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ABSTRACT 

 

Strategic alliance is a form of collaboration that brings learning opportunities for the partners. There is a large 

number of factors identified in previous researches which facilitate or hamper the process of gaining knowledge 

form partners through strategic alliances. The purpose of this paper is categorizing these factors according to their 

influence and importance from the local firm’s point of view in the context of construction industry’s international 

strategic alliances. To achieve this goal, a deep literature review has been done and critical factors which soothe the 

learning process and knowledge transfer in the alliances were derived from the valid sources. These factors were 

ranked in the 5-points Likert scale via structured interviews conducted with head managers of enterprises that were 

successful in the respect of learning and knowledge transfer in international strategic alliances. Finally, these factors 

were analyzed by T-test and categorized under the definition of three types: Core skills and resources, Key success 

factors (Conjunctive key success factors or Compensatory key success factors), and Slack skills and resources. 

According to the results of the analyses, it can be said that in the context of construction industry’s international 

strategic alliances in a developing country like Iran, local organizations should have adequate and relevant 

knowledge along sides with sufficient organizational resources as the core elements in order to enter the 

international strategic alliances. In order to have a successful learning process, the most important conjunctive key 

success factor for these enterprises is the actual involvement of managers. In addition, systematic approach for 

knowledge transfer and governmental supportive policies may appear as the compensatory key success factors. 

KEYWORDS: strategic alliances, construction industry, key factors. 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Since one of the important elements accelerating the pace of economic growth of a country is development of 

infrastructure, the construction industry plays a major role in this field. Since technology is expanding and the 

complexity of the construction projects is increasing every day, the construction industry’s companies are notable to 

do the projects alone anymore. In this situation, partnering can be an opportunity for construction enterprises to pool 

their tangible and intangible resources in order to handle the projects. Different kinds of collaborative relationships 

are preferred to internalizea whole company, because for acquiring a whole company the acquirer should pay for 

non-necessary assets and is confronted with different integration problems[1]. 

Strategic alliance is a form of collaborative relationship between at least two members of the supply chain. It helps 

partners to reach their common goals [2,3] and also gives more power to them in order to seek their own 

strategies[4]. 

One of the most important assets that can be shared between partners is knowledge. Knowledge brings competitive 

advantages for organizations and is considered an essential asset for every enterprise. Many researches have shown 

that strategic alliances can provide learning opportunities for partners [1-5-6-7-8-9-10-11-12-13-14-15-16-17-18-

19]. Also, the relation between learning and alliance success is bilateral, because the succession of an alliance is 

reflected on the amount of skills and knowledge obtained from the alliance by partners [20-21-22]. In addition, it has 

been emphasized that international strategic alliances provide more chances for developing countries’ enterprises to 

gain knowledge than national ones [23-24-25]. But since forming such alliances is almost a new strategy for 

companies, especially for developing countries’ construction industry, and few researches have been done in this 

area, this paper seeks to find the key success factors that can help Iranian construction organizations to have a 

prosperous learning process in the context of international strategic alliances. For this purpose, after giving a brief 
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introduction of related subject literature, this paper explains the research methodology and survey results and 

subsequently presents the conclusion. 

 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
2.1 Strategic alliance 

Strategic alliance is a form of cooperation networks that can be defined as a kind of contract or agreement [26] in 

which partners pool their resources [27] for a limited or unlimited period of time to reach their common goals [28]. 

Despite the tactical decisions which are short and temporary answers to the industries’ environmental changes, 

alliances are strategic and objective solutions [29]. In strategic alliances there are at least two partner companies 

which remain independent legally after alliance formation. They share the risks and control mechanisms over the 

alliances performance and have continued cooperation in one or more strategic areas like technology or production 

[30]. However, there are different categories of strategic alliances’ structures according to literature; there is not a 

unique agreement on them [31]. Nevertheless, according to the most expressed definitions, it can be said that there 

are two main general types of strategic alliances under the headlines of equity alliances and non-equity alliances [16-

23-32-31]. 

