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The present study examines the alliance learning literature in these uncertain times, which highlights the
importance of alliance learning that takes place across organizational boundaries within a variety of business
ecosystems. The study builds on a literature review of 198 articles and uses bibliographic coupling to identify
four sub-streams of alliance learning research: 1) learning in strategic alliances, 2) relationship learning, 3)
learning in innovation networks, and 4) learning in social networks. We review and analyze the alliance learning
research streams, identify gaps, and develop a research agenda for alliance learning research.

1. Introduction

Increasing volatility in globalization and world trade and complex
societal problems such as climate change, digitalization, and techno-
logical complexity are all impacting the development cycles of new of-
ferings and (re)shaping how companies operate their businesses through
collaboration and competition within networks, ecosystems, and plat-
forms (He, Meadows, Angwin, Gomes, & Child, 2020). Studies suggest
that to compete in highly competitive, complex, and dynamic markets
and ecosystems (Jacobides, Cennamo, & Gawer, 2018; Moller & Hal-
inen, 2017; Ozalp, Cennamo, & Gawer, 2018), companies need capa-
bilities related to constant innovation and learning (Kohtamaki,
Rabetino, & Moller, 2018), including a dynamic capability identified as
alliance learning, network learning, or relationship learning (Mesquita,
Anand, & Brush, 2008; Schilke & Goerzen, 2010). Strategic alliances,
defined as “cooperative agreements of any form aimed at the development,
manufacture, and/or distribution of new products” (Zollo, Reuer, & Singh,
2002: 701), are used as a source of learning to generate future
competitive advantage (Kale, Dyer, & Singh, 2001). A classic definition
of networks positions alliances as an organizational form between
markets and hierarchies (Thorelli, 1986). Hence, an alliance—which has
many labels in the literature, such as a network (multilateral), part-
nership (dyadic), or hybrid (mixing multiple governance forms)—is
more integrated than an arm's-length market relationship but more
loosely coupled than a hierarchical organization (Powell, 1990). Stra-
tegic alliances take many forms, including R&D collaborations, joint
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ventures, marketing collaborations, manufacturing, supplier, and
distributor relationships, as well as collaboration with competitors (e.g.,
coopetition) and complementors (Ozalp et al., 2018). The present study
concentrates on structuring the existing research on alliance learning to
identify what we already know, what is there to know, and what di-
rections should be taken to advance the field of alliance learning. In this
work, we utilize an existing and well-established definition of alliance
learning: “relationship learning as a joint activity between a supplier and a
customer in which the two parties share information, which is then jointly
interpreted and integrated into a shared relationship-domain-specific memory
that changes the range or likelihood of potential relationship-domain-specific
behavior” (Selnes & Sallis, 2003: 80).

While the research on learning in alliances is strong, we can identify
a few drawbacks that require attention. First, alliance learning research,
as well as interorganizational learning research in general, is in great
danger of becoming outdated and neglected by new and emerging
research on ecosystems, and platforms, as the newer research streams
may be recreating all the content of the alliance and network research in
a new context using slightly different labels (Moller and Halinen, 2017).
Hence, a review such as this one on the alliance learning literature and
its sub-streams can provide a gentle and helpful reminder about the
existing research while identifying and structuring subcommunities,
systematically reviewing content, and providing ideas about how to
utilize previously developed theories and concepts to solve future
challenges in ecosystems, networks, and platforms (Kohtamaki, Parida,
Oghazi, Gebauer, & Baines, 2019). It is likely that alliance learning
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research, the research in all of the sub-streams, and interorganizational
network research in general, are now needed more than ever due to
rapidly evolving digitalization, vicious global challenges, and blurring
firm boundaries. Nevertheless, a reminder about concepts, frameworks,
and existing evidence is needed.

Second, as an issue emerging from strategic alliance research, the
topic of learning in alliances, networks, and relationships has been
examined in many scientific studies in recent years. Previous reviews
have been conducted on strategic alliances (Barringer & Harrison, 2000;
He et al., 2020; Ireland, Hitt, & Vaidyanath, 2002; Oliver & Ebers,
1998), strategic networks (Helander & Moller, 2007), innovation net-
works (Powell, Koput, & Smith-Doerr, 1996), alliance management
(Moller & Halinen, 2017; Niesten & Jolink, 2015; Schilke & Goerzen,
2010), and alliance capabilities (Kohtamaki et al., 2018) but not spe-
cifically to map, structure, and understand alliance learning research.
This constraint is an issue considering that there are 198 scientific ar-
ticles on learning in alliances, a considerable body of emerging literature
without a clear review structuring its contents. This limitation is a sig-
nificant problem that calls for a review.

Third, the planning of the future research agenda of alliance learning
research is quite scattered, and there is no proper understanding of the
sub-streams within the body of research. Hence, the evolution of alliance
learning research lacks coherence. At least partially, this incoherence
may result from studies viewing alliance learning research as a single
entity instead of many, failing to properly identify and understand the
sub-streams within alliance learning research. Thus, there is a need to
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facilitate and plan a future research agenda based on the sub-streams of
the alliance learning literature to coherently enrich this body of litera-
ture through a systematic literature review.

The present study sets out to understand how to structure the
research field of learning in strategic alliances and facilitates network
researchers in identifying and understanding the theoretical, contextual,
and methodological foundations of interorganizational learning
research. In this study, we intend to contribute to the field of learning in
alliances, which can be considered a subfield of strategic alliance
research. We use data from 198 articles, cluster the individual articles to
understand the structure of the alliance learning literature, and identify
the sub-streams of this literature to analyze their content and thus
provide suggestions for future research to make our contribution. We
delimit our search, review, and contributions to the alliance learning
literature. Based on bibliometric structuring, this study identifies four
research communities: 1) learning in strategic alliances, 2) relationship
learning, 3) learning in innovation networks, and 4) learning in social
networks. We provide suggestions not only for each of the identified sub-
streams but also for the methodologies they use. Based on identified
gaps, this systematic review provides a rich and solid foundation for
future studies to continue research on learning in strategic alliances and
its four sub-streams.

2. Review methodology

This study adopted a systematic literature review methodology
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Fig. 1. Review process.
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following the three-step process described in Fig. 1 (Kohtamaki, Whit-
tington, Vaara, & Rabetino, 2022; Rabetino, Harmsen, Kohtamaki, &
Sihvonen, 2018; Voola, Bandyopadhyay, Voola, Ray, & Carlson, 2022)
to challenge the unidimensional structure of the field, identify com-
munities (clusters), detect gaps, and suggest future research (Lindgreen,
Di Benedetto, & Kock, 2021). We initially searched for a set of pre-
selected keywords in peer-reviewed scholarly articles (published and in
press) available in Elsevier's Scopus, which is widely acknowledged as
the best tool for literature searches (Rabetino, Kohtamaki, Brax, & Sih-
vonen, 2021). We utilized a search string created based on the existing
literature. We required that selected articles contain one of the following
keywords in the title, keywords, or abstract, as alliance learning studies
often use these keywords: TITLE-ABS-KEY “strategic allianc*”, “inter-
organizational network*”, “inter-organizational network*”, “inter
organizational network*”, “organizational network*”, “organizational
network*”, “business network*”, “business net*”, “relational*”, “part-
nership*”, “buyer-seller relationship*”, “supplier-customer*”, “manu-
facturer-customer*”, and “provider-customer*”. In addition, as the
study focuses on alliance learning, we required that the title, keywords,
or abstract include the keyword “learning*”. Additionally, we limited
the search to AJG3 and AJG4(*) journals in the management, marketing,
strategy, organization, entrepreneurship, operations and supply man-
agement, and information systems domains. In addition, the journal
“The Learning Organization” was included in the search, as it had
published many related articles (n = 9).

The first round of searching returned 664 hits. As a robustness check
of our search strategy, we also searched explicitly for “relationship
learning*”, ‘“relational learning*”, “network learning*”, “alliance
learning*”, and “joint learning*” combined with the previous network-
related search terms, which resulted in only 64 articles. Thus, we used
the 664 initially identified papers and manually reviewed them to
ensure that we covered all relevant articles. Based on the abstract re-
view, we removed papers that did not contribute to the alliance learning
literature but mentioned learning, were published in conference pro-
ceedings, or had not been published in top-tier journals as defined in our
search criteria. Most papers were removed because they did not focus on
alliance, network, or relationship learning. The comprehensive search
provided better results than our robustness check and was utilized. The
resulting sample included 198 articles, and only a handful of studies
were added as they could be used to enrich the discussion. They were
found based on screening the reference list of the reviewed papers but
could not be found based on the search terms used. We felt that these
approximately ten papers could be used to inspire valuable methodo-
logical or learning-related discussions in the field of alliance learning.
The 198 analyzed studies were derived from 50 journals. Table 1 de-
scribes the 20 journals that represented the highest publication numbers
in the data.

Next, we used VOSviewer software (Waltman, van Eck, & Noyons,
2010) to conduct a bibliographic coupling of the 198 documents to
structure the existing research on alliance learning. This method, in
which documents' relatedness is established based on the number of
references they share, is recommended to map a current research front
within a limited timeframe. Thus, it was more accurate and less biased
toward the past than the co-citation analysis (Zupic & Cater, 2015).
Consequently, bibliographic coupling is appropriate for mapping the
current trends in a field and understanding future research priorities
(Vogel & Giittel, 2013). The method is suitable for this paper, which
aims to understand the present and, particularly, the future of alliance
learning as a topic rather than detailing the intellectual structure based
on past attainments. In short, the bibliometric exercise resulted in four
clusters that included 20 articles.

