Introduction

In this paper, I will try to explain some of the situations that trigger a strategic alliance as well as the impact that it has on the human resources environment. Several articles related to strategic alliances and the factors behind their successes and their failures have been selected to help analyse their importance in the new business world.

In order to understand the situation within a strategic alliance, I will present a definition, and the advantages and inconveniences that they offer in contrast with other alternatives. Also, I will define the difficulty of directing and managing a strategic alliance, in which one has to control and co-ordinate the resources of several firms, the challenges existing when the alliance is operating on an international scale and the differences between national and corporate cultures.

I will mention the effect of asymmetries in strategic alliances on the realization of the goals and purposes of the alliance; the result of the challenge brought about by global competition and the changing emphasis on research and development (R&D). 

Finally, I will suggest that internal tensions account for the instabilities of strategic alliances. Alliance instabilities refer to major changes or dissolutions of alliances that are unplanned from the perspective of one or more partners (Inkpen and Bearmish 1997).

Strategic Alliances

Psychologists Sue Cartwright and Cary Cooper use the metaphor of marriage in describing varying types of organizational combinations. They liken a strategic alliance to two people 

living together; the partnering individuals or organizations are content to accept each other as they are and all the while determined to maintain their independence. Rather than wishing to impose change or compromise, the partners see the relationship as essentially supportive, with differences and idiosyncrasies tolerated and frequently seen as desirable and beneficial to the long-term continuance of the association.


Definition

A strategic alliance involves a commitment and shared resources including money, technology, and people, but is defined by temporary business relationships among autonomous partners. 

Alliances involve forming relationships between individuals or organizations that retain substantial independence, in contrast to one side's dominance over another in an acquisition. They feature less-hierarchical structures, more collaborative cultures, and somewhat equitable distributions of power and authority among the alliance's principal participants. 

In the book "Joining Forces" from authors Marks and Mirvis, they state that, "[o]ne plus one equals three. Billions of dollars and millions of jobs hinge on fulfilling this equation and the hope that a combination of two organizations can produce something more than the sum of parts. Whether it's called synergy, leverage, or efficiency, the prospect of creating value through a combination is touted vigorously in boardrooms and executive suites where top managers and their financial, legal, and strategic advisers conjure up and put together deals." This understanding of a strategic alliance

is similar to the one presented by researcher Carlos M. Rodriguez in his article called "[e]mergence of a third culture: shared leadership in international strategic alliances"

Partner selection and trends in strategic alliances

Depending on the needs from the different companies, alliances are created. Thus, different types of strategic alliances exist and the types of partners may vary.

This section presents how is it that the choice of a partner is an essential requirement for the strategic alliance's success. The partner chosen has to have the internal capacities needed to perform the activity which is the object of the agreement. 
Some of the latest trends of strategic alliances will also be mentioned.

In order to understand strategic alliances first it is important to comprehend the meaning of combination. Combination is the ability of two companies to work together towards the same goal. A goal, they would not be able to obtain otherwise.
The presence of two companies joining efforts towards a same goal means change and therefore this change needs to be managed. Managing change in combination begins by asking why companies form an alliance. This constructs the basis of what has to be planned and prepared for, and then what has to be done, to create value through combination . 

The first question that a company looking to create a good strategic alliance needs to ask is; what is essential when looking for a partner?
It is essential for a company that is interested in forming a strategic alliance that the partner chosen have the internal

capacities needed for the performed activity. In other words, the competencies required to achieve the desired goal. In this sense, small differences in terms of management style and culture between the cooperating firms may end up becoming serious problems that make it difficult to create synergies. There are many characteristics (honesty, positive disposition, efficacy, etc.) that can only be appreciated after several years in the relationship. It is convenient for a firm to work informally with another company before formalising the strategic alliance. This can help to assess levels of compatibility and its potential evolution, since it is with daily contact that we can discover the partner's habits and tendencies .

In the last couple of years, strategic alliances have also been formed between business corporations and universities with the intent of mainly funding joint research programs in exchange for options on the results of the research that might solve their practical business problems. 

