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Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to understand how inter-organiza-
tional relationships can contribute to innovation in service firms, by
identifying practices used in a given alliance or dyad.

Originality/value: Literature development on inter-organizational rela-
tionships and innovation confirms that this debate has become relevant
in management studies. However, given the variety of drivers in this
process, we identified the need for an in-depth understanding of the role
of inter-organizational relations in innovation, a gap that this study
sought to fill. Much of the knowledge on innovation management stems
from the understanding of manufacturing industries, requiring a greater
understanding of the management process, strategy and practices in the
service industry. Based on this, this study offers theoretical and manage-
rial contributions.

Design/methodology/approach: We carried out a single case study, through
an exploratory qualitative approach, with a focus on a strategic alliance
between a startup and a traditional bank in the Brazilian financial industry.

Findings: Motivations for engaging in an alliance, selection of partners,
practices adopted for sharing complementary resources, including
knowledge, collaboration and learning were identified in the case under
analysis as factors that favored both the creation of an environment of
innovation and the innovation results for both companies.

Keywords: inter-organizational relationships, partnerships, inno-
vation, services, strategy
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Resumo

Objetivo: O objetivo deste estudo consistiu em compreender como as
relagdes interorganizacionais podem contribuir para a inovagao em
empresas de servicos, identificando praticas utilizadas em determinada
alianca ou diade.

Originalidade/valor: O desenvolvimento da literatura sobre relacoes inter-
organizacionais e inovagdao confirma que esse debate se tornou relevante
em estudos gerenciais. Porém, com a variedade de drivers nesse processo,
identificou-se a necessidade de uma compreensio aprofundada sobre o
papel das relagdes interorganizacionais na inovagao, lacuna para a qual
este estudo buscou contribuir. Cabe ressaltar que muito do conheci-
mento sobre gestao da inovagdo é baseado na compreensao de indus-
trias de manufatura, sendo necessaria uma maior compreensao do pro-
cesso de gestdo, estratégia e praticas na industria de servicos. Com base
nisso, este estudo oferece contribui¢des tedricas e gerenciais.

Design/metodologia/abordagem: Foi realizado um estudo de caso unico,
por meio de uma abordagem qualitativa exploratéria, com foco em uma
alianca estratégica entre uma startup e um banco tradicional na indtstria
financeira brasileira.

Resultados: MotivagOes para o engajamento em uma alianga, selegdo de
parceiros, praticas adotadas para o compartilhamento de recursos com-
plementares, entre eles o conhecimento, colaboracdo e aprendizagem
foram identificadas no caso em andalise como fatores que favoreceram
tanto a criagdo de um ambiente de inova¢dao quanto os resultados de
inovagao para ambas as empresas.

Palavras-chave: relagbes interoganizacionais, parcerias, inovagao,
servicos, estratégia
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INTRODUCTION

Innovation has been identified as an essential path for organizations’
survival and prosperity and should be managed and understood as a process,
sustainability and competition strategy, as well as a source of results (Dodgson
et al., 2014). Innovation has relational characteristics and commonly involves
collaboration between two or more partners (Salter & Alexy, 2014), given
the relevance of external connections (Schiiller et al., 2013). Regarding
innovation management, access to external sources of knowledge through
collaboration (Dodgson et al., 2014) can determine the role of inter-organi-
zational relationships as one of the key elements for innovation (Kastelle &
Steen, 2014).

Cap et al. (2019) observed that inter-organizational collaboration is one
of the main drivers of innovation. In addition, the analysis of inter-organiza-
tional relationships as a means of accessing and sharing external resources
is one of the main research subjects on networks and innovation, focusing
on how to transfer knowledge within networks, creating opportunities for
mutual learning and innovation (Cantu et al., 2015).

Recently, Ystrom et al. (2019) highlighted the importance of supporting
knowledge creation within inter-organizational networks, pointing to a
learning model oriented towards collaborative innovation. Other empirical
studies (Qi Dong et al., 2017; Sampson, 2007; Dyer & Hatch, 2006; Goes &
Park, 1997) showed how relevant is resource sharing, access to new knowl-
edge, and learning between partners, which creates the conditions for a better
innovation performance.

