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Abstract

There has been a plethora of research on alliances and learning.  However, the influence of entrepreneurial orientation on alliance learning has not been investigated in sufficient detail.  In particularly, the role that an organization’s entrepreneurial orientation will have on the organization’s learning orientation deserves more attention.  This paper examines the key learning constructs of absorptive capacity, knowledge intensity and learning orientation in relation to entrepreneurship and alliance learning.  Suggestions for future research on the role of alliance learning in entrepreneurship are discussed.
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Introduction

There has been much attention in the alliance literature given to learning.  However, more attention needs to be focused on the role that entrepreneurial attitudes within organizations have on organizational performance.  This paper first discusses entrepreneurial orientation.  Second, it examines the role that learning plays in an organization, in particular learning orientation, absorptive capacity and knowledge intensity.  Thirdly, the role of alliances in relation to entrepreneurship and learning is examined.  In conclusion, a discussion of suggestions for future research is examined.

Entrepreneurial Orientation

There are several terms used for entrepreneurial orientation that are used interchangeable in the literature: entrepreneurial management, entrepreneurial orientation and entrepreneurial proclivity (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996; Stevenson and Jarillo, 1990).  An organization’s entrepreneurial orientation is highly important for the survival and growth of the organization and its alliances.  Although the term entrepreneurial orientation is similar to the term entrepreneurship, it differs as entrepreneurship refers to new entry whilst entrepreneurial orientation refers to the processes that lead to new entry (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996; Lee and Peterson, 2000).

Entrepreneurial orientation can be conceptualised as an organizational predisposition to management processes that are entrepreneurial (Matsuno, Mentzer and Ozsomer, 2002).  The key dimensions of it are autonomy, innovativeness, risk taking, proactiveness and competitive aggressiveness.  It was first characterised and tested through the dimensions of innovativeness, risk taking and proactiveness (Miller, 1983).  Other researchers have followed this original conceptualisation of the concept (eg Covin and Slevin, 1989; Ginsberg, 1985; Morris and Paul, 1987; Naman and Slevin, 1993; Schafer, 1990).  Two additional dimensions have complemented this original conceptualisation: competitive aggressiveness and autonomy.  

The first dimension is autonomy, which is the tendency of an organization towards independent and autonomous action (Lumpkin and Dess, 2001).  Autonomy is increased when the organization promotes individuals to act independently, maintain personal control and to seek opportunities (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996).  The second dimension is innovation, which refers to the willingness of an organization to support creativity in products and services (Lumpkin and Dess, 2001).  This is important in technology-based organizations in which new ideas and experimentation are crucial to organization survival.  The third dimension is risk taking which involves the tendency of the organization to take bold actions (Lumpkin and Dess, 2001).   Organizations that are risk taking make strategic changes and commit resources to ventures with uncertain outcomes (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996).  The fourth dimension is proactiveness, which refers to an opportunity seeking perspective that is future oriented (Lumpkin and Dess, 2001).  It involves the introduction of new products/services before other firms do this (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996).  The fifth dimension is competitive aggressiveness, which is how organizations react to demands in the marketplace and competitive trends.  It is when organizations are achievement oriented and continually improve their position in the marketplace (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996).

The dimensions of entrepreneurial orientation are reflected in the definitions of the construct.  Miller (1983:770) first defined it as an organization that “engages in product market innovation, undertakes somewhat risky ventures and is first to come up with ‘proactive’ innovations, beating competitors to the punch”.  Wiklund (1999:38) also focused on the risk taking dimension by defining it as being “associated with opportunity seeking, risk taking and decision action catalysed by a strong leader or an organization possessed of a particular value system”.  In this paper as alliances is the focus of inquiry; Miller and Wiklund’s definitions will be adapted. Hence, alliance-based entrepreneurial orientation is defined as the extent to which the organizations involved in the alliance are innovative, proactive and risk taking.  

Entrepreneurial Orientation, Learning and Alliances

The organizational culture existing in an organization that fosters innovation, proactiveness and risk taking will lead it to having a strong emphasis on learning. Organizational culture that is entrepreneurial will foster learning much more than a bureaucratic organizational culture.  Central to an organizations entrepreneurial orientation is the value it holds towards learning (Sinkula, Baker and Noordewier, 1997).  An organization needs commitment from their leaders in order to foster learning (Senge, 1990).  The leader must communicate a motivating vision for the organization and this will instil a strong learning emphasis for the organization as a whole (Slater and Narver, 1995).  The entrepreneurial orientation of the leader will lead to them questioning the current status of the organization, which will lead them to have a strong learning emphasis in the alliance. 