Strategic alliances between institutions of higher education and corporations have numerous potential benefits. They link the intellectual resources of a university with the problem-solving needs of a firm. While universities primarily interact with industrial firms to obtain basic research funding, access to proprietary technology, research tools and an opportunity to develop and to bring technologies to the marketplace, they also collaborate to obtain industrial expertise, to get exposure to practical problems and to offer employment opportunities for university

graduates (National Science Foundation, 1982; Ervin et al., 2002) .

Reasons for combining forces

Combining forces helps companies pursue a strategy that would otherwise be to too costly, risky, or technologically advanced to achieve independently. Sometimes it could be opportunistic. Still other times, alliances can be defensive moves to protect market share in a declining or consolidating industry.

A strategic alliance is a relationship of coopetition. In other words, it is both competitive and symbiotic. On one hand, they are a collaborative/cooperative effort based on mutual forbearance, but on the other hand, they also bear a competitive or conflictual dimension .

Strategic alliances exist for a number of reasons. These reasons, or at least the trends that have been observed in the last decade, are: product/service diversification, vertical integration, globalization, risk sharing, access to technology and other resources, operational flexibility, innovation and learning, and finally resource sharing.

Product/Service Diversification (Horizontal Integration)

It is called Horizontal Integration when an alliance swiftly expands product or service offering without taking the time or the risking the capital required for internal development. In this case, the two companies join related product or service lines . 


Vertical Integration

The goal of this type of alliance is to ensure predictability, availability and the cost of raw materials, as mentioned by Marks and Mirvis. "A company may choose an alliance with a supplier to ensure

predictability in availability or cost of raw materials, or alliance with a distributor to provide a new channel for products or services. An example would be a Disney alliance with the city of New York and other corporations redeveloping Manhattan's 42nd street lining up theatres for Disney's live Broadway productions ."

Globalization

Cross-border alliances offer firms a wider geographic reach into diverse global markets and allow customized approaches to local markets and individual customers. Sometimes, an alliance with a local company is the only way to enter a country where regulation does not permit wholly owned subsidiaries. This is true in developing countries, especially China, but also when foreign firms want to do business in the United States. For example, KLM faced U.S. rules prohibiting more than 20 percent ownership of an American carrier. Instead of trying to enter the North American market on its own, KLM entered into a marketing and operating alliance with Northwest Airlines .

Risk Sharing and Access to Technology 

A strategic alliance allows a company to undertake product introduction or new technology too costly and risky to pursue on its own. A classic win-win alliance would be the one with Ahlstrom and Honeywell, in which Ahlstrom gets upgraded technology and Honeywell gets direct access to Ahlstrom's customers .


Operational Flexibility

This enables an organization to commit limited resources to a business opportunity requiring a major disruption for ongoing activities 

Innovation 

Combinations can spark innovation

by bringing technologies and people together in creating new products and services .

Resource Sharing

Alliances may be created as a means to reduce uncertainty related to the actual market demands. We can see them as mechanisms that have a variety of resources and skill labour that allows the companies involved to attain their selected goals. These goals are intimately linked to the strategic objectives of the companies and meeting them is related to the stability of the alliance.

The bottom line of choosing any of the above mentioned strategic alliances is to help companies with the enhancement of organizational effectiveness, without having high cost or risk.

Implementation of a strategy within a strategic alliance

This section describes where the main focus of the human resource department has to be when a strategic alliance is in the works. There are a series of challenges that have to be faced and the right people need to be recruited in order for the alliance to be a success.

As mentioned before, small differences in terms of management style and culture between the cooperating companies may end up becoming serious problems that will make it very difficult to create a synergy, therefore leading to a poor financial performance or even total dissolution of the alliance.   It is essential for the human resources team to be aware of these differences in order for them to properly formulate and help with the implementation of the organizational strategy within the alliance. I will present some of the differences that help in the success 

or failures of a strategic alliance and that have to be addressed by the human resource department.

