
values at the time of the IPO in 1996 were imprinted on the
firm to allow them to affect firm survival over the twenty years
following the IPO. Although imprinting theory is often used in
the entrepreneurship context and has been used in relation to
IPOs, there may be questions as to whether we really know that
the values of the executives at the time of the IPO are imprinted on
subsequent executives over the years following the IPO. Despite
our controls, use of the yearly HRE variable, and finding that the
results generally remain at 5-, 10-, and 15-year intervals, there still
may be questions as to the imprinting of executive values.

While we are not able to obtain the executives’ values at each year
following the IPO, we attempted to find evidence of imprinting
over those years through an alternative measure using textual
analysis of (1) earnings calls, and (2) the Item 1 “Business” section
of the firms’ 10-K’s. We expect that the earnings calls data will
be particularly beneficial because it provides rich textual data as
to what the executives value and discuss each year with their
shareholders. The 10-K Item 1 “Business” section provides an
overview of the firm, which we expect to be more objective
with less depth compared to the earnings calls, but still provide
information as to the overall mission of the firm, as well as insight
into competition, employees, and similar broad descriptions of
the firm that may be representative of the values of the executives
in the year of the 10-K. We obtained the earnings call data
from Factiva and Seeking Alpha and grouped the earnings calls
into years, with the first available earnings calls being in 2001.
We obtained the 10-K Item 1 “Business” data by searching for
the firms on the SEC Edgar database and copying the Item 1
section into a separate document. Note that while we obtained
a large number of earnings calls and 10-Ks, the overall sample
of firms is reduced for this analysis because the documents were
not available for some of the firms, either because they did not
conduct the earnings calls or file the 10-Ks, or because they were
no longer doing business.

To test the imprinting of executive values using the earnings
calls and 10-K text, we first created a dictionary of terms repre-
senting “Valuing employees” and a second dictionary of terms
representing “Sense of urgency.” Drawing on Short et al. (2010),
we deductively came up with words for the dictionary from the
definition of the two values and theory underlying the two values,
while drawing on our survey measures and integrating an existing
military dictionary for urgency (Matchett 2024), to the extent it
was appropriate for our context. We used a thesaurus to help
come up additional relevant words, while trying to keep the words
as connected to each individual value as possible. We iterated
through the process of coming up with the words, first starting
with all possible words and phrases we could think of and then
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TABLE 1 | Factor analysis.

Importance to company’s success at IPO Factor 1 Factor 2
1. The company’s approach toward employees 0.820

2. The family atmosphere 0.711

3. The overall culture of the company 0.729

4. Our ability to hire and retain key employees 0.725

5. The sense of ownership employees have in the company 0.669

6. The way employees go "above and beyond the job" to get things done 0.872
7. The energy level of everyone who works here 0.811
8. The sense of urgency everyone feels 0.836
Alpha 0.81 0.85

reducing those words to the core words that define our values.
We validated the words as representing the two values using
ChatGPT 4-turbo (OpenAI 2024) and also added additional words
that ChatGPT proposed that fit the two values. The core words are
included in Appendix Al. We then generated prefixes and suffixes
for those words and carefully reviewed the entire dictionary to
ensure that we were capturing the appropriate different variations
of the words directly related to the two values. This helped avoid
obtaining irrelevant words that may have been used if we did not
specifically consider the prefixes and suffixes.

We then used Python to analyze the text of the earnings calls to
obtain the yearly count of each of the relevant variations of the
words identified in each of the dictionaries provided in Appendix
Al. We also obtained a count of the total words in the earnings
calls for each year. This provided us with a count of the words
related to sense of urgency, a count of the words related to valuing
employees, and a count of the total words for each year. As a
further check on the dictionaries, we obtained separate counts
for each of the words in each of the dictionaries and manually
reviewed them to ensure there were no words that were extreme
outliers driving our results. We ran the same analysis described
above on the 10-K Item 1 “Business” data.

Once we had the number of words representing the two values
and the total words for both the earnings calls and the 10-Ks,
we obtained correlations between the word counts for each of
the values and the survey measures for Valuing employees and
Sense of urgency. Since our goal was to see whether there were
patterns of correlations between the two values and the word
counts representing the values in the earnings calls and 10-
K dictionary results, we used the uncentered Likert values for
Valuing employees and Sense of urgency. Table Al.l provides the
correlation results. The table shows that the survey measure
for Sense of urgency is positively correlated with the words
representing sense of urgency in the earnings calls and 10-Ks and
the survey measure for Valuing employees is positively correlated
with the words representing valuing employees in the earnings
calls and 10-Ks. The significant, positive correlations between the
textual analysis and our survey measures strengthen confidence
in the convergent validity of the measures.

We then conducted separate analyses to examine whether the
survey measure for Sense of urgency is related to the words

representing sense of urgency, and whether the survey measure
for Valuing employees is related to the words representing valuing
employees, while controlling for the total words. Table A5 shows
the results of the earnings calls analysis while Table A6 shows
the results of the 10-K analysis. For both sets of analyses, we
analyzed the yearly panel data using longitudinal analysis with
the Stata command xtreg (after setting the data with ID and
Year) and multilevel mixed effects using the mixed commands. In
Table Al.2, Models 1 (xtreg) and 3 (mixed) show the longitudinal
analysis of Sense of urgency and the words representing sense
of urgency in the earnings calls. The results show that while
controlling for the total words, the survey measure of Sense of
urgency is positively related to the sense of urgency words in the
earnings calls at § = 12.60, p = 0.058 (Model 1), and 8 = 12.01, p
= 0.091 (Model 3). The effect of the survey measure of Valuing
employees on the valuing employees words, while controlling for
the total words, is shown in Models 2 and 4. They show that
Valuing employees is positively related to the valuing employees
words, 8 = 21.16, p = 0.064 (Model 2) and § = 21.38, p = 0.075
(Model 4). These results, in addition to the positive correlations,
provide support for our theorization that executives’ values of
Sense of urgency and Valuing employees at the time of the IPO are
imprinted on the firm over the following years, as demonstrated
by their use of words associated with both values in their earnings
calls.

In addition, we present the results of our 10-K analysis in Table
Al.3. While the results are not significant, they do continue to
show the positive pattern between the two values and the terms
representing the values in the 10-K Item 1 “Business” section. The
lack of significance is not overly surprising given that the 10-K is
heavily standardized between firms and is primarily financial and
objective, providing less rich data as to the executives’ thought
processes and values. However, the fact that we continue to see
a positive association between the executive values at the time of
the IPO and the 10-Ks over the years following the IPO provides
additional evidence that the values are imprinted on the firm over
the following years.

