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Abstract 
 

   In global arena there exists a trend to engage in strategic alliances.  
The alliances are assumed to be addressing the existing resource 
gaps that various organizations have. Not only for-profit 
organizations have a need to fill in the gap, but also non-profit 
organizations. Various types of alliances are formed to satisfy 
various needs. One particular form of alliances will be discussed in 
this thesis is the learning alliance, which is organized in a way to 
facilitate the knowledge transfer between the partners involved. 
More specifically, the learning alliance between the university and 
service companies will be discussed. Even though there has been 
done studies examining university – industry cooperations, yet they 
have focused on Natural Science faculties and industry cooperations, 
while Business Schools did not receive much attention from the 
researchers. Thus, this thesis will attempt to fill in this research gap 
by conducting a research on Umeå School of Business and service 
companies to be able to produce a model for a successful learning 
alliance 
 
   In order to pursue the targeted aim, a qualitative study with semi-
structured interviews was conducted. Moreover, a mix of deductive 
and inductive approach was adopted to facilitate the research. 
 
   The analysis indicated that in order to facilitate a successful 
learning alliance between the Umeå School of Business and service 
companies, certain requirements should be fulfilled. In particular, the 
rationale for alliance engagement should be knowledge sharing and 
knowledge types should create a collective strength. Moreover, the 
structure of the actual co-operations should satisfy the needs of all 
the actors involved and there should be adopted practices or 
experiential and organizational learning to benefit from the learning 
alliance. In addition, it was identified that the alliance organizers 
should consider the problems as well, which might affect the 
performance of the alliance. Finally, the result of the study is 
presented in the model designed by the authors based on prior 
theories and the analysis of the respondent’s comments. 
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1. Introduction  
 
   To understand a modern organization we must consider that organizations do not exist 
in a vacuum, they are influenced by external factors which occur outside the organization. 
Other then systems, structures, strategies and culture that constitute the internal 
environment of the organization, organizations external environment also has significant 
implications for how things are done inside the firm (Morris, 2008, p.4-6). External 
environment refers to events and trends that occur outside the organizations which either 
directly or indirectly effect the operations of the firm which are usually uncontrollable. It 
includes the customer, supplier, technological, legal or competitive environments 
(Kefalas, 1981). Today’s competitive business environment is all about change, a 
continuous change with ever-lasting stream of challenges which drives from intense 
competition among organizations on the local and global level. This aggressive 
competition threatens the very survival of the firm whether they are commercial or a not-
for-profit organization. They both are competing with highly innovative competitors 
which use non-traditional management strategies (Morris, 2008, p.4-6). 
 
1.1 Resource gap 
 
   Moreover, organizations need to have access to a variety of resources such as financial 
resources, human resources and knowledge. In today’s resource environment, there is an 
increase in resource scarcity. Resource is becoming incredibly specialized and obsolete 
much faster (Morris, 2008, p.5) .Furthermore, the increased competition has caused a 
large number of organizations to compete for the limited resources that are available in 
the market place. This in turn results in a resource gap, which can become a barrier for 
growth. A resource gap can be defined as the type and quantity of the needed resources. It 
refers to the match or the difference between the available resources and the selected 
strategies that require specific resources (Teng, 2007).  Based on the discussion above it 
can be argued that, resources are the main source of competitive advantage. Having said 
that, it has become clear that in order to survive in this competitive environment and 
pursue growth, the resource gap needs to be filled. Therefore, organizations have 
developed strategies to be able to deal with these resource gaps. Commonly practiced 
strategies adopted by organizations are: market transactions, acquisitions and strategic 
alliances (Teng, 2007).  
 
1.2 Strategies to fill in the resource gap  
 
  When we compare these strategies the potential advantages and disadvantages of each 
of the approaches are outlined.  The first option to fill in this gap is through resource 
acquisition in factor markets, through licensing, consulting and outsourcing agreements. 
The benefit of this approach is low transaction cost and high level of efficiency, however, 
it is limited to the market’s availability of a particular resource, but more importantly 
there is a risk of not having a competitive advantage since key resources are not usually 
for sale. The second option is an acquisition of another firm, where the companies can 
have access to the needed resources possessed by the target firm. 
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   Although, the down side of it is the high purchase price, the difficulty in integrating two 
firms, especially if they are different in terms of mission and culture and most notably the 
fact that acquisitions result in acquiring all the resources of the target firm including  the 
ones that are not of interest for the acquiring company (Teng, 2007). And last but not 
least is the alternative to form a strategic alliance. 
 
   Strategic alliances are cooperative arrangements that allow firms to seek resources from 
others for their own benefit (Teng, 2007). It also can be defined as the pooling of specific 
resources and skills by the cooperating organizations in order to achieve common goals 
(Abraha & Hyder, 2006). Research shows that strategic alliances are used to fill in 
resource gaps and it has been suggested that access to valuable resources not owned by 
the firm is the fundamental driving factor behind engaging in an alliance (Abraha & 
Hyder, 2006). Moreover, they are concerned with securing, maintaining and enhancing an 
organizations competitive advantage (Lloyd, 1197, p.189). Compared to the two options 
mentioned above strategic alliances are more flexible since they allow shared costs and 
risks between the partners. Furthermore, they provide better means for utilization of only 
the necessary resources. Organizations will be interested in cooperating when they need 
complementary resources from others to overcome their limitations. Nevertheless, 
strategic alliances also have their fair share of problems. First, a good partner who will 
possess the necessary resources is hard to find and second, they are hard to manage 
because of shared decision making (Teng, 2007). Therefore, based on the arguments 
above it can be stated that the advantages of strategic alliances out weight the risks 
involved compared to market transactions and acquisitions. Consequently, it can be 
argued that strategic alliances offer a better way for firms to have access to each others 
valuable resources. 
 
1.3 Strategic alliance typology 
 
    Based on the nature of the resource gaps organizations engage in different types of 
alliances. There exist many typologies for strategic alliances, such as joint ventures, R&D 
alliances, learning alliances and so on. Through joint ventures organizations remain as 
separate entities with aligned interest, and are able to obtain key resources. In R&D 
alliances, firms contribute their R&D related know-how, they share their R&D costs and 
risks, generate technologies for new businesses and this shared technology means 
potential competition (Teng, 2007). Due to the purpose of our study we are interested in 
learning alliances. 
 
  1.3.1 Learning alliance 
 
  Learning alliances have been known as the new dimension of strategic alliances, 
probably because they are based on co-operation and not collaboration (that includes 
competition) (Morrison & Mezentseff, 1997). The co-operative nature of learning 
alliance is important to observe because it provides with the understanding that learning 
alliances are the ones that most easily achieve win-win situations. Moreover, they provide 
the opportunity to create mutual value rather than purely commercial transaction. 
Through creating an effective learning environment organizations will build a 
relationship which will enable an effective transfer of knowledge and skills (Morrison & 
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Mezentseff, 1997). Learning alliances will provide organizations with open knowledge 
acquisition, learning from partner’s renewal or industry experience, learning to enter new 
businesses and have a higher success rate through this learning (Teng, 2007). In general, 
learning alliances offer an opportunity that allows partners to benefit from shared 
knowledge. As mentioned above, organizations face many challenges due to the complex 
and dynamic environment. In order to survive, organizations must be able to adopt. Even 
though there are different factors determining the success or failure of an organization in 
the dynamic environments, there is no doubt that continuous learning is one critical factor 
related to success (Morrison & Mezentseff, 1997). 
 
1.4 Problem discussion   
    The previous discussion as well as the majority of the research that has been conducted 
on strategic alliances concerns relationships between for-profit organizations (Mayer 
2008, Robson 2008, Kale 2007) while the interest for strategic alliances between 
university and industry was comparatively less, however gaining more and more attention 
over time. The main focus of the researchers investigating university-industry alliances 
was on examining how the technology transfer occurs (Siegel 2003, Elmuti 2005), how to 
improve this process (Passos 2004, Mead 1999), how to commercialize the intellectual 
property of the university(Logar 2001, Etkowitz 1998) and importance of patenting 
(Göktepe 2004, Göktepe-Hultén 2008) when the research is involved. Moreover, the 
previously mentioned researchers investigated the relationships between Natural Science 
departments of universities and companies assuming that there is a big potential for 
collaboration. In other words, companies are more apt to engage in collaborations with 
Natural Science departments because of the benefits gained from the collaboration most 
probably would result in commercial gains for the company, especially when new 
technology is transferred. 
 
      In other words, research that has been conducted on the relationships between the 
Natural Science departments of the university and industries examines new technology 
invented by the university or during the collaboration process which is the tradable 
product. The reason for that is the fact that Natural Science by applying scientific 
knowledge and conducting research, tests the knowledge and as a result extends it by 
producing new technologies. Similarly, for the Social Science departments, the emphasis 
so far has been made on researching the university- industry relationships where research 
in the field of social sciences again is in focus (Logar 2001). Consequently, little research 
has been done on the learning alliances in the relation to university- industry 
relationships, where knowledge transfer through learning is the central issue. 
      
1.5 Choice of subject 
  Research on alliances between university and industry is mostly conducted in the field 
of Natural Sciences where technology is transferred, while the alliances formed between 
the business departments and companies are left un-researched. As it was mentioned 
above, the importance of knowledge in today’s environment, especially for organizations, 
as a source of competitive advantage is becoming more and more important. Therefore, 
learning alliances which have the intent to share knowledge deserve more attention.  
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1.6 Research question 
 
As it follows from the problem discussion, our research question will be the following: 
 
    How to facilitate a learning alliance between the academic and practical world where 
knowledge can be shared? 
 
In other words, we want to investigate how intellectual resources of the university can be 
linked with the problem solving needs of a company and vice versa. 
 
      
1.7 Purpose  
 
   As mentioned in the problem discussion, prior research constitutes an important gap in 
the area of university- industry cooperation when it comes to the field of social sciences.  
This thesis will attempt to fill in this research gap by conducting a research on Umeå 
Business School and service companies to be able to produce a model for a successful 
learning alliance. 
 
   Moreover, the theory does not provide any guideline as in how specifically a model of 
the learning alliance should look like. Since we aim at facilitating knowledge transfer 
through the learning alliance we will attempt to establish a model where knowledge is 
accessed by all the actors involved. Thus, we chose to examine the already existing co-
operations to be able to construct the model of the successful learning alliance. 
 
1.8 Delimitations 
 
   Due to the valuable knowledge and the close relationship between the theory and 
practices of Business Schools and organizations we have chosen to conduct our research 
in the Umeå School of Business in Sweden with local service companies. The reason we 
believe these particular companies can be potential alliance partners for the university is 
that these companies’ main resources are the valuable knowledge they possess in their 
particular field. And since the main aim of learning alliance is to have access to the 
needed knowledge, these companies can be assumed to have the best fit for the learning 
alliance. We have chosen to conduct our research on two audit companies KPMG and 
PriceWaterhouse Coopers and insurance company Folksam because their business 
revolves around the specific knowledge they have. For example, an advertising company  
which is also a service company would be more interested in students studying graphic 
design, because of their particular talent in that area. Therefore, we have limited our 
research to auditing and insurance companies. 
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2. Theory 
           
In this chapter we will provide the reader with the overview of the main theories and 
concepts that will be used in the forthcoming chapters to facilitate analysis of the 
empirical data. In particular we will pay attention to the resource based theory of 
strategic alliances integrating it with the organizational and individual learning process 
theories to be able to answer our research question. 
 
2.1 Resource-Based Theory (RBT) 
Firms essentially use alliances to gain access to another firm’s valuable resources. 
Therefore we believe the resource based view seems appropriate for analyzing strategic 
alliances. This theory examines strategic alliances from the resource-based point of view 
and it contains four main components: rationale, formation, structure and performance, 
which are the main focus of alliance research (Das & Teng, 2000). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 2.1 Resource - based theory (adopted from Das &Teng, 2000) 
 

2.1.1 Resource-Based Rationale 
Strategy literature has recognized a close relationship between resource and competitive 
advantage, and it believes that the reason some firms are less fortunate, is that they do not 
have appropriate strategies to be able to possess the necessary resources. The resource 
based view considers strategic alliances as strategies used to access other firm’s 
resources, for the purpose of generating competitive advantage which otherwise is 
impossible. This indicates a Resource-Based Rationale, meaning the logic behind 
forming an alliance is need for resources. In other words the rationale for entering into 
strategic alliances is to collect, share and exchange valuable resources with other firms, 
when they cannot be efficiently accessed through market exchange or acquisitions (Das 
& Teng, 2000). 
 
 

2.1.2 Alliance formation 
According to the resource based theory, possession of critical resources is a prerequisite 
for alliance formation. Therefore resource characteristics are instrumental in the 
formation of strategic alliances. Resource characteristics such as imperfect mobility, 
immitability and substitutability, can increase the chances of firms getting involved in a 
strategic alliances. If an organization’s resources are perfectly mobile, imitable and 
substitutable there would be no need for strategic alliance, since other firms can easily 
have access to the resources of such a firm. As mentioned above firms enter into alliances 
only if they cannot gain access to the needed resource elsewhere (Smith & Vasudevan, 
1996). 

Resource-
based 
rationale 

Alliance 
formation 

Alliance 
structural 
preferences 

Alliance 
performance 
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2.1.3 Alliance structural preferences 
An alliance structural preference is influenced by the resources type of the partner firm, 
and depending on the resource needed organizations form the alliance structure. 
Therefore, before mentioning the typology of alliance structures it is important to 
consider the different types of resources available. Firms have financial, human, 
managerial, organizational, physical, etc resources. Different scholars have categorized 
these resources in different ways. Here we categorize them in terms of property-based 
recourses and knowledge based resources. Where property based resources include 
tangible resources such as financial, physical, human etc and knowledge based resources 
refers to intangible resources such as skills, knowledge and know-how. Moreover, it 
should be mentioned that each of the different recourse characteristics mentioned above 
can be attributable to the different resource types depending on the nature of the resource. 
The structural preference should be designed in such a way as to insure, through the 
alliance not only the accessing and acquiring of the partners valuable resources is 
possible, but also the protection of the firms own valuable resources through the alliance 
process.  In general, the structural preferences will determine the type of alliance the firm 
is interested in, alliances such as, joint ventures, minority equity alliances, etc (Das & 
Teng, 2000). 
 

2.1.4 Alliance performance 
   As mentioned above, the effective integration of the partner firm’s valuable resources is 
the basis for the competitive advantage of alliances. Therefore, it can be argued that the 
way resources are collected will have a significant impact on the alliance performance. 
There are different ways in which the performance of an alliance can be measured, for 
example, profitability. However, for the purpose of our study we will evaluate the 
alliance performance based on meeting the objectives of the firm. According to the 
resource based theory, if the objective of the alliance is to achieve the necessary 
resources, then it is only logical to assume that the resources have significant implication 
on the performance of the alliance (Das & Teng, 2000).   
 