Learning Orientation

Learning orientation affects the information that it attends to, interprets, evaluates and ultimately accepts or rejects (Argyris and Schon, 1978).  Three organizational values routinely associated with the predisposition of the firm to learn are commitment to learning, open-mindedness and shared vision (Tobin, 1993).  Central to an organization’s learning orientation is their commitment to learning. This can be defined as the value that the organization holds towards learning.  Hence, if an organization places little value on learning then little learning will take place (Sinkula at al, 1997).  Open-mindedness refers to whether an organization will question existing mental models (Senge, 1990).  Shared vision influences the direction of learning, whereas commitment to learning and open-mindedness influence the intensity of learning (Sinkula et al, 1997).  Researchers in the organizational learning field view the concept of vision sharing as a crucial foundation for proactive learning because it provides direction (Sinkula et al, 1997).  Without a shared vision, organizations are less likely to know organizations expectations, what outcomes to measure and what theories are in use.  Sinkula at al (1997) defines learning orientation as the set of organizational values that influence the propensity of the firm to create and use knowledge.  This definition will be adapted in this paper and is defined as the organizational values of the alliance partners that influence the propensity of the alliance partners to create and use knowledge.

Learning Orientation and Alliances

Many studies have focussed on the process by which firms learn from an alliance and the tension between cooperation and competition in these alliances (eg Anand and Galetovic, 2000; Gulati, Khanna and Nohria, 1994; Hamel, 1991; Khanna, Gulati and Nohria, 1998).  Dyer and Singh (1998) state that the capability to learn may be partner specific.  Some authors suggest that past learning experiences in alliances may provide support for a ‘learning to learn’ phenomenon (Ellis, 1965; Estes, 1970). Cohen and Levinthal (1990) develop the idea that ‘learning to learn’ at the firm level is a complex function of individual-level phenomena.  Therefore, it depends on how the firm communicates with sources of knowledge outside the firm and on the distribution of expertise within the firm (Anand and Khanna, 2000).  Cohen and Levinthal (1990) also point to the possibility of path dependence in learning to learn.  Hence, firms that have learnt to learn will continue to do so at an increasing rate, while those that have never invested in learning from different experiences will not find it optimal to do so.

Absorptive Capacity

The premise of the notion of absorptive capacity is that a firm needs prior related knowledge to assimilate and use new knowledge.  Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) propose that knowledge acquired from an alliance can be acquired by examining different types of knowledge to create new knowledge that is useful in an alliance context.  A firm’s absorptive capacity (eg its capacity to learn and adapt) will influence the alliance’s knowledge intensity.  Cohen and Levinthal (1990) define absorptive capacity as the capability of the firm to absorb external knowledge.  It is the ability of a firm to “confer an ability to recognise the value of new information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends” (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990:128).  In this paper, the definition espoused by Cohen and Levinthal will be adopted.

Absorptive Capacity and Alliances

Many researchers have argued that the role of absorptive capacity in alliances is important (eg Stock, Greis and Fischer, 2001; Lane, 1996; Lane and Lubatkin, 1998).  As alliances are sometimes viewed as ‘learning races’ (Khanna et al, 1998), a firm’s absorptive capacity can determine which firm in the alliance learns more quickly and effectively. Hamel (1991) suggests that a firm can be expected to gain from this ‘learning race’ if its knowledge intensity is high.  This means that absorptive capacity is an important factor in determining whether new knowledge is acquired as firms have different capacities to absorb, circulate and utilize information (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). Thus, an alliance is through to be closely related to the concept of absorptive capacity, as it is a flexible organizational structure that is influenced by organizational characteristics (Simonin, 1997). 

Knowledge Intensity

Organizations focus on knowledge creation to develop learning skills (Autio, Sapienza and Almeida, 2000).  These skills are fostered through the organizations cultures cultivating knowledge ideas that make the retrieval and use of knowledge more effective (Grant, 1996).  The mobility of knowledge means that knowledge intensive organizations can exploit learning opportunities (Eriksson, Johanson, Majkgard and Sharma, 1997).  Autio et al (2000:913) defines knowledge intensity as “the extent to which a firm depends on the knowledge inherent in its activities and outputs as a source of competitive advantage”.  This definition has been adopted by Yli-Renko, Autio and Tontti (2002) and will be adapted in this paper to suit the alliance learning context, which this paper is premised on.  Hence, knowledge intensity is defined as the extent to which the alliance partners will vary in terms of the extent of knowledge acquired through alliances at a given point of time. Therefore, knowledge intensity is conceptualised as a continuum.