Human Resources Executive (HRE). In addition to Valuing
employees and Sense of urgency, we measured HRE as whether
the firm had an executive responsible for the HR function. For
1996, we manually coded this variable based on whether the HRE
was listed on the IPO prospectus (Chadwick et al. 2016), coded
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as 1 if the team had an HRE and 0 if not. For the remainder of
the time period in which the firm was alive, we obtained data
from Boardex and Execucomp (supplemented if not available
with manual coding of 10-Ks) on the HREs. If the firm had an
HRE for each year, this variable was coded as 1, and 0 if not.

Dependent Variable. There are four potential outcomes for an
IPO firm over 20 years post-IPO. They can survive in their original
form, be delisted, have a bad acquisition akin to a fire sale where
they are sold when they are performing poorly to avoid potential
delisting, or have a good acquisition where they are sold when
they are performing well, likely to obtain a large cash payment
that benefits shareholders (Wang et al. 2022).

The New York Stock Exchange and NASDAQ require listed
companies to meet minimum requirements for trading volume,
quarterly reporting, and stock price. If a company fails to
meet these requirements, it can be delisted from the exchange.
Following the IPO literature, we coded a company’s failure to
survive in its original form, or Firm death, for each year based
on whether they continued to file with the SEC. In addition to
considering delisting codes (Chadwick et al. 2016), we manually
checked the surviving firms to see if they were continuing to file
with the SEC.

For those firms that were delisted due to an acquisition, we
accounted for the alternative potential outcomes of good and bad
acquisitions by comparing the stock price of the firms at the time
of the acquisition to their average stock price while they were
listed on the exchange. Historical stock prices were adjusted to
reflect capital changes, including stock splits and reverse splits.
If the stock price at the time of the acquisition was greater than
the average historical price, we coded the firm as having a Good
acquisition and if it was lower than the average historical price,
we coded the firm as having a Bad acquisition. Firms that were
delisted and died or were acquired were no longer in our sample
after the year of the death or acquisition.

We designed our empirical models to account for multiple
outcomes that could interfere with interpretation of our results.
Specifically, we utilized a competing risk framework to consider
both the occurrence of Firm death (i.e., delisting), as well as the
potential for acquisitions, both good and bad. Accordingly, we
coded our outcome variable for each firm for each year as 0 if
the firm survived in its original form, 1 for Firm death, 2 for Bad
acquisition, and 3 for Good acquisition.

Control Variables. Drawing on past IPO research, we controlled
for various factors that could affect post-IPO survival. As for
factors that occurred at the time of the IPO that could affect the
theorized imprinting of the independent variables, we controlled
for Offering size, Offering price (natural log plus 1 due to skewed
data), and the number of paragraphs in the risk factors section
of the prospectus, Risk paragraphs, which are required to be
disclosed by the SEC and have been shown to predict firm
performance (Beatty and Zajac 1994; Rasheed et al. 1997). We
also controlled for the industries predominately represented by
the surveyed sample, which were categorized by six of the
nine one-item North American Industry Classification System
indicators, including Transportation, Wholesale, Retail, Services,

Manufacturing, and Finance/insurance/real estate. Since unions
have been shown to affect IPOs (Cardon and Stevens 2004),
we include Union as a control, with 1 meaning there was a
union and O meaning there was not. Along with the Firm
death dependent variable, we used time varying panel data to
address the performance of the firm over the years following IPO.
Specifically, we obtained observations for each firm following the
IPO and for each subsequent year that the firm was alive in its
original form. Those controls include Employees, measured by the
total number of employees, which represents firm size relevant to
values associated with human resource conditions, Firm age, and
Price to sales. To address skewed data, we log transformed those
controls (plus 1) and we also lagged them by one year.

We collected additional data to control for factors that may
alter organizational imprints, including those that may occur
post-IPO. To control for potential founding imprints, we coded
whether the CEO at the time of IPO was a founder of the
company by reading the prospectus. CEO founder is coded as
1 if the CEO is a founder and O if not. We also controlled
for potential changes to the IPO imprint that could occur
following the transition of a senior executive. Obtaining data
from Boardex and Execucomp (supplemented if not available
with manual coding of 10-Ks) on CEO transitions, we created an
ordinal variable to capture the number of CEO transitions that
occurred post-IPO. If there were no CEO transitions, the company
received a code of 0 throughout the time period analyzed. This
number increased by 1 for each CEO transition that occurred
post-IPO.

For robustness, we gathered executive transition data from WRDS
SEC analytics using available 8-K data. The transitions recorded
by companies in their 8-Ks reflect those that occurred in any given
year and reflect a broader measure of executive turnover within
the firm that may influence imprinting. Finally, reasoning that
the firm’s own post-IPO acquisitions or dispositions of material
assets and/or subsidiaries may also represent an event that could
affect company imprinting, we control for the firms’ post-IPO 8-K
acquisition/disposition by counting the number of acquisitions or
dispositions disclosed by the company in their 8-Ks each year. As
noted in our robustness checks section, our results are unchanged
with these additional controls.

4.5 | Method of Analysis

We conducted a competing risk analysis using the stcrreg com-
mand in Stata (Almandoz 2012; Bakker and Shepherd 2017; Jiang
et al. 2017) to examine the effects on Firm death while accounting
for the competing risks of Good acquisition and Bad acquisition.
Given our panel data with firm-year observations, we set the
data by the firm ID, duration, and Firm death as the failure
outcome. We then accounted for the competing risks of Good
acquisition and Bad acquisition in each of our models. We used
robust standard errors clustered by firm. We report the results
as subhazard ratios of the hazard of death while accounting
for the hazard of a good or bad acquisition. In our robustness
checks, we discuss how the results compare when we consider
Good acquisition or Bad acquisition as the failure outcome while
accounting for Firm death.
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5 | Results

Of the 291 firms that returned surveys, our sample was further
reduced to 283 due to missing survey data (e.g., incomplete
responses to the survey). Of the 802 companies that went public,
93 firms survived 20 years. Of the 283 firms with survey results
in our sample, 30 survived 20 years, 90 died, and 144 had good
or bad acquisitions. The panel data included 2,022 firm-year
observations. The descriptive statistics, including the means,
standard deviations, and correlations, are provided in Table 2.
Valuing employees and Sense of urgency were positively correlated
at 0.54. They were mean centered to limit multicollinearity
concerns related to their interaction (Aiken and West 1991),
although Table 2 includes the uncentered values. Price to sales was
correlated with Employees at -0.42. Otherwise, the correlations
are less than 0.30. The Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) was less
than 2 for each of the variables other than the industry controls,
which were all under 10, and less than 3 overall, limiting concern
of significant multicollinearity (Cohen et al. 2003; Hubbard et al.
2018).