Following the bibliometric analysis, we conducted a systematic re-
view of the content of the chosen articles by thoroughly reading the
entire papers comprising each cluster and then coding them based on
their primary research ideas and contents. So, the four clusters are
labeled as follows: (1) learning in strategic alliances, (2) relationship
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Table 1
Twenty journals had the highest number of publications in the data.

Journal name Number of publications in

the data

Industrial Marketing Management 22
Strategic Management Journal 16
Organization Science 14
Journal of Business Research 13
Research Policy 10
European Management Journal 9
Learning Organization 9
Academy of Management Journal 7
Journal of Management Studies 7
R and D Management 7
Journal of Product Innovation Management 6
Organization Studies 6
Administrative Science Quarterly 5
International Journal of Production Economics 5
Journal of Business Ethics 5
Long Range Planning 5
Human Relations 4
International Journal of Operations and Production

Management 4
British Journal of Management 3
Journal of Business Venturing 3

learning, (3) learning in innovation networks, and (4) learning in social
networks. These clusters are broad and have blurry boundaries, and
there is much variation around the central themes. As a result, the
proposed labels are summaries reflecting common citation structures
rather than conclusively characterizing each cluster.

3. Structuring the alliance learning research

Alliance learning research builds on the large body of strategic alli-
ance research. The increased outsourcing, digitalization, and global-
ization of customer, supplier, and competitor markets (He et al., 2020)
indicate that alliance learning as a concept has gained increasing
attention since the early 1990s (Hamel, 1991; Jarillo, 1988). During the
1990s, alliance learning research increased significantly following the
success of strategic alliance research, which tapped into the challenges
faced by companies managing alliances (Dyer & Kale, 2001) and stra-
tegic networks (Jarillo, 1988; Moller & Svahn, 2006). Research on
strategic alliances, strategic networks, and interorganizational networks
has grown into a large research field where alliance learning can occupy
a small but important subfield. The alliance learning field can be posi-
tioned into strategic alliance research. When structuring alliance
learning research, we find four research streams. These four are all sub-
streams of alliance learning research, which we identify based on our
analysis of the clustered papers as 1) learning in strategic alliances, 2)
relationship learning, 3) learning in innovation networks, and 4)
learning in social networks. Fig. 2 shows the cumulative number of
publications in each alliance learning research stream, including the
selected 198 papers.

To cluster the papers, we used bibliometric coupling. Fig. 3 presents
each paper's first author name and publication year. In the figure, color
reflects the cluster, the size of the circle indicates the number of citations
the paper has received in these data, the distance reflects the number of
shared citations in the lists of references, and the visible line indicates
the highest numbers of similar citations these papers share. As such, the
analysis produces four clusters, whose validity is supported by our
reading of the papers comprising those four clusters. As is typical for this
approach, some studies are located at the borderline between various
clusters. For instance, Powell et al.'s (1996) study on innovation net-
works is included in the learning in strategic alliances cluster, as studies
in this cluster heavily cite the paper. However, it is topically at the
borderline between learning in strategic alliances and learning in the
innovation networks cluster. It is cited in every cluster and is the most
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Fig. 2. Number of articles per cluster.

cited paper in the alliance learning literature.

3.1. Learning in strategic alliances

3.1.1. Central topics

Building on the relational view, learning in strategic alliances
research was established during the 1990s utilizing various strategic
management theories. The cluster traces back to Powell, Hamel, Doz,
Dyer, Singh, Kale, and Gulati, who built on strategic alliance research,
sometimes coined as the relational view (Dyer & Singh, 1998). These
studies (green color in Fig. 3) approach firms' learning capability in
strategic alliances from the perspective of firm strategy, first and fore-
most seeing alliances as a potential source of competitive advantage
(Hamel, 1991; Ireland et al., 2002), with an emphasis on learning from
alliances and networks (Knight, 2002) and management practices that
enable alliance learning (Dyer & Kale, 2001; Kale et al., 2001); more-
over, they highlight firm-level factors that enable value capture from
alliances, such as absorptive capacity (Lubatkin, Florin, & Lane, 2001).
The studies on learning in strategic alliances cluster are particularly
notable due to their strategic emphasis. This emphasis means that these
studies often see alliances as a source of learning, conceptualizing
learning as an opportunity to win the “learning race” (Khanna, Gulati, &
Nohria, 1998: 208), and viewing alliances as a source of resources, ca-
pabilities, and competitive advantage. This approach to strategic alli-
ances is intended to balance the paradox between the ‘learning race’ to
learn from an alliance and the approach of ‘learning together through
joint processes’ to knowledge sharing, integration, and internalization
(Larsson, Bengtsson, Henriksson, & Sparks, 1998; Lubatkin et al., 2001).
In all four clusters, the studies extend learning from the organizational
level to the dyadic or network level, where learning occurs among or-
ganizations in strategic networks (Moller & Svahn, 2006). For instance,
Powell et al. (1996) study firm learning in innovation networks, and
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Gulati (1999) focuses on firms governing vertical alliance networks.
Moreover, Langfield-Smith and Greenwood (1998) investigate Toyota's
routines in developing its buyer-supplier relationships. Regarding
influencing factors, Arino and De La Torre (1998) study collaborative
ventures, and Ingham and Mothe (1998) study R&D partnerships. These
examples reflect the variety in this stream of literature.

3.1.2. Theoretical background

In this cluster, studies build on the relational view and utilize a va-
riety of strategic management theories, such as the resource-based view
(Carayannis, Alexander, & loannidis, 2000; Moller & Svahn, 2006;
Simonin, 1999), the transaction cost approach (TCA) (Zollo et al., 2002),
new institutional theory (Kale, Singh, & Perlmutter, 2000), social capital
and trust (Langfield-Smith & Greenwood, 1998), evolutionary eco-
nomics (Arino & De La Torre, 1998) and even the interaction approach
(Benson-Rea & Wilson, 2003; Hoholm & Olsen, 2012), to study the
processes and enablers of alliance learning. The largest number of
studies utilize organizational learning and the resource-based view,
whereas the other theories are utilized to a much lower extent. Many
studies explore strategic alliances pragmatically, utilizing concepts from
one or more theories. Studies tend to emphasize contributions to the
field of strategic alliances rather than contributions to a specific strategy
content-related theory.

Studies in this cluster provide knowledge and details of multiple
antecedents of alliance learning. Many studies in this cluster use the
resource-based view to reflect the role of strategic alliances as a source
of valuable resources (Hitt, Dacin, Levitas, Arregle, & Borza, 2000),
emphasizing dynamic capabilities in utilizing network resources. To
complement the resource-based view, Powell et al. (1996) highlight that
innovations often emerge between networked firms rather than within
firms. Powell et al. (1996) emphasize the importance of network cen-
trality for alliance learning and the serendipitous nature of alliance
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learning to understand the challenge of managing networks, particularly relational governance mechanisms, including the tensions between
innovation networks. According to their research, network centrality control, trust, and the market, in understanding how to manage alliances
explains learning, reminding us that alliance learning is emergent and for learning and innovation. The role of trust has been debated in the
challenging to manage. Then, connectedness is critical for firm-level alliance literature; studies adopting TCA see trust as creating the po-
learning, and according to Grant and Baden-Fuller (2004), alliances tential for betrayal, while others argue that trust could facilitate learning
improve knowledge access, knowledge integration, and the efficiency of while limiting an alliance partner's opportunistic behavior (Kale et al.,
knowledge exploitation. However, knowledge transfer costs are signif- 2000). Since the infancy of the alliance learning approach, scholars have
icantly moderated by the similarity of knowledge transferred between done much to study the practices that enable alliance learning (Kale
partners (Buckley, Glaister, Klijn, & Tan, 2009). Accessing comple- et al., 2001), such as dedicated alliance functions (Ireland et al., 2002;
mentary knowledge is cheaper than transferring very distinct compe- Kale, Dyer, & Singh, 2002), alliance management practices (Dyer &
tencies. Furthermore, trust is easier to establish when partners Nobeoka, 2000; Ireland et al., 2002; Kale & Singh, 2009), coaching
understand each other's competences. Alliance experience has been practices (Kale et al., 2001), social capital, trust and positive rein-
identified as a significant predictor of alliance success (Zollo et al., forcement (Arino & De La Torre, 1998; Kale et al., 2000), or supplier
2002). associations, consulting groups, and learning teams (Dyer & Hatch,
In addition to the resource-based and relational views, the new 2004; Sako, 2004), emphasizing the intentional development of stra-
institutional theory is used by studies in this cluster to discuss relational tegic networks (Moller & Svahn, 2006).
governance, transaction costs, and the role of trust and social capital The studies in this cluster stem from various strategy perspectives
(Nooteboom, 2000). Relational structures and trust are seen as enablers highlighting the role of learning processes in strategic alliances per-
of effective learning collaborations, alliance experience, or experience taining to generating economic rents while contrasting learning with
from previous knowledge exchanges (Langfield-Smith & Greenwood, transaction costs, which are affected by trust and social capital that
1998). There is a long-persisting debate about the role of different lubricate learning interactions (Nooteboom, 1999). Thus, the studies in
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this cluster highlight the role of knowledge access and acquisition,
considering alliances as a central tool in winning the ‘learning race’
through the creation of new knowledge as well as relational (Dyer &
Singh, 1998) and economic rents (Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004). More-
over, alliances vary, and some of the variety between various alliance
learning processes can be understood when considering the nature of the
alliance. For instance, Moller and Svahn (2006) highlight the distinction
between current business nets, business renewal nets, and emerging
business nets. The level of innovativeness in the collaboration impacts
the organization and learning in networks. Dussauge, Garrette, and
Mitchell (2000, 2004) highlight the nature of collaboration by sepa-
rating link and scale alliances; scale refers to alliances that enhance
preexisting resources, whereas link alliances refer to alliances where
companies' capabilities differ. Link alliances lead to greater learning
outcomes but may be more difficult to manage, whereas scale alliances
are easier to manage but hold less potential for learning and develop-
ment. Yan and Child (2002) found that in Sino-British joint ventures,
partners approached alliances differently, had different expectations
about the benefits of the alliance, and, therefore, used varying tactics to
achieve their strategic targets. Understanding the partners' motivation
in the alliance is critical for managing the alliance so that partners can
achieve their targets. We can conclude that the management and orga-
nization of alliance relationships should acknowledge the complex
learning context. To achieve alliance outcomes, partners should find a
way to work together.