 

2.2 Knowledge and Learning through strategic alliances 

“Learning is acquisition of new knowledge” [33]. Many researchers believe that there are two main kinds of 

knowledge: Tacit and Explicit[19-23-34-35-36]. Tacit knowledge is embedded in the individuals’ beliefs, 

commitment and activities like know-how, and is hard to share with others; while, Explicit knowledge is systematic, 

formal and can be explained though charts, images and formulas[11-35-36-37]. 

Knowledge is possessed by individuals and is expressed by the principles via which members collaborate in a social 

community or group. So, although knowledge is held by individuals, it is transferred to the organizational level [38]. 

When organizations collaborate, they obtain new knowledge from each other. As Doz and Gary explain, alliance is a 

way for learning and internalizing new knowledge and skills, especially those which are tacit and embedded and 

therefore hard to be earned by other means [39]. In addition, when people with different backgrounds and opposite 

insights communicate with each other, new knowledge is created, because the new knowledge is the fruit of 

antithetical concepts’ interactions [40]. 

Furthermore, when more people are engaged in the communication process the speed of new knowledge creation is 

increased and the scope is expanded [10-23]. The process of creating new knowledge occurs both within and outside 

an organization [40]. It means that collaboration between enterprises enable them to create new knowledge [10-41-

42-43]. 

Moreover, the type of strategic alliance as a collaborative relationship affects the way of communication and the 

process of knowledge transfer [15]. The equity type of alliance provides more learning chances for partners as it 

needs closer and more cordial cooperation than non-equity ones [16].  

Overall it can be said that various forms of collaborative relationships between organizations constitute a way for 

creating and acquiring new knowledge. This knowledge may bring competitive advantages for enterprises, including 

those that are active in the construction industry [44]. 

 

2.3 Enterprises’ skills and resources 

According to the definition presented by Grunert and Ellegaard, every organization’s skills and resources can be 

devided into three diffiernet types [45]: 

1. Core skills and resources: They enable firms to participate in a special market [45]. As Varadarajan 

expresses: “They are failure preventor not success producesrs” [46]. 

2. Key success factors: They may bring competetive advantages for the firms [45]. Also these factors are 

known as Critical Success Factors (CSFs) which are “the limited number of areas in which satisfactory 

results will ensure successful competitive performance for the individual, department or organization. 

Critical success factors are the few key areas where “things must go right” for the business to flourish and 

for the manager's goals to be attained.”[47, p. 7]. The key success factors are divided into two groups 

including[45]: 

• Conjunctive key success factors: Skills and resources which the successful performance in a 

market is dependent on. Their lack in every area of a business can’t be compensated by other skills 

or resources. 

• Compensatory key success factors: Skills and resources that a business can invest on some of 

them to have prosperous status. They can be replaced with each other. 
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3. Slack skills and resources: Skills and resources that are not considered as preconditions to enter a market 

and don’t bring competitive advantages for the firms; even though, by changing market condition they may 

be changed to key success factors [45]. 

In short, it can be said that the Core skills and resources are the nessecery and fundamental assets that an 

organization needs in order to enter a market. Key/Critical Success Factors are skills and resources which the firms’ 

superior performance relies on. Slack skills and resources can’t bring success for a specific business in a determined 

period of time; however, they may be the success factors for other areas of a market or for a different period of time. 

 

3 RESEARCH GOALS AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Iran is a developing country with a young, innovative population who is seeking to learn and improve. Besides, 