Table 3 includes the results of the stcrreg competing risks survival
analysis. Subhazard ratios are reported (hazard ratios accounting
for the competing risks), which are the proportional change in
the hazard for each one-unit change of the independent variable.
Thus, hazard ratios equal to 1 indicate there is no change; hazard
ratios less than 1indicate that increasing the independent variable
decreases the hazard; and hazard ratios greater than 1 indicate
that increasing the independent variable increases the hazard.
As such, values that are less than 1 indicate that increasing the
independent variables are less likely to result in firm death, while
values greater than 1 indicate that increasing the independent
variables are more likely to result in firm death.

Model 1 reports the effect of the control variables on the hazard
of firm death while accounting for the competing risks of bad
and good acquisitions. Employees had hazard ratios under 1.00
at 0.66 (p = 0.000) and CEO transitions had a hazard ratio above
1.00 at 1.54 (p = 0.001), suggesting that having more employees
decreases the risk of firm death and having more CEO transitions
increases the risk of death. Using marginal effects, this means
that a one-unit increase in Employees decreases the probability
of firm death by 2% and each additional CEO transition increases
the probability of firm death by 2%.

Model 2 includes the key independent variables of Sense of
urgency, Valuing employees, and HRE. None of their direct effects
are significant. Model 3 includes the curvilinear effect of Sense
of urgency. The interaction term representing the curvilinear
effect is greater than 1.00 at 1.42 (p = 0.004), indicating a “U”
shaped relationship between Sense of urgency on firm death
while accounting for the competing risks. To help interpret this
effect, we graph both the predictive marginal effects and the
average marginal effects. Predictive margins display the estimated
level of firm death risk at different values of Sense of urgency,
holding other variables constant. Specifically, we use the margins
command to graph the predictive marginal effects from one
standard deviation below the mean to one standard deviation
above the mean, shown in Figure 2. Figure 2 shows a “U” shaped
pattern where low to moderate levels of sense of urgency are

associated with the lowest subhazard of firm death, whereas
higher levels of Sense of urgency increase the subhazard of firm
death. The curvilinear effect was supported by the Lind and
Mehlum (2010) steps advised by Haans et al. (2016), in which (1)
the curvilinear effect was significant and the expected sign; (2) the
slope at the high and low points were significant (8 = —1.53, p =
0.004; 5 =0.92, p = 0.016); (3) and the turning point was located
within the data range. The vertex is -0.40. Given the potential
difficulty of interpreting the centered variable results, we ran the
analysis with the uncentered variables, with the vertex point on
the 1 to 5 Likert scale at 3.68 (the coefficient and p-value remain
the same with uncentered variables).

Average marginal effects capture the instantaneous change in
the subhazard of firm death associated with a small increase in
Sense of urgency at each point along the distribution. We use the
margins, dydx command to graph these effects over the same
range as our predictive margins, shown in Figure 3. Together,
Figures 2 and 3 clarify the nonlinear relationship between Sense
of urgency and firm death by distinguishing between levels of
subhazard and rates of change in subhazard. Figure 3 shows
that the marginal effect of Sense of urgency becomes increasingly
positive as Sense of urgency rises, indicating that additional
increases in Sense of urgency are progressively more harmful
at higher levels. Taken together, Figures 2 and 3 demonstrate
that the “U” shaped relationship arises because Sense of urgency
transitions from being weakly protective or neutral at low levels to
increasingly detrimental as Sense of urgency intensifies, highlight-
ing the importance of optimizing instead of maximizing Sense of
urgency for firm survival.

Although our theory is based on curvilinear effects, we also
considered whether the curvilinear effect was appropriate as
compared to a cubic effect. The AIC and BIC were lower for the
curvilinear effects than the cubic effects, and the cubic effect was
not significant, providing further empirical support for our use of
curvilinear effects. These results confirm that a moderate level of
Sense of urgency is associated with the lowest risk of firm failure,
supporting Hypothesis 1. However, we note that the left side of
the curve only slightly increases, suggesting that instead of having
an optimal amount Sense of urgency between underemphasis and
overemphasis, there may be a risk threshold where very low levels
pose little danger but higher levels are increasingly associated
with failure. It is possible that this effect is associated with the
IPO event that we are studying; there may simply not be as many
executives with low values of sense of urgency and employees
given the nature of the IPO event.

Model 4 includes the curvilinear effect of Valuing employees on
the subhazard of firm death. The interaction term representing
the effect is greater than 1.00 at 1.38 (p = 0.027), indicating
a “U” shaped relationship of Valuing employees on firm death
while accounting for the competing risks. To help interpret these
effects, we again graph the predictive marginal effects and average
marginal effects.

Figure 4 presents the predictive marginal effects, which depict the
estimated level of the subhazard of firm death across values of
Valuing employees. The figure shows a U-shaped pattern in which
firms exhibit higher subhazards at low and high levels of valuing
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FIGURE 2 | Predictive margins of Sense of urgency® x Sense of urgency® on firm death, accounting for competing risks of bad and good acquisitions.

Sense of urgency is centered, graphed between one standard deviation above and below the mean for Sense of urgency
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FIGURE 3 | Average marginal effects of Sense of urgency® x Sense of urgency® on firm death, accounting for competing risks of bad and good
acquisitions. Sense of urgency is centered, graphed between one standard deviation above and below the mean for Sense of urgency*.

employees, whereas moderate emphasis on valuing employees is
associated with the lowest subhazard of firm death. Consistent
with our theorizing, this pattern suggests that underemphasizing
or overemphasizing Valuing employees may increase the chance
of firm death, while optimal levels of Valuing employees are the
most conducive for firm survival.

The curvilinear effect meets the requirements of Lind and
Mehlum (2010) and Haans et al. (2016). The slopes at the lower
and upper bounds have the expected signs (8 = —1.57, p = 0.014;
B = 0.69, p = 0.118), the turning point lies within the observed

data range, and alternative cubic specifications provide poorer
model fit (higher AIC and BIC). The vertex occurs at 0.001 in
the centered specification and at 3.93 on the original 1-5 Likert
scale, with coefficients and significance unchanged when using
uncentered variables.