Regarding the outcomes of alliance learning, studies emphasize the
role of absorptive capacity as a capability to win the learning race
(Forrest, 1996; Inkpen, 1998). Alliance learning should be supported by
absorptive capacity to facilitate outcomes such as efficiency and pro-
ductivity (Buckley et al., 2009), learning (Kale et al., 2000), innovations
(Nooteboom, 1999), alliance success (Taylor, 2005; Zollo et al., 2002),
higher market share (Dussauge et al., 2004), and firm performance
(Yeoh, 2009).

3.1.3. Methodological emphasis

Concerning the methodologies used in learning in the strategic alli-
ances cluster, 71% of the studies in this cluster are empirical, 46% use
qualitative approaches, and 25% use quantitative approaches; more-
over, the cluster includes a substantial number of conceptual papers
(25%). Among the qualitative studies, 57% use multiple-case data, 39%
use single-case data, and 4% use interview data. Among the quantitative
studies, 77% use survey data, and 23% use database data (not surveys).
This cluster includes many conceptual papers that theorize about phe-
nomena, which is important. Also, many studies use case-based ap-
proaches, but there are also a large number of papers using survey-based
methods. The empirical studies vary in terms of context, with many
focusing on strategic alliances in vertical supplier relationships within
product manufacturing sectors, such as car manufacturing (Dussauge
et al., 2004) or ICT sectors (Santangelo, 2000), but others concentrating
on R&D alliances in various sectors such as biotechnology (Powell et al.,
1996; Zollo et al., 2002). For instance, Oliver (2001) uses quantitative
data from biotechnology firms and demonstrates how the inability to
form alliances was associated with the organizational death of a dedi-
cated biotech firm. Gulati (1999) uses interviews and a database of
American, European, and Japanese firms. Kale et al. (2000) use a large
sample of survey data to test their research model across industries
(pharmaceuticals, computers, electronics, and services). Greenwood and
Langfield-Smith (1998) use a case study of Toyota. Table 2 synthesizes
the comparative knowledge regarding central topics, theoretical back-
grounds, antecedents, processes, outcomes, methodological emphasis,
and the five most cited studies in each cluster.

3.2. Relationship learning

3.2.1. Central topics
Research in the relationship learning cluster reflects the core of
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alliance learning research, emphasizing learning in dyadic industrial
and business-to-business relationships. Relationship learning research
emphasizes the marketing perspective, focusing specifically on distri-
bution chains and learning in manufacturer-distributor relationships as
a context. This stream includes studies focusing foremost on the concept
and process of relationship learning, operationalizing and exploring the
relational learning process, its antecedents, and outcomes.

The concepts used in this cluster include relationship learning
(Selnes & Sallis, 2003), relational learning (Smirnova et al., 2018), and
joint learning (Back & Kohtamaki, 2016; Huikkola et al., 2013). These
studies primarily analyze learning in a relationship as a joint activity
between two alliance partners (Selnes & Sallis, 2003: 80). The roots of
the relationship learning construct are in the organizational learning
literature, and the relationship learning process can be seen as reflecting
the organizational learning process. The concept and measurement
method developed by Selnes and Sallis (2003) has been meaningful for
this cluster, considering that many studies tend to utilize the same
conceptualization and measurement of their method (Cheung et al.,
2010; Kohtamaki & Partanen, 2016; Ling-yee, 2006; C. Yang & Lai,
2012).

3.2.2. Theoretical background

Many studies approach learning as a central value-creating mecha-
nism in strategic alliances, without which value will not be realized, e.g.,
in R&D collaboration (Lusch et al., 2010). Hence, relationship learning
is closely linked to the value creation and innovation concepts. A rela-
tionship learning paper building on service-dominant logic (SDL) is the
most cited paper in this cluster (Lusch et al., 2010). Moreover, rela-
tionship learning papers use various theories in marketing and supply
management, such as relational governance, relational capabilities, and
the interaction approach of marketing (Hakansson & Shenota, 1995).
Many relationship learning studies engage with the concept of value.
Lusch et al. (2010) consider learning in value networks a central
mechanism enabling adaptation, value creation, and competitive
advantage. According to them, learning is a significant enabler of value
creation. Kohtamaki and Partanen (2016) treat relationship learning as a
central mechanism in value creation, study the effect of R&D exchanges
on relational profitability and find that relationship learning positively
moderates the impact of R&D services on suppliers' profitability in a
customer relationship. Cheung et al. (2010) argue for the strategic role
of relationship learning in supplier-customer relationships. They find
that relational governance, partner compatibility, and idiosyncratic in-
vestments play an important role in relationship learning, which im-
proves relational value.

Regarding the antecedents, enablers, or drivers (Chen, Lee, & Lay,
2009) of relationship learning, many studies turn their attention toward
the role of relational governance mechanisms, including trust, rela-
tionship structures, or market governance, in shaping relationship
learning. Again, studies also cover alliance management capabilities as
central enablers (Sluyts, Matthyssens, Martens, & Streukens, 2011). For
instance, Jean et al. (2010) demonstrate the enabling effects of inno-
vativeness, trust, and technological uncertainty on relationship learning
and the moderating role of relational communication culture. As they
are difficult to formally coordinate, innovation collaborations are gov-
erned by relational trust. Li, Zhao, and Huo (2018) demonstrate that
supplier coordination impacts manufacturer and customer coordination
and supplier innovativeness. Supplier innovativeness fosters manufac-
turer innovativeness, facilitating performance and customer coordina-
tion. Inemek and Matthyssens (2013) demonstrate how buyer assistance
combined with a lower-tier position, joint product development, and
cooperative ties impact supplier innovativeness. Schilke and Goerzen
(Schilke & Goerzen, 2010) use dynamic capabilities in conceptualizing
alliance management capabilities, providing a measurement method for
the construct of alliance management capabilities and demonstrating
how alliance learning (alliance experience) and alliance structures may
lead to improved alliance management, which leads to higher alliance
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Table 2

Comparing the clusters of alliance learning studies.
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Learning in strategic
alliances

Relationship learning

Learning in innovation networks

Learning in social networks

Central topics

Theoretical background

Antecedents

Processes

Outcomes

Methodological
emphasis

-Learning from strategic
alliances (Learning race)
-Learning in strategic
alliances, such as
supplier networks and
R&D networks

-Strategy emphasis
-Organizational learning
-Resource-based view
-Dynamic capabilities
-Transaction cost
approach

-Institutional theory
-Interaction approach
(IMP)

-Actor-Network Theory
-Trust (Kale et al., 2000)
-Alliance experience (
Gulati, 1999)
-Partner-specific
experience (Zollo et al.,
2002)

-Network centrality (
Powell et al., 1996)
-The nature of alliance or
network (Buckley et al.,
2009; Moller & Svahn,
2006)

-Learning process (
Ghosh, 2004)
-Knowledge absorption,
absorptive capacity (
Lubatkin et al., 2001;
Yeoh, 2009)
-Exploratory and
exploitative learning (
Hoholm & Olsen, 2012)

-Efficiency and
productivity (Buckley
et al., 2009)
-Learning (Kale et al.,
2000)

-Innovations (
Nooteboom, 1999)
-Alliance success (
Taylor, 2005; Zollo

et al., 2002)

-Higher market share (
Dussauge et al., 2004)
-Firm performance (
Yeoh, 2009)

-Emphasis on
quantitative research
with use of preexisting
databases

-Multiple and single case
studies

-Relationship learning (joint
learning) in supplier-customer
relationships and provider-
distributor relationships
-Industrial marketing emphasis

-Relationship learning
-Relational governance
-Organizational learning
-Resource-based view
-Interaction approach (IMP)
-Dynamic capabilities

-Relationship-specific investments
(Inemek & Matthyssens, 2013)
-Relationship structures (Schilke &
Goerzen, 2010)

-Trust (Jean, Sinkovics, & Kim,
2010; Selnes & Sallis, 2003)
-Social capital (Atuahene-Gima &
Murray, 2007)

-Relational capital (Huikkola,
Yliméki, & Kohtamaki, 2013)
-Unlearning (Cepeda-Carrion,
Leal-Millan, Ortega-Gutierrez, &
Leal-Rodriguez, 2015)

-Adaptive sales and

relationship development
(Beitelspacher, Baker, Rapp, &
Grewal, 2018; Walter, 1999)
-Institutional guidelines (Chakkol,
Selviaridis, & Finne, 2018)