   Resource alignment refers to a model in which the resources of the partner firms are 
matched and integrated into the alliance. Resource alignment can constitute 
supplementary and complementary resources. Supplementary resources are similar 
resources that firms contribute to the alliance, whereas complementary resources refer to 
resource types that are different in nature. Researchers argue that both of the resources 
create synergy. Nevertheless, there is no empirical research supporting the relationship 
between these resources and alliance performance. Moreover, despite the close 
relationship between resource alignment and the alliance performance especially from the 
resource-based perspective, many scholars do not agree on the nature of this relationship. 
However it has been suggested that partner resource alignment effects the alliance 
through variables such as collective strength and inter-firm conflict (Das & Teng, 2000).   
 
   Collective strength is the sum of the valuable resources possessed by the alliance 
partners. Through this combined power they provide a possibility to create value for their 
resources and ensure that the alliance has better chances for success. Therefore, collective 
strength can be illustrated as the overall resource endowment and competence. 
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Consequently, it can be acknowledged that the collective strength has a positive 
relationship with alliance performance (Das & Teng, 2000).   
 
   Inter-firm conflicts refer to conflicts which arise in alliances as a consequence of 
incompatible goals, competing interests, opportunistic behavior and so on. Because 
different firms have different values and objectives when entering into the alliance, some 
degree of conflict is expected. It has been stated that inter-firm conflicts can lead to a 
poor and unsuccessful alliance performance. Furthermore, other conflicts such as interest 
conflicts and operational conflicts can also have negative impact on the alliance 
performance. Interest conflict occurs when the partners in the alliance have competing 
goals and operational conflicts takes place when the firms in alliance have different 
cultures and operational practices. Both of these conflicts have the potential to decrease 
the efficiency of the alliance. Therefore the higher the degree of inter-firm conflict the 
lower the chance of alliance success (Das & Teng, 2000).   
 
   As mentioned above, collective strength has a positive relationship with alliance 
performance. Moreover, we stated that both supplementary and complementary 
alignments create synergy and thus have a positive effect on collective strength. 
Therefore, we can argue that they will also have a positive influence on the alliance 
performance. 
 
2.2. Learning alliance plus resource-based theory 
 
   The resource-based theory is one of the most promising theoretical frameworks in the 
field of strategic management. However, we believe that this theory is limited by its 
inability to incorporate a structural preference in terms of a strategic learning alliance. 
Moreover, the resource-based theory has focused on the result rather than on the process 
of building competitive advantage (Smith & Vasudevan, 1996). Although we are aware 
of the diverse nature of strategic alliances and that a single theory can not address all type 
of alliances. Nevertheless, assuming the ultimate goal of a learning alliance to be 
organizational learning, and this is as much of a process as an outcome, we believe when 
integrating the RBT with the learning alliance it is crucial to consider the process through 
which effective learning is established. Thus, in the following section, we extend the 
resource-based view to address these limitations and incorporate the dynamics of a 
learning alliance.  
 

2.2.1 Knowledge-based rationale 
 
The first stage in the resource-based theory is the resource-based rationale meaning the 
logic behind forming an alliance is resources needed. As mentioned before, the rationale 
for entering into strategic alliances is to collect, share and exchange valuable resources 
with other firms. However, the resource-based rationale has a broad definition for 
resource. Organizational resource can include all assets, capabilities, organizational 
processes, firm attributes, information, knowledge, etc (Smith & Vasudevan, 1996). In 
the context of a learning alliance only knowledge-based resources are of interest. 
Therefore, if the overall rational of entering in to a strategic alliance is to share and 
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exchange valuable resources, we can argue that the rationale for entering in to a learning 
alliance is to share and exchange valuable knowledge. In other words, there is a 
knowledge-based rationale for engaging in a learning alliance. 
 

2.2.2 Learning alliance formation 
 
The second stage is the alliance formation, as previously noted the resource based theory 
considers that the possession of critical recourses is a prerequisite for alliance formation. 
Therefore, resource characteristics are instrumental in the formation of strategic alliances 
(Das & Teng, 2000). However, from the learning alliance perspective knowledge and 
specific knowledge characteristics are requirements for alliance formation. Therefore, 
knowledge characteristics are the foundation for the formation of a learning alliance. 
Since knowledge is of crucial importance for the formation of the learning alliance we 
will introduce the different definitions of knowledge followed by different types of 
knowledge. 
 
2.2.2.1 Notion of Knowledge 
As it is stated in Styhre (2003 p. 52) “the very concept and idea of knowledge implies 
that it is complicated to capture in a single framework”, therefore, there exist many 
definitions of knowledge capturing various dimensions that notion of knowledge 
possesses. The definitions suggest that knowledge is: 
 

◊ Specific information about something (Styhre 2003, p.52) 
◊ The fact or condition of knowing (Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary) 
◊ Expertise and skills acquired by a person through experience or education; the 

theoretical or practical understanding of a subject (Oxford English Dictionary in: 
Wikipedia) 

 
Moreover, the synonym to “knowledge” was suggested to be “learning”, this fact 
underpins our assumption that knowledge and learning come together. 
 
The first two definitions appear to be very limited, providing a very narrow view on 
knowledge, while the third definition captures the source of knowledge acquisition being 
of major importance for our research. Thus, for this paper the last definition will be 
adopted, due to the fact that it reflects the idea of knowledge being acquired through 
experience, therefore being in agreement with our view that new knowledge is gained by 
means of learning through experience. 
 
After introducing our vision of knowledge, we would like to stress a very important 
characteristic of knowledge, which is of crucial importance for learning alliances. 
Knowledge being a company’s strategic resource possesses a quite distinct characteristic 
from other types of resources, such as financial or human resources. Even though 
knowledge can be transferred between organizations or individuals as other resources, 
unlike them, knowledge will be possessed by both parties as a result of transaction. It 
means that knowledge is shared (Carayannis 1999). This win-win situation where neither 
party is deprived of knowledge but share it is the most attractive aspect for learning 
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alliance practitioners. As far as our research is aimed at building a theoretical framework 
for learning alliances where knowledge is shared, it is important to investigate ways of 
knowledge sharing which are defined by the type of knowledge shared. This observation 
brings us to the point where the distinction between two types of knowledge should be 
made. 
 
 
2.2.2.2 Types of knowledge 
“We know more than we can tell” (Polanyi 1966 in: Brown&Duguid 2001) this 
expression defines the distinction between two types of knowledge: tacit and explicit. 
 
a) Tacit knowledge 
 Tacit knowledge can be characterized as possessing inarticulate component 
(Brown&Duguid 2001). This component is inherently personal in nature and therefore is 
difficult to extract from minds of individuals (Sanchez 2005 p.3). Tacit knowledge is 
what makes knowledge valuable and of strategic importance in the context of learning 
alliances, because it is personal knowledge that the other party is aiming at learning. 
Embeddedness of tacit knowledge in individuals’ minds makes it an intangible asset 
which is not easily transferable. Thus, it is argued that the best way to absorb tacit 
knowledge is to involve in processes known as learning-by-doing or learning-by-learning 
(Carayannis 1999), suggesting that learning process occurs in the social context. 
 
b) Explicit knowledge 
Explicit knowledge constitutes knowledge that can be articulated or explained by the 
person who has knowledge (Sanchez 2005 p.3). This type of knowledge can be made 
explicit by categorizing, codifying or simply drawing what a person knows. This suggests 
that explicit knowledge can be transferred through conventional modes of 
communication. 
  
As stated in the resource based theory, the characteristics of resources are the foundation 
for the formation of the alliance, therefore, when the resource involved is knowledge the 
formation should be based on the characteristics of knowledge. The definitions of explicit 
and tacit knowledge demonstrate the importance of tacit knowledge for the learning 
alliance partners, because tacit knowledge is said to “manifest only in its application” 
(Grant &Baden-Fuller 2004). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Theory     

 10 

 
2.2.3 Structural preferences  

 
The next stage in the resource-based theory is the structural preference. According to 
this theory an alliance structural preference is influenced by the resource type of the 
partner firm, and depending on the resource needed, organizations form the alliance 
structure (Das & Teng, 2000). For example, if the firms are interested in financial 
resource of the other firm, the equity alliance structure would be preferred. Organizations 
that are purely interested in knowledge-based resources, will find learning alliances as 
their structural preference, since they provide the best means for accessing a partners’ 
tacit knowledge and other knowledge based resources (Morrison & Mezentseff, 1997). 
Moreover the structural preference should be designed in such a way as to insure that 
through the alliance, both partners have access to the knowledge they need. This is 
especially important in our study, since we are facilitating a learning alliance between 
Umea School of Business and the firms.  In our study the actors involved are the students, 
professors of USBE and employees of the companies. 
 
  However, this theory has not provided any guidelines as in how specifically the 
structure of a learning alliance should look like. Given that learning is the core issue of 
learning alliances we believe that the structure must facilitate a successful learning for the 
parties involved in the alliance.  
 
The last stage is the alliance performance, which is aimed at evaluating and measuring 
the performance of an alliance. However, we believe before approaching this stage and 
evaluating the learning alliance performance, it is crucial to consider the process through 
which effective learning is established. Therefore, we suggest integrating learning 
theories for organization and individuals in order to design an effective framework which 
is in accordance with the nature of our study. 
 

2.2.4 Successful learning process framework 
 
   The purpose of the learning alliance is to facilitate a co-operation that allows the 
partners to have access to each others’ valuable knowledge through learning, in order to 
strengthen the organization’s competitive strategies. Successful learning alliances have 
the ability to create an effective learning environment where organizations will build 
relationships in order to be able to transfer the knowledge (Morrison & Mezentseff, 
1997). Since our thesis aims at creating a learning alliance between the university and the 
companies, we believe there is a need for a successful framework that addresses both, the 
needs of university and its actors (students and professors) and the needs of company and 
its employees. Therefore, on the individual level the concepts of constructivist learning 
and experiential learning in particular, will be utilized and the concept of organizational 
learning will be used for an analysis on organizational level.  
 
    These concepts were selected to provide an insight on how the functioning should 
appear in order for a learning alliance to be successful. As argued by Morris & 
Mezentseff (1997) a success of learning alliance constitutes learning by both parties of 
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the knowledge that is of a strategic interest. Moreover, due to the nature of our topic, 
where tacit knowledge is of crucial interest, we do not distinguish between acquiring 
knowledge and learning new knowledge, meaning that we believe that knowledge can be 
acquired by means of learning. 
 
   In both cases, the university and the company, individual and organizational learning 
are desired in order to reach the aim of acquiring knowledge that has the strategic 
importance. In the case of university, the need for practical experience of primary actors, 
students, is prioritized. However, not only students are the actors of university, professors 
are also the group of actors, who have the need for practical insights. That is why the 
individual learning through experience is used as a theory. Furthermore, university as 
organization also has a need for development, thus, organizational learning might provide 
clues on how to proceed with this aim. In advance, it is worth mentioning that 
organizational learning begins with individual learning, thus, the two concepts should be 
used together. In the case of companies, the same reasoning applies. 
 
   The outcomes of organizational and individual learning are expected to be distinct from 
each other. While for organizations learning means – “new knowledge is translated into 
meaningful action and different behaviors that are replicable” (Argyris and Schön 1978 
cited in Heimeriks 2007) suggesting behavioral approach to learning; for university actors 
learning is identified subjectively, for example, resulting in better understanding of the 
subjects for students in the short-run.  
 
2.2.4.1 Individual learning  
    The search for the learning theories investigating learning process of individuals 
resulted in dilemma. The dilemma constitutes existence of three lenses through which 
individual learning can be viewed: behaviorism, cognitivism and the very recent one – 
constructivism. Behaviorism and cognitivism are lenses that see learning through 
analyzing events by dividing them into manageable pieces, categorizing, “establishing 
objectives and measuring performance based on those objectives” (Mergel 1998).  
Moreover, these approaches assume that there is a reality out there which can be 
discovered and that human thoughts are independent of experience.  
 
    According to behaviorism and cognitivism learning can be achieved by means of 
providing instructions, where knowledge is simply transmitted and afterwards 
performance is measured according to existing norms.  Considering these facts, we 
suppose that none of the previously mentioned approaches will be suitable to help 
understand learning process in our research, because they contradict the essence of the 
learning alliance where learning is a process of constructing knowledge though 
experience and not simple data exchange on individual’s level. Moreover, these views 
contradict our view of reality, which is assumed as being socially constructed. Therefore, 
as Friedlander (in: Huber 1991) suggested: one important ingredient of learning is that a 
person consciously realizes that there exist alternatives and the choice of any particular 
alternative not necessarily aims to change behavior but understanding; we will use the 
lens of constructivism to understand the learning process and examine the tools used by 
practitioners of this approach to facilitate better learning. 
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a) Constructivist Learning Theory 

    The main dimension of the Learning Theory of constructivists is that learners construct 
knowledge through engaging in the process of interpreting experience “in terms of prior 
knowledge, current mental structures and existing beliefs” (Duffy 1993 p.233). 
Moreover, the knowledge that we have about something is internally produced by 
individual rather than externally accepted and reproduced. The notion of internal 
knowledge construction results in the fact that understanding of an issue as a result of 
learning will be different for each individual. Another important aspect of constructive 
learning is that human knowledge is of a cumulative nature, and people tend to broaden 
their knowledge base by involving in continuous learning where new knowledge 
substitutes or adjusts old one, thus, constructing understanding of the world on a 
continuous basis. These and other important elements of Constructivism Learning Theory 
are summarized in the points adopted from Merrill 1991(in: Mergel 1998): 

• knowledge is constructed from experience 
• learning is a personal interpretation of the world 
• learning is an active process in which meaning is developed on the basis of 

experience 
• conceptual growth comes from the negotiation of meaning, the sharing of multiple 

perspectives and the changing of our internal representations through 
collaborative learning 

• learning should be situated in realistic settings; testing should be integrated with 
the task and not a separate activity 
 

 The last two assumptions bring this discussion to the point where it becomes necessary 
to address the learning environment in order to facilitate the learning process, which is 
argued to be of a great importance in constructivism thinking. 

Learning environment, Constructivists support the idea that learners are able to enjoy, 
interact and find out their own truth if the learning experience is open and free. 
Environment is the element that defines this openness and freedom. Environment in 
which learning occurs is assumed to be a major facilitator of successful learning. 
Therefore, constructivists identified attributes that should exist in order to succeed in 
learning. 

Knowledge is considered to be highly context related and situation dependent (Lave & 
Wenger 1991 cited in: Brown & Duguid 2001), supporting the existing evidence that 
knowledge learned at school or university exclusively is very difficult to apply in any 
other context, for example, at work. That is why constructivists emphasize the importance 
of context of environment where the learning process occurs, so that learners/students 
would be familiar with the authentic working environment and not just theoretical 
instructions provided by teachers. Considering this, it is argued that superior learning can 
be achieved through actual learning-by-doing, which results in better absorption because 
the understanding will be arrived at by the learner him/herself. Therefore, the most 
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effective learning contexts are problem-/case- based.  These contexts suppose that the 
learner will find him/herself in an authentic situation requiring him/her “to acquire skills 
or knowledge needed to solve the problem” (Duffy 1993 p.235). The real world context 
will provide multiple representations of reality and require the learner to interact with 
other social actors. Constructivists believe that the absence of competition among 
learners for recognition and students’ readiness to learn while involving in discussion on 
a problem with mentors and other learners are the aspects that encourage learning in 
constructivist environment.  