Figure 5 presents the average marginal effects, which capture the
rate of change in the subhazard of firm death associated with
a small increase in Valuing employees at each point along the
distribution. Unlike the predictive margins, the average marginal
effects increase steadily across the range. This pattern clarifies the
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FIGURE 4 | Predictive margins of Valuing employees® X Valuing employees® on firm death, accounting for competing risks of bad and good

acquisitions. Valuing employees is centered, graphed between one standard deviation above and below the mean for Valuing employees®.
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FIGURE 5 | Average marginal effects of Valuing employees® x Valuing employees® on firm death, accounting for competing risks of bad and good

acquisitions. Valuing employees is centered, graphed between one standard deviation above and below the mean for Valuing employees®.

source of the U-shaped relationship in Figure 4 in showing that
at lower levels of Valuing employees, incremental increases reduce
the subhazard of firm death, whereas beyond the turning point,
additional increases progressively elevate the subhazard. Thus,
the U-shaped pattern arises because the marginal effect of Valuing
employees transitions from protective to increasingly detrimental
as emphasis intensifies.

Together, Figures 4 and 5 illustrate how firm survival depends on
maintaining a moderate level of Valuing employees. Both under-
emphasizing and overemphasizing Valuing employees increases
the subhazard of firm death. These results provide strong support
for Hypothesis 2.

In Model 5, the curvilinear effect of Sense of urgency is interacted
with HRE. The interaction is not significant, failing to support
Hypothesis 3a. Model 6 includes the interaction of the curvilinear
effect of Valuing employees with HRE. The interaction is less than
1.00 at 0.12, p = 0.002, with the results remaining the same with
the uncentered variables.

Figure 6 displays the predictive marginal effects, which represent
the predictive level of the subhazard of firm death across levels
of Valuing employees, conditional on the presence of an HRE. In
firms without an HRE, the predicted subhazard of death remains
relatively low and stable across most of the range, increasing
slightly at higher levels of Valuing employees. This pattern
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FIGURE 6 | Predictive margins of HRE x Valuing employees® x Valuing employees® on firm death, accounting for competing risks of bad and good
acquisitions. Valuing employees is centered, graphed between one standard deviation above and below the mean for Valuing employees‘.
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FIGURE 7 | Average marginal effect of Valuing employees® in HRE x Valuing employees® x Valuing employees® on firm death, accounting for

competing risks of bad and good acquisitions. Valuing employees is centered, graphed between one standard deviation above and below the mean for

Valuing employees®.

is theoretically meaningful in that without an HRE, Valuing
employees is less systematically implemented and therefore has
a weaker influence on survival outcomes. In contrast, when an
HRE is present, the predicted subhazard declines sharply as
Valuing employees increases. Although this shape differs from
a classic U-shaped form in how it disproportionately affects the
right side of the “U” shaped curve more than the left side, it
reflects how the moderating effect of an HRE alters the level of the
subhazard across the range rather than eliminating nonlinearity.

To clarify the nature of this moderation, Figure 7 presents the
average marginal effects of Valuing employees on the subhazard of

firm death, capturing the instantaneous change in the subhazard
associated with a small increase in Valuing employees at each
point along the distribution. Figure 7 shows that when an HRE
is present, the marginal effect becomes increasingly negative at
moderate to high levels of Valuing employees, indicating that
incremental increases in Valuing employees reduces the subhaz-
ard of firm death. This pattern supports our Hypothesis 3b as to
the right side of the predicted “U” shaped relationship, where
we theorized that an HRE would reduce the risks associated
with overemphasizing Valuing employees. However, the marginal
effects provide weaker support for the moderation on the left
side of the “U” shaped curve, suggesting that HREs are less
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effective at mitigating risks associated with underemphasizing
employees.

Together, Figures 6 and 7 illustrate that the presence of an
HRE alters both the level and the slope of the relationship
between Valuing employees and firm death. Instead of resulting
in a symmetric shift in the “U” shaped relationship, HREs
dampen the subhazard of firm death associated with higher
levels of Valuing employees, resulting in an apparent flattening
or inversion of the curve in predictive margins. This asymmetric
result is theoretically consistent with our argument that HREs
enhance the organization’s ability to implement human resource
conditions conducive to survival, amplifying their protective
effects at moderate to higher levels, while offering less support
against the risk of underemphasizing Valuing employees.

5.1 | Robustness Checks

We conducted various checks of the robustness of our results.
First, we considered whether we should use shared frailty to fur-
ther account for the grouping of effects within each firm. Stata’s
competing risk command does not allow for the shared frailty
option, but we ran the analysis using Cox survival analysis (Stata
command stcox) with shared frailty on the separate outcomes of
death, bad acquisition, and good acquisition. However, we found
that the shared frailty’s theta was not significant (p = 0.499) in
the Cox survival analysis, meaning that the shared frailty option
was unnecessary (Grover and Seth 2014; Hess et al. 2023). This
further supports our use of competing risks analysis that allows
us to consider the various outcomes simultaneously.

In addition, different focal outcomes may have different results
that could also provide theoretical insight, so we checked how
our results contrast with the competing risk models using Good
acquisition or Bad acquisition as the focal failure outcome. When
we ran our analysis with Good acquisition as the main outcome
while accounting for firm death and Bad acquisitions, none
of the hypothesized effects were significant. When we ran the
analysis with Bad acquisition as the outcome accounting for Good
acquisition and firm death, HRE X Valuing employees X Valuing
employees® was marginally significant (8 = 2.71, p = 0.088). The
predictive margins graph of the interaction shown in Figure A2.1
indicate that not having an HRE was more likely to result in a bad
acquisition and having an HRE was less likely to result in a bad
acquisition, with an inverted “U” shape to the curve without an
HRE and a “U” shape to the curve with the HRE. The graph of
the average marginal effects shown in Figure A2.2 suggests that
having an HRE with low levels of Valuing employees is less likely
to result in a bad acquisition, while the risk of a bad acquisition
increases as Valuing employees increases. The opposite is true for
the situation where there is no HRE, with low Valuing employees
resulting in greater risk of a bad acquisition and high Valuing
employees resulting in less risk of a bad acquisition. These findings
suggest that HRE and Valuing employees can be beneficial in
avoiding a bad acquisition, but too much Valuing employees with
an HRE may increase the risk of a bad acquisition, suggesting that
there may be an optimal level of human resource conditions to
avoid a bad acquisition as well. The cumulative results provide
further support for our theorizing that imprinting the human
resource conditions at the time of the IPO are important for

firms to survive as standalone entities, although they may not be
beneficial for firms pursuing a good acquisition.