-Relationship learning process:
Information sharing,
interpretation (sensemaking),
integration into relational memory
(Selnes & Sallis, 2003)

-Relational sensemaking process (
Einola, Kohtamaki, Parida, &
Wincent, 2017)

-Alliance learning

-Relational performance (Revilla &
Knoppen, 2015)

-Dynamic competitive capabilities
(Cheung, Myers, & Mentzer, 2010)
-Firm performance (Smirnova,
Rebiazina, & Khomich, 2018)
-Alliance portfolio performance (
Schilke & Goerzen, 2010)

-Emphasis on quantitative survey
research (relationship learning
concept)

-Interpretivist case research
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-Learning is part of an ambidextrous
innovation process shaped by
knowledge and capability
asymmetries where the network acts
as a source of information,
capabilities, and risk reduction.
-Innovation emphasis
-Ambidextrous innovation and
dynamic capabilities

-Explorative and exploitative learning
in alliances and alliance portfolios

- Network composition, partner
selection, identification, and
integration (Baum, Cowan, & Jonard,
2010),

- Alliance portfolio configuration (
Duysters & Lokshin, 2011; Heimeriks,
2010),

- Alliance experience (Ravichandran &
Giura, 2019), or contractual/
partnership experience (Lioukas &
Reuer, 2015),

- Board diversity (M. Li, 2019),

- Technological relatedness (Howard,
Steensma, Lyles, & Dhanaraj, 2016;
Steensma, Howard, Lyles, & Dhanaraj,
2012), and technological distance (
Subramanian, Bo, & Kah-Hin, 2018),
- Partner similarity (Luo & Deng, 2009;
Mazloomi Khamseh, Jolly, & Morel,
2017),

- Knowledge base homogeneity (
Subramanian et al., 2018).
-Exploratory and exploitative learning
processes (Desai, 2018; Heimeriks,
2010; Hottenrott & Lopes-Bento,
2016; Kraatz, 1998; Riccaboni &
Moliterni, 2009)

-Absorptive capacity (Schildt, Keil, &
Maula, 2012),

-Teachability of task-related skills and
colocation of tasks (information
processing) (Carson, Madhok,
Varman, & John, 2003),

-Codifying alliance experience (
Heimeriks, Bingham, & Laamanen,
2015),

- Technological exploration (M. Li,
2019),

- Innovativeness (Duysters & Lokshin,
2011),

- Innovation performance (Lavie,
Kang, & Rosenkopf, 2011; Love,
Roper, & Vahter, 2014)

- Innovation network success (Baum
et al., 2010; Baum, Calabrese, &
Silverman, 2000; Lavie & Miller,
2008)

- Value creation (Mani & Barua, 2015),
- Alliance portfolio performance (
Heimeriks, 2010).

-Emphasis on quantitative research in
knowledge-oriented industries, with
wide use of preexisting databases

-Interorganizational learning through
social interactions and mechanisms
-Learning in public-private relationships,
governmental networks

-Organizational emphasis

-Public-private partnerships
-Social networks (social enterprises, NGOs,
public-private partnerships)

-Divergent institutional logics and
heterogeneity (Ahmadsimab &
Chowdhury, 2021; Janowicz-Panjaitan &
Noorderhaven, 2008; Kunttu & Neuvo,
2019; Nissen, Evald, & Clarke, 2014;
Ungureanu, Bertolotti, Mattarelli, &
Bellesia, 2020)

-Personal characteristics (Collien, 2021)
-Trust and social capital & relations (
Busquets, Rodon, & Wareham, 2009;
Colyvas & Maroulis, 2015a; Stadtler &
Probst, 2012)

-Investments (Karlsen, Isaksen, & Spilling,
2011b; Lorange, 1996; Martins, 2016)
-Relational governance (Kohtamaki, 2010)
-Proximity (Zhu, Wang, Wang, & Nastos,
2020)

-Knowledge acquisition, sharing, and
interpreting through social processes (
Clauss & Kesting, 2017; Janowicz-
Panjaitan & Noorderhaven, 2008; Kunttu
& Neuvo, 2019)

-Learning in social exchanges (e.g.,
processes, modes, routines) (Colyvas &
Maroulis, 2015a; Kohtamaki, 2010)
-Power of social bases (Collien, 2021)
-Socialization mechanisms (Feller,
Parhankangas, Smeds, & Jaatinen, 2013;
Martins, 2016)

-Social cooperation & collaboration (
Nissen et al., 2014)

-Learning (behavior) (Buhagiar, 2020;
Janowicz-Panjaitan & Noorderhaven,
2008; Kohtamaki, 2010)

- Innovation (Murphy, Perrot, & Rivera-
Santos, 2012; Nissen et al., 2014;
Ungureanu et al., 2020)

-Adaptability & change (Busquets et al.,
2009; DeJordy, Scully, Ventresca, & Creed,
2020)

-Capability (Feller et al., 2013)
-Advantage (Karlsen et al., 2011b)
-Value creation (Le Pennec & Raufflet,
2018)

-Performance (Al-Tabbaa, Leach, & Khan,
2019)

-Emphasis on qualitative research in
complex, novel, and unexplored contexts

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued)
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Learning in strategic
alliances

Relationship learning

Learning in innovation networks Learning in social networks

Some example studies
(5 most cited in each
cluster; Alphbetical
order )

(Doz, 1996; Gulati,
1999; Hamel, 1991; Kale
et al., 2000; Powell

et al., 1996)

Lusch, Vargo, & Tanniru, 2010;

& Enns, 2013)

(Atuahene-Gima & Murray, 2007;

Schilke & Goerzen, 2010; Selnes &
Sallis, 2003; Yu, Jacobs, Salisbury,

(Baum et al., 2000; Baum, Rowley,
Shipilov, & Chuang, 2005; Beckman &
Haunschild, 2002; Kraatz, 1998;
Rothaermel & Deeds, 2004)

(Borgatti & Cross, 2003; Feller et al., 2013;
Jones & Macpherson, 2006; Murphy et al.,
2012; Nissen et al., 2014)

portfolio performance. In their study on Chinese joint ventures, Atua-
hene-Gima and Murray (2007) reveal the critical role of social capital for
exploratory and exploitative innovation, which further enhances new
product performance. Concerning social capital, they find solidarity
particularly meaningful for exploitative learning while emphasizing the
role of strategic consensus for exploratory learning.

In this cluster, the concept of relationship learning builds on the
process of knowledge sharing, interpretation, and integration (Selnes &
Sallis, 2003: 80). Selnes and Sallis (2003) developed a measurement
method for relationship learning and specifically studied the role of
trust. They find that the performance effect of relationship learning is
moderated by trust, which should be at an optimal level - high enough to
enable constructive discussions but not so high that strong social bonds,
such as friendship, would prevent difficult discussions in the relation-
ship. Chakkol et al. (2018); Chakkol et al. (2018) find the crucial role of
collaboration standards for related learning across complex projects and
partners. Some studies also utilize explorative and exploitative learning
(L. Wang, Terziovski, Jiang, & Li, 2017), while others concentrate on
sensemaking (Einola et al., 2017).

Regarding the outcomes of relationship learning, studies address
outcomes for customers (Cheung et al., 2010), manufacturers (Cheung
et al., 2010; Kohtamaki & Partanen, 2016), distributors (Li, Cui, & Liu,
2017; Lopez Sanchez, Santos Vijande, & Trespalacios Gutiérrez, 2011),
or relationships (Cheung et al., 2010; Selnes & Sallis, 2003). Cheung
et al. (2010) consider the roles of various enablers of relationship
learning and the effect of relationship learning on relationship value. On
the supplier side, all three learning dimensions significantly impact
relationship performance. On the buyer side, knowledge sharing and
knowledge integration have a positive and significant effect, while the
effect of joint sensemaking is nonsignificant. Overall, the study dem-
onstrates the impact of relationship learning on relational performance.
Sjodin, Parida, Kohtamaki, and Wincent (2020) find relationship
learning to be a central component of an agile cocreation process and an
enabler of service innovations. Yu et al. (2013) provide evidence on the
role of value system integration in the financial performance of the focal
firm. According to their study, internal integration facilitates upstream
supplier integration, which positively impacts firm financial perfor-
mance. Moreover, internal integration enables customer integration and
satisfaction, which positively impact the financial performance of the
focal firm. Smirnova et al. (Smirnova et al., 2018) find effects on rela-
tional performance, whereas Schilke et al. identify impacts on alliance
portfolio performance (Schilke & Goerzen, 2010).

3.2.3. Methodological emphasis

The relationship learning approach is used in a strong body of
quantitative research that focuses on learning in customer relationships
and uses survey research, structural equation modeling, and measure-
ment testing and development. Specifically, 93% of all the papers in this
cluster are empirical: 71% of these relationship learning studies use
quantitative methods, 20% use qualitative methods, 2% use mixed
methods, and 7% are conceptual. Among the qualitative studies, 55%
use a multiple-case study, 36% use a single-case study, and 9% use
interview data. Notably, many relationship learning studies use quan-
titative methodologies, particularly survey research methods. The work
of Selnes and Sallis (2003), which is one of the seminal studies in this
cluster and the most cited empirical study in the cluster, develops and
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tests a measurement method for relationship learning. Since then, the
method has played an important role in leading the empirical efforts in
this cluster, and the developed measurement method has been utilized
multiple times (Cheung et al., 2010; Cheung, Myers, & Mentzer, 2011;
Kohtamaki & Partanen, 2016). There are also some multiple-case studies
in this stream; again, most of these build on a realist onto-
epistemological orientation. This stream is closely linked to industrial
marketing-oriented approaches and has some weak links to the so-called
interaction approach in industrial marketing. Scholars of the interaction
approach have become recognized and cited, but only a few relationship
learning studies have been conducted using interpretivist approaches.
This cluster could benefit from additional qualitative and conceptual
works focusing specifically on the relationship learning process (Huik-
kola et al., 2013). In terms of industry, variety exists, studies using cases
from manufacturing (Back & Kohtamaki, 2015; Hipkin & Naude, 2006),
retail (Beitelspacher et al., 2018), knowledge-intensive businesses
(Hakanen, 2014), and franchising (Solis-Rodriguez & Gonzalez-Diaz,
2019).