However, as it was emphasized, the constructivists strongly believe that experience is the 
road to understanding. Thus, the branch of constructivists learning theory, namely, 
experiential learning is presented. 

b) Experiential learning 

 
 

Figure 2.2.4.1 Refined model of experiential learning, based on Kolb (1984) 
 
The above model of experiential learning is a mixture of the original model presented by 
Kolb (1984) and a variety of modifications aimed at simplifying it for better 
understanding. 
 
 This model suggests that learning is a four-stage cycle, where “ideas are not fixed and 
immutable elements of thought but are formed and re-formed through experience” (Kolb 
1984 p.26). Moreover, learning is seen as a continuous process, where knowledge is 
modified by, and derived from experience. Furthermore, the model takes into account that 
a person enters a new experience not with a blank mind, but with the pre-existing 
knowledge, correct or incorrect. Thus, experiential learning maybe called “re-learning”, 
where the old knowledge is disposed of or refined, depending on the experience. 
However, to completely understand how the model functions, the cycles will be 
explained. 
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   The first phase includes the actual activity or concrete experience, where an actor 
performs a specific action. Then, after experimentation the reflection on what was 
experienced should follow. This means that if a person wants to make the practical 
experience valuable he/she should go back and reflect on what was learnt and connect the 
new experience to the previous knowledge. The third phase highlights the result from the 
reflection, where the result would be the revised knowledge or new abstract concepts 
based on new experience. The fourth and final phase involves “testing the implications of 
and validity of ideas created during the learning process” (Karlsson 2008 p.21) in the 
new situations. 
 
2.2.4.2 Organizational learning 
 
      As it was mentioned in the purpose of this paper, with our research we aim to develop 
a theoretical framework for strategic learning alliance between Business School and 
service firms. Inkpen 1998 (cited in Iyer 2002) suggests that “The formal structure of an 
alliance creates a laboratory for learning”. As far as learning alliance is concerned; 
learning becomes a crucial element of success for this form of cooperation. Therefore, in 
this section organizational learning will be introduced to explain and work as a means of 
making new knowledge useful for organizations. 
 
    Learning could be understood as a course of action that involves thinking and 
remembering. Some researchers such as Simon 1991(cited in Brown&Duguid 2001) tend 
to attribute this process exclusively to individuals and are skeptical about organization’s 
ability to learn. However, we adopt the view of Salomon and Perkins (1998), who suggest 
that “organizations, like individuals, can learn”. This view assumes that organization by 
nature is collective, including individuals and larger units that have different values and 
perspectives. Therefore, organizational learning is a possible process, initiated by 
individuals. 
 
     Organizational learning is a widely researched theory, which results in a variety of 
definitions. However, among these various descriptions a common pattern could be 
identified resulting in the following definition: organizational learning is a process of 
development and shaping of organizational knowledge based on means of knowledge 
acquisition and exploitation (Muthusamy 2005, Cohen&Levinthal 1990).  
 
     Moreover, we adopt a social perspective on organizational learning. It implies that 
learning is a complex social process, which undermines the exclusivity of individual 
learning, turning learning into a collective phenomenon (Teece 1994 in: Brown&Duguid 
2001). Therefore, organizational learning in contrast to a very often used transaction cost 
perspective on alliance captures the “social exchanges and managerial relations” between 
two parties attributed to the formation and post-formation stages of alliance (Muthusamy 
2005).  
 
Mechanisms: Finally, organizational learning is illustrated by examining learning 
mechanisms. There exist various approaches: Argyris and Schön suggest using 



Theory     

 15 

perspective of single and double loop learning; Levitt and March propose using coercive, 
mimetic and normative learning mechanisms to understand organizational learning, and 
Huber (1991) provides with the typology including experiential, vicarious learning and 
learning curves. We however, will adopt the approach presented in Heimeriks’s (2007) 
work.  
 
    Heimeriks’s approach distinguishes among three levels of knowledge transfer within 
organization: individual, group and organizational. In order to move new knowledge and 
practice through all these levels two learning mechanisms are identified: integrating and 
institutionalizing. This approach recognizes that the starting point of new knowledge is 
on individual level, implying that at first individuals engage in the process of learning and 
after that new knowledge created as a result of learning is transferred throughout the 
organization. 
 
    Group level learning is defined by a process where individuals working in group 
engage in interaction by establishing understanding among individuals followed by 
activities of performing a task in coordinated manner. Moreover, coordinated action 
while learning how to do a task might result in practical implications for performing a 
task better than before. Group learning relates to such activities as training or simply 
sharing the knowledge between group mates. Therefore, integrating mechanisms that are 
designed to raise knowledge and practice from individuals to group level are used to 
facilitate experience sharing among individuals within the group in order to succeed in 
achieving better results in problem solving. 
 
   Organization level learning relates to enabling knowledge created though groups’ 
interactions to become accepted and used for future problem solving on organizational 
level. In other words, organization level mechanisms called institutionalizing make sure 
that “routinized actions occur by embedding the learning into the institutions of the 
organization; predefined tasks, actions and mechanisms create institutionalizing routines 
and structures” (Hansen et al., 1999 in: Heimeriks 2007). Moreover, these routines result 
in specific patterns of behavior that are replicable over time (Nelson and Winter, 1982 in: 
Heimeriks 2007).  
 
    Along with the upward knowledge transfer movement facilitated by integrating and 
institutionalizing mechanisms that promote exploration, it is argued, there is downward 
movement as well. This process relates to providing a feedback across levels, informing 
to what extent individuals and groups did affect the organization level learning, and 
therefore showing the level of exploitation (Crossan et al, 1999 in: Heimeriks 2007). 
 

2.2.5 Learning alliance performance 
 
   Finally, as we previously mentioned that the alliance performance is the last stage of 
the resource based theory which provides the means to evaluate an alliance from the 
resource view perspective. As mentioned before, the resource-based theory assumes that 
the collective strength of the resources has a positive relationship with alliance 
performance. Moreover, it stated that both supplementary and complementary alignments 
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create synergy and thus have a positive affect on collective strength. Therefore, in turn 
they will also have a positive influence on the alliance performance (Das & Teng, 2000). 
 
   From the learning alliance perspective the collective strength is the sum of the valuable 
knowledge possessed by both organizations, and the supplementary and complementary 
knowledge will enhance the collective strength. Hence, the higher the collective strength 
the more valuable the knowledge possessed by the alliance partners. It was also 
mentioned that for the purpose of our study we will evaluate the alliance performance, on 
the extent of which the objectives of both organizations are met. The main objective of 
the organizations in our study is to have access to valuable knowledge; therefore 
measuring the collective strength of the knowledge will be an excellent criterion to 
evaluate the learning alliance performance. Furthermore, this theory also indicated that 
inter-firm conflicts have a negative impact on the alliance performance. As formerly 
stated the main reasons for these conflicts are incompatible goals, competing interest, 
opportunistic behavior which is the result of organizations having different values and 
objectives. They also refer to interest conflicts and operational conflicts (Das & Teng, 
2000). 
    In the learning alliance context where the relationship is solely based on co-operation 
rather than competition it is less likely to have issues with competing interest and 
opportunistic behavior, moreover, the co-operative nature of learning alliance provides 
the means for a win-win situation (Morrison & Mezentseff, 1997). Thus, interest conflicts 
that result from competing goals won’t be expected. However, incompatible goals and 
operational conflicts will be expected because of the different values and objectives of the 
alliance partner. This is particularly important in our study since the organizations under 
study are completely different in nature. One is a for-profit service firm whereas the other 
is a non-for-profit university, and naturally, they will have different values and different 
goals for engaging in a learning alliance. Therefore, when evaluating the performance of 
the learning alliance these issues need to be considered. 

 
 

2.3 The integrated model  
 

  As a result of our previous discussion on modified resource based theory, which 
includes learning process framework, we were able to design a refined model for 
successful learning alliance for university-industry co-operation which has the following 
view: 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

Fig 2.3 the integrated model of learning alliance and resource-based theory 
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3. Methodology and Method 
 
In the method chapter of our thesis the assumptions for ontology and epistemology will 
be discussed. These assumptions will be followed by the justification of the choice for 
methodology, research approach and research techniques adopted for the study. 
 
For simplicity, we will adopt a framework designed by Carter & Little (2007) of the 
relationship between philosophy of science, methodology and method to introduce our 
disposition of this chapter to the reader. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 Relationship between philosophy of science, methodology and method 
 
 
This framework illustrates how important it is to: first, define the researcher’s ontological 
and epistemological assumptions; second, to realize that these assumptions will guide 
them in the methodology selection; third, the choice of methodology will result in 
adoption of specific techniques for method of data collection which will produce data and 
knowledge as a result of the research.  
 
   As it is apparent from the framework we do distinguish between methodology and 
method and define them as follows: 

◊ Methodology is a theoretical analysis defining how research should be approached 
in accordance with research problem (Richardson 1997 p.31). 

◊ Method is a particular strategy that defines actual techniques for data collection or 
in other words research action (Carter, Little 2007) 
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3.1 Philosophy of science 
 
    Prior to the discussion about the methodology and method selected for our research we 
will briefly cover the philosophical assumptions we make concerning our study. We will 
start with ontological position, followed by epistemological position adopted for the 
purpose of our study. A strong belief in the connection between the two prompted us to 
choose this sequence, which will be disclosed at the end of this discussion. 
 
    Ontology is the philosophy explaining the nature of reality. There exist two different 
views on the reality: objectivists – believing that the reality exists independently from 
social actors, and constructivists or subjectivists considering that reality is actually 
constructed through the constant social actor’s interaction (Bryman & Bell 2007p. 22-23).  
The purpose of our study and research question guides us towards our ontological 
position. Since the core of our research is the interest in understanding how to construct a 
particular model for social cooperation, we are a priori adopting the view that people 
themselves construct the reality around them and do not simply assume its existence. 
Moreover, the interactive nature of the model which we plan to create, suggests that the 
characteristics of the social environment are shaped by the actors themselves through 
communication. The fact that cooperation by its nature suggests a variety of actors, points 
out that multiple realities will exist (Creswell 2007 p. 16) that require examination. 
Furthermore, the actors’ multiple realities represent the idea of subjectivity that will be 
present in our research. Finally, all the characteristics of our study presented here lead to 
the conclusion that we support the view of constructivist ontological position that stresses 
the active role of individuals in the social construction of social reality (Bryman & Bell 
2007 p.23). 
 
    After stating that we view reality as a social construction, we would like to draw 
attention to the epistemological assumptions of our study. Epistemology is the philosophy 
about knowledge: what it is; how is it constructed and acquired. Similarly to ontology, 
epistemology is divided into two contrary doctrines: positivism - assumes that 
phenomenon could be studied according to rational systems and that knowledge is value 
free, and therefore could be generalized into laws (Bryman & Bell 2007 p. 16). 
Interpretivism, on the contrary, holds that the knowledge about phenomenon is subjective 
and therefore could be studied through understanding it or interpretation.  Once again, the 
nature and purpose of our research are the determinants that reflect our philosophical 
positions in understanding knowledge acquisition. The nature of our research aims to find 
out how to construct the cooperation model; therefore we strongly believe that we need to 
get an in-depth, personal understanding of how possible actors of the cooperation see the 
functioning of the model. This intent will require us to engage in communication with the 
individuals to facilitate interpretation of their thoughts. Moreover, we want to see how 
individuals perceive the cooperation personally, therefore subjectively, since they might 
turn out to be the actual actors involved in the process. According to the specifics laid out 
before, we conclude that our research qualifies to have an interpretive view on 
epistemology that stresses “on the understanding of the social world through an 
examination of the interpretation of that world by its participants” (Bryman & Bell 2007 
p. 402). 
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   As it was mentioned in the introduction, we believe that ontological and 
epistemological assumptions are related, and we see the link between our assumptions in 
a way that a socially constructed reality should be supported by the knowledge that is 
acquired through social communication by means of participants’ interpretations of the 
reality (truth). To sum up and defend our views we would like to quote Giambattista 
Vico: “the truth is to have made it”.  
 
3.2 Methodology 

 
3.2.1 Why qualitative approach? 
 
   There is no better or right methodology, both quantitative and qualitative methods are 
right depending on the circumstances; they are used for different purposes and to answer 
different questions (Sarantakos 1998). Thus, to select an appropriate method for data 
collection, one needs to consider the research question and the purpose of the study to be 
able to choose the one that best fulfils them. Only by looking at the format of our 
research question it is apparent that the qualitative research will be a more suitable 
method, given that qualitative research aims at answering the question how while 
quantitative research is for answering the question what (Bryman & Bell 2007  p.404). 
 
    If the learning alliance existed, and we wanted to determine the degree of its success, a 
quantitative method would be more appropriate. However, since the research question in 
our study is How to facilitate knowledge transfer through a learning alliance between 
Umeå School of Business and service firms, by doing so we aim to present a model of 
strategic learning alliance. This alliance does not exist, yet with this research we hope to 
determine how it can be established. Moreover the chosen research approach is known 
for gathering in-depth, detailed and complete information, to attain greater understanding 
of a limited number of entities (Holme & Solvang, 1997), and since the purpose of our 
study is to facilitate a successful learning alliance between the firms, in depth 
understanding of both organizations in terms of their knowledge resources, values and 
mission is necessary.  
 
The reasons mentioned above are general argumentations for choosing the qualitative 
method.  More specifically, we have applied this method since it goes in line with our 
hermeneutical (interpretive) view of knowledge and the subjective view of reality. In 
principle the qualitative method assumes that the social world is a human creation not a 
discovery, and with the interpretive science it aims at capturing the reality as it is seen 
and experienced by the respondents (Sarantakos 1998).  
 
We are interested in our respondent’s perspective of knowledge, organizational learning 
and the way they view a successful co-operation between the University and the firm. 
Moreover, alliance means a group of people working together because of shared interest 
(Cambridge dictionary) this definition implies the interaction of human beings in a formal 
setting and it also implies that an alliance is a social action. Therefore it can be argued 
that alliances are a product of human creation and are socially constructed. Hence they 
are best studied with qualitative methods, which suggest that the purpose of social 
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research is to identify the process of reality construction. This also tries to capture reality 
in interaction and attempts to understand the meaning and regularities of social actions 
(Sarantakos 1998). The statements collected are therefore part of the process of creation 
and explanation of social reality, which in our case is the process of creating a strategic 
learning alliance. 
 