We acknowledge that 20 years is a long time and that different
factors could occur over time that may influence the imprinting
of the firm. In addition to our HRE variable that accounts for the
HRE at each year and our CEO transitions variable that accounts
for CEO transitions each year, we used additional controls and
methods to address those potential changes. First, our primary
results are unchanged after controlling for the additional controls
for executive departures and acquisitions/dispositions obtained
from the 8-K data, providing further support for our imprinting
theorizing. Second, to further address the concern of omitted
variable bias and confounding, we ran the konfound command in
Stata based on Frank’s (2000) findings as to the impact threshold
of omitted variables. Our initial results demonstrated that our
findings are robust to potential omitted variable bias. For the
model including the curvilinear effect of Sense of urgency, the
threshold for bias was 84.66% and its interaction with HRE had
a threshold for bias of 85%, meaning that as much as 84.66%
and 85%, respectively, of the results could be attributable to
bias without altering our findings. Similarly, for the model with
the curvilinear effect of Valuing employees, the bias threshold
was 83.58%. The high bias threshold suggests that confounding
and omitted variables are not a concern (Busenbark et al. 2022;
Roccapriore and Pollock 2023).

During the review process, the konfound command was updated
to no longer support competing risk analysis. As such, we re-
assessed the robustness using an OLS surrogate model with
firm death as the dependent variable and the same covariates
and estimation sample as the competing risk analysis. The
results of this analysis continued to indicate that an omitted
confounder would need to exert an influence at least as strong
as the strongest observed covariates in the model to make the
focal effects statistically indistinguishable from zero. Consistent
with that result, inspecting the observed-impact tables illustrated
that there was no single covariate approaching that threshold.
Together, these results suggest that the findings are robust to
omitted variable bias of a magnitude comparable to, or greater
than, observed confounds.

Further, while competing risks survival analysis for the 20
years is appropriate because it encompasses the life of the firm
for the 20 years following the IPO, we also checked whether
the results would remain at 5-, 10-, and 15-year intervals. The
results remained for Sense of Urgency X Sense of Urgency and
Valuing Employees X Valuing Employees X HRE, with only Valuing
employees X Valuing employees losing significance slightly at 10
years, becoming § =1.31, p = 0.078 and 5 years, becoming § =1.28,
p = 0.174. The general consistency in the results provides further
evidence of the effect of imprinted values on survival over the
20 years. The results in our three-way interaction supplemental
analysis also remain at earlier intervals.

In addition, we recognize the potential endogeneity concern that
some firms may be more likely to select executives with differing
levels of Valuing employees and Sense of urgency. While we expect
this concern may be lessened by the fact that the executives may
be less likely to be screened or chosen for factors such as their
values in this regard, we considered how we could account for
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this potential issue in our data. In addition, although our HRE
variable is a dichotomous variable depicting whether there was
an HRE in each year, some firms may be more likely to appoint
an HRE at the time of the IPO than others.

We conducted a robustness check to address endogeneity by
taking the control function approach for the two continuous
variables of Valuing employees® and Sense of urgency‘. The control
function approach is similar to two-stage least squares in using
instrumental variables for the first stage and then using residuals
from the first stage in the main model. The control function
approach is appropriate here because we use competing risks as
our main analysis (Choi and McNamara 2018). We also used the
inverse Mills’ ratio for the dichotomous HRE variable. We ran a
regression on the two values separately, using CEO age and CEO
sex as two instruments, and predicted the residuals. We use CEO
age and CEO sex as instruments because while they may affect the
executives’ degree of Valuing employees® and Sense of urgency©,
they are unlikely to directly affect subsequent firm survival.
We obtained the F-statistic for both instruments following each
of the preliminary analyses and the tests were above 10 (25.38
for Valuing employees®; 26.36 for Sense of urgency®), suggesting
that the instruments were sufficiently strong (Dang et al. 2020).
We then used the residuals as controls in the main models.
Similarly, we ran a probit with HRE as the dependent variable and
obtained the inverse Mill’s ratio to address potential endogeneity
with the HRE variable (Brymer and Rocha 2024). Again, the F-
statistic at 23.97 suggested that the instruments were sufficient.
The results of the analysis are shown in Table A2.1 and remain
robust to the endogeneity check, providing further support for our
results. We also ran the endogeneity check with our supplemental
analysis of the three-way interaction described below, and the
results remained. In addition, we ran the endogeneity check with
another instrumental variable, CEO education, and the results
remain. However, the instrument was slightly weaker, so we
report the results with the CEO age and CEO sex instrumental
variables.

Finally, as an additional check of the original survey data, we ran
our analysis using the factor scores of the average responses of
all respondents instead of the highest ranking respondent. We
found consistent results, with only slight variations, which would
be expected given the high correlation between the multiple
respondent and single respondent data. The results are provided
in Table A2.2.

6 | Supplemental Analyses

In addition to our main analyses and robustness checks reported
above, we also considered a variety of supplemental analyses.
First, we conducted a polynomial analysis of the three way
interaction between the curvilinear effect of Sense of urgency with
the curvilinear effect of Valuing employees and HRE. The results
are described and reported in Appendix B. We then conducted
a supplemental analysis on performance, measured in terms
of long-term investment value appropriation (LIVA) and labor
productivity. Although we did not find results for LIVA, we did
find results for labor productivity. The analyses and results are
reported and described in Appendix C. Finally, we conducted a
qualitative examination of what happened to the firms post-IPO,

reported in detail in Appendix D and summarized in Table 4.
Overall, the case studies provide further support for our empirical
findings

7 | Discussion

This study examines the long-term firm survival consequences of
imprinting human resource conditions in the form of executive
values; specifically, sense of urgency and valuing employees, as
well as having an HRE at the time of the IPO and thereafter
to help monitor and implement those imprinted values. This
work expands imprinting theory that has predominately focused
on objective factors without extensively considering executives’
values at the critical IPO event. Further, while the HRE has been
found to benefit firms following the IPO, those studies have not
considered its ongoing effect on long-term 20-year survival, and
more importantly, have not considered the interaction between
the HRE and executive values. Our study draws on the EOR liter-
ature and research on sense of urgency and valuing employees
to theorize how underemphasizing or overemphasizing values
of sense of urgency and valuing employees is negatively related
to long-term survival, and moderate levels of those values are
beneficial to long-term survival.