Literature development on inter-organizational relationships and inno-
vation confirms that this debate has become relevant in management studies.
However, with the variety of drivers (complexity of the knowledge domain,
heterogeneity of the actor in the network and their functions, governance
mechanisms, for example), in addition to the potential levels of analysis
(actor, dyad, and network), there is the need for a deeper understanding of
the role of inter-organizational relationships in innovation (Cantu et al., 2015).

Much of the knowledge about innovation management is based on the
manufacturing industries (Dodgson et al., 2010). Since, in recent decades,
the awareness of the importance of service innovation for economic growth
has been increasing (Morrar, 2014), there are a few theoretical and mana-
gerial contributions to the understanding of the management process, the
strategy, and how companies innovate in this industry. The service economy
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shows a change of focus regarding the industrial economy, favoring organi-
zational systems — arrangements of people, information, and processes -,
consumer experience, and multidisciplinary, holistic, collaborative and open
organizations (Dodgson et al., 2010). Based on these arguments, the research
question emerged:

* How can inter-organizational relationships contribute to innovation in
service companies?

Therefore, this research sought to understand how inter-organizational
relationships could contribute to innovation in service companies, through
the identification of practices used in a given partnership. Although we have
focused on a single case, the analysis model can also be useful to other types
of inter-organizational relationships between companies in other sectors. In
this case, the mentioned practices are institutionalized processes between
companies, deliberately conceived to facilitate knowledge exchange in an
alliance (Dyer & Singh, 1998). In this perspective, Dyer and Singh (1998) and
Dyer et al. (2018) showed that companies can create and capture value —
processes that are inherent to innovation — from alliances, when they iden-
tify partners with complementary resources, build high levels of informal
trust and share knowledge.

As an empirical field for this study, we chose the Brazilian financial ser-
vices industry, which presents fast and continuous changes, driven by
intense competition for innovations and technological transitions. This sce-
nario has been affected by new organization models, such as fintechs or
startups, and by partnerships between this type of company and large banks
that traditionally operate in the sector. This practice has become increasingly
common in searching for innovations (Federagdo Brasileira de Bancos —
Febraban, 2018b).

Hence, this study sought to contribute both to the theory and practice
of innovation management in services. We used single case study as research
method, since we wished to analyze the case in-depth, identifying its charac-
teristics and relationships with the literature (Yin, 2015; Gil, 2010). We
structured the study in the following sections: theoretical framework, iden-
tifying central aspects that support the research proposal; method, in which
we detailed the procedures adopted for data collection and analysis; presen-
tation and discussion of results; and final remarks.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In this section, we explore the topics strategy, innovation, management,
and inter-organizational relationships as theoretical subsidies for the study.

Innovation, strategy, and management

Innovation, in the strategic perspective, is considered one of the key
aspects for organizations’ success and sustainability (Sinha & Srivastava,
2016), related to the ability to use their existing knowledge base, in addition
to acquiring knowledge from external sources (Kyldheiko et al., 2011). Inno-
vations can be different, and one of the main distinctions is between product
innovations, which involve the creation and launch of new products or ser-
vices, and process innovations, which change operations, tasks, and ways of
working in organizations (Salter & Alexy, 2014).

Regarding an innovation’s degree of novelty, incremental innovations
occur more frequently in established markets, using technologies and pro-
cesses more familiar to the organization’s existing activities. Radical innova-
tions, in turn, have greater impacts on markets and involve technologies and
processes very different from those supported by the organization’s resource
base (Dodgson et al., 2014).

Besides the distinction between what is new or substantially improved,
we may apply the definitions of product/service, process, marketing (posi-
tion), and organizational (paradigm) innovation (Francis & Bessant, 2005),
in order to categorize the forms of innovation made by companies that affect
performance. Francis and Bessant (2005) proposed the 4P model (product,
process, position, and paradigm) to define the possible types of innovation:

*  Product innovation: consisting of significant changes in essential charac-
teristics of the products/services that a company provides.