   Another issue worth mentioning is that, due to the nature of our study we can not 
employ random sampling, the respondents are selected based on the assumption that they 
possess the relevant information, this is one more implication that points us towards the 
use of qualitative methods, since one of the characteristics of qualitative research is that 
random sampling is not utilized (Sarantakos 1998).  
 
Furthermore, qualitative methods are known to be more flexible in terms of the research 
instruments and the research procedure; this provides the ability to change during its 
execution (Sarantakos 1998).  On the other hand the most commonly used tool for 
collecting data in quantitative research are questionnaires. We believe this method will 
limit our research procedure and will reduce the people to statistical figures, which 
neglect the subjective nature of human thinking. In addition, we wish to approach reality 
without pre-conceived ideas. However, despite some weaknesses in the qualitative 
research, we believe this method will guide us better towards fulfilling the purpose of our 
thesis. 
 
3.2.2 Scientific approach 

 
   In general, there exists a distinction in research between the approaches; one is aimed at 
verifying theory, while the other is concerned with generation (Pidgeon 1996 in 
Richardson 1996 p.75).  
 
    Even though we have mentioned that we are conducting a qualitative study, which 
typically would require us to be inductive, we encountered some obstacles in being 
purely inductive. The main reason is that in the field of strategic alliances there exists 
extensive and credible literature. Despite the fact that we are interested in learning 
alliances we still have strategic alliances as a base, therefore, we can not deny the 
existence of the literature, which deprives us of the possibility of being purely inductive. 
For this reason, we adopt a mixed approach to the research. We plan to have a blend of 
deductive theory testing and surface level of inductive approach, which aims at 
interpreting data to build up a theory. From a deductive approach we will implement its 
initial stage that allows a researcher to use theoretical concepts prior to the research itself, 
while from the inductive approach we will employ a practice of getting “rich” data from 
the analysis of the gathered data,  in order to elaborate on the initial model that has been 
build on existing theories. The overall approach to research could be summarized in the 
Figure 3.2. Originally, this model, adopted from Chalmers (1986), simply lays out the 
basics of the two approaches, which is manifested with the black plain arrows. However, 
we used this model as a base, while extending it to illustrate how we plan to employ the 
combination of the two approaches. In the Figure 3.2, the steps adopted in our research 
are shown with dotted arrows and numbers. 
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Figure 3.2 Model of Deductive and Inductive approaches 

 
   Therefore, we result in having a methodological eclecticism mentioned in Hamersley 
(in Richardson 1996 p.167), to be specific; we are arguing that we have a distinct form of 
methodological eclecticism called Facilitation. It is the nature of this particular form of 
methodological mixture which implies that one approach can facilitate the functioning of 
the other; this defines our logic for being in favor of facilitation and not triangulation or 
complementarily. In our case, facilitation will take a form of prior theory guiding the 
research direction, while the qualitative data from interviews will enrich and possibly 
alter the existing theory. 
 
3.3 Method 
 
3.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews 
 
   When it comes to choosing the appropriate instrument for collecting the empirical data, 
one has to consider the utility of each instrument. An interview is used to gather 
expressive data in the interviewee’s own words so that the interviewer can develop 
insights on how the respondents “interpret some piece of the world” (Carruthers, 2007).  
Based on this definition we can argue that conducting an interview is consistent with our 
interpretive view of knowledge, and as mentioned before, we are interested in capturing 
the reality as it is seen and experienced by the respondents, in other words their opinions 
concerning the knowledge in their organizations, the process of organizational learning 
and their thoughts and ideas about establishing a learning alliance. 
 
    Interviews can be structured, unstructured or semi-structured, each approach has 
strengths and weaknesses and each may be more or less suitable for particular areas of 
research. Structured interviews are standardized interviews designed to maximize the 
validity and reliability of the main concepts. Since they are standardized they are 
typically inflexible, the researcher has a very specific set of questions that needs to be 
investigated, and these specific questions close off any alternative avenues of enquiry 
(Bryman & Bell, 2007, p.473). Therefore it would be inconsistent with the qualitative 
nature of our study.  
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   This narrows us down to, unstructured and semi-structured interviews, which are both 
known to be qualitative research instruments and have less standard procedures. In the 
semi structured interview, the researcher follows a list of questions, but these are open for 
the participants to respond as they feel appropriate. The questions and their order can be 
changed depending on the circumstances. The interview can also be guided by an 
interview schedule or a topic guide that lists the main themes which the researcher wishes 
to follow (Emerald Research zone). On the other hand, unstructured interviewing is even 
less structured and directive, for it can depart from one single question, giving more 
control to the respondents to answer freely and providing the opportunity to see things as 
the participants see them. However this type of interview approaches the participants with 
no presuppositions or expectations (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p.479). In our research we 
know the areas that we want to discuss with the respondents. Thus, we did not consider 
the unstructured interview technique since we want efficient coverage of the different 
aspects, which we believe are important for fulfilling the purpose of our thesis. 
 
   Hence we are left with the semi-structured interviewing which is consistent with our 
research approach. As it was previously mentioned our approach is a mixed blend of both 
inductive and deductive scientific approaches, we therefore departure from existing 
theories and thereby classify different themes and formulate questions out of the theory. 
Nevertheless this approach allows us to go back and alter the theory depending on the 
new information gathered by the respondents. Thus, despite the fact that the questions are 
generated in the spirit of the existing theories they are also designed in a way to make 
sure there is room to pursue topics of particular interest of our respondents.  Semi-
structured interviews are the best method to provide this opportunity. Finally, we are 
conducting a multiple-case-study, which is more likely to need some kind of a structure 
in order to ensure cross-case-comparability (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p.480). Based on the 
arguments above it is apparent that the semi-structured interview would the most 
appropriate instrument in fulfilling the purpose of our study. 
 
3.3.2 The interview guide 
 
  According to the prior discussion, in semi-structured interviews, researchers generally 
use an interview manual or a topic guide that lists the main themes and guides the 
researcher through the interview process. Thus, before performing the interviews, we 
formulated an interview guide which consisted of five themes; each theme addressed a 
specific part of our theory. Moreover, each theme includes more specific questions to 
enable us to disclose the theme in more detail. However, when formulating each question 
we always had the research question and the qualitative nature of the study at the back of 
our mind. Thus, despite the fact that the questions were formulated in accordance with 
the existing theories, they are also designed in an open way to ensure that the respondents 
share their view on the subject and to discover new opinions and insights possessed by 
them.  
 
   Another issue worth mentioning is that we tailored the interview manuals according our 
respondents; the general themes were the same for all the three companies and the USBE 
respondents. However since the respondents from the companies and those of USBE 
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represent different perspectives of our study, the questions related to each theme and the 
sequence in which they followed were more or less different. Conducting a semi-
structured interview allowed this flexibility. The reason for having two interview manuals 
with the same main themes was to certify cross-case comparability, which is important 
when it comes to the analysis of the data, although we were aware and prepared for 
addressing different questions for each theme depending on the different viewpoints of 
our respondents. 
 
   To be more specific, the manuals consists of five themes .the first theme, is related to 
previous co-operation. The next theme is investigating the motives behind the co-
operations. The third theme is associated with knowledge.  We believe the response to 
these questions will present the basis of creating a learning alliance. Then it’s the theme 
related to the learning process which it related to issues such as indusial, experiential and 
organizational learning. The last theme is related to the performance of the co-operations 
and the possible problems related to them. Finally, at the end we have included the 
statement “if there is no science there is no science to apply”, the reason for adding this 
statement is because it has no specific answer, and thus it will provide an opportunity to 
have an insight on the respondent’s mindset, meaning their general thoughts and feelings 
towards the co-operations between the USBE and the firms. 
 
3.3.3 Selecting the respondents 
 
   In our case the purpose of the study defines the sampling approach. Let us recall that, 
our purpose is to be able to provide the Umeå School of Business with a functional model 
for university- industry learning alliance. Therefore, it means that we aim to construct a 
theoretical model as a result of our study. Even though we choose to use some theoretical 
concepts and models from the existing literature, we still hope to utilize them with 
combination of the data we get from the interviews to produce a model. This intention 
brings us among the practitioners of the theoretical sampling approach (Goulding 2002 p. 
66). However, it should be noticed that as far as we adopt an inductive approach only 
partially, we will not be able to fully exercise the theoretical sampling technique. More 
specifically, we can characterize our sampling approach as consisting of two levels: 
purposeful and theoretical. Initially, we utilize a purposeful sampling in order to meet our 
research aim; therefore we intentionally chose to investigate three cases: university, 
auditing companies and insurance companies. At this early stage we identified these three 
cases since we believe they are serving the purpose of our study. The following stage of 
sampling reflects the characteristics of theoretical sampling, as far as we defined 
individuals within cases according to our emerging theoretical needs (Pidgeon in 
Richardson 1996 p.78). 
 
     Three cases that were identified to be of an interest for our research were chosen for 
several reasons. First, university is the most important actor in the research, predefined by 
the problem in question and by the purpose, because our study examines the learning 
alliance between university and industry. Given that we are students of Umeå University 
and in particular of the Umeå School of Business we chose to examine this institution in 
order to be able to bring some valuable insights for the functioning of the organization in 
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future. Secondly, the insurance company Folksam was chosen for investigation because 
insurance company is a service company that is likely to be interested in the knowledge 
possessed by business department of university. In particular, we believe that insurance 
companies might be interested in learning from university in such field as marketing or 
sales. However, Folksam already has experience in cooperations with USBE. Therefore, 
we assume that by including this company in our research we will get a valuable 
perspective from the existing partner for the possible formation of the learning alliance. 
Finally, auditing companies such as KPMG and PriceWaterhouseCoopers were included 
in our research, because these organizations as well as insurance companies might be 
willing to get access to the academic knowledge and latest research findings in their field 
of activity. Furthermore, these companies already have or had previous contacts with the 
Umeå School of Business; primarily they were sponsorships or competition 
arrangements. The tables 3.3.3 below summarize the actors of the main body of the 
research. 
 
University 
Name: Ulrica 

Nylen 
Lars 
Lindbergh 

Mats 
Nordström 

Pontus 
Bergh 

Maj-Britt 
Johnsson 

Position: Associate 
dean 

Dean of 
USBE 

Community 
and corporate 
relations 

Lecturer, 
PhD 
Student 

Lecturer 
(Leadership 
academy) 

Years of 
employment: 

21 years 16 years 6 years 8 years  

Date: 17th of 
December 
2008 

17th of 
December 
2008 

15th of 
December 
2008 

18th of 
December 
2008 

18th of 
December 
2008 

Duration: 33 minutes 48 minutes 26 minutes 30 minutes 16 minutes 
Table 3.3.3.1    University interviewees  

 
Service 
companies 

KPMG Folksam PwC 

Name: Anna Nordlöf Kent Lindmark Tobias Brandt 
Position: Auditor assistant, in 

charge of university 
cooperations 

Marketing manager Human Resource 
manager 

Years of 
employment: 

1 year 3 months 25 years 2 years ; 6 months in 
current position 

Date: 11th  of December 
2008 

16th of December 
2008 

18th of December 2008 

Duration  33 minutes 38 minutes 29 minutes 
Table 3.3.3.2    Company interviewees 
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   3.3.4 Conducting the interviews  
 
  First, the setting for the interviews was encouraging for an open interview. The 
interviews were conducted either in the offices of the respondents with the doors closed 
or in the conference rooms, where nobody else could disturb. Secondly, prior to every 
interview the manuals for the interview were sent out to the respondents with the aim to 
facilitate the better quality of their answers and make sure the language was 
understandable and relevant to our respondents, especially since the manual was in 
English and none of our respondents were native English speakers. The sending out of the 
manuals was considered as a mean to provide the respondent with the preliminary 
questions to encourage more involvement during the actual interview. Moreover, it was 
assumed that if a question in the manual seemed unfamiliar to the respondent, he/she 
would attempt to search for relevant information and provide us with the high quality 
answers. Furthermore, the awareness of the issues for inquiry was assumed to increase 
the degree of openness and decrease the tension during the interview 
 
    Thirdly, the nature of our inquiry method allowed the flexibility in questions asked, so 
that the respondents could reflect and share the occurring issues. However, for the most 
time the prepared interview manuals were followed, with some degree of variation 
depending on the respondents. As the attached manuals (Appendix 1) demonstrate, there 
were two types of manuals, for university representatives and for company 
representatives. This is explained by the fact that sometimes different aspects were more 
relevant for practitioner, and not so much for academics. For example, university 
respondent could in more detail explain the learning process, while practitioners were 
aware of the very basic concepts. Thus, during the interview with academics more follow 
up questions were asked on some topics. 
 
   Finally, both authors were present at the interviews to be able to share the experience. 
The interviews were recorded with the permission of the interviewees. Moreover, the 
transcripts were written shortly after the inquiry to provide better quality. Lastly, the 
respondents were offered to validate the transcripts; however some rejected the offer due 
to the time shortage, possibly due to the upcoming Christmas Holidays. 

 
3.4 Literature review and search 
 
   To facilitate the understanding of the process of our research for the reader we will 
explain how we proceeded with literature search and evaluation. The mixture of 
deductive and inductive approaches to research prompted us to investigate existing 
theoretical frameworks on strategic alliances and learning strategic alliances exist. In 
order to do that, we used different sources to get broader coverage of the required 
information. Books and scientific articles were mostly employed. From the articles we 
were able to identify main authors in the field, after that the books written by these 
authors were used to get more specific information on the topic. Following this approach 
main authors on the constructivist learning theory were identified, namely, Duffy and 
Jonassen, for experiential learning - Kolb and for the learning alliance - Das & Teng. 
However, sometimes it was problematic to reach the original articles or books of the 
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authors who were considered to be the fathers of the theory or concept; therefore we used 
quotes of these authors from other articles that provided them. We would like to stress 
that in order to avoid bias of another author’s interpretation we used only quotes, not 
his/her understanding of them.  
 
     To achieve high quality of literature for the theoretical and methodological chapters 
we exploited the opportunities of our University Library to have access to international 
articles. To reach these articles we conducted multiple searches in Emerald, Elsevier and 
Business Source Premiere databases. One noteworthy aspect was observed during the 
searches: the quantity and quality of hits was strongly dependent on the names of 
concepts that were typed in. This was the case with the “experiential learning” and 
“transfer problem” search, because the topic was new for us we were not familiar with 
the appropriate terminology applied in the field. To avoid misunderstandings we did a 
pilot readings on the topic, after the main lingo was identified we could rely on the search 
results, however still checking the definitions. 
 
   Even though the study does not include many internet sources they deserve 
consideration of their quality. Mainly, the online dictionaries and Emerald Research Zone 
were used to enlighten the authors on the concept definitions.  Moreover, these sources 
have an image of being reliable and have copyrights of the publications. Thus, they were 
assumed to be reliable enough to be included as our resources. 
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4. Empirical data and analysis 
   This section aims to present to the reader the empirical evidences as well as to disclose 
the analysis patterns of the data acquired. For the simplicity, this chapter consists of two 
parts, so that the reader right after the empirical data can follow the analysis discussion, 
which ends with combined findings drawn from both perspectives Since we are 
considering both university and company perspectives, we will include both within the 
frame of each stage of the learning alliance. 