We find support for some of our hypotheses related to the
curvilinear effects of sense of urgency and valuing employees
on firm death while accounting for the competing risks of bad
and good acquisitions. We also find some evidence of support
for the additional benefit of having an HRE at the IPO on the
curvilinear relationship between valuing employees and survival.
Specifically, we find support for the two direct “U” shaped effects,
although we note that the curvilinear effect is more pronounced
at the higher end of the scale than in the lower ends. This may
be due to applying this work to the IPO event. It would be very
unusual to have an IPO event with no or very low sense of urgency
due to the amount of work and anticipation of going public.
Also, given that an IPO is a time when everyone in the company
takes pride in the accomplishment, and when many (in some
cases all) employees will make money on the IPO event (stock
is worth something, and at this time they can trade stock for
cash), it is also unlikely that human resource value would be at
an extreme low point. Thus, although a perfect curvilinear shape
is not detected, the overall pattern does provide support for the
concept, with the caveat that the majority of the “U” is on the
right side, suggesting more of a “too much of a good thing” effect,
particularly as to valuing sense of urgency, than a concern of too
little of the value. In addition, we find support for the moderating
effect of HRE on valuing employees, although again the benefit
of having the HRE seems to be more on the right side. This may
again be due to the nature of the IPO event. We do not find
support for the moderating effect of HRE on valuing sense of
urgency, perhaps because the HRE’s role as a change agent at
the time of the transformational change event of the IPO is still
insufficient to help buffer extreme high and low (discussed above,
predominately high) levels of sense of urgency.

Our supplemental three-way interaction analysis illustrates how
the curvilinear effects of both values coexist under conditions
with and without the presence of an HRE. Consistent with our
primary findings, firms face elevated failure risk when they
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TABLE 4 | Case history summaries.

Category

Summary of findings

High valuing employees * Little merger and acquisition activity mentioned

* Employees referred to as a strategic and unique advantage

* In companies that did M&A, talked about maintaining employee advantage post event

* Employees mentioned frequently in press releases, earnings calls, and other publications

* Focus on outcomes of valuing employees—low turnover for example

* Ability to hire is discussed as a strategic advantage

Medium valuing employee * Unifying theme of culture
values

* Set high expectations including on customer service

* Constantly raising expectations of employees Signaled that employees were well-compensated

for high performance

Low valuing employees * Dynamic and high-growth firms

* Fierce competitive mentality, higher than average growth rates

* Acquisition of rivals (as soon as 6 months post IPO)

* Large-scale corporate restructuring

* Layoffs, up to 30%

* Outsourcing strategies also used

High valuing sense of * Patterns of extreme performance; very negative or very positive

urgency

* Countless attempts to grow (or salvage) the business

* Acquisitions, joint ventures, strategic alliances for aggressive growth

* Bankruptcy due to too much risk-taking

* Includes SEC investigations, fraud, and lawsuits

* Proactive gain in market share, leading to being acquired

* Financial returns are more important than maintaining independent identity

Medium valuing sense of * Distinct competitive advantage they defended over time

urgency

* Significant success pre-IPO

* Rarely made acquisitions (some waiting 20 years)

Low valuing sense of * Operate in narrow and/or mature markets

urgency

* Compete by exploiting existing technology

* At IPO, major player in market but soon overwhelmed by competitors

* Failure to innovate

have high levels of either of the human resource conditions of
valuing sense of urgency or employees, and especially when both
values are elevated, even in the presence of an HRE. In contrast,
firms were more likely to survive if each value was optimized
instead of jointly maximized. Our supplemental analysis of labor
productivity indicates similar patterns of the values related to
performance outcomes, while our textual analysis of earnings
calls provides further support for our underlying theory that
these executive values can be imprinted and transferred as
the organization continues to grow. Finally, our supplemental
case histories provide further qualitative evidence as to how
the imprinted values affect the decisions of the executives and
ultimate firm survival.

7.1 | Theoretical Implications

This article contributes to and has theoretical implications for the
literatures on IPO imprinting, change management, and HRM.
We suspect there may be skepticism about our argument that
answers to survey questions in early 1997, after all the firms went
public, would predict an outcome as important as survival 20
years later. However, our premise in doing this work is that the
time of the IPO is a significant time for imprinting. Thus, this
study not only demonstrates the importance of leaders’ values but
also provides evidence that imprinting at critical times, such as an
IPO, takes hold of an organization and provides a lasting impact
that influences survival of the firm. The study provides support
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for executive imprinting that can be transferred to future leaders
who are focused on managing additional change events post IPO.
The uniqueness of our argument is that we are theorizing how
executives imprint the human resource conditions that support
ongoing change and contribute to firm survival. It is important
to note that the imprint of the value of sense of urgency does
not preclude changes within the firm—instead, it represents
the firms’ capacity and readiness for change. Thus, firms with
executives that imprint the optimal amount of valuing sense of
urgency are best able to change when needed. At the same time,
imprinting valuing employees to the optimal level will ensure that
executives make sure that employees are properly engaged when
change occurs. Thus, imprinting at the time of the IPO, with these
two values, does not preclude but instead supports future change
by leaders making decisions based on values that transcend the
time of the IPO and that are adaptable to new situations. This type
of work, we suggest, comes through in the case histories where
we can see the types of decisions leaders are making through the
years, and also the effects of those value-driven decisions on the
firm’s longer-term survival.

Literature on imprinting and IPOs has primarily been limited to
publicly available characteristics of the top management team at
the time of the IPO, including whether there is an HRE on the
team (Belsito et al. 2018). However, just having an HRE or other
types of leaders does not necessarily represent or assess the values
of executives more generally. There may be situations where the
top management team places high value on employees, even if
there is no single HRE. At the same time, there may be firms
that have an HRE with little organizational power and whose
presence does not reflect the values of the top management team
that are imprinted upon the firm. Thus, we argue that measuring
the degree of valuing employees and sense of urgency, along with
the presence of an HRE, is a more comprehensive way to assess
imprinting at the time of the IPO, while acknowledging that we
did not find results in relation to the moderating effect of the HRE
on valuing sense of urgency. In doing so, we contribute to the
literature on imprinting and research on the HRE role when firms
are undergoing change or at the IPO stage.

Although it is difficult to account for every potential change to the
firm’s imprint in the 20 years following the IPO, our consideration
of the yearly HRE measure, CEO transitions control, and the
robustness checks, including executive departures more broadly,
alongside significant acquisitions and dispositions, provide evi-
dence that the imprinting of the executive values can provide
lasting impacts despite the changes that may occur in the years
following the IPO. Further, it may be that founder CEOs are still
present at the time of the IPO and may have values that are
consistent with the founding imprint. However, even when those
founders are present, their frame of reference and priorities would
change drastically from the time of the founding to the time of
the IPO, meaning that even their own values may change and be
imprinted differently at the time of the IPO. Our findings remain
consistent while accounting for the CEO at the time of the IPO
being the founder, suggesting that any lingering imprint from the
founding is not driving the imprinting effects we find. Finally,
our supplemental textual analysis contributes to the imprinting
literature by empirically showing how executive values at the time
of the IPO can be imprinted on the firm.