Iranian organizations are willing to promote their young employees' capabilities to have innovative enterprises 

which can bring them a permanent competitive advantage. As indicated in the literature review, forming strategic 

alliances as a type of collaborative relationships between organizations can be a way for creating and gaining new 

knowledge. Forming these alliances has been a new strategy for Iranian enterprises, specifically for those who are 

involved in the construction industry. But the questions are: How can this learning process be improved? What are 

the key factors that make this process successful and enrich the knowledge assets of an enterprise? To answer these 

questions, a wide literature review on the subjects of learning through strategic alliances was done and a list of 

key/critical factors were derived from quantitative and qualitative researches done by experts and published in 

authentic sources. Then, these factors were measured in the context of Iranian construction industry’s strategic 

alliances. Since it has been proven by researchers that international cooperation leads to a better learning process 

than national ones [23-24-25], the survey population was limited to construction industry’s international strategic 

alliances between consultants. A questionnaire was prepared based on 5-pointLikert range to measure the priority 

and the degree of importance of driven CSFs. For determining the survey sample population, the list of first grade 

consultant firms recorded in the engineers’ society was identified. After explaining the subject of the research via 

email or telephone contacts interviewees were asked if they ever had an experiment in the field of international 

strategic alliance and if they evaluated their experiment successful in the aspect of learning by specifying the gained 

knowledge in the three given knowledge groups: 

• Know-how[40] 

• Skills and abilities like procedures [40-48-49-50] 

• New management methods [11-51]. 

Finally, ten construction organizations, who had successful experiments in regard of leaning in the context of 

international strategic alliances and were interested to join our survey, were selected. 

The pie chart below (Figure 1) shows the portions of the three knowledge groups that these ten organizations 

specified as gained knowledge: 

 
Figure 1: The portion of gained knowledge in the sample population 

 

Then a pilot survey was done and the personnel and managers who were involved in at least one successful learning 

international strategic alliance were asked to fill in the questionnaire. After analyzing the pilot survey, ambitious 

replies and deviation in the results proved that most of the people lacked information and the questionnaires should 

have been completed through interview; so that, the factors and their probable effects could be explained 

transparently. Besides, the interviewees should be the top managers of the international strategic alliances with high 

quality information and rich working experience in the industry. Overall, the questionnaires were filled in through 

structured interviews. Also, the nature and progress of the alliances were explained by the managers, and the factors 

were ranked according to their points of view. 

41%

36%

23%
Know-how

Skills and abilities

New management methods
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4 Data collection and Analysis results 

As expressed in the methodology to recognize the list of learning key/critical factor in the context of alliances, a set 

of 25 valid resources written by experts in this filed were reviewed and a list of 31key/critical factors were driven, as 

exhibited in Table 1. 

 

Table 1:learning thorough alliances critical success factors 
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• Systematic and 
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+ + + + + +  +  +  +    + 

• Programmed 
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10  
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+  +   + +   +  +  + + • Existence of trust 

9  
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+ + +     + + +       + 
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different levels3 

7 + 
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complexity of 
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5  
  

+ 
   

 + +    + +        

• Existence of 

clear, realistic and 

flexible 

expectations 

5  
  

 
  

+   +  +    +      + 
• Investment on 

alliances4 

5  
  

 
  

+   +  +  +      +   
• Managers 

engagement in 

alliances 

5  
 

+  
 

+ +       +     +    • Giving rewards 

                                                 
1 Like training programs[23] 
2 Formal and informal 
3Different standards, information, competitive position, language and culture, power 
4 Time, money, physical assets 
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5  
  

 + + +   +        +     
• Common goals 
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+   +             
• Alliance 

performance 

2  
  

 
   

         + +     
• Gaining new 
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2  
  

 
  

+   +             
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activity for 

organization 

2 + 
  

 
   

         +      

• Existence of 

related knowledge 

to the alliance 

activities 

1  
  

 
   

        +       
• Increasing the 

number of 

partners 

1  
  

 
   

  +             
• Tolerance for 

redundancy 

• (+) = Factors with positive effect on learning process through alliances 

• (-)= Factors with negative effect on learning process through alliances 

 

Then these factors were placed in the questionnaire and their importance in respect of their influence on the learning 

process in construction industry’s international strategic alliances were scored by 5-point Likert ranges through the 

structured interviews conducted with 40 professionals in this field. 

                                                 
5Middle level of crisis or constructed crisis 
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After collecting the data, the reliability of the answers was measured by using Cronbach's alpha coefficients. If the 

value of alpha is more than 7, the data is reliable[62]. Since the alpha for this data was 7.42, the data is reliable. 