Human problems are potentially important in the implementation of an alliance, and can alone decide its success or failure. For this reason, it is important that human resource management identify each person's skills, within the management team, and what motivates those skills, in order to place the appropriate individuals in key positions.
The beginning of an alliance   is a period of maximum uncertainty and anxiety for the employees, during which the firm must find a response to their logical concerns, offering those workers something better than what they have, thus succeeding in establishing stability long enough to guarantee some permanent results . 

A strategic alliance usually brings about the introduction of a series of changes in the co-operating organisations' behaviour. These changes may represent a potential source of problems and conflicts with the firm's personnel that can lead to the failure of the cooperative relationship if they are not properly sorted out.

Fit between partners has been said to be part of the success in strategic alliances. This means a strong involvement from the management side where there exists a proper fit in an alliance is driven by common factors such as a shared vision, a compatibility of strategies, a strategic importance of the alliance for partners, a mutual dependency, a value for partners and customers and an acceptance by the market.

International Alliances
New challenges are featured when creating an 

international strategic alliance. Managers of international alliances may reconfigure individual and cultural orientations and styles of alliance partners in the design of management teams to build high levels of social effectiveness. Human resource management needs to be aware that the most important task is to create an atmosphere that favours innovation and change. A prerequisite to the implementation of an effective cooperative strategy is an appropriate management team that tries to obtain the personnel's collaboration. However, this task is not easy because individuals are reluctant to change. Among some of the obstacles that companies experience when a strategic alliance begins, resistance to change is one of the most important. This is because managers may feel that their job is threatened or because there is a feeling that there are winners and losers among the people involved in the alliance. In order to minimize the resistance to change, human resources management needs to establish the profile of the persons that will be directly involved in the alliance, before the strategic alliance takes place. 

Executive managers will need to have "know-how", however other competencies will be required to create a synergy. Ideally these competencies will be found in all the persons involved with the project. Some of the competencies required by the human resources management team when selecting the members of the strategic alliance are: flexibility, humbleness, integrity, patience, curiosity, and not afraid of making mistakes . It is important that HRM determine

whether the right person can be found within the ranks of the company or whether external recruiting is the best choice. This decision is crucial for the future of the alliance.

Once human resources management has created the profile, they also need to put in place a career plan. One characteristic of a strategic alliance is its high uncertainty, especially for the people within. Therefore, it is important that the human resources management team have a proper career plan that will serve as an incentive to the executives. In other words, the executives need to be reassured that their efforts will be taken into consideration and that they will not be left without anything once the project is over. For example, the career plan could include a re-incorporation mechanism for employees. This will give them the chance to return to their previous activity or occupy a similar or higher level position after the strategic alliance has been completed .

Although the organizational change derived from the creation of a strategic alliance is conditioned by the attitude of the human resources, this attitude also depends on the personal values and the corporate culture . This brings us to the following subject which gives us another source of problems when implementing a strategic alliance, "the culture."

Culture

The existence of different cultures is an obstacle that strategic alliances are forced to encounter. The resistance to change may arise because the low rank employees may have not been properly informed of what the goals are; they might be less experienced

than top management at working with people form other culture, or they just do not agree with the new alliance. This is why the human resources team is a key element for the strategic alliance.

Different types of culture

National and organizational cultures have an impact on the degree of organizational involvement and outcomes. National culture has been defined by Hofstede as, the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one human group or category of people from another. 
Hofstede's framework includes four dimensions of national culture.
Individualism / Collectivism
Power
Uncertainty avoidance
Masculinity / Femininity

I will not define each of these dimensions. Nevertheless, it is important to keep them in mind when discussing the stability of the strategic alliance. 

It has been mentioned by Carlos M. Rodriguez that, "even though the management role is of great importance within a strategic alliance little research has been done." He also pointed out that, "managers from different national cultures create and develop a common ground relationship which facilitates communication exchange. Firms in emerging and developed markets emphasize managerial capabilities in alliance partner selection. This allows business to perform better. Their management styles foster redefinition of exchange relationships and suggest the emergence of a third culture."