We also contribute to the literature on change management
through our examination of the importance of sense of urgency
in shaping long-term post-IPO survival. We study the long-term
effects of sense of urgency after the IPO change event. We show
that optimal levels of sense of urgency can be beneficial for long-
term survival by avoiding downsides of too little sense of urgency,
such as complacency and too much sense of urgency, such as
burnout and stress. Further, our supplemental analyses show the
benefits of having an HRE as a change agent combined with
optimal levels of sense of urgency and valuing employees on both
survival and labor productivity. This furthers existing literature
on sense of urgency that has primarily considered it at the time
of change without considering the consequences of continued
urgency on survival and without considering the role of the HRE
and valuing employees on outcomes associated with sense of
urgency.

Sense of urgency is a topic that is mentioned by CEOs and primar-
ily studied by practitioners and discussed in books (Stouten et al.
2018). However, this variable is not well researched in domains
related to HR. That said, sense of urgency is on the minds of many
in the HR field as consultants and researchers measure aspects
of urgency by using questions focused on employee energy and
engagement (when defined as going above and beyond). Our
study’s uniqueness is its suggestion that urgency is important to
long-term survival following the change event of the IPO but must
be optimized instead of maximized. We also contribute to both the
change management literature and HRM literature by developing
dictionaries for sense of urgency and valuing employees that may
be used in future research to more fully explore these values using
textual data.

In addition, we contribute to the literature on HRM by consid-
ering how valuing employees is imprinted at the time of the
IPO with lasting effects on long-term survival. We contribute to
the EOR literature by showing how imprinted executive values
of sense of urgency and employees in optimal (not maximum
or minimum) amounts increase the likelihood of firm survival
while accounting for good and bad acquisitions. Our use of firm-
level outcomes responds to calls for EOR studies to better address
the “O” for organization in the framework. We also expand the
existing literature on the benefits of having an HRE at the time of
the IPO to theorize and test not just how the presence of the HRE,
but also valuing employees, is necessary to obtain long-term, 20-
year post-IPO survival. Our findings that an HRE alone is not
beneficial for long-term survival further confirm our argument
that an HRE must be considered along with values for long-
lasting imprinting effects on survival. By theorizing and testing
how the combination of an HRE as a change agent with valuing
employees increases the chance of long-term survival, we provide
further evidence as to the benefits of having an HRE and the
HRE’s ability to help monitor and implement the executives’
optimal level of valuing employees. Our supplemental analyses
also contribute to the HR literature by showing the combined
benefit of the optimal levels of human resource conditions and
HRE on survival and labor productivity. Interestingly, combined
with the HRE, valuing employees was related to long-term
survival at more of the extreme levels in the three-way interaction,
while sense of urgency was more dependent on the optimal
amount. This suggests that the HRE is particularly beneficial in
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managing executives’ value of employees, as would be expected
given their training and purpose.

7.2 | Practical Implications

This article contributes to a large body of work demonstrating
that the way employees are managed can create firm-specific
value and competitive advantage (see Jackson et al. 2014 for
a review of the literature). Thus, helping leaders understand
the benefits of their unique approach to employees and to
the importance to long-term firm survival are critical. An IPO
brings a whirlwind of activity to an organization, including
lawyers, accountants, and financial consultants that surround the
company in the process. However, with this change, very little
in the realm of HRM beyond hiring additional leadership team
members, clarifying the compensation structure for executives
and employees, and potentially hiring HR management are the
focus of IPO preparation work. In fact, the people-side of an IPO
is often an afterthought, even though the IPO means a drastic
change in the way firms communicate, the way employees are
treated and rewarded, and more. If new leaders are appointed
prior to the IPO, there is even more change. This research,
in addition to other work on HR in IPOs (Belsito et al. 2018;
Chadwick et al. 2016; Welbourne and Andrews 1996; Welbourne
and Cyr 1999), can impact the process of going public by focusing
the HR management system and valuing HR and employees more
generally. This work also may help investors and board members
work to assure short-term wins and long-term survival of IPOs,
leading to more jobs and increased economic wealth.

Relatedly, our findings have implications as to how firms can
build their leadership teams to support long-term survival in
their existing form, particularly at the time of the IPO. Our
work suggests that firms interested in long-term survival of their
company in their existing form should consider more than just
job experience and similar criteria as credentials for joining the
firm. Instead, firms can also factor in the values of key senior
leaders—particularly the degree to which the leaders value sense
of urgency and employees. Building a leadership team with
optimal values of sense of urgency and employees can provide
the strongest foundation for long-term survival. In addition to
considering the executives’ values, firms can also weigh the
potential benefits of adding an HRE who can help manage both
urgency and valuing employees at the time of the IPO and
thereafter. At the same time, since we did not find that executive
values of sense of urgency and employees increased the likelihood
of good acquisitions, firms that have the long-term goal of being
bought may not need to hire their IPO leadership team with these
same considerations.

In addition, understanding the importance of urgency, valuing
employees, and the HRE at the IPO can provide general insights
for HR managers and leaders. For example, how does a firm
sustain the excitement and energy surrounding an IPO after
the event, particularly when the way the firm is transitioning
from a long-term orientation to one that is primarily focused
on quarterly results? Once the company is public, more details
about its product, service, and how the firm does business are
all in the open. How does that affect the ability to innovate?
These questions and others are important for practice, and we

suggest that these learning opportunities can lead to collaborative
research that benefits both academics and practice.

To better understand how firms create and maintain mutual
investment and balance as to the extent to which they value sense
of urgency and employee, we interviewed Mark Miller, CEO of
Stericycle, a firm from our sample that survived throughout the
duration of this study. Mr. Miller commented on what helped his
company survive to the 20-year mark when he said:

“Stericycle was unique because we were constantly
trying to improve our business and trying to figure
out a way to get to the next level - keep moving and
move quickly, and learn, learn, and learn — we were
on this momentum path. We had people inside the
company that were energized. We set a tone, teaching
everyone thatjoined to act and behave like this is your
own company. We're not going to have company cars,
there’s not going to be corporate planes. If you want a

good parking spot, get there early.”

In other informal conversations with CEOs in this sample, the
authors saw evidence of a familiar theme; the CEOs focused on
keeping the energy, urgency, and momentum that happened at
the IPO as the company moved forward after that event, along
with caring about the well-being of their employees. Our research
suggests their ability to do so to an optimal degree led to their
eventual survival 20 years later.

This body of research suggests the need for additional work in
the studies of traditional human resource practices. First, HR
researchers could examine which types of processes drive both
sense of urgency and valuing employees. In informal conversa-
tions with HR executives, we found that they thought their teams
were well equipped to implement and manage numerous HR
practices associated with valuing employees, but that they also
were unaware of ways to manage sense of urgency. This leads to
the need for more research in this area. While urgency and value
are discussed in the change management literature, to date, there
is very little measurement work done, and beyond specific change
management work, urgency is rarely brought in as an important
HR goal.