 
   Introduction to this mixed chapter is necessary, due to the fact that some information 
should follow before the actual presentation of the data and its analysis. In this particular 
case the information on previous co-operations from the companies’ and USBE’s 
perspectives will be presented in order to provide the reader with the information which 
would often be referred to as the “existing” or “current” co-operations. By making 
available this information we are pursuing the intent to make it easier for the reader to 
know what issues might be meant without explanation. Moreover, the preconceptions of 
the authors will be mentioned before the analysis of empirical data. 
 
     a. Preconceptions 
 
   Before presenting the analysis of the findings, we would like to introduce the reader to 
the preconceptions that might have affected the interpretation of the empirical data. 
   We would like to stress that the preconceptions that could have influenced the 
interpretation do not come from the background of the authors’, but were gained during 
the process of literature examination. This is especially true considering the very sensitive 
issue of knowledge definitions that were used in this thesis. To remind, concepts of tacit 
and explicit knowledge were in focus for this study. The knowledge about these concepts 
was built during the process of theory selection, thus theory has to some extent influenced 
the perception of these concepts. 
  These preconceptions were made clear for the reader so that he/she is able to judge the 
analysis of the empirical data taking into account the mentioned aspects. 
 
       b. Previous companies’ co-operations  
 
   The first category we would like to present is the experience which service companies 
in question have acquired through co-operations. As a result it was discovered that 
companies are quite active in accumulating this type of experience. They have engaged in 
different activities ranging from brand recognition, organized together with other 
companies till sponsoring. In particular, companies have had a very rich history of 
various co-operations with Umeå University and USBE in particular. For instance, these 
relations were organized in form of occasional guest lectures, study visits, rare activities 
for students at the offices to show how the work is done or just to advertise the brand; 
sometimes seminars, courses and USBE’s mentorship were mentioned. Another very 
popular category among all the questioned companies was monetary support in various 
ways. For example, companies actively support part-time professorships or student 
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organizations, which help students to start own businesses. For the most time in these co-
operations money is involved, however also some practical advice is also given. 
Moreover, USBE helps companies by providing some guidance or educating working 
teams for companies. 
 
  To sum up, all the companies that were questioned did have various cooperation forms. 
Moreover, three main categories of the relations between companies and USBE could be 
distinguished: sponsorships, practice-providing and knowledge-seeking. The variety of 
needs addressed by the categories explains the existence of different structural 
preferences. 
 
c. Previous USBE co-operations with companies 
  
   USBE has numerous co-operations’ with the organizations and according to one of our 
respondents they can be summarized in different categories. First there is the corporate 
and community relation and within that area USBE cooperates with many firms on 
different levels. USBE offers an extensive variety of executive education programs for 
the companies and organizations. Moreover, there is the leadership academy which 
provides leadership training programs, seminars and tailor made courses for privet and 
public organizations.  
 
   Another category is the business advisory board which its main purpose is to increase 
contact between the business community and USBE’s faculty and the students, then there 
is the international advisory board which is on the international level. Furthermore, the 
USBE career center helps students both during and after graduation to get in contact with 
the business world.  
 
   Over the years USBE has managed to establish successful partnerships with other 
universities and companies. For example they have an ongoing active partnership with 
Folksam. Over the years Folksam and USBE have been co-operating on several projects. 
They are involved in USBE Mentor programs, executive education and research studies.  
USBE also has some co-operations with banks and audit firms such as PriceWarehouse 
Coopers, where they have donated or financed a chair for USBE.  
 
   The business development union has developed a number of surveys which are like 
assignments that are undertaken by the USBE employees and the PHD students. There is 
also the research project which covers many different research areas. The research at 
USBE is well developed and it is within Accounting and Finance, Entrepreneurship, 
Management and Marketing.  
 
   Since 1994 they have started an internship program which is a co-operation with a 
number of companies around the world and in spring 2009 they have started another 
internship program which is co-operating with another set of companies on the national 
and regional bases. 
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   For educational purposes companies come for guest lecturers and occasionally, people 
form the business world come and teach regularly, not only as a guest. There are also live 
cases where student groups go out and work directly with the companies, solving 
different problems, a good example is the business strategy course of the masters 
program on management.  As our respondent mentioned the co-operations are give and 
take. 
   From now on, we will develop the stages – similar to the presentation of the data and 
analysis of the data. 

4.1 Rationale stage 
4.1.1Companies’ data on rationale stage 
 
   In the following section the empirical data on the reasons for involvement in the 
cooperation with university will be laid out. As the evidence show, it is common for all 
the respondents to involve in the cooperation with university in order to get the academic 
knowledge or up to date information from university in the field of interest. One company 
was genuinely interested exactly in academic knowledge, because it considered university 
knowledge to be the way for the company’s development. However, it was also made 
clear that while the knowledge was the main reason it was not the only reason, because 
companies were also eagerly looking for some other advantages from university co-
operation. One of the advantages to be taken from the connections with university, 
company representatives named the “possibility to become visible for the students”, the 
opportunity to “meet possible future employees”, who as well may become future 
customers or even partners. Other reasons for involvement, not being exactly common for 
all the respondents, include company’s interest in getting  
 
“…prestige among other companies and customers for being involved with academia.”  
 
Finally, only one company mentioned that it wants to exchange experience and with the 
knowledge that it possess to “…complement theoretical knowledge of university”. 
 
4.1.2 Analysis of rationale stage for companies 
 
    According to the theory which is explaining how strategic learning alliance should 
develop, the first stage defines the rationale behind the intent to engage in the alliance 
(Das &Teng 2000). In case with learning alliance knowledge is the resource that is 
desired by both parties of the alliance. Thus, the aim of this part of analysis is to identify 
whether knowledge is the rationale behind the will to create a strategic learning alliance. 
As the empirical data shows, companies are interested exactly in the knowledge 
possessed by the other party. And it is not only students who have the opportunity to have 
access to practical knowledge, but also the professors of USBE. Particularly, in case of 
service companies, the same reason for cooperation as for university was observed with 
the only difference that companies were mainly interested in theoretical knowledge 
possessed by university practitioners but also the theoretically rooted insights of the 
students. 
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   Even though our theory does not suggest any other reasons apart from thirst for 
knowledge for alliance rationale, our empirical evidences allow us to extend the 
knowledge on this issue. Our company respondents were quite honest and mentioned 
other non-knowledge related reasons for cooperation with university. Consequently, these 
reasons are reflecting the entrepreneurial approach for business conduct of the companies 
we surveyed, which is not surprising given their profit seeking nature. We came to this 
conclusion because apart from the main rationale, companies were aiming at extracting 
other benefits from the cooperation, namely, to advertise themselves to the students, to 
attract future employees or gain prestige. Depending how the company respondents have 
prioritized the reasons for existing co-operations we assume that knowledge is their main 
reason in the decision process of engaging in the cooperation.  
 
 To sum up, the analysis of the cooperation rationale for the companies is not purely 
knowledge seeking but also entrepreneurial, aimed at other benefits for the company such 
as branding and prestige. 
 
4.1.3 USBE’s data on rationale stage 
 
   Our respondents provided us with many motives for engaging in these co-operations. 
First, they all mentioned that the business school is responsible for the regional 
development and therefore they must improve the businesses to improve the society as a 
whole.  
 

“We must contribute to the companies’ growth and development and thus regional 
development and in order to do that we need close relations”. 

 
   It was also mentioned that it is very important to have the corporate and community 
perspective since they help in identifying new patterns and trends that are coming up 
around the world. They also help in identifying whether USBE is deficient in certain 
areas.  
 
“ It is always good to have some one you trust and wants to help you develop some thing, 

but has a totally different reference system than we have”. 
 
   Other than getting input and advice, one of our respondents brought up the issue of 
student employability and that one of the main reasons for these co-operations is to get 
the students more exposed to the business world and prepare them for after graduation. 
However, the general opinion of the respondents concerning the rational for engaging in 
these co-operations was to have access to certain areas of knowledge.  
 

“One major reason is knowledge transfer in both ways” 
 

“It’s to make the theoretical knowledge and the world to meet” 
 

“With these co-operations we learn a lot which we can use within our teaching” 
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“To promote research and have access to certain areas of knowledge form these firms 
and also for education” 

 
4.1.4 Analysis of USBE’s rationale stage 
 
    As it was stated before USBE has different reasons for engaging in the co-operations. 
However, one common and main reason is to have access to certain areas of knowledge. 
This corresponds with the knowledge-based rationale where the reason for engaging in an 
alliance is a need for a particular resource (Das & Teng 2000). However, when we look 
closer to the other stated reasons we can summarize them into four categories: 
 
      1. Knowledge (the main reason) 
      2. Student employability 

3. Different reference frame 
4. Regional development 
 

   We believe student employability and different reference frames also falls in the 
category of knowledge. The reason for this claim is the fact that in order for student to 
become more employable they need access to other areas of knowledge. Meaning they 
need to apply their knowledge and while applying learn more, so they don’t simply 
memorize the knowledge.  
 
   Moreover, for the second reason, the need for a different reference frame was 
mentioned, this is also implying that the companies have different areas of knowledge 
and as a result they have different reference frame which make them valuable for USBE 
to co-operate with.  
 
   Finally, the last reason was regional development. This category has a different 
rationale and we believe it is related to the nature of the organization, meaning the not-
for-profit nature of USBE. The Business School is responsible for improving the 
businesses to improve the society and in turn contribute the regional development. This 
means that USBE other then its own interest is considering the interest of the companies 
they co-operate with. Considering this virtue, we can argue that a university would make 
a perfect candidate for a learning alliance. Given that learning alliances are the ones that 
most easily achieve a win-win situation and they provide an opportunity to create mutual 
value rather then purely commercial transactions. Through creating an effective learning 
environment USBE and the companies can build a relationship which enables an 
effective transfer of knowledge. 

 
Key findings 

◊ Knowledge is the main rationale for both, USBE and companies, for 
engaging in learning co-operations with each other 

◊ Both parties also have other reasons due to their different natures 
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4.2 Formation stage 
4.2.1 Companies’ data on formation stage 
 
   One of the trickiest questions was to position the company in one of the two categories 
of knowledge, with which the company is most embedded. The distinction was to be 
made between tacit and explicit knowledge. Majority of the companies considered to 
possess mostly explicit knowledge, which can be explained by different means. This was 
motivated by the argument that usually  
 

“Companies working in the same business possess very similar knowledge” 
 

; Therefore this knowledge can be explained since services are provided on a daily basis. 
However, all of the respondents recognized the importance of the personnel’s individual 
uniqueness which makes the difference among the companies providing the same service. 
Moreover, it was noticed that it is exactly tacit knowledge embedded in the individuals 
that “explains the difference among companies”.  
 
   However, another view on the knowledge was also expressed by one of the company 
representatives. It was stated that the company mostly possesses tacit knowledge, because 
most of the people work in the office for a very long time and gradually they get to do 
things  
 

“Without thinking and reflecting on what they do”, 
 
 Therefore accumulating the knowledge they can not explain.   Both of the views have the 
right for existence, but more detailed discussion will follow in the next section. 
 
4.2.2 Analysis of formation stage for companies 
 
   As can be derived from the theory discussion, the characteristics of knowledge 
possessed by the two parties are crucial for the decision to form an alliance (Das & Teng 
2000), which follows after it was identified that knowledge is the rationale behind the 
alliance engagement. As far as knowledge is a very broad concept, for the purpose of our 
study knowledge was categorized into two distinct types: tacit and explicit. 
 
   On the one hand, the evidences from the research show that the majority of companies 
consider themselves as possessing the explicit knowledge, while at the same time the 
companies have acknowledged that the individual characteristics and the tacit knowledge 
embedded in them is of great importance when it comes to differentiation. This 
contradiction might be explained when assuming that our respondents either did not fully 
comprehend the nuances of the differences between the knowledge types or as well by 
the nature of the tasks involved in the working process. In our study we had one 
insurance company and two audit &tax companies. It is obvious that the tasks performed 
by the auditors require much more structure and theoretical knowledge, while for 
insurance company the tasks are of more flexibility and require personal attitude and tacit 
knowledge. However, we believe since tacit knowledge can be gained thought experience  
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(Carayannis 1999) and the practitioners have sufficient experience in the area of their 
practice we can argue that they mostly possess tacit knowledge. 
 
    Additional evidence pointing at the fact that tacit knowledge is followed by experience 
is the following observation highlighted by our respondent: employees at the companies 
perform very similar tasks on a day to day basis, and as the time goes by some of them 
are performed automatically, which is good for productivity, but people do not reflect on 
what they do. Interestingly, there arise no questions whether the work is done in the best 
way. In other words, employees in the companies are possessing mostly tacit knowledge, 
which can not be easily explained, but can be observed and interpreted. 
 
  The previous discussion results in the conclusion, that company practitioners possess 
partly explicit and mostly – tacit knowledge.  
 
4.2.3 USBE’s data on formation stage 
 
  First, it should be mentioned that all five of our respondents have associated the 
theoretical knowledge with explicit and the practical knowledge with tacit.  
 
“Through research we create knowledge” According to one of our interviewees, USBE 
is a knowledge creating organization which possesses both tacit and explicit knowledge. 
“One must not forget that theoretical knowledge is based on empirical studies”. Some of 
the USBE employees are more theoretical oriented but some of them are more business 
oriented, they have worked in the business world before and some even own their own 
businesses. Another respondent stated that USBE mostly possess theoretical (explicit) 
knowledge but some of the professors have tacit knowledge because of their accumulated 
experience. Stated in a different way by another respondent, 
 
 “some people are theoretical they are reflecting and they create theory which is the 
traditional academic person, whereas some people are practical, they learn by trial and 
error they never reflect upon what they do which this is usually the practitioners”.   
 
For USBE the tacit knowledge is very important, it is the knowledge that an individual 
develops and grows into.  
 
   The USBE students mostly possess explicit knowledge. The anticipated learning 
outcomes for example are explicit knowledge. However, the tacit knowledge is also 
obtained through the internships and other practical experiences.  
   To conclude, according to our respondents tacit knowledge can be gained through 
experience. “The more intense the co-operations the more chance of having access to the 
tacit knowledge.”  
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4.2.4 Analysis of USBE’s formation stage 
 
    This stage follows naturally after the previous stage where it was confirmed that the 
rationale for engaging in co-operations is having access to certain areas of knowledge. 
However, as it was mentioned in our theory the particular type of knowledge is crucial 
and it is the foundation for the formation of learning alliances.  
 