The rates given to the factors based on 5-Point -Likert range were analyzed through T-test and the factors with an 

average score more than 3 (Test Value) were recognized as critical success factors. Other factors with an average 

score equal to or less than 3 were assumed as slack skills and/or resources. Also, the interviewees were asked to 

select the factors that play an essential role for entering alliances. Those factors can be named as core skills and 

resources. Surprisingly, all of the experts believed that Existence of knowledge related to the alliance activities 

and the Size of organization are the fundamental factors. An organization lacking of any of these factors can’t enter 

an alliance, and the failure of the learning process is inevitable. So these two factors were selected as the Core skills 

and resources. 

The result of the analysis is shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 2:T-test results 
Result T-test analysis average score Factors 

Supported 5 • Existence of related knowledge 

Supported 5 • Size of organization 

Supported 4.1 • Managers’ engagement in alliances 

Supported 4.1 • Seeking for skill’s gaps and complementary resources 

Supported 4 • Existence of trust 

Supported 4 • Intensity of effort 

Supported 4 • Quality of staffs 

Supported 4 • Alliance performance 

Supported 4 • Gaining new knowledge  

Supported 4 • Alliance as a core activity for organization 

Supported 3.8 • Programmed connections and people interactions 

Supported 3.8 • Investment on alliances 

Supported 3.7 • Constructing crisis 

Supported 3.6 • Existence of transparency 

Supported 3.4 • Absorptivity capacity and receptivity 

Supported 3.4 • Learning intention 

Supported 3.4 • Reforming home organizational context 

Supported 3.4 • Common goals and strategies 

Supported 3.4 • Previous cooperation experience 

Supported 3.3 • Giving rewards 

not supported 3 • Existence of clear, realistic and flexible expectations 

not supported 3 • Systematic and structured learning process and/or 

knowledge transfer 

not supported 2.9 • Absence of stress and tension 

not supported 2.7 • Partners with no different levels 

not supported 2.5 • Supportive government policies 

not supported 1.9 • Absence of complexity of knowledge 

not supported 1.7 • Increasing the number of evolved people in 

interactions 

not supported 1.7 • Absence of restricted agreements for the alliances 

not supported 1.6 • Increasing the number of partners 

not supported 1.5 • Alliance stability and longevity 

 

5 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 

As explained in the previous section, the Table 2 shows the final result of data analysis. According to the 

information given in this table, it can be inferred that the factors described below are the conjunctive key success 

factors for gaining knowledge through international strategic alliances in the context of Iran’s construction industry. 

1. Managers’ engagement in alliances: the mangers’ engagement refers to their willingness and their 

condemnation attitudes toward learning process. It means that there should at least be a directive and 

supportive power who nurtures the knowledge transmutation[10]. These managers should be familiar with 
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the knowledge transfer progress and the organizational procedures in order to be sure that the knowledge 

flow is moving correctly through organizational units[25]. However, manager’s engagement can be 

costly[10]. Nevertheless it is necessary for developing countries’ enterprises which are experiencing young 

international collaborations and don’t have enough experience in this context [56]. 

2. Seeking for skill gaps and complementary resources: the organizations should try to search for skills and 

the types of knowledge that they miss. Trying to bridge the knowledge gaps is better than trying to 

compensate the skills’ failure[1]. 

3. Existence of Trust: trust means relying on the partner in the condition of risk[63-64]. As in the alliances 

professional and technological knowledge is transferring, for each partner there is the risk of losing such 

knowledge as the special asset of the organization. Since there is no possibility of considering all these 

contingencies in the alliance agreement, partners should trust each other[23]. Existence of trust between 

partners makes the process of learning and creating new knowledge quicker and easier[10-11-18-22-50]. 

4. Intensity of effort: enterprises should make a conscious effort to gain knowledge [65]. This means that they 

should allocate time and commit to the alliance, to learn and gain new Knowledge [19-56].  