3.3. Learning in innovation networks

3.3.1. Central topics

The cluster focuses on learning in knowledge-based alliances and
innovation-oriented networks. The research touches upon a few partic-
ular topics, which emerged at the beginning of the new millennium
(Baum et al., 2000; Kraatz, 1998) and steadily developed over the last
two decades. A primary concern is learning from partners and its impact
on innovation performance, touching upon related benefits such as
sharing knowledge, resources, costs, and risks and combining comple-
mentary skills. Thus, the locus of innovation is centered on networks of
learning (Powell et al., 1996), where asymmetries in knowledge and
capability shape learning in innovation networks as part of an ambi-
dextrous innovation process, where the role of partners' absorptive ca-
pacity is key to the process. In this context, the network acts as a source
of information, capabilities, and risk reduction.

The central topics include appraising the learning effects and pro-
cesses of developing networks, collaborative and contractual routines,
and knowledge-sharing mechanisms concerning the diffusion of
knowledge and innovation (Hottenrott & Lopes-Bento, 2016). The ar-
ticles in this cluster discuss various relational contracts, from franchising
to ownership links and collaborative arrangements such as partnerships,
outsourcing, joint R&D projects, and technical collaborations. Remark-
ably, scholars also discuss the particularities of contracts and the dis-
tinctions between alliances and other interfirm relationships (Lumineau,
Fréchet, & Puthod, 2011). Although most of the studies involve an in-
ternational context, the cross-border context is explicit in many articles
(Phene & Tallman, 2014; M. Wang, Miihlbacher, Wittmann, & Perrett,
2021). In this context, some articles focus on learning in particular
settings, such as IT outsourcing (Mani & Barua, 2015; Ravindran, Sus-
arla, Mani, & Gurbaxani, 2015) or franchising (Solis-Rodriguez &
Gonzalez-Diaz, 2019), and from specific partners such as universities
(Bercovitz & Feldman, 2007) and external corporate ventures (Basu,
Phelps, & Kotha, 2016; Schildt, Maula, & Keil, 2005; Wadhwa & Basu,
2013). Many recent studies consider learning from the perspective of
SMEs (Aharonson, Bort, & Woywode, 2020; Subramanian et al., 2018)
and new ventures (Milanov & Fernhaber, 2014).
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3.3.2. Theoretical background

Showing a strong orientation toward strategic and innovation man-
agement, the research in this cluster is underpinned by various theories,
following the established literature on alliance management. However,
most papers do not use or contribute to a particular theory but elaborate
conceptual frameworks by incorporating various concepts and ap-
proaches. Naturally, many studies use notions from organizational
learning (OL) research, particularly concepts such as ambidexterity,
exploration and exploitation (Bercovitz & Feldman, 2007; Lavie et al.,
2011; Rothaermel & Deeds, 2004; Schildt et al., 2005), absorptive ca-
pacity (Lin, Wu, Chang, Wang, & Lee, 2012; Schildt et al., 2012), and
vicarious learning (Aharonson et al., 2020; Milanov & Fernhaber, 2014).
However, OL and its related concepts are often combined with notions
from one or more theories. For instance, absorptive capacity has been
combined with education psychology and social interaction (Steensma
et al., 2012). OL has also been combined with social network theory (M.
Li, 2019), legitimacy (Desai, 2018), and the knowledge-based view
(KBV) (Mazloomi Khamseh et al., 2017; Ravichandran & Giura, 2019).
Moreover, Nielsen and Nielsen (2009) blend concepts from OL, KBV, and
social capital, whereas Wadhwa and Basu (2013) combine OL with
various literature streams, such as corporate venture capital (CVC),
external venturing, and real options. The studies in this cluster also use
theoretical foundations and concepts from transaction cost economics
and/or the resource-based view (Hottenrott & Lopes-Bento, 2016) and/
or resource dependence theory (Phene & Tallman, 2014). Finally, some
research also builds on Schumpeterian evolutionism (Baum et al., 2010)
and institutional theory combined with either the resource-based view
(Lavie & Miller, 2008; Lin & Darnall, 2015; Lin, McDonough, Lin, & Lin,
2013; Moatti, 2009) or organizational ecology (Luo & Deng, 2009) to
understand learning in interorganizational alliances.

Conceptually, research on learning in innovation networks is intri-
cately linked to learning in strategic alliances (the first cluster). Indeed,
particularly influential papers from the first cluster were developed in an
innovation context, such as Kale et al. (2000) and Powell et al. (1996).
Influenced by concepts such as social capital and ties, the position in a
network, network centrality, and network embeddedness (H. Yang, Lin,
& Peng, 2011), this cluster often departs from standard assumptions in
strategic alliance research (e.g., social capital/social exchange and
network-based structure). Indeed, some studies explicitly challenge
historically traditional assumptions, notably those related to trust. For
instance, Riccaboni and Moliterni (2009) contest the notion of social
capital (including structural holes and weak ties) and suggest that the
evolution of the underlying technological bases impacts the relational
role of firms. Lioukas and Reuer (2015) challenge the core assumption
derived from social exchange theory that automatically links trust for-
mation to repeated exchanges. Carson et al. (2003) challenge the idea
that improved outcomes accompany trust as a governance mechanism in
an interfirm relationship. Thus, both clusters share some antecedents,
processes, and outcomes, although the present cluster also shows some
particularities. Notably, learning appears to be a process that links an-
tecedents and outcomes, although, as presented next, it can be an
outcome in itself and even act as an antecedent.

Research on learning in innovation networks identifies various an-
tecedents of learning and technology transfer in innovation-oriented
strategic alliances, such as network composition, partner selection,
identification, and integration (Baum et al., 2010), alliance portfolio
configuration and complexity (Duysters & Lokshin, 2011; Heimeriks,
2010), alliance experience and knowledge stock (Ravichandran & Giura,
2019), and board diversity (M. Li, 2019), as influencing innovation and
learning. Other specific issues, such as knowledge flows and techno-
logical relatedness (Howard et al., 2016; Steensma et al., 2012), spill-
overs (Phene & Tallman, 2014), absorptive capacity (Lin et al., 2012;
Schildt et al., 2012), technological distance (Subramanian et al., 2018),
and codification (Heimeriks et al., 2015), were also shown to be im-
pactful. Various organizational behaviors (e.g., imitation) (Kraatz,
1998) and strategic practices to acquire, disseminate, develop, and
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integrate knowledge, particularly given the ambidextrous tension be-
tween exploration vs. exploitation (Lavie et al., 2011; Lin et al., 2013;
Rothaermel & Deeds, 2004), were also shown to be relevant. Other
significant factors include coopetition, information processing (Carson
et al., 2003), contractual/partnership experience (Lioukas & Reuer,
2015), partner similarity (Luo & Deng, 2009; Mazloomi Khamseh et al.,
2017), and knowledge base homogeneity (Subramanian et al., 2018).

Several factors can moderate, mediate, augment, or diminish the
impact of learning through different mechanisms (Arikan & Shenkar,
2013). For instance, Mazloomi Khamseh et al. (2017) show that part-
ners' similarity positively moderates the relationship between their
intent to explore and their knowledge utilization. In contrast, dissimi-
larity negatively moderates the relationship between exploration and
partners' knowledge utilization. Lin et al. (2012) show that technolog-
ical distance moderates (in an inverted-u manner) the effect of the
proportion of R&D alliances in an alliance portfolio on innovation per-
formance and that R&D intensity positively moderates the impact of the
proportion of R&D alliances in an alliance portfolio on innovation per-
formance. Steensma et al. (2012) found that the higher the level of
technological relatedness is, the weaker the relationship between tech-
nological relatedness and both the rate of innovation and the increase in
the knowledge size after alliance formation. Schildt et al. (2012) argue
that absorptive capacity has temporal effects since learning in alliances
follows an inverted U-shaped pattern over time, influenced by firm-level
and relational factors such as technological similarity and focus and
R&D intensity. Ravichandran and Giura (2019) found that the IT in-
tensity of the partners positively moderates the effects of the alliance
knowledge stock on the knowledge flow to a focal firm.

In another study, the teachability of task-related skills and the
colocation of tasks (information processing) were shown to moderate
the effectiveness of trust-based governance (Carson et al., 2003). Hot-
tenrott and Lopes-Bento (2016) confirm an inverted U-shaped rela-
tionship between collaboration intensity and innovation. Moreover,
alliance complexity was found to have an inverse U-shaped relationship
with innovativeness (Duysters & Lokshin, 2011). Subramanian et al.
(2018) conclude that knowledge-based homogeneity moderates the
inverted U-shaped relationship between technological distance and
learning for a sample of small companies in the biotech and pharma-
ceutical industry. Finally, Heimeriks et al. (2015) found that codifying
alliance experience has a contingent impact on the success of an alliance
portfolio; it is beneficial in the selection and termination phases but
detrimental in the management phase.