Based on the empirical data it is clear that USBE possesses both type of knowledge. 
However, because of the academic nature of the university it can be assumed that in 
general the Business School mostly possesses theoretical or explicit knowledge, which 
can be communicated (Sanchez 2005). In addition, the USBE students also possess 
explicit knowledge, considering their lack of experience. Our respondents confirm the 
theory by stating that tacit knowledge can be gained through experience. Thus, assuming 
that the practitioners have more experience in certain areas of knowledge, we can also 
presume they have valuable tacit knowledge, which makes them an attractive partner for 
the learning alliance. This conclusion can also be drawn from the comment of one of our 
respondents: “The more intense the co-operations the more chance of having access to 
the tacit knowledge”. For USBE tacit knowledge is very important and it was mentioned 
that the chance of having access to this type of knowledge increases with the intensity of 
the co-operations. This demonstrates that the main reason for USBE to form a learning 
alliance would be to have access to the tacit knowledge of certain firms. However, it does 
not exclude the importance of explicit knowledge as this type of knowledge can also be 
gained through the co-operations. 
 

Key findings 
 

◊ University mostly possesses explicit knowledge 
 
◊ Companies mostly possess tacit knowledge 
 
◊ Different types of knowledge is a good start for the alliance formation stage 
 

 
 

4.3 Structural preferences 
4.3.1 Companies’ data on structural preferences 
 
   The companies have different needs that can be satisfied with the cooperation with 
USBE, this results in the variety of structural preferences of these cooperations. The 
distinguishable categories are: sponsorships, practice-providing and knowledge-seeking. 
Due to the purpose of the study, which aims to research the knowledge transfer through 
learning, the sponsorship category is omitted as being out of field of interest. Thus, two 
main structural preferences will be presented to the reader. 
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  Practice-providing: This category includes the activities taken up by the companies in 
order to communicate with the students and contribute with the company’s knowledge 
into the learning process of the students. For example, to implement this intention, 
companies practice the activity when students come to the office and spend some time 
“working on the actual cases” under the supervision from the employees, who guide 
them and give practical advices based on their own experience. 
Knowledge-seeking: For this reason, companies are engaging in seminars, for example, or 
guest lectures, where there is a possibility to directly talk to students, share the 
accumulated knowledge in the business field as well as “discuss the reflections” of the 
students on the specific topics. This way companies get to know students as well as 
getting new insights and reflections on the issue from the students and the professors of 
the USBE. It was specifically mentioned that the discussions with professors were 
especially valuable in getting the academic point of view on the relevant issues. Also, 
sometimes companies enjoyed USBE’s mentorship, when USBE was a mediator 
providing a theoretical base for two or more companies starting a dialogue of future 
cooperation. 
 
4.3.2 Analysis of structural preferences for companies 
 
     According to our theory the structural preferences should be designed in such a way as 
to insure that through the alliance, both partners have access to the knowledge they need 
(Das & Teng 2000). Moreover, the role of actors in the cooperation should not be 
underestimated. It is both, the actors involved, and the cooperation types, that influence 
and define the structure of the cooperation. Important aspects that should be analyzed are 
the knowledge flow and the status of the cooperation in terms of contract. These will be 
the guidelines used to analyze the existing co-operations from the company, as well as the 
university perspective due to the reasons stated above. 
 
   From the empirical data we were able to extract two main categories or types of co-
operations that the companies have with the university. The first ones are practice-
providing activities. These activities are given in a very flexible way and during the times 
when it is convenient for the company, because they provide some of their workforce to 
organize and implement the activities. The flexibility that characterizes these activities 
points out that there are no formally documented agreements between companies and 
university for this type of cooperation. The knowledge in these types of co-operations 
flows from the employees of the companies towards the students individually or in 
groups. This broad gesture from the companies might be interpreted as having a 
promotional nature, because it seems unlikely that companies would not aim to have any 
gains from these activities. 
 
  The other category of cooperation was called knowledge – seeking.  This category 
demonstrates that half of the activities within this category are formalized and occur on a 
regular basis or on demand as in case with the business development or mediator advices 
provided by university; and half do not have formal agreements, such as seminars. This 
observation means that companies chose to formalize the co-operations where they get 
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direct benefit, while in the other forms companies enjoy flexibility of activities. This 
however, might result in a problem for university because it involves a lot of uncertainty.  
The flow of the knowledge in the formal agreements is straightforward from university 
academics towards practitioners, by means of communication in groups or on individual 
level. In the case of seminars, there occurs knowledge sharing, because all the actors are 
involved and provide the audience with their own reflections or valuable lessons based on 
the previous experience. 
 
   To sum up, it should be remembered that for the companies, structure of the 
cooperation where learning is important would depend on the actors involved and on the 
aims pursued by the main actors. Depending on the aims, the companies would choose 
the degree of flexibility. 
 
4.3.3 USBE’s data on structural preferences 
  
   It was mentioned that knowledge can be accessed through learning thus; the co-
operations which mostly involve learning will be presented. 
 
    As mentioned above the leadership academy is cooperation between the USBE 
faculty and the private companies and public organizations in the region. It provides 
professional leadership training programs, courses and seminars both for private and 
public organizations. The executive development program is focused on strategy and 
strategic development and aims at promoting effective and efficient management 
practices. The program also offers very specific tailor made course designed based on the 
requirements of a certain company. Some of the employees of USBE contact the 
companies or in some cases the representatives of the companies have contacted the 
business school to discuss a tailor made course that is suitable for both. The companies 
become aware of this program mostly through the close relationship of some of the 
members of USBE, they have a network of companies which they contact and talk about 
what the university can offer them and what they can expect but, also what they can do 
for the university. According to our respondent “its traditional selling I tell them what 
they will gain”. They also become aware trough word of mouth meaning the companies 
that have participated have talked to other companies.  

In exchange for the courses the companies are required to pay fees. However, financial 
reasons are not the only motives for this co-operation. Our respondents believe that the 
leadership academy also has the means to strengthen the schools network. The companies 
that have participated are more willing to take care of the students, meaning they are 
more willing to accept interns and also to give lectures at the school. In general the co-
operations have been a success,  

“so far the companies have been very pleased with it and we have learned a lot form 
them”. 

   In 1994, USBE has provided internship programs with the co-operation of the 
companies around the world and this year they have developed a new local internship 
program which makes it possible for fifty students to have internships in Umeå and some 
other regional cities. The students are expected to put into practice the models and 
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theories which they have learned from their education at USBE. According to one of our 
respondents “in order to learn and develop you have to put theories in to practice”. The 
internship program has been a very successful method for the students to gain practical 
work experience. However, the aim is to provide mutual benefits, both for the companies 
and the students. In the duration of the internship the students have to be in contact with 
their supervisor at USBE and they are also assigned to a mentor within the specific 
company, which is responsible for the work and evolution of the students. However, there 
is no close contact between the supervisors at USBE and the mentors at the companies. 
 
   Our respondents’ believe that the companies pursue the internships mainly to meet the 
students which whom will be their future employees; they will have the opportunity to 
test the students before employing them. In addition, they will have access to new ideas 
and different perspectives. Many firms want research to be done on their companies and 
also to learn how to conduct a scientific research. In some cases, companies have lack of 
time for finishing all their projects, and the internships will enable them to appoint the 
students to take on these projects. The search for internship is done by the student 
together with the internship coordinator. However, USBE does not have pre-arranged 
internship positions. The search for the internship in mostly up to the students, although 
with the help of the internship coordinator, USBE has some contacts with the companies 
which will help the students in attaining the internship.  
 
    USBE has very recently established courses that are practical originated. However, 
these courses are only on the masters’ level. As previously mentioned the business 
strategy course is a course built upon previous courses on the masters program on 
management and it is in coordination with several companies in the local area. This 
course is not only theoretically focused it also has a problem-solving approach. The 
lectures and literature are combined with “real business strategy” in real-life businesses. 
The students will have the chance to obtain knowledge about the strategy theory as well 
as the application of this theory in business. First the students go to visit the firm and the 
board of the companies and gather all the information about that particular company. At 
the end of the course the students will present a strategic plan in the same way as a 
consultant would have. This will enable them to develop their professional roles and 
social skills since they have to behave as a consultant.  

   So far these co-operations have been a success given that the companies have been very 
pleased to be in this program. They get so many different perspectives and also 
theoretical education. According to our respondents the companies have regarded the 
business strategy course to be very beneficial.  

“These analyses are very valuable for us, we have a lot of benefits with the collaboration 
with the students”  

   The companies are once again found through the close relationships of certain 
employees at USBE. It is not hard to get the companies to be involved in this co-
operation as it does not involve money. However, they must devote a lot of time. 

   The business development union has developed a number of surveys which are like 
assignments that are undertaken by the USBE employees and the PHD students. They 
conduct the surveys and analyze them and give hints to the companies. As one of our 
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respondents stated “we are like consultants for the companies we are helping them to see 
what they have to learn.” 
 
4.3.4 Analysis of USBE’s structural preferences 
 
   As previously mentioned the structural preference should be designed in a way to 
insure both partners have access to the knowledge they need. In our study the actors 
involved in the co-operations are the employees of the organizations, USBE 
professors/employees and the USBE students. Thus, the structure must address all the 
individuals involved in the alliance. 

   As it is apparent in the empirical section, we have chosen four specific co-operations 
that USBE has with the firms, due to the fact that they all have learning in common. The 
ultimate goal of each one is to have access to a certain type of knowledge, through 
learning (Morrison & Mezentseff, 1997). However, each co-operation involves different 
target groups. By target groups we mean the actors involved in the co-operations. For 
example, the leadership academy and the business develop union include the employees 
of the companies and the professors/employees of the business faculty. In addition, the 
business strategy course and the internship programs, involve the fellow students of 
USBE and the employees of the companies. With that said we can further analyze the 
different categories that were mentioned. 

  The analysis of the leadership academy demonstrates that, the public and private 
organizations involved will have access to valuable explicit/theoretical knowledge, in the 
field of leadership and strategic development. But also in other fields, depending on 
company’s need, given that this program also offers tailor made courses. Clearly, the 
companies are after explicit/theoretical knowledge to train their employees and they have 
chosen USBE to satisfy their need. The business school on the other hand is also gaining 
practical perspectives form these interactions. We strongly believe that the professors 
involved, have also gained some knowledge, supported by our respondent’s comment; 
“we have learned a lot form them”.  

   However, as the empirical data exhibits there are other motives behind these co-
operations. First, financial purposes are also concerned since, the courses require fees. 
But more importantly these co-operations have the means to strengthen USBE’s network. 
Thus, they will open the way for future co-operations in different areas. It was mentioned 
that the companies that have participated, are now more willing to take care of the 
students. In turn, these co-operations will benefit the students in terms of having more 
practical experience and thus tacit knowledge. But also it will benefit the whole Business 
School in terms of image and their mission towards regional development.  

   Based on the discussions above it can be argued that knowledge is being transferred in 
both ways, the companies will get explicit/theoretical knowledge and USBE will open the 
channels for gaining tacit knowledge. 

    Furthermore, an interesting issue was brought up during the interviews which we did 
not intend to find out. However, we believe it is an important matter which USBE should 
consider. It was stated that the companies become aware of the leadership academy 
through the personal networks and individual relationships of certain members of USBE 
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and also through the word of mouth. The companies that have participated in the 
leadership academy have spread the information among other companies. As our 
respondent mentions it is traditional selling.  This issue falls in the field of marketing, 
however, as mentioned above, strengthening USBE’s network will have significant 
benefits both for the students and the faculty. Thus, we believe USBE should put more 
emphasis in marketing these co-operations.  

    In addition, it was mentioned that the business development union is another form of 
co-operation between the professors of USBE and the companies.  Our respondents stated 
that through this co-operation the professors are acting as consultants who help the 
companies to see what they need to learn. Meaning, the practitioners will learn what to 
learn, which implies an explicit knowledge transfer form USBE to the companies. 
However, since these co-operations involve close interaction with the companies in order 
to conduct the surveys, we believe the USBE professors will also gain tacit/practical 
knowledge due to the close contact with the business people. This entails knowledge 
transfer in both directions.  

   The two remaining categories fall in the area of co-operations between the students of 
USBE and the employees of the companies. As mentioned before the internship 
program is a co-operation between a number of companies and USBE in relation to the 
students. In terms of knowledge it is obvious that the students will gain valuable 
tacit/practical knowledge form their experience within the companies. The companies on 
the other hand will also get some theoretical/explicit knowledge form the students, given 
that the students are required to put in practice models and theories which they have 
learned during their education at USBE. Although, having access to the student 
knowledge is not the main reason for the companies, they peruse other goals which were 
mentioned in the empirical section. It should be acknowledged that in this type of co-
operation there is a potential for conflicts, which will be examined in the following 
sections.  

   Moreover, the co-operation as it is will not provide the means for knowledge transfer 
within USBE. The students won’t necessarily come back and even if they do they are not 
expected to spread the knowledge within the faculty. To be able to establish this transfer 
there is a need for a closer relationship between the supervisors at the faculty and the 
assigned mentors in the companies. Theses close relationships will also contribute to the 
establishment of pre-set or fixed positions for the future USBE students and will also 
strengthen USBE’s network both nationally and internationally.   

 

   Finally, the last category is the business strategy course, which is once again a co-
operation between USBE, the students and some local companies. As it is apparent form 
the empirical data this co-operation enables knowledge transfer in both directions. 
Similar to the internship program the students will gain valuable tacit/practical 
knowledge through their practical experiences with the companies. And also the 
companies will gain theoretical/explicit knowledge through the presented analysis of the 
students. However, unlike the internship program certain members at USBE have a close 
relationship with the companies and are in contact with them during the duration of the 
course. In fact they have used these close relationships to persuade the firms to participate 
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in the co-operation. We believe this close contact will also transfer knowledge through 
the faculty, mostly for educational purposes.  

   In general, all the above mentioned co-operations facilitate knowledge transfer; where 
tacit/practical and explicit/theoretical knowledge is being shared and exchanged. 
However, each category is directed towards a specific target group and the extent to 
which the knowledge is transferred is different. This entails that a single co-operation 
type does not have the means to qualify as a learning alliance, given that a learning 
alliance should satisfy the knowledge needs of all the actors involved.  

Key findings 

◊ The sum of the co-operations satisfies the needs of the actors, since knowledge 
transfers in both directions 

◊ A single existing cooperation does not address the needs of all the actors 
◊ None of the cooperation alone can qualify as a learning alliance 
◊ The current co-operations are mostly based and marketed through personal 

networks 

4.4 Learning process 
4.4.1 Companies’ data on learning process 
 
   Even though the stage of learning process is one of the most important ones in our 
theory considerations, the interviews did not provide as extensive empirical evidence as 
was planned on how the learning process is organized in their units. The possible reasons 
for that will be discussed in the analysis part. The researched companies contribute to the 
personal development of their employees by providing “courses of professional 
qualification development for newcomers” in other words training. Moreover, in one of 
the auditing companies there exists a hotline, where employees have a possibility to 
receive quick and qualified help with the assignments related to the task performed. 
 
   However, the insurance company that is in close cooperation with university stated that 
one of the reasons for this cooperation was exactly the  
 
“Opportunity to reflect on what they do from another (academic) angle”  
 
And hopefully improve the existing practices. In other words, companies realize that 
maybe they are not taking the fastest route to their destination. 
 