5. Quality of staffs: refers to personnel’s learning capacity and skill[57]. 

6. Alliance performance: the quality of the alliances’ performance is one of the most important factors that 

affect the learning process. In other words, when an alliance performs well and satisfies the partners, 

learning is facilitated[54]. Poor performance may block innovation, prevent from creating knowledge and is 

an obstacle for the exploitation of new learning opportunities [10]. 

7. Gaining new knowledge: by acquiring new knowledge the level of existing knowledge within the 

organization increases, the trust will grow and therefore affects the partners’ enthusiasm for learning [18]. 

8. Alliance as a core activity for organization: the learning opportunities increase if the subject of alliance is 

considered a core business and not a sidelong activity for the organization [19]. 

9. Programmed connections and people interactions: knowledge circulation from individual level to 

organizational level needs managed, formal, and informal communication between people and groups in 

various levels of the firms [10-22-23-37-50-59]. Also, coordinated communication reduces the cultural and 

organizational conflicts that may exist between partners[22-61]. For this purpose firms may set up a unit 

and assign the planning and directing of communication to it[60]. 

10. Investment on alliances: creating and receiving new knowledge is costly. For example, although it is useful 

to form a Research and Development unit in the organization that improves the learning process, it needs 

investment. Investment can be from both tangible assets like money and equipment and intangible assets 

like time and energy[25-59-61]. 

11. Constructing crisis: chaos intensifies the tension in the organization and concentrates the organization’s 

attention on finding new problem solving methods. If this crisis is managed well by a senior management, 

it can be a powerful motivation for learning [10]. In other words, an optimized level of anarchy maintains 

the firm innovative and increases the level of effort for gaining knowledge[16-24]. Sometimes this anarchy 

arises from the difference that may exist in partners’ level [16].  

12. Existence of transparency: transparency refers to partners’ willingness to share their knowledge. When 

partners assume each other as a potential or actual competitor, they may prevent knowledge overflow into 

their partners’ organizations[37-58]. So transparency in sharing knowledge is a critical factor affecting the 

learning process[50-61]. Besides, increasing the transparency may multiply the trust and therefore soothe 

the knowledge transfer[60]. 

13. Absorptivity capacity and receptivity: the ability to identify the value of new information, adjusting it to the 

existing information and using it for achieving business goals is known as absorptivity capacity [52]. Also, 

having the technical experience in the context of the alliance’s subject increases the absorptivity capacity 

and receptivity of the organization [9-54]. 

14. Learning intention: there should be an intention for learning in the organization [1-22-56-57] and an 

investment in this process [23-58]in order for knowledge transfer to occur. Even if there is trust between 

partners, the learning won’t happen without intention[18]. 

15. Reforming home organizational context: sometimes the current environment and context of the 

organization isn’t suitable for new knowledge. The enterprises should increase the flexibility for change 

within the firm[22-53]. 

16. Common goals and strategies: having the same objectives and strategies for alliances, especially the same 

learning objectives, can facilitate the learning process [37-50]. 

17. Previous cooperation experience: prior cooperation experience with the partners may enhance the trust and 

therefore ease the knowledge transfer [10].In addition, when a company gains different experiences from 
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various alliances, its absorptivity capacity and learning power flourishes. In addition, as the result of the 

experience, the organization’s skill for recognizing the strengths and weak points of the partners 

improves[37-54]. 

18. Giving rewards: rewards motivate the personnel for doing their tasks in the alliances and pushes them to 

acquire more knowledge in order to produce the outputs and reach their goals[44-53-60]. 

Other factors were recognized as slack skills and resource. These are not key factors for having a prosperous 

learning process, according to the opinions of Iranian international strategic alliances’ experienced senior managers. 