Research also explores the impact of learning on relationship-
building and contracting processes. For instance, some articles discuss
how learning from past partnership experiences leads to contracting
capabilities and affects the level of detail in new contracts. They also
study the role of different stakeholders involved, partner selection, the
characteristics of the negotiation process, the contract duration (Arino,
Reuer, Mayer, & Jané, 2014; Bercovitz & Tyler, 2014; Lumineau et al.,
2011), the governance mechanisms (Solis-Rodriguez & Gonzalez-Diaz,
2019), and the ability to manage the relationships (Ravindran et al.,
2015). Learning impacts decision-making, trust-based governance
(Carson et al., 2003), and risk acceptance/reduction. Learning (at least
some forms of it) is relevant to managing alliance portfolios (Heimeriks,
2010), engaging stakeholders (Desai, 2018), enabling technological
transitions (Riccaboni & Moliterni, 2009), organizationally adapting to
environmental change (Kraatz, 1998), and explaining innovation and
innovative performance (Hottenrott & Lopes-Bento, 2016).

As outcomes, the research in this cluster incorporates the role of
complementary knowledge stocks and cooperative learning effects as
the foundation of alliance feasibility, capability building, the rate of
learning (Schildt et al., 2012), value creation (Mani & Barua, 2015),
alliance portfolio performance (Heimeriks, 2010), the likelihood of
technological exploration (M. Li, 2019), and some innovation-related
factors such as innovativeness (Duysters & Lokshin, 2011), innovation
performance (Lavie et al., 2011; Love et al,, 2014) and innovation
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network success (Baum et al., 2000, 2010; Beckman & Haunschild,
2002; Lavie & Miller, 2008).

3.3.3. Methodological emphasis

The learning in innovation networks cluster includes 62 articles.
Empirical articles dominate this sample (93%), whereas conceptual
studies only account for 6% of the total. Most studies are quantitative
(79%) and use various methods typically founded on large databases
(47%). Research is often longitudinal and survey-based (31%). While
several articles use regression analysis (of many kinds), panel data (Love
et al.,, 2014) and pooled time-series data (Lavie et al., 2011) are also
applied. In contrast, this group of studies does not include a significant
share of qualitative (8%) or mixed-method research (6%), with only a
handful of articles using single-case longitudinal studies (Lumineau
et al., 2011), multiple-case studies (M. Wang et al., 2021), or inductive
studies (Basu et al., 2016), typically based on archival data, interviews,
and observation. Concerning the data sample, logically, most of the 62
studies in this cluster were conducted in highly dynamic and innovative
industries such as biotechnology (Baum et al., 2000; Oliver, 2001;
Rothaermel & Deeds, 2004; Traore & Rose, 2003), pharmaceuticals
(Cui, Yang, & Vertinsky, 2018; Howard et al., 2016), and ICT/software/
computer equipment (Lavie & Miller, 2008; Milanov & Fernhaber,
2014). In this context, the use of patent data is not uncommon.

3.4. Learning in social networks

3.4.1. Central topics

Research in learning in social networks focuses on the multilayered
nature of learning that occurs at the individual, group, organization, and
network levels (Jones & Macpherson, 2006). This cluster views learning
especially through the lenses of social interaction, collaboration, and
social embeddedness. The themes in this cluster center around the an-
tecedents, processes, and outcomes of social aspects of learning, espe-
cially in complex interorganizational contexts such as public-private
partnerships (PPPs), governmental networks, cross-sector collabora-
tions, and nonprofit-firm partnerships. The first theme focusing on the
antecedents and enablers of learning finds that similar personal char-
acteristics, such as sameness of gender (Borgatti & Cross, 2003), close
physical proximity (Zhu et al., 2020), and functioning support structures
(e.g., communication channels and systems; see Martins, 2016), facili-
tate interorganizational learning (e.g., knowledge sharing and mutual
sensemaking). The literature highlights the roles of (in)formal structures
and activities that shape interorganizational learning (Janowicz-Pan-
jaitan & Noorderhaven, 2008). To bring together fragmented knowledge
generated by divergent institutional logics, e.g., socially constructed
managerial practices, values, beliefs, rules, behaviors, and assumptions
organization members create (Ahmadsimab & Chowdhury, 2021;
DelJordy et al., 2020), Peters, Pressey, and Johnston (2017) suggest that
the use of personal relationships (e.g., friendship ties), socialization
mechanisms (e.g., use of humor) and artifacts (e.g., drawings/charts)
can help enhance social integration and cognitive consistency within
hierarchical project structures.

The second theme, processes and practices of interorganizational
learning, concentrates on relational learning processes and practices
that help organizations to (re)create knowledge (Feller et al., 2013) and
value (Le Pennec & Raufflet, 2018) across boundaries. These studies
generally focus on existing and established learning process models
(Feller et al., 2013; Jones & Macpherson, 2006). For instance, Jones and
Macpherson (2006) utilize Crossan, Lane, and White (1999) famous 4i
model, which comprises 1) intuiting; individual level, 2) interpreting;
group level, 3) integrating; organization level, and 4) institutionalizing;
organization level, and extend the original model by adding intertwin-
ing as the fifth process of learning required at the network level. On the
other hand, Feller et al., 2013 test Nonaka and Takeuchi's (1995) model
of dynamic knowledge creation in R&D collaborations in the global
telecom sector. In sum, both themes discuss social factors (e.g., personal
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characteristics) and (governance) practices (e.g., use of trust and
informal structures) that help organizations manage tensions (Ahmad-
simab & Chowdhury, 2021; Kunttu & Neuvo, 2019) and facilitate
learning/capability building (Kohtamaki, 2010) in interorganizational
cooperations and collaborations (Nissen et al., 2014). Other outcomes
that this cluster focuses on social aspects of interorganizational learning
processes are related to innovations (Murphy et al., 2012; Nissen et al.,
2014), learning (behavior) (Buhagiar, 2020; Janowicz-Panjaitan &
Noorderhaven, 2008), competitiveness/advantage (Karlsen et al.,
2011b), performance (Al-Tabbaa et al., 2019), adaptability & change
(Busquets et al., 2009; DeJordy et al., 2020), value creation (Le Pennec
& Raufflet, 2018), and capabilities (Feller et al., 2013).

3.4.2. Theoretical background

The research in the fourth cluster utilizes different management
theories to reflect learning across organizational boundaries. In this
cluster, many studies build on theoretical premises of the resource-based
view and alliance capabilities (Al-Tabbaa et al., 2019), micro-
foundations of institutional theory (Colyvas & Maroulis, 2015b; DeJordy
et al.,, 2020), knowledge management theories (Feller et al., 2013),
organizational identity theory (Ungureanu et al., 2020), and even
contagion theories (Peters et al., 2017). Studies in this cluster borrow
established concepts and models from the organizational learning
literature, such as absorptive capacity (Murphy et al., 2012), adapt-
ability (Busquets et al., 2009), and ambidexterity (Reast, Lindgreen,
Vanhamme, & Maon, 2010), and apply them to interorganizational
learning in unexplored contexts to better explain interorganizational
knowledge flows and adaptability. Furthermore, some studies borrow,
extend, or test established knowledge management or learning models
in either novel or overlooked organizational contexts (Feller et al., 2013;
Jones & Macpherson, 2006).

The studies in this cluster emphasize the dynamics of social in-
teractions. They focus on practices in which learners anticipate and
collaborate (Cornelissen, de Jong, & Kessels, 2012; Ungureanu et al.,
2020), the way governance mechanisms (e.g., trust) affect learning
(Clauss & Kesting, 2017; Kohtamaki, 2010; Kunttu & Neuvo, 2019), and
the role of power in learning (Collien, 2021) and learning outcomes,
such as identity formation, innovation, and competitive advantage
(Karlsen, Isaksen, & Spilling, 2011a; Murphy et al., 2012; Nissen et al.,
2014; Ungureanu et al., 2020). Hence, this cluster emphasizes how an
individual's social nature and behavior contribute to learning at the
individual level, within and between dyads, teams, organizations, and
networks.