Presence of a third culture in strategic alliances

Strategic alliances are characterized by the presence of at least two cultures that interact and built interdependency.

Success of an inter-organizational alliance relies on the creation of a coherent and united culture that combines elements of both. As the relationship develops, a third culture emerges through renegotiations and the synthesis of deep components of the original cultures � attitudes, values and more . 

The new culture includes shared meanings and actions between communications and values over differences, finally becoming more inclusive than the original cultures. Through this interaction they shape the values and content of the third culture present in the alliance. Kothandaraman and Wilson proposed that desired relational behaviours require managers in strategic alliances to portray positive attitudes and behaviours toward the relationship. Within this new culture, managers develop mental schemes that incorporate beliefs, theories, and propositions over time and capture the shared general management logic of the firm. 

Asymmetries

A typical human resources problem other than reluctance to change within a strategic alliance is the presence of asymmetries. There have been several studies regarding the existence of asymmetries within alliances. Their presence in strategic alliances has been described as an element that obstructs the stability of a cooperative relationship

The existence of asymmetries is justified by the difference of resource endowments that make the companies able to generate or maintain a sustainable competitive advantage. The partnering companies do not compete in identical manners since they adopt different alliance behaviours

and partners. The fact that learning is crucial to the success of an alliance suggests the presence of learning asymmetries. However, since interacting partners are constantly adjusting to one another, differences in absorptive capacity are also considered learning asymmetries. Thus, the asymmetries are of common knowledge to the partners. The importance is how the human resources team prepares people to manage them. And which strategy they choose to control these asymmetries.

Firms differ from the beginning of an alliance: even if they show some degree of similarity, they still bear knowledge-related asymmetries. The exchanges and learning taking place are dynamic and vary according to intra-organizational and environmental changes . As firms evolve in an alliance, they are subject to a tension inherent to partnership: on the one side they benefit from collaboration but on the other they are placed in a precarious position in which they become dependent on someone else. Over the duration of an alliance, different learning opportunities typically result in different outcomes. Such outcomes can be the stability of the alliance, through the realization of its purpose and partners' objectives, or the partners' individual performance .

It is considered important for the human resource management to include an educational programme designed by experts, consultants, academicians and other executives that have taken part in strategic alliances, to inform middle management of the risks, and the challenges that they will have to face. This can help reduce the

tension caused by asymmetries present in the new alliance. It is crucial that the human resources team keep an eye on this, in order to prevent the increasing asymmetries of the existing gap that will slow down the development of the alliance.

Finally, we can conclude that understanding asymmetries is very important for any company that wants to partner in an alliance because they may constitute a driver for growth. Moreover, understanding knowledge-related asymmetries may ensure that common goals of the alliance are reached.


Research and Development

The amount of companies that have decided to get involved in strategic alliances shows us how globalization and the demands of our society increase day by day. This has provoked a change in the distribution of company resources towards product development. Companies need to anticipate more of their revenue and earning growth through the production of new technology. There is not enough money to be allocated into the research and development (R&D) budget within a company. Thus, to keep up with the fast pace and the fearless competition, companies are now looking at every aspect in order to survive. This is one of the reasons why strategic alliances between companies and academic institutions have become so important. 

There have been a couple of programmes in which human resources management participates with different universities that help guarantee a workplace for future graduates. On the other hand, companies save money and space by using university facilities. According to recent studies, firms

with university linkages had lower R&D expenses. This may lead a firm to further develop a relationship with a university to supplement its internal research resources . Academic research has played a crucial role in building knowledge, technology, capital and social development. And the number of alliances is increased year after year. As we can see in the following table;




The previous table demonstrated that the fundamental principles that were generally applied in the partnership between companies and universities are:
� Engaging interesting and innovative people;
� Supporting personality matches;
� Linking projects to company priorities;
� Aligning with existing organizational resources;
� Looking beyond costs and focusing on value;
� Gaining both local and organizational benefits;
� Seeking and capturing multiple value streams.