These slack factors are: 

• Systematic and structured learning process and/or knowledge transfer 

• Supportive government policies 

• Existence of clear, realistic and flexible expectations 

• Absence of stress and tension 

• Partners with similar levels 

• Absence of complexity of knowledge 

• Absence of restricted agreements for the alliances 

• Increasing the number of evolved people in interactions 

• Increasing the number of partners 

• Alliance stability and longevity  

The interviewees believe that even though the influence of the above mentioned factors are important in the learning 

process, they are not the critical/key success factors that prosperous learning depends on. They think that these 

factors don’t affect the learning process and knowledge transfer through international strategic alliances. For 

example, they believe that the absence of flexible or clear expectations isn’t a crucial issue. If the intention of 

learning is actually institutionalized in the partners’ goals, the expectations will be shaped during the first steps of 

alliance formation. After a while, partners automatically gain a real imagination of what they want and adjust their 

expectations mutually. Especially in international alliances where the foreign partners have experience in the context 

of collaboration, they help the Iranian local partners to form and crystalize their expectations.  

In addition, these interviewed professionals state that other factors like stress, tension, complexity of knowledge, 

differences in partner’s levels and restricted agreements are not the barriers for successful learning through alliances. 

They believe that these factors may seem like obstacles at first glance, but they can be managed accordingly. 

Therefore, they are not considered factors whose elimination is a crucial issue.  

Furthermore, the professionals explained that usually the number of the partners and the people assigned to the 

strategic alliances is sufficient. Increasing their number might cause conflicts and make the management of the 

alliance an arduous task. Also, they say that normally the time allocated to the alliance is sufficient as well. 

Longevity of the alliances’ period may create dependency and prevent them from trying to internalize the gained 

knowledge. Due to the source of knowledge is always convenient, they neglect the necessity of learning. 

However, the interview didn’t rate the two factors as the conjunctive critical success factors: 

1. systematic and structured learning process and/or knowledge transfer  

2. supportive government policies 

The professionals expressed during the interviews that these factors can be named as the compensatory success 

factors. This means that they cannot be considered as conjunctive success factors because they are not easy to 

achieve yet. Whenever the organizations implement a part of these factors, they improve their ability for gaining 

knowledge, compensate the lack of some other resources or skills and increase the probability of having a favored 

learning process through international strategic alliances. In other words, if the enterprises are able to implement a 

systematic learning approach within their organizations, they improve their chance to gain further knowledge. As 

Hamel indicates, learning happens by design, not by chance[1]. The existence of a structured learning process which 

uses information technology software and hardware beside a planned program helps organizations to attain 

incisively what they desire and helps them to distribute and internalize the gained knowledge in the organizational 

units; however, Iranian construction organizations haven’t met this condition and structure yet. Also, the 

interviewees believe that if the government supports the international strategic alliances and smooths the industry 

atmosphere in order to facilitate the foreign organizations’ presence in the collaborations, the opportunity to have a 

successful learning process through these collaborations can be enhanced. The government might support 

international alliances by allocating budgets, reducing taxes, simplifying the process of getting visa and so on. 
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6 Conclusion 

 

Due to the high velocity of technical growth, enterprises are unable to continue their activities in the 

construction industry alone. They should cooperate with other organizations in order to share their resources and 

gain competitive advantages. One of the most important assets of every firm is its knowledge, which can be shared 

and increased through collaboration. International strategic alliance is a form of collaboration that brings learning 

opportunities for the partners. In this regard, in Iran as a developing country, the construction enterprises should 

have adequate knowledge related to the alliance subject and a suitable organization’s size referring to their assets. 

This way they may enter international strategic alliances. It is useless to form an alliance without core skills and 

resources, including basic knowledge and enough resources such as human and physical resources. Also, there are 

some factors that can be named as critical success factors on which enterprises should rely in order to have a 

prosperous learning process in alliances. Examples of such factors are direct engagement of the management in the 

alliances tasks and seeking for skill’s gaps. Besides, there are some other factors like government supportive policies 

and existence of a systematic learning structure which may accelerate the learning and gaining knowledge and 

maybe named as compulsory success factors. In conclusion, construction industry enterprises in a developing 

country like Iran should consider these three groups of factors. They may help them to enhance the probability of 

gaining knowledge through international strategic alliances and enrich their knowledge resources. 
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