3.4.3. Methodological emphasis

This cluster comprises mostly empirical articles (82%). However,
14% are conceptual papers, and 4% are review articles. Most of the
articles (57%) were qualitative studies. Nevertheless, there is also a body
of quantitative studies (21%) in this cluster that utilize methods such as
structural equation modeling or the eDelphi method. This is under-
standable, considering that the studied phenomenon is complex,
requiring an exploratory approach in novel and unexplored network
settings. Several papers focus on understudied relationship parties to
better understand their perceptions and role in a network. Several
multiple and comparative case studies are conducted in this stream, as
well as in-depth and longitudinal single-case studies. The studies in this
stream utilize variety of sectors. Studies examining private-public
partnerships observe collaborations between governments, nonprofits,
universities, and firms (Coughlan, Coghlan, Rigg, & O'Leary, 2021;
Kunttu & Neuvo, 2019; Nissen et al., 2014; Reast et al., 2010), whereas
studies conducted in private sectors include the manufacturing/tech-
nology/engineering industry (Feller et al., 2013; Jones & Macpherson,
2006; Kohtamaki, 2010; Martins, 2016), the pharmaceutical sector
(Borgatti & Cross, 2003), the tourism sector (Buhagiar, 2020), and the
insurance sector (Busquets et al., 2009).
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4. Research agenda
4.1. Research suggestions regarding research streams

Building on the review of the four streams of alliance learning
research, this section provides insights into advancing the research in
each cluster. First, the research in the cluster of learning in strategic
alliances could provide an essential ground for understanding learning
across company boundaries in the digital age, where firms increasingly
learn as part of digital ecosystems (Back & Kohtamaki, 2015). The
increasing digitalization of ecosystems would benefit from an improved
understanding of learning in alliances and networks. However, thus far,
alliance learning research has not emphasized the role of digitalization
in alliances to the extent it should—there is an evident gap in the
existing research. Digitalization has been suggested to highlight the role
of alliances while making them difficult to manage in a complex and
rapidly changing landscape; thus, alliance learning capabilities are
required as a coping mechanism (He et al., 2020). Second, studies in the
cluster of learning in strategic alliances conceive alliances as providing
important means for accessing and acquiring knowledge, increasing the
potential efficiency of knowledge utilization (Grant & Baden-Fuller,
2004), and cautioning the challenges faced with tacit knowledge
(Sherwood & Covin, 2008). Increased levels of knowledge tacitness
make knowledge more difficult to access. Codifying tacit knowledge is
difficult but particularly important when collaborating over digital
platforms, and more empirical research is needed. What are the pro-
cesses of knowledge codification within alliances, and what types of
relational practices do firms use to codify knowledge? Perhaps bridging
the gap between relationship learning and product and/or service
development literature could provide interesting insight. Third, digita-
lization challenges the existing knowledge on alliance management.
What is the role of alliance management and alliance learning in digital
ecosystems, and how does learning in digital ecosystems shape firm
boundaries and alliance management? Will digitalization make man-
aging the rapidly changing landscape of alliances more challenging and
make the planning-based management approach even more difficult,
requiring much-improved support from the alliance learning process?
We suggest that there is no single generic answer to this question.
Instead, many contingencies, such as the technological complexity of
exchanged product-service systems, might influence alliance manage-
ment and learning. Based on this review, we call for alliance learning
studies in digitalized ecosystems and networks, as alliance learning may
provide one of the key managerial mechanisms for rapidly changing
ecosystems (Kohtamaki et al., 2018). We call for further research on
these topics, as based on the review, it seems that these types of proc-
essual studies on learning in strategic alliances seem to be missing and
are not emerging.

Relationship learning research has demonstrated important oper-
ationalizations of the concept to provide solid empirical evidence on the
causalities related to relationship learning processes, including the an-
tecedents and outcomes. First, to advance the existing knowledge base
on relationship learning, perhaps standardization of the relationship
learning construct would benefit the literature by adding compatibility
and comparability around the findings. The existing operationalization
of the relationship learning construct provides an important ground, but
thus far, it has been utilized surprisingly little (Selnes & Sallis, 2003).
Second, more evidence is needed on the mediators and moderators of
relationship learning. For instance, relatively little is known about the
interaction between relationship learning capabilities and digital plat-
forms, e.g., how relationship learning shapes innovation and perfor-
mance outcomes in digital platforms. Third, empirical research on
relationship learning has a quantitative emphasis and, consequently, a
static view of the relationship learning concept. Therefore, relationship
learning research holds potential for future processual research,
emphasizing the process and dynamics of relationship learning with a
particular appreciation of the dynamism and complexity generated by
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digitalizing ecosystems and platforms.

Some exciting avenues for future research, both theoretical and
empirical, in the learning in innovation networks cluster emerge from
the studies reviewed. From a practical perspective, research gaps can
guide future studies. First, regarding network composition, alliance
portfolio configuration and complexity, and knowledge flow, there is a
need for more research examining how alliance learning affects product
competition and how companies shape their alliances to avoid compe-
tition from allies by considering governance and resources, which means
tacit knowledge spreads across organizational boundaries, and the role
of capabilities and resources in knowledge appropriation (Cui et al.,
2018; Ravichandran & Giura, 2019). Undoubtedly, the emergence of
smart, connected innovation ecosystems and digital platforms opens up
vast possibilities for such an endeavor in a context where new compet-
itive dynamics and governance mechanisms emerge due to blurring
industry boundaries, and organizations from various industries must
build different relationships. Second, as Nee, Holm, & Opper (2018)
highlight, there is a need to understand the role of contextual factors
more thoroughly. For instance, future research could explore how
institutional elements impact various meso- and micro-level aspects of
relational exchange, including shared goals and engagement, and their
impact on alliance formation and learning in alliances through their
influence on the perception of trust and risk evaluation. Third, despite
the uniqueness of knowledge-intensive settings, research on learning in
innovation networks still relies on traditional theoretical approaches
from the alliance literature, which emerged many years ago, to address
different conditions in the business environment. As a result, there is a
clear need to employ alternative approaches to more effectively capture
current trends and the learning effects of new technologies such as
artificial intelligence (AI) and the Internet of Things (IoT). Moreover,
novel theoretical and conceptual approaches can be used to problem-
atize basic assumptions rooted in research on alliances and networks,
such as assumptions related to the role of trust and the positive re-
lationships between collaboration, knowledge flow, and performance.
For instance, organizational legitimacy management theories can com-
plement existing perspectives to explore collaborative stakeholder
engagement in learning in alliances (e.g., Desai, 2018). In contrast, the
open innovation approach could help us understand new aspects of
learning in alliances in a digitally enabled context. Table 3 synthesizes
the gaps and future research directions regarding the four clusters and
methodologies.

Research on learning in social networks has conceptually and
empirically considered the antecedents and processes behind interor-
ganizational learning, particularly how to manage tensions between
divergent institutional logics. First, more research is needed on
individual-level learning practices and the way these practices help
overcome inevitable tensions and rigidities stemming from divergent
institutional logics and heterogeneous characteristics between different
network members. For instance, future research could delve deeper into
how trust and personal ties are created and maintained in the era of
increased digital collaboration tools (e.g., Slack, Zoom, Jakamo). Sec-
ond, more evidence is needed on how these new advanced digital
technologies and tools shape the role of social/personal characteristics
and behavior in learning outcomes, such as the number and quality of
innovations and capability and relational/network rent creation. For
instance, it might be that digitalization mitigates the role of personal
characteristics and socialization mechanisms. Third, future research on
alliance learning could benefit from the microfoundations perspective, i.
e., how individual agents contribute to micro-macro interaction (i.e., the
effect of individual-level activities on boundary-level outcomes).

In particular, we encourage efforts to advance alliance learning with
psychological theories on managerial cognitions/schemas (Danneels,
2011) and, in particular, managerial heuristics (Bingham, Howell, &
Ott, 2019). As the routine perspective has become dominant in the
alliance learning literature, more research is needed on decision-making
heuristics when managing alliance learning. Different viewpoints of
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Table 3

Synthesizing the gaps and future research directions regarding the four clusters

and methodologies.

Cluster/methods

The identified gaps in the
research

Suggestions for future
research

Learning in
strategic
alliances

Relationship
learning

L.earning in
innovation
networks

1. Despite the progressing
digitalization, the learning in
strategic alliances research
stream does not put enough
emphasis on it but neglects
the trend almost in entirety.
2. Frequently, alliance
learning involves tacit
knowledge, which is difficult
to codify and share. More
evidence is required on this
topic, considering the limited
empirical research.

3. Little is known about the
role of alliance learning as a
central managerial process in
digitalizing ecosystems and
platforms, which are still
relatively new organizational
phenomena.

4. Significant work has been
conducted regarding the
operationalization of the
relationship learning
construct, but the existing
measurement methods still
embed much variety.

5. Only limited empirical
research exists on the
mediators and moderators of
relationship learning and its
outcomes.

6. The relationship learning
approach is relatively static,
lacking empirical research
using the practice-theoretical
perspective.

7. Evidence on network
composition, alliance
portfolio configuration and
complexity, and knowledge
flow from different industries
have accumulated. However,
the definition of the industry
notion has evolved, and the
boundaries between sectors
are becoming blurred. These
circumstances lead to new
structures, such as
ecosystems, involving
alternative governance
mechanisms and competitive
dynamics.

8. Understanding learning in
innovation networks requires
better awareness of
contextual factors, their
interplay, and their impact on
knowledge flows, relational
exchange elements, and
organizational strategies.
More evidence is needed,
given the lack of empirical
evidence on these issues.

1. There is a need to
understand learning across
company boundaries in the
digital age, as the companies
facing digitalization would
benefit from understanding
alliance learning.

2. What are the processes of
knowledge codification
within alliances, and what
types of relational practices do
firms use to codify
knowledge?

3. Studies on learning in
strategic alliances should tap
into digitalized ecosystems
and networks, as alliance
learning may provide one of
the key managerial
mechanisms for the rapidly
changing economic system.
Platforms and ecosystems
offer a fertile ground to study
the mediating and moderating
roles of learning.

4. The high potential of the
standardization of the
relationship learning
construct would add
compatibility and
comparability to the findings.
5. Studies focusing on
mediators, moderators, and
outcomes could extend the
quantitative knowledge base
on relationship learning.

6. Extend the existing
knowledge base on
relationship learning by
conducting practice research
on the sayings and doings
within the relationship
learning processes to better
capture learning dynamics
within relationships.