   The most common answer to the question on the learning process in the organization 
was the practice of informal learning. The notion of informal learning includes learning 
from co-workers during team works or at lunch breaks. Most often organizational 
learning was understood as training for newly employed person. However, one of the 
three companies had more or less organized knowledge transfer within the organization. 
They explained the structure which included different professional levels between which 
the organized knowledge transfer is occurring. The rest of the respondents honestly 
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agreed that they do not have “structured or systematic knowledge transfer within 
organization”, even though they realize it is desirable. Interestingly, some of the 
companies hope that with the more organized learning alliance the organizational 
learning practice would become a more easily organized process within the company. 
 
4.4.2 Analysis of learning process for companies 
 
   Even though the empirical data is not as extensive as we were hoping for, but there is 
still a lot of room for analysis of what we were able to find out from our respondents. 
Prior to the analysis of this important stage in learning alliance we will provide the reader 
with the guidelines according to which the analysis is structured. These are: individual 
learning, experiential learning and organizational learning, meaning we will analyze how 
these are organized and whether these are present. 
 
   The reason for investigation of the individual learning within organization is the fact 
that organizational learning’s starting point is in individual learning, just like suggested 
by the theory of organizational learning (Heimeriks 2007). Thus, individual learning is 
the basis for the further knowledge transfer throughout the organization. As our empirical 
case shows, companies use some organized arrangements for individuals’ knowledge 
development. Within the format of our theory this leads to a conclusion that our studied 
companies implement the initial phase of organizational learning, in spite of their 
possible unawareness of that. However, training is not the only way of learning. 
 
  Within the discipline of individual learning, experiential learning (Kolb 1984) occupies 
an important position as was earlier discussed in the theory. For practitioners, experiential 
learning suggests the process of how to benefit form the knowledge coming from outside 
the company. In our case, this theory illustrates how the companies can take advantage of 
the cooperation with academic institution by reflecting on what they are doing 
automatically using the theoretical models.  As our data demonstrates, two of the 
companies under study are not aware of the possibilities to deepen the understanding of 
their daily activities in order to increase the efficiency through analyzing their actions in 
accordance with existing theories. The reflection on the daily activities from the academic 
perspective will lead to reviewed models that results in more efficient actions by 
individuals and benefit the company as a whole. Benefit for the whole company, 
however, may be achieved when the individual experiential learning is combined with the 
practice of organizational learning. 
 
   While the initial stage of organizational learning is initiated to some extent in all the 
companies, the further stages, as our empirical data illustrates, do not look as promising. 
Only one company showed the awareness of the organizational learning and had formal 
structure for it, while the rest were on the initial stage of organizational learning 
implementation. Despite the common response to the learning process within the 
organization being an informal, meaning occasional learning by the individuals during 
lunch brakes from their co-workers, does not qualify for organized learning that benefits 
the whole company. The fact that organizational learning is not included in the common 
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practice among our respondents suggests that companies have not recognized or 
experienced the benefits attached to that practice. 
 
4.4.3 USBE’s data on learning process 
 
   USBE is considered to be a learning organization, given that it deals with a learning 
industry but also because USBE has changed and developed throughout the years with 
new programs and new educational methods. As one of our respondents states “it never 
stands still some times too much happens”  
 
   The process of organizational learning is different within USBE depending on the issue 
and the type of knowledge. However, most commonly knowledge is spread through the 
professors when they share the knowledge within their research group which is then 
shared within the section. USBE has four sections marketing, accounting, management 
and entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, there are also the meetings and seminars, where the 
whole business school is involved. The employees also spend a lot of time out doors 
where they communicate informally. However, knowledge is mostly shared in the 
meeting places. “We have meeting places which is the most important thing”. 
 
   For the students, the university has different teaching methods. On one hand there is the 
passive traditional learning in the lecture setting, and on the other hand there is the more 
action based learning or problem based learning which is basically through the case 
studies where it requires the students to be more active and also occasional guest lectures. 
However, according to one of our respondents there is a lot that can be done to improve 
the teaching methods and to increase the more permanent learning outcomes. Generally, 
there exists a transfer problem, meaning how to apply what is learned in education, in a 
situation where the knowledge has to be used. It was also stated that the transfer problem 
can be decreased if the situation where the knowledge is gained, is similar or close to the 
situation where the knowledge has to be used. 
 
4.4.4 Analysis of USBE’s learning process 
 
   Our empirical data demonstrates the fact that the USBE has a formal structure to 
facilitate organizational learning. This however was expected given that the university is 
a learning industry. It is obvious that USBE has the means to spread the knowledge 
internally. New knowledge, whether it is internally created or accessed from outside, it is 
shared within the different sections, and through the meetings and seminars spread 
through the whole organization. This highlights the fact that organizational learning starts 
with individual learning (Heimeriks 2007). Moreover, it was determined that the 
leadership academy and the business development union are two categories of the co-
operations where knowledge is exchanged between the practitioners and the professors. 
Taking into consideration that in the context of our study knowledge can only be gained 
by means of learning, we can argue that these co-operations provide the opportunity for 
individual learning and ultimately organizational learning, supported by the fact that 
USBE has formal structures to spread the new knowledge.  
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   For the USBE students however, the faculty uses different teaching methods, which as 
mentioned includes passive traditional learning in the lecture settings and a more action 
based learning through case studies and occasional guest lectures. In this context one of 
our respondents raised the very important issue of transfer problem. It was also 
mentioned that, this can be decreased if the situation where knowledge is gained is 
similar or close to the situation where knowledge has to be applied. In our opinion, the 
case studies and guest lectures can only to a very small extent create this situation and 
thus, are not enough.  
 
   As implied by the theory of experimental learning, individuals can learn better if they 
are broader in all dimensions, in terms of both theoretical and practical knowledge (Kolb 
1984).  We believe that the business strategy course and the internship programs apply 
the experimental method of learning. Given that through real life experience the students 
have the opportunity to reflect on their actions and apply the models and theories learned 
during their education. Therefore, they become broader in both practical and theoretical 
dimensions. With that said it is evident that the co-operations with the companies have 
made the application of this valuable method of learning possible. Moreover, it can be 
argued that, the co-operations have the ability to decrease the transfer problem since the 
students have the chance to learn in an environment that is very much similar to their 
future working situation. Unfortunately, this method of learning has not been used 
extensively, despite its valuable merits. The internship programs are mostly for IBP 
(International Business Program) students and it is only possible for students that have 
submitted their bachelor thesis, and the business strategy course is only available on a 
master level.   
 
 

Key findings 
 

◊ In the companies the  awareness of  organizational learning is low 
◊ The benefits from experiential learning are not recognized by the companies 
◊ USBE as an organization has the means to benefit from the learning alliance, 

since  organizational learning is applied 
◊ In USBE  experiential learning is incorporated to a very small extent, only 

through the co-operations  
 

 

4.5 Performance stage 
4.5.1 Companies’ data on performance stage 
 
    As a possible obstacle for a smooth co-operation with the university all the companies 
named the difference in the nature of organizations or culture differences. The difference 
according to the respondents is that university is academic in nature while companies are 
for the most practical institutions. However, noticeable is the fact that none of the above 
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mentioned could exemplify any particular problems that had happened in their relations 
with university.  
 
   For the culture perspective, companies were expressing the concern about the speed 
rate of decision making process of university. The company, which had a more close 
cooperation with university compared to the others pointed out that “in the beginning it 
usually requires to spend some additional time on negotiations with university” to clarify 
the goals, conditions and agree on other matters. Furthermore, when the initial phase is 
past, the co-operation usually works very well. 
 
    One of the questions in the interview was to share the experience if there were any 
problems in sharing the knowledge possessed by workers with the students coming to the 
office to get practical experience. As a result, no one of the respondents have had or 
thought there will be a problem in knowledge transfer, because employees at the 
companies are “used to working in groups” and help each other with assignments. 
 
   All of the respondents mentioned that the cooperation with university on a more intense 
level than it is now would encounter an obstacle of “shortage of human resources and 
time” in the local offices, while the headquarters or offices in the bigger towns might not 
probably be affected by this concern. Some companies expressed the concern about 
finding it difficult to balance daily work with the extra work on cooperation activities on 
a more intense level then currently. 
 
4.5.2 Analysis of performance stage for companies 
 
   To recollect the theory that is suggested by the resource-based view, it states that in 
order to estimate the performance of the alliance it is necessary to consider and evaluate 
some aspects. These aspects are: whether the resources possessed by the two parties are 
supplementary or complementary, which would sum up to the collective strength (Das & 
Teng 2000). The next question addresses whether the objectives of the both parties were 
met .Finally, the last issue investigates whether there is any organization cultures’ clashes 
or incompatibilities in interests that might have an effect on the alliance functioning 
(Morrison & Mezentseff, 1997). 
 
   As the empirical evidence from the previous stages suggests, companies and university 
have both: supplementary, in terms of filed of knowledge, like accounting or marketing, 
and complementary, in terms of types of knowledge, that for the purpose of this study 
were defined as tacit and explicit. The fact that two parties complement and supplement 
each other in terms of knowledge shared among the different groups of actors of the co-
operations, indicates that the collective strength  in the possible alliance would be very 
strong and desirable. 
 
     Moreover, the nature of the existing co-operations points out that so far there has been 
no clashes of interests that could not be resolved by the parties involved, because none of 
the respondents described the relations with university as competitive. The relations with 
university are exactly of co-operational nature where both parties benefit and a win –win 
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situation is a common outcome. The co-operational nature of the relations might also be 
understood as achievement of the targeted aims by both parties, where every member gets 
what he/she wants, specifically when the thirst for knowledge is satisfied. However, as 
the previous analysis indicates, apart from the knowledge, companies also succeed in 
benefiting in other areas like branding or prestige. 
 
   As it was supposed by the theory, the cultural clashes might be the ones that hinder the 
smooth performance of any alliance. Considering the responses of our company 
representatives, it is safely to say that they are aware of possible obstacle due to the 
culture differences of organizations; although they have not experienced any yet. Only 
one of the companies with the experience of close and long relations with university 
could substantially contribute to the topic by exemplifying the problem they had with the 
decision-making process in terms of time. However, on a positive side companies and 
university share a cultural issue of team work, which results in smooth knowledge 
transfer from worker to student, because both have a huge experience in group work. 
 
   The problem that was given a special attention by each company was the problem of 
human resources and time shortage for closer and more intense co-operations, like 
alliances. As far as this is the last part of the general analysis, it can be stated that this 
problem is the most sensitive one identified with our research, and most likely is very 
location related, because in the bigger towns such problem was not reported to be an 
issue. 
 
  To sum up this analysis, companies and universities proved to have a strong collective 
strength, and no cultural clashes that could not be dealt with. Moreover, the mutual thirst 
for each other’s knowledge, so far has resulted in win-win situation, which is desirable by 
both parties. However, the only considerable obstacle for regional co-operations is the 
human resources and time shortage from the company perspective. 
 
 
4.5.3 USBE’s data on performance stage 
 
    First it should be mentioned that our respondents believe that the tacit and explicit, or 
as they see it theoretical and practical knowledge complement each other. 
  
   In terms of possible problems concerning the co-operations, the different culture of the 
academia and the business world was mentioned. As one of our respondents stated, the 
business people or the practitioners are interested in immediate production and sometimes 
they believe that the co-operations are time consuming.  However, another one of our 
respondents believes that there is a mutual understanding and the only problem is that the 
academics express themselves a bit differently; the vocabulary used might be more 
towards the academic world, whereas the practitioners use a language that is more 
efficient for the business world. 
 
   Furthermore, it was also mentioned that co-operations such as the internship programs 
and the business strategy course has the potential to create problems, since the companies 
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also have other considerations for being involved in the co-operations. For example, 
brand recognition, free labor etc. Therefore, this might affect their way of behaving with 
the students. However, so far there have not been any problems of this nature. 
 
4.5.4 Analysis of USBE’s performance stage 
 
  As mentioned above the performance of an alliance can be measured based on the 
collective strength of the shared recourses form the positive side and from the negative 
side the possible complications.  
 
   It is obvious that the theoretical/explicit knowledge possessed by USBE complements 
the practical/tacit knowledge of the companies. Moreover, the knowledge possessed by 
both parties also supplements each other. Given that they both also possess valuable 
knowledge in a particular field. This indicates that in case an alliance is formed the 
shared knowledge will create a collective strength which in turn will have a positive 
influence on the performance of an alliance (Das & Teng 2000).  
 
   The potential problems regarding the formation of an alliance can all be rooted in the 
different nature of the organizations. The companies are for-profit service firms whereas 
USBE is a not-for-profit Business School. As a result, the firms have different goals and 
thus, operate differently. For example, the companies have a different attitude towards 
time. Therefore, this is a potential problem that can have a negative affect on the 
performance of the alliance which needs to be considered. Moreover, as the result of 
having incompatible goals, there is a danger of opportunistic behavior on behalf of the 
companies (Morrison & Mezentseff, 1997). As our theory states, incompatible goals and 
opportunistic behaviors have a negative influence on the performance of the alliance. 
Thus, it is very important to discuss the different goals and expectations of the partner 
firms before forming the alliance, to avoid future complications and crate a mutual 
understanding.  
 
  Key findings 
 

◊ The different types of the knowledge possessed by USBE and the partner firms  
will both  supplement and complement each other , thus collective strength is 
achieved 

 
◊ Possible problems can be rooted in different nature of the organizations 
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5. The results of our findings  
 
   This chapter will present our conclusions from the whole thesis and it will highlight the 
main parts of our analysis. It will also exhibit a model in order to illustrate the 
contribution of the study to the development of existing theories. The chapter will close 
with recommendations and suggestions for further research. 
 
The purpose of our study was to establish a learning alliance between USBE and service 
firms to facilitate knowledge transfer in both directions. In order to fulfill our purpose we 
aim to present a model of university- industry learning alliance based on past research 
and our own current findings. To remind, our research question states: 
 
 “How to facilitate a learning alliance between the academic and practical world, 
where knowledge can be shared?”  
 
   It is noteworthy to mention that alliances in general move through several phases as 
they develop and evolve. In order to establish an alliance, the before, during and after 
stages must be considered. By before we mean the initial stages, what encourages the 
firms to engage in the alliance in the first place. As it is apparent form our key findings 
the rationale for engaging in the co-operations for both the companies and USBE is to 
have access to certain areas of knowledge and given that, the alliance we wish to 
establish constitutes the existing co-operations, we can assume the rationale for entering 
in the alliance would be the same. However, several other motives were also mentioned. 
Which we believe that will be met as a result of the learning alliance. “Alliances are 
initiated to meet a variety of needs” (Smith and Malloy, 2005).  USBE mentioned the 
goal of regional development, as an additional reason for the co-operations.  We believe 
the learning alliance has the means to create more permanent learning outcomes for the 
students and insure their employability and also to improve the businesses which in turn 
will improve the society and contribute to the regional development. The firms also 
mentioned meeting future employees as their other intention for the co-operations, 
obviously the alliance will also satisfy this goal. 
 