According to Elmuti the primary roles that a contemporary university plays nowadays can be generally classified as the triad of teaching, research and service. Academics concentrate on revealing new scientific knowledge, useful for providing long term insight into basic and applied research issues which become the foundation for training future scientists, engineers and researchers. On the other hand, firms are usually interested in utilizing the results of research to resolve current business problems or challenges of immediate concern in order to maximize earnings and stakeholder wealth.

The following chart exemplifies the linkage between relationship intensity and tangible outcomes in universities and companies

collaborative ventures .


Another key element for the success of a strategic alliance is to have an effective and proper communication among the partners. This also plays an important role in the effectiveness of strategic alliances. Strategic alliance performance must be continually assessed and evaluated against the short- and long-term goals and objectives. It is important that the goals of the alliances be well defined and measurable in order for a feedback monitoring system to be successful. 

Instabilities in Strategic Alliances

So far, I have explained what a strategic alliance is; why companies decide to create them; the role of the human resources team and the outcome of the integration of cultures. This information is given as a guideline to know how to create a successful strategic alliance. Nevertheless, reality shows that it is not as easy as it was previously shown.

In the last decade, there have been an increasing number of alliances. However, not all of them have developed successfully. There are a series of factors that have hindered the proper functioning of the alliances, therefore leading them to dissolution.

Researchers have used many theories to explain the unsuccessfulness of alliances. Among these theories we find the relational contracting theory and transaction cost economics; game theory; resource dependence and the bargaining power perspective; agency theory and strategic behaviour theory. The use of these theories has helped to point out factors such as equity structure of alliances, stages of multinational 

growth, and the competitive environment. However, they have not been able to explain why even when strategic alliances have common goals, the partners do not work as hard as possible to sustain the structure until their goals are achieved.

If strategic alliances are supposed to be prolific, one would expect partners to give their utmost effort for the alliance. However, costs are a factor; inadequate due diligence and lack of compelling strategy overwhelms even strategic alliances that are sensibly financed. 

At the end of the day, what the human resource management team needs to understand is the existence of these costs and how to deal with them. 
Among the costs we find;
� Acute stress levels, exhausting workloads; 
� Former colleagues may be fired and careers side tracked; 
� Corporate culture often struggles; 
� New structures may not synchronize; 
� Selected systems might fail to create the required network.

T.K. Das and Bing-Shen Teng have suggested a framework based on the analysis of internal tensions that allows the human resource team to understand the situations that restrain the successful development in alliances. This framework accounts for both the incidence and the dissipation of alliance instabilities in terms of internal contradictions. It clearly shows how managers have to work their way through innumerable traumas, ups and downs to achieve a "post combination" organization that is more competitive, efficient, and effective than its prior components. Human resource management has to acknowledge the fact there is a matter of leveraging

competencies and technologies. And that the industry is giving birth to "cooperative competition" .

In order to help human resources management understand the innumerable tensions, a balancing strategy has been adopted. This is a strategy that has to be clearly understood by the human resources team to be able to present it and get the approval of the other departments. This idea of balance within strategic alliances pertains to the relative strengths of different forces. 

The perspective used to analyse the internal tensions comprises three sets of opposing forces. The forces are: cooperation versus competition; rigidity versus flexibility; and short-term versus long-term orientations. These forces are inherent to every company; however, the imbalance of any of them within an alliance will result in a higher failure rate. Therefore, we can say that the success of a strategic alliance depends on the balance of these forces. 
Cooperation versus competition

As previously mention, cooperation and competition are two of the crucial forces within a strategic alliance. The tension between the two is mainly behavioural, in other words, it is concerned with the way the operation is handled by each partner. "Cooperation ensures the smooth working relationship needed to carry out the project, and competition protects a partner from losing its firm specific advantage through inattention" .

Human resources tensions are inevitable but people will need to acknowledge that some kind of balance is necessary in order for them to succeed. If the focus is stronger

on the competitive side the partners will not be able to reach their goals, because they are too busy competing with one another.   On the other hand, if a company cooperates too much, this will create a situation where the other partner will have learned enough and will no longer be interested in pursuing the alliance. 