Knowledge Intensity and Alliances

Researchers have increasingly been drawn to the concept of absorptive capacity, in particular the critical links between learning orientation (Nevis, DiBella and Gould, 1995) and knowledge (Nonaka, 1994).  Nass (1994) highlights that knowledge intensity in an organization has clear positive effects on performance.  Likewise, Helleloid and Simonin (1994) point out that developing new organizational learning capabilities is critical for organization performance.  The amount of information acquired by an organization depends on the knowledge intensity of the alliance.  The ability of an organization to recognise and exploit information is influenced by the accumulation of knowledge in an organization (Liebeskind, 1996).  Knowledge-intensive organizations are less constrained by organization boundaries and are better able to change information into tangible outcomes than organizations that are static and have less mobile assets (Yli-Renko et al, 2002).  Organizations that focus on knowledge creation are more likely to develop ways to develop the information acquired both tangible and intangible outcomes.  Organizations that are likely to put intensity into cultivating knowledge related ideas create a knowledge base that is conducive to more effective acquisition of information (Autio et al, 2000).  As knowledge is a mobile resource, organizations with a knowledge culture make it easier to implement behaviour change that will lead to better alliance learning.  Hence, the more knowledge intensive an organization is, the more likely it is that it will have the capacity to change information into alliance learning outcomes. 

Entrepreneurial Orientation, Learning Orientation, Absorptive Capacity and Knowledge Intensity: An Alliance Perspective

Having a high level of alliance experience in an alliance will lead to the alliance having a high learning orientation.  However, this relationship may be moderated by the alliance entrepreneurial orientation.  Alliances that have encouraged risk taking, shared insights and innovation are likely to have a higher learning orientation than those organizations that have not (Bennet and O’Brien, 1994).  If the alliance partners have a high entrepreneurial orientation then hat will enhance the learning orientation and a culture that values entrepreneurship provides the environment that fosters a learning orientation (Hamel and Prahalad, 1991).  Organizational learning is not a random process (Inkpen, 1998).  Hence, the experience of the organization working together is facilitated by organizational policy structures and processes (Norman, 2002). 

The amount of information shared between alliance partners will influence the learning orientation of the alliance.  However, the alliance entrepreneurial orientation may influence the degree to which partnering knowledge affects their alliance learning orientation.  Many researchers state that the essence of entrepreneurship is the ability of organizations to leverage resources and transform existing markets (eg Steensma, Marino, Dickson and Weaver, 2000; Kirchhoff, 1994; Stevenson and Jarillo, 1990; Tiessen, 1997). One way organizations do this is through alliances with other organizations that have the knowledge and/or resources in their chosen market.  An organization with a high level of entrepreneurial orientation increases the organizations ability to acquire this new knowledge and build new solutions to meet the organizations needs (Gatignon and Xuereb, 1997).

For many organizations, their level of partnering knowledge acquired depends on technological innovation, which is a critical entrepreneurial process (Forrest, 1990).  One means by which organizations can leverage their partnering knowledge is by cooperating in their technological pursuits through alliances (Hagedoorn and Schakenraad, 1994).  Hence, the amount of partnering knowledge acquire depends on the level of new product ideas and manufacturing innovations that lead the alliance partners to their learning intent (Cavusgil and Zou, 1994).  Organizations with a high alliance entrepreneurial orientation have an aggressive initiation of product innovation, which will influence the amount of partnering knowledge that affects the learning of the organization (Forrest, 1990).

Discussion and Conclusion

This paper has discussed the role of entrepreneurial orientation and learning in alliances.  In particularly, key learning elements such as learning orientation, absorptive capacity and knowledge intensity have been examined in the context of alliances.  This paper has proposed a novel approach in the way that researchers examine these key learning constructs by proposing that they can be alliance-based. More research needs to be done to examine the effect of entrepreneurship in an alliance setting.  Specifically, the critical links between entrepreneurial orientation, learning orientation, absorptive capacity and knowledge intensity need to be empirically examined.  These links could be tested with a sample of organizations through structural equation modelling.  Also, this paper suggests that the learning orientation, absorptive capacity and knowledge intensity of an organization could be mediated or moderated by their entrepreneurial orientation. As learning orientation and knowledge intensity are relatively new constructs in the alliance literature, this offers an important contribution to way that academics and practitioners see entrepreneurship as being critical to the success of an alliance.  Academics need to examine in more detail how an organization’s entrepreneurial orientation impacts on the learning that occurs within an alliance.  As entrepreneurship literature and alliance learning literature have both increased in significance over the past decade it is important to both academic streams that the link be examined further.  In terms of advancing the understanding of alliance learning to practitioners, by examining the role that they play in terms of their entrepreneurial attitudes, they will be able to better understand how they can increase the scope and strength of learning both within their organization and in the alliance setting.
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