   The starting point of the alliance formation is to investigate the resource characteristics 
of a potential partner, which enables the selection of an appropriate partner. We have 
conducted this investigation and our results suggest that the USBE mostly possesses 
explicit/theoretical knowledge, due to the academic nature of the organization. However, 
it can’t be denied that it also has tacit knowledge because of the accumulated experience 
of its professors. The companies, however mostly possess tacit/practical knowledge as a 
result of their extensive experience in a particular field, but they also have explicit 
knowledge in relation to their field of practice. It was further determined that in order to 
grow and develop one must be broadened in all dimensions. We believe if the students 
and professors of USBE could have access to the tacit/practical knowledge of the 
companies they would further grow and develop. And if the companies had access to the 
explicit/theoretical knowledge of USBE they would have the opportunity to reflect on 
their actions form a theoretical view point and thus identify possible deficiencies and 
potential ways of improvement. “Riding a bike” was used as a metaphor to explain the 
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tacit knowledge. It is possible that the companies shouldn’t ride the bike as they do, 
maybe the bike should be ridden in a totally different way. Overall, the different 
knowledge type possessed by the partner firms indicates a good start for alliance 
formation.  
 
   During the execution of the alliance the internal structure under which the alliance 
functions should be considered. The structure must insure that the partner firms have 
access to the resources they need. In the case of the learning alliance the structure must 
guarantee that all the actors involved have gained the particular knowledge they pursued. 
Thus, in our case the structure must be designed in a way to insure knowledge flows in 
both directions so that the students and professors of USBE gain the tacit/theoretical 
knowledge and the company employees get the explicit/theoretical knowledge. 
 
   As it is apparent in the analysis chapter we have examined the existing co-operations 
between USBE and the firms. As a result, we have discovered that each of the co-
operations address a different target group. For example, the leadership academy and the 
business development union facilitate a flow of knowledge in both ways, between the 
USBE professors and the company employees. Whereas, the business strategy course and 
the internship program, provides this flow between the USBE students and the company 
employees. As far as the structural preference should address the need of all the actors 
involved, and the actors in the alliance are the students, professors and the company 
employees. We can argue that the sum of the co-operations not only facilitate knowledge 
transfer in both direction but also addresses the need of all the actors involved. Thus, we 
believe the mentioned co-operations should be included in a PACKAGE , which will 
constitute the structure of the learning alliance. 
 
   Furthermore, it was demonstrated that the co-operations have the means to strengthen 
USBE’s network and as a result benefit both, the students and the faculty. However, 
currently the co-operations are being offered or marketed mostly through the personal 
networks of certain members of USBE. Therefore, we believe that the Business School 
should put more emphasis on the marketing of this package called the learning alliance.  
  
   As previously mentioned, in the context of our study knowledge can be transferred 
through the means of learning. Therefore, a successful learning alliance should have the 
ability to create an effective learning environment in order to be able to transfer the new 
knowledge. Since the organizational learning starts with the individual learning it is very 
important to consider the learning process of the individual actors within the learning 
alliance to ensure that old knowledge is refined with new knowledge. Through the 
experience of interacting with the business people the students should reflect on their 
experience and link their new gained practical knowledge to their previous theoretical 
knowledge and as a result gain new revised knowledge.  
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As a Chinese proverb states: “Tell me I will forget 
                                               Show me I will remember 
                                               Involve me I will understand” 
 
   Moreover, we believe this method has the capability to decrease the students transfer 
problem, mentioned by one of our respondents. Given that, the situation where 
knowledge is learned will be similar to the situation where knowledge will be applied in 
the future.  
 
   Furthermore, the professors of USBE and the employees of the companies will have the 
opportunity to reflect on their experience gained form the co-operations and link their 
new gained practical/tacit knowledge to their previous theoretical/explicit knowledge and 
vice versa. As a result they will both gain revised new knowledge which can be further 
tested in their organizational settings. 
 
   In terms of organizational learning USBE has the formal structure to be able to spread 
the new knowledge internally. However, the service firms under our study did not seem 
to have such a formal structure and was mostly informal trough lunch breaks; in order to 
be able to benefit from the learning alliance they must consider a formal structure of 
organizational learning.   
 
   After the alliance is functioning it is also very important to evaluate its performance 
with some measurement criterions. As stated before, the performance of an alliance can 
be measured based on the collective strength of the shared recourses form the positive 
side and from the negative side the possible complications. As our key findings 
demonstrates, the different types of the knowledge possessed by USBE and the partner 
firms  will both  supplement and complement each other, meaning the tacit/practical 
knowledge of the firms complement the explicit/theoretical knowledge of USBE and the 
explicit knowledge possessed by both of the organizations will supplement each other. 
For example, the explicit knowledge regarding auditing that both USBE and the firms 
possess. Thus, it can be argued that collective strength is achieved and in turn will have a 
positive affect on the performance of the learning alliance. 
 
   However, the potential problems that might arise are mostly related to the different 
nature of the organizations. As a result, the firms have different goals and thus, operate 
differently. As mentioned earlier there also exists other intention for engaging in the 
learning alliance which has the potential to create problems. Our empirical data 
confirmed that there is a danger of opportunistic behavior which is the direct consequence 
of incompatible goals. Furthermore, the different operational practices also have the 
possibility to cause trouble, which can be viewed in relation to the attitude towards time. 
As illustrated by the theory, these issues will have a negative effect on the performance of 
the alliance. However, we believe if the different goals and expectations of the partner 
firms are discussed before forming the alliance, it will prevent future complications and 
will crate a mutual understanding.  
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   Consequently, the previous conclusions and discussion could be summarized into the 
model, which was the aim of the study. Thus, we are presenting the outcome of our study:  
The Learning alliance model between Business Schools and service firms: the 
contribution of the study to the field of learning alliances. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 5 The Learning alliance model  
(Description on pages 52-54) 
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5.1 Recommendations 
 

• First and foremost, it is very important to discuss the different goals and 
expectations of the partner firms.  

 
• Investigating the knowledge recourses of the potential partner  

 
• Making sure knowledge flows in both directions and the alliance partners have 

access to the knowledge they need 
 

•  Further application of the method of experiential learning within the co-
operations , to achieve a higher quality of learning for the individual actors 
involved in the learning alliance  

 
• Ensuring that a formal structure of organizational learning exists  
 
• Strengthening the learning network of USBE will have significant benefits both 

for the students and the Business School in general  
 

 
5.2 Additional consideration 

 
• The international students involved in the alliance will benefit the companies in 

terms of gaining international perspectives 
 
• A closer relationship between the internship supervisor at USBE and the assigned                               

mentors at the companies will open the channels for future co-operations and 
contribute to the establishment of pre-set or fixed internship positions for the 
USBE students and will also strengthen USBE’s network both nationally and 
internationally.   

 
• More emphasis on the marketing of the co-operations (the package) offered by 

USBE 
 

• Facilitate online classes for the leadership academy to address international 
organizations 

  
Finally, we believe that the learning alliance can be the first step toward academic 
entrepreneurship. USBE can be the first business school offering a package called 
strategic learning alliances, which contains a variety of co-operations on 
different levels with the public and private organizations around the world. 
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5.3 Further research  
 
Considering the significant benefits of having a strong learning network, it would be 
interesting to conduct a research on how to effectively promote and market the learning 
alliance both nationally and internationally, in order to gather more companies and 
further expand the alliance network.  
 
Furthermore, since the alliance is basically the interaction of individuals in a learning 
setting, it would be intriguing to further examine the matter of communication between 
the actors involved in the alliance. Especially since the actors in the context of our study, 
the practitioners and the academics are from two different worlds and an effective 
communication can have a positive implication on the performance of the learning 
alliance. 
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6. Trustworthiness 
 
   The common complaint from empiricists about the social science research is that it 
lacks validity as it relies too heavily on the interpersonal involvement of the researchers 
and on interpretive judgments (Kvale, 1989 p.47). In order to ensure the validity and 
reliability of the study, we have applied trustworthiness suggested by Bryman and Bell 
(2007). This process involves the application and documentation of the analytical 
findings.   
 
6.1 Credibility 
 
   The establishment of credibility can be ensured when the research is conducted 
according to good practice and submitting the research findings to the respondents under 
study, for confirmation. This method is called respondent validation (Bryman &Bell, 
2007 p.411). For our study we have applied the framework of qualitative research 
suggested in the literature to make sure it is well performed. First, prior to every 
interview the manuals for the interview were sent out to the respondents with the aim to 
facilitate the better quality of their answers and make sure the language was 
understandable and relevant to our respondents, especially since the manual was in 
English and none of our respondents were native English speakers. Also, the respondents 
were asked to validate the transcripts; however, some of the respondents rejected the 
offer due to the time shortage. Unfortunately, the interviews were conducted before the 
Christmas Holidays and we believe this is the reason for rejection of some of our 
respondents.  
 
6.2 Transformability 
 
   This criterion will allow the reader to make judgments about the possible 
transformability of the findings to another context (Bryman &Bell, 2007 p.413).  In our 
study we have attempted to provide in-depth accounts in relation to the theories 
constituting our model in order to allow the readers to make the judgment as in whether it 
can be transferred to another setting. However, we believe our model can be applied for a 
learning alliance between a business school and a service company as long as the 
different factors in relation to its evolvement are carefully considered.   
 
6.3 Dependability 
 
  It has been stated that, to be able to establish this criterion of trustworthiness, the 
researchers should document all the stages of the research process in an accessible 
manner (Bryman & Bell, 2007 p.414). In order to provide a dependable study we have 
thoroughly described each step of the research process as it is apparent in our method 
chapter. The readers are then to judge whether the phases have been conducted 
efficiently. Furthermore, a complete record of all the phases of our research is kept and 
well documented. The interviews were digitally recorded and carefully transcribed.  
Moreover, the transcripts were written shortly after the inquiry to provide a better quality 
and are available for audit.  
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6.4 Conformability 
 
   Another criterion of trustworthiness is conformability which presumes the researcher 
should not allow personal values or theoretical preferences affect the manner through 
which the research is carried out and the data is analyzed. Nevertheless, a complete 
objectivity is not possible in a business research, especially for a qualitative study 
(Bryman &Bell, 2007 p.414). The availability of the transcribed interviews is an evidence 
that we have tried to act in good faith and as much as possible prevent our subjective 
thoughts from influencing the research. Moreover, through out the study we have 
provided numerous quotes from our respondents exact words, followed by our 
interpretations of them, to further clarify this issue. Furthermore, the interview guide has 
been designed in such a manner to allow supplementary thoughts and ideas emerge. In 
order to make sure the answers are not only within the scope of the pre-set questions 
driven from our theory and subjective motives. 
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Appendix 1 (manual for company representatives) 

1. Previous cooperation experience  
 

◊ Have you ever been engaged in any cooperation? (describe it) 
 

1. If so, what were the reasons for engaging and how would you 
characterize this cooperation (what type of cooperation, example: 
for financial reasons)?  

2. Where there any difficulties concerning the functioning of the 
cooperation? 

 
 

2. Previous cooperations with Umeå University and USBE in particular  
 

◊ What were your motives behind your cooperation with Umeå University? 
◊ Was it on organizational level or on a specific department level? 
◊ How was such cooperation beneficial for your company?  
◊  Did this cooperation increase your company’s knowledge level? If so, 

how? 
◊  Do you believe with this cooperation you gained a competitive advantage 

compared to the other players in the market place? If so, how? Describe? 
In what aspects? 

◊ Do you think the formation of such an alliance will be cost efficient 
compared to the other strategies of knowledge acquisition? 

3. Knowledge  
 

◊ What do you consider being your company’s strategic resources? Why? 
◊ Do you consider the knowledge to be one of your company’s resources? 

Why? 
◊ How important do you think the knowledge you possess is? Do you 

believe your knowledge is your the competitive advantage?(Explain) 
◊ What field of knowledge your company possesses the most? (Marketing, 

sales, accounting…) Explain 
Tacit vs. Explicit  
(Tacit: is the knowledge that is embedded in individuals, like the ability to 
ride a bike.  Explicit: knowledge is knowledge which can be explained or 
written) 
◊ Based on this definitions what type of knowledge do you think your 

company possesses the most? Explain. 
◊ In your cooperations with University what resources were you most 

interested in acquiring? Why exactly these ones? Do you feel your 
company lacks these resources? 

◊ Considering the previous cooperations with University, what did the 
university in general and the students in specific have learn from your 
company?  
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◊ To what type of resources/knowledge did the University (professors, 
students) had access to? 

4.  Learning process 
 

◊ How does the process of learning look like in your organization? 
(Individual and organizational level) 

 
◊ How successful do you consider the process of organizational learning to 

be? Why not successful? Why is successful? 
 

◊ How do you facilitate the process of learning within your company? 
 

5. Performance 
 

◊ Do you see any obstacles with these cooperations? How do you think 
these effected the cooperation?  

◊ Has there been any problems concerning your employees openness to 
share and receive information, ideas or knowledge?  Why, if any? Why, if  
not any? 

◊ Have you ever had problems in your cooperations with USBE? 
 
 
What do you think about the statement? 
 
 “If there is no science there is no science to apply” 
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Appendix 2 (manual for university representatives) 
1. Previous cooperation with the firms  

• Has USBE been engaged in any co-operations? If so please describe 
 

2. Rationale  
• What were the main reasons for engaging in these co-operations? 
• How are such co-operations beneficial for USBE? 
• Do you believe the co-operations increase the level of knowledge within 

USBE? If so, how, describe in what aspects? 
 

3.          Knowledge (formation) 
• How does USBE transfer new knowledge within the department? 

Tacit vs. Explicit  
(Tacit: is the knowledge that is embedded in individuals, like the ability to 
ride a bike.  Explicit: knowledge is knowledge which can be explained or 
written) 

• Based on this definitions what type of knowledge do you think USBE possess 
the most? Please explain 

• What type of knowledge do you think would be important for co-operation 
between USBE and an audit/insurance company? 

• Do you believe the knowledge from the firms will be beneficial for USBE (the 
faculty and the students) and vice versa? 

 
4.           Learning   

• Do you consider USBE to be a learning organization? If so how/why 
• How does the process of organizational learning look like in USBE? Please 

explain 
• How do you facilitate the learning methods for the students at USBE? Please 

explain 
• What do you think about the role of experience in the process of leaning? 

Please explain 
• In you opinion how important is the environment where the learning takes 

place? 
• Do you consider the USBE students employable? Why? 
 

5.         Performance  
• Has there ever been any problems regarding the performance of the co-

operation? 
• Do you see any obstacles with these co-operations? 
• Do you believe there will be any problems in linking the knowledge possessed 

by USBE with the knowledge of the service firms? 
 

 
What do you think about the statement “if there is no science there is no science to 
apply?” 
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