7. More research must explore
how learning influences
rivalry and how alliances are
built to prevent competition
from partners while
considering governance and
knowledge appropriation
elements. Further research is
needed to link partnership
learning with competition, co-
opetition, and complementary
roles. These are relevant
issues considering the
emergence of innovation
ecosystems and platforms as
evolving forms, where
organizations from various
industries must build different
relationships, affecting how
sectoral dynamics are shaped.
8. Future research might
examine how institutional
factors influence various
meso- and micro-level
elements of relational
exchange, such as shared
goals and engagement, and
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Cluster/methods

The identified gaps in the
research

Suggestions for future
research

Learning in social
networks

Methodologies

9. Traditional theoretical
approaches developed many
years ago in different
conditions continue to be
used to examine learning in
innovation networks.
Alternative approaches are
needed to adequately capture
current trends and the
learning effects of new
technologies.

10. Empirical evidence is
limited concerning the
individual-level factors that
hinder social collaboration
and mutual learning.

11. Studies have emphasized
the role of trust and personal
ties in learning. However,
little is known on how to
build trust between the
parties in the era of
digitalization.

12. Only some research exist
on the role of
microfoundations in network
learning, the processes and
mechanisms of learning.

13. There is an emphasis on
quantitative research using
databases and surveys. Very
few studies mix different
methods and data.

14. Due to the quantitative,
objectivist paradigmatic
approach, literature on
learning in strategic alliances
is missing processual
approaches.

15. This review on learning in
strategic alliances revealed a
lack of studies using narrative
and discursive approaches.

influence alliance formation
and learning in alliances by
affecting trust perception and
risk evaluation.

9. Alternative conceptual
underpinnings can capture
current trends and aid in
problematizing key
assumptions underlying past
research, such as the role of
trust and the relationships
between collaboration,
knowledge flow, and
performance.

10. Future research could
focus on defining common
proxies for individual-level
antecedents, processes, and
outcomes of
interorganizational learning
11. What are the enabling
individual and social practices
to facilitate knowledge-
sharing, trust-building, and
learning in the era of digital
tools and platforms?

12. Understanding
microfoundations of
interorganizational learning
(both routines and heuristics
perspectives) at the micro-
macro axis is necessary to
understand what and how
actors learn in alliances.

13. There is a need for mixed
methods and data
triangulation in studies on
learning in alliances.

14. Research on learning in
alliances would benefit from
processual and ethnographic
studies tapping into the
dynamics of learning
processes within alliance
networks.

15. Literature on learning in
alliances would benefit from
in-depth single-case studies,
action research, and inductive
reasoning, with critical
approaches encouraging
problematization.

managerial heuristics, such as “heuristics and biases” (Kahneman,
2011), “fast-and-frugal” (Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011), and “simple
rules” (Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2011) heuristics could be taken into
account to more clearly understand the possible flaws (caused by bia-
ses), parity (caused by frugality), and superiority (caused by rule-of-
thumb) emerging from the use of these microfoundations. Understand-
ing managerial heuristics is becoming increasingly relevant in today's
complex, turbulent, and foggy business environments where informa-
tion is incomplete and there is little time to make strategy-related de-
cisions. For instance, COVID-19 forced companies to learn faster
together, which manifested in the rapid development of vaccines.
Similarly, the ongoing global energy crisis is forcing governments and
organizations with divergent institutional logics to collaborate more
effectively to save resources. Understanding the microfoundations can
provide insight on the managerial routines to be used to manage alliance
learning better.
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4.2. Research suggestions regarding methodologies used in alliance
learning research

First, alliance learning research builds heavily on quantitative
research, using data from databases and surveys. Considering that only a
few studies among the 207 reviewed alliance learning papers use mixed
methods, there is undoubtedly a research opportunity to use method and
data triangulation across various data sources (Pangarkar, Yuan, &
Hussain, 2017) and to use intensive case studies and interviews to
answer how and why questions (Cui et al., 2018) as well as what
questions (Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2011). Moreover, several articles call
for multisided informants (Mazloomi Khamseh et al., 2017) and alter-
native ways to measure learning-related issues beyond overused patent
data (Ravichandran & Giura, 2019; Subramanian et al., 2018). Second,
alliance learning research is missing processual research approaches due
to its quantitative, objectivist orientation. Hence, there is a need for
processual studies that appreciate the dynamics of alliance learning.
Third, research on learning in alliances seems to be missing subjectivist
approaches, and therefore, there is a need for discursive and narrative
approaches. These micro-level approaches improve the understanding
of the role of narratives and discursive practices in shaping learning
ecosystems as social constructions, from the micro to the macro levels.
Research on learning in alliances would benefit from social construc-
tionist, postmodern, feminist, and critical perspectives.

5. Discussion and conclusion

This study aimed to structure alliance learning research. In doing so,
the literature review identifies the sub-streams of this research, reveals
the current state of the research in each sub-stream, identifies the in-
teractions between sub-streams, and recognizes some avenues for chal-
lenging some basic assumptions and structures to move the field
forward. Based on the bibliometric analysis of the literature, we can
problematize the concept of alliance learning as one coherent stream of
literature and conclude that instead, alliance learning includes four sub-
streams of research: 1) learning in strategic alliances, 2) relationship
learning, 3) learning in innovation networks and 4) learning in social
networks. Each sub-stream has a specific way of approaching learning in
alliances, relationships, interorganizational networks, or social net-
works, as was concluded in the cluster-specific reviews. Based on the
review, the specific field of alliance learning has gathered many studies.
Different clusters of papers emphasize various central topics, adopt
different theoretical underpinnings, and have different methodological
emphases.

In the present study, we defined learning in strategic alliances as a
process of knowledge sharing, interpretation, and integration in inter-
action with alliance partners (Selnes & Sallis, 2003). The learning in
strategic alliances cluster sees alliance networks as a source of learning
and competitive advantage. At best, alliance networks can provide a
platform for interactions and learning, and alliance experience increases
a firm's capacity to absorb knowledge from alliance networks. The un-
derlying assumption in the relationship learning approach is that rela-
tionship learning occurs through joint learning processes in dyads. These
studies primarily focus on dyadic manufacturer-customer relationships,
emphasizing value and neglecting the multilateral nature of learning.
The innovation networks cluster sees learning as a central process in
innovation networks. However, considering the specific characteristics
of knowledge-intensive contexts, research has been based on traditional
conceptual approaches that originated in different contexts decades ago.
Therefore, there is a clear need to use alternative approaches that more
effectively capture the current trends and learning effects of new tech-
nologies, including artificial intelligence (AI), cloud computing,
augmented reality (AR), and the Internet of Things (IoT). Moreover,
there are possibilities to use methods that allow investigating the hows
and whys in better ways that enable us to go beyond preexisting data-
bases. The learning in social networks cluster understands learning as
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socially embedded, emphasizing the role of social factors in learning
processes and acknowledging the complex relationship between social
factors and learning. Overall, learning in alliances aptly challenges one
of the presumptions of the alliance management literature that strategic
alliances could be particularly well planned or managed when muddling
through in the digitalization age. Instead, in the context of increasing
environmental dynamism and complexity, the future of alliance man-
agement practice may look more emergent than ever, therefore
emphasizing the importance of learning in alliances.

In the cluster-specific review of the four clusters, we developed
suggestions for future research regarding each cluster and added rec-
ommendations regarding research methodologies. First, we find gaps
between emerging environmental trends and relationship learning, e.g.,
future alliance learning research focusing on digital artifacts and digital
transition, a process that has begun (He et al., 2020). Second, perhaps
the micro-approaches of organizational sociology and psychology can
provide valuable advances for alliance learning research in practice-
theoretical, behavioral microfoundations (heuristics and routines), and
sociomateriality. Third, an improved understanding of the role of
agency has the potential to spur new ways of understanding alliance
learning. Fourth, understanding the interplay between the micro and
macro levels can be important for understanding how alliance learning
works and should be managed. Fifth, alliance learning research would
benefit from interpretivist, discursive, and narrative approaches.
Finally, we delimited the focus of this study on alliance learning,
meaning that we had to cut off many related, interesting, and potential
concepts (e.g., innovation) in the strategic alliance literature. Future
studies should also continue reviewing specific conceptual fields within
strategic alliance literature to improve the landscape map for better
future positioning of empirical studies.

Even literature reviews should consider impacts on company man-
agers (Palmatier, Houston, & Hulland, 2018). Alliance learning is a
highly relevant issue for company managers developing strategic alli-
ances of various kinds. This study highlights the relevance of learning in
the context of strategic alliances, noting the different forms of learning
in alliances, such as learning from alliances, relationship learning, and
learning in innovation networks, and the social nature of learning in
networks. The forms of alliance learning are slightly different; notably,
managers would benefit from understanding these. Learning from alli-
ances puts particular emphasis on knowledge acquisition and absorp-
tion. Relationship learning underlines the role of joint learning in a
relationship. Learning in innovation networks emphasizes the explor-
atory characteristics of learning networks. Learning in social networks
underlines the social nature of network learning and the communal
aspect of social networks, trust, open interaction, and the feeling of
community. With an understanding of different concepts related to
alliance learning, managers can benchmark processes (e.g., Crossan's 4i
framework), routines (e.g., knowledge-sharing routines), and practices
(e.g., establishing development teams for relationships) that facilitate
interorganizational learning.

The present study reveals a stream of alliance literature that should
be actively developed, namely, learning in strategic alliances, including
four sub-streams. Perhaps this study will help scholars plan and imple-
ment agendas for each sub-stream and revive this potential literature
stream of alliance learning. In the future, more than ever, companies
need capabilities for learning beyond organizational boundaries, which
highlights the importance of learning in alliances as a research topic.

Data availability

Data will be made available on request.
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