7.3 | Limitations and Future Research

In this paper, we examine how firms’ human resource conditions
at the time of the IPO are imprinted on the firm and affect long-
term 20-year survival. Our study has limitations, some of which
may be addressable through future research. We studied a cohort
of firms that went public in 1996. This sample is unique in that
it is the largest IPO cohort to date (e.g., almost 900 firms going
public vs. 224 firms in 2024 for example). Given the difficulty
in obtaining responses to surveys from executives that are by
the nature of the study busy with the IPO and that many of
the firms go out of business quickly, being able to start the
study with the largest number of IPOs to date helped enable
us to obtain a sufficient number of responses to conduct our
analyses. However, even though there are several advantages to
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our sampling strategy, in order to move the research forward,
we suggest additional research focused on long-term survival
based on executive values at the time of the IPO and perhaps at
other transformational events such as when firms receive ven-
ture/private equity funding, during mergers and acquisitions, or
other unique and transformational events. Finding best practices
in IPOs may also help transmit beneficial knowledge and tactics
to other types of transformational events.

Studying 20-year survival is a novel outcome; as to date, most
research on survival covers shorter time intervals. Although we
use a moderator to tease out the mechanisms, similar to the
moderation-as-process approach (Spencer et al. 2005), we realize
that explicitly testing the mediating effect could add further
evidence of our theorized effects. Although our supplemental
case history analysis provides further qualitative insight into what
happened to the firms after their IPO, data and methodological
limitations prevented us from formally modeling the mediating
effects. Future research with different samples may be able to
test those effects or use additional potential moderators to further
examine the effects. Overall, our goal is to encourage other
researchers to continue work in this area to help delineate tactical
methods for leaders to use in IPOs and other transformational
events, which will allow the research to be even more helpful
in guiding executive actions, ensuring growth in overall jobs,
innovation and wealth over time.

While we focus on valuing employees and sense of urgency, there
may be other values that the IPO executive teams imprint on their
firms that have yet to be explored and that also affect long-term
firm survival. Given changes in the social, environmental, and
technological environments over time, it may be that imprinting
executive values on those issues could also significantly affect
long-term survival. It would be interesting to see how executive
values associated with additional factors affect survival, particu-
larly as perceptions, norms, and institutions change how leaders
and investors perceive those values. Further, while we did not find
any significant differences between the sample of executives who
responded to our survey and those that did not, as with any survey
study there may be some self-selection bias in terms of those
executives that chose to respond to the survey. We expect that
concern is further limited by the nature of our study; however,
future studies that consider more socially oriented issues may face
a greater challenge in terms of self-selection.

Additional research on other types of change events that can
be potential imprinting events should also be studied. Examples
could be mergers and acquisitions, infusion of capital from other
sources such as private equity, and new leader changes. We
attempted to control for some of these events that may alter the
imprint from the IPO, but data limitations may prevent us from
controlling for all such events. Further, it would be interesting
to conduct a deeper dive into specific post-IPO events that may
result in altered imprints to discover which events are more
likely to have such an effect and to study the specific changes
in the imprint following those events. Similarly, future research
could also further explore the extent to which the founding
imprint remains at the time of the IPO, and if so, what aspects
of that imprint remain and continue following the IPO. Further,
examining values from startup to events such as acquiring major
investment partners and then up to the IPO can be fruitful

research areas. In addition, getting back to the topic of policies
and procedures, how do those work with and support (or deter)
executive value imprinting, and how do all come together to
impact long-term firm outcomes?

A follow-up question is how to create a sustainable long-
term sense of urgency combined with a culture that fosters
conditions to ensure employees feel valued. Balance avoids a
sense of urgency turning into fear that paralyzes employees
(Bardwick 1995) or results in those employees burning out and
quitting, while also eliminating the concern of complacency
and free loading. Our research addresses executive values and
firm-level outcomes, but there are implications for individual
employees that can be part of additional research. Specifically,
the importance of sense of urgency and valuing employees may
vary for different types of firms or executives. It may be that in
certain environments characterized by a higher sense of urgency,
the curvilinear relationship changes where a greater sense of
urgency is more likely to lead to survival. Similarly, an industry
accustomed to high levels of employee benefits and a focus
on employee well-being may do better with executives that put
a greater focus on valuing employees without risking wasted
resources or employees taking advantage of the overemphasis of
such values.

Finally, we study long-term, 20-year survival, an outcome that
is less studied than other firm-level outcomes such as stock
price, profitability, and earnings. The link to 20-year survival
provides new insights, which can be useful for continued theory
development where the nature of the outcome (survival vs.
short-term wins) may be important for understanding causal
relationships. While our focus is on survival, we also examine
other firm performance implications in our supplemental analy-
sis. Future research may consider other forms of performance and
compare the differences between what is needed for short-term
survival and performance compared to what is needed for long-
term survival and performance. In addition, future in-depth case
studies may help identify how the imprinted values of executives
translate into specific policies, procedures, cultures, identities,
visions, and strategies that ultimately allow firms to survive in
the long term. Future research may also use the dictionaries we
developed to consider other consequences of valuing employees
and a sense of urgency.

8 | Conclusion

This study is the first to consider how IPO executive value
imprinting of human resource conditions, specifically sense of
urgency and valuing employees, combined with having an HRE,
affects the long-term survival of IPO firms. We theorize and
demonstrate that firms that can survive for the long-term, 20
years post-IPO, need leaders who support optimal (moderate)
sense of urgency and valuing employees because that allows them
to balance their amount of investment in these values, creat-
ing a positive work experience for employees while leveraging
behaviors needed to drive firm survival. Further, we demonstrate
the importance of having an HRE on valuing employees in
relation to survival, and both values and HRE on survival in our
supplemental analysis. We extend the IPO imprinting literature,
while also contributing to the change management and HRM
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literatures, by demonstrating the extent to which executive value
imprinting of human resource conditions at the time of the IPO
affects long-term, 20-year post-IPO survival.
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Endnotes

1t is important to clarify that survival of a firm as its own independent
entity is notably different from other potential outcomes that may occur,
such as being acquired or merged with another company (both are
hereafter referred to as “acquisitions”), which could be due to either
positive or negative post-IPO performance. Moreover, independent
survival is also different from organizational failures that may result in
a firm being delisted as a public company, such as bankruptcy, poor
performance resulting in the share price of a firm going below $1 per
share, regulatory violations, or closing of the business.
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