Rigidity versus flexibility

The tension that exists between rigidity and flexibility represents the structural tension which creates a competition between partners for governance and control arrangements. The existing structural rigidity from each partner becomes internal to the strategic alliance. It allows the partners to overcome potential problems in purely contract based transactions. Flexibility, which is also a key advantage inherent to strategic alliances, allows the companies to adapt easily to changes or to have an easy-exit as an extreme alternative.

A strategic alliance with a dominant rigidity will restrain the partners from adapting to environmental changes. 

Short-term versus long-term orientation

The last of the forces that cause internal tensions is short term versus long-term orientation. This is a psychological tension and it has to do with the each partner's intention to exploit or to invest in the alliance. The two companies are in constant state of conflict due to the fact that they attach different time tables to the alliance and because the high degree of uncertainty that characterizes an alliance. As result, the duration of the alliance becomes ambiguous for both parts . 

According to the tensions

view, the tension that exists between the short-term versus long-term orientation serves as the moderating variable between the other two tensions. 
Thus, in order to avoid imbalance, the learning process, clear communication and constant participation of the human resources is crucial, since both companies are in the relationship to learn.

International Alliances

According to Bartolome Marco Lajara's research, all the tensions that I have previously named are valid for any type of alliance, domestic or international. The problem of human resource management becomes especially difficult within international alliances in which various groups of employees exist. And they have different points of view with respect to the most appropriate practices. Some of the problems associated with human resources that can arise in an international alliance are that the executives assigned may have trouble due to the conflicting demands of parent firms, as well as the concentration of power in the hands of foreign executives, excluding natives from the management of activities.

In regards to human resources practices in international alliances, one of the problems that often appear is the possibility of transferring human resources practices to the foreign partner, which have to be congruent with the values and principles of the other country. Another problem is that the human resource team finds itself in the situation of preparing a special expatriate package which has to satisfy employees and they must also be prepared in case of repatriation.

With regards to

the culture, researchers Pothukuchi et al. have examined the effect of national culture relatedness on international alliance's performance. They found that the presumed negative effect from culture distance on alliance performance originates more from differences in organisational culture than from differences in national culture.

The differences in the national cultures also can impact on the behaviour of partners and, therefore on the alliance design and its governance structure. According to Bartolome Lajara's research when cultural distance between nations is great, the control exercised by the foreign partner may be ineffective in the sense that it will fail to achieve the desired goals. While, being familiar with the values and operating modes, local partners have less difficulty transacting with the international alliance .

Conclusion

In order for an alliance to work the human resources team must take the time to understand the challenges existing when putting two companies together and they have to be willing to unite two groups of managers that will have to plan for and build their new organization; they need to be sensitive to the human, organizational culture, and cultural issues that have to be addressed along the way. Most important, the human resource team needs to find and motivate executives that want to grow their businesses and create added value for their shareholders, customers, employees, and themselves.

What we can assume from the several researches that have been done is that, cooperation and effective management are key factors

for the success of the alliance. From the problems that appear within a strategic alliance, those linked with the management of the human resources that participate in the alliance especially stand out. Therefore, using knowledge related asymmetries may be a way to protect a company's specific asset while gaining valuable knowledge from the alliance without attacking the partner company.

Another situation that has to be taken into consideration is that the appearance of cultural conflict does not mean that the strategic alliance will be dissolve. The human resources team has to put in place a training programme for cultural understanding to help employees cope with the differences. On the other hand, it is very important to include managers with multicultural skills within the alliance team to be able to sooth any possible tension.

Finally, we can observe that the top reason of creating an alliance with another firm is that the union promotes attainment of strategic goals more quickly and inexpensively than if the company acts on its own. Especially in this era of intense change, rapid technological advance and ever-increasing globalization, alliances enable organizations to gain flexibility, leverage competencies, shared resources, and create opportunities that otherwise are unthinkable. Even though reality shows us that the number of strategic alliances that have succeeded is very low.
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