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Does Strategic Differentiation Inhibit Enterprise Labor Outsourcing :
Empirical Evidence from Chinese A-Share Listed Companies

LI Ziqi" ?, CHEN Dongyu’

(1.School of Economics and Management, Huzhou Normal University, Huzhou 313000, China;
2. Institute of Digital Economy and Smart Management, Huzhou Normal University, Huzhou 313000, China;
3. Dongwu Business School, Soochow University, Suzhou 215006, China)

Summary: Empirical observations of Chinese listed firms reveal that enterprises adopting distinctive strategies and
deviating significantly from industry norms tend to retain a large-scale internal employment system, which constitutes an
anti-efficiency governance paradox. This study aims to break the linear understanding of outsourcing decisions, introduce
the perspectives of risk defense and control rights, and explore how strategic differentiation reshapes firms’ labor
outsourcing decisions by restructuring asset attributes and contractual environments.

Based on a sample of Chinese A-share listed firms from 2003 to 2023, this paper selects six key indicators, including
advertising intensity, R&D intensity, and capital intensity, and constructs a strategic deviance index by summing absolute
deviations standardized by industry and year. It then investigates the impact of strategic deviance on corporate labor
outsourcing decisions. Empirical results show that strategic deviance is significantly negatively correlated with the degree of
labor outsourcing. This negative relationship arises from two competing mechanisms. The first mechanism, rooted in the
transaction cost theory, suggests that strategic deviance raises firms’ asset specificity, which increases external transaction
costs and contractual risks. Therefore, firms tend to reduce outsourcing scale to protect core resources and capabilities. The
second mechanism centers on the information environment effect: Strategic deviance exacerbates information asymmetry
and worsens firms’ external information environment. Mechanism tests indicate that the inhibitory effect driven by asset
specificity plays a dominant role, ultimately forming the negative association between strategic deviance and labor
outsourcing. Heterogeneity tests demonstrate that the inhibitory effect of strategic deviance on outsourcing is more salient in
high-tech firms, firms in low-marketization regions, and state-owned enterprises.

The theoretical contributions of this paper lie in the following aspects. First, it extends the research perspective from a
single financial cost view to a strategic risk-control view, expanding the boundary of research perspectives. Second, by
constructing a competing mediation model, it reveals the micro-mechanisms and trade-off logic of defensive internalization.
Third, grounded in the unique trust deficit and contractual incompleteness in the Chinese market, this paper explains the
institutional roots for firms to build full-control organizational structures and strict isolation mechanisms, enriching the
applicability of the transaction cost theory under uncertain environments. This paper proposes strengthening the credit
system and intellectual property rights protection in the flexible labor market to reduce external transaction costs, thereby
preventing strategically differentiated firms from falling into the inefficiency trap due to excessive defense.

Key words: strategic differentiation; enterprises labor outsourcing; asset specificity ; information asymmetry

(REHE: F=HF)

[DO1]10.19654/j.cnki.cjwtyj.2026.03.007
(SIS 2R, FRACTE . R 22 S AL RE S M il 10l 57 55 A g ——f B R ) A B LT A /i BIEdE L) ). Wheln)
FSE,2026(3) :89-103.

103