*  Process innovation: changes due to the use of new or significantly improved
methods, or in the way products/services are produced/provided.

*  Position innovation: changes in the context in which products/services are
offered, and the opening of new markets.

*  Paradigm innovation: for instance, changes in the mental models that guide
what the company does and how it uses its knowledge, new organiza-
tional arrangements.

The literature on service innovation highlights its peculiarities either
through the attributes of the service itself, or the process by which the service
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sector makes innovations (Hipp & Grupp, 2005). Services are activities with
particular features that distinguish them from goods from the manufacturing
industry, given that the products created are not fully formatted and coded
(Kon, 2004; Sundbo & Gallouj, 1998), which makes the innovation analysis
process more difficult. We can examine service innovations through four
dimensions: 1. the concept of service — what is new in the market; 2. cus-
tomer interface — new ways by which customers get involved in the produc-
tion of services; 3. service provision system, which comprises new forms of
service delivery; and 4. technology (Hertog, 2000).

Some authors argue that service innovation is the result of contextual
aspects, actors, and their interactions (Toivonen & Tuominen, 2009), thus
differing from innovations in the manufacturing industry. For this study,
and based on the definitions presented (Hertog, 2000; Francis & Bessant,
2005; Toivonen & Tuominen, 2009), we consider that innovation comprises
new services, new processes for its creation and offers, new markets that
companies access, new ways of using knowledge, and new organizational
arrangements, as well as significant improvements in these aspects, which
add value to companies.

In practice, innovation, including in services, can be fostered by new
technological and market opportunities that emerge from potential sources,
with multiple influences and incentives; they can result from new regula-
tions or technical standards and competition that forces companies to develop
new solutions and seek collaborative partners, for example. Such incentives
combine to produce a complex and interrelated matrix of collaborators for
the innovation process (Dodgson et al., 2014), since innovating individually
can be a more costly and limited process.

By uniting strategy, management, and practices from the engagement in
projects for developing new technologies and creation of new markets, a
process of learning, qualification, and organizational renewal emerges.
Therefore, efforts to explore learning, transfer knowledge, and replicate new
practices throughout the organization can help it institutionalize new rou-
tines, building, thus, the necessary capacities for innovation (Brady & Davies,
2004; Shamsie et al., 2009; Brady & Davies, 2014).

Regarding the process of innovation-seeking and building organizational
capacities to innovate, a strategic issue for companies is to get external infor-
mation and knowledge (Berchicci, 2013; Wang et al., 2017). Knowledge
spillover is the process by which knowledge is transferred from one organi-
zation (knowledge source) to another (knowledge recipient), which is also
a learning process. Thus, a given company can achieve a higher performance
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in innovation through knowledge acquired from external sources, such as
strategic partners, reducing its individual innovation efforts (Wang et al.,
2017; Griliches, 1991; Smith, 1994).

In summary, knowledge exchange and resource sharing in a given part-
nership can occur as part of the innovation management strategy, especially
in dynamic environments, where companies compete for innovations and
have insufficient resources for innovating separately at the necessary speed
(Dodgson et al., 2014; Gulati, 1998). Hence, the company is no longer the
exclusive locus of innovation (Wang et al., 2017), which is now the whole
network. The analysis of this process contributes to understanding how
companies can manage it and achieve advantages from inter-organizational
relationships (Cantu et al., 2015), once again considering the relationship
between strategy, management, and practices. In this perspective, it is
important to identify how and under which conditions affiliation to a net-
work or a partnership becomes a strategic resource for innovation.

Inter-organizational relationships and innovation

Alliances are organizational arrangements that allow independent com-
panies to share different types of resources to create value (Anand & Khanna,
2000). From a strategic perspective, companies start alliances, establishing
inter-organizational relationships, and the unit of analysis becomes the
dyad, through the following sequence of events: 1. decision to start an alliance;
2. choice of an appropriate partner; 3. choice of the alliance structure; and
4. dynamic evolution of the alliance, as the relationship develops over time.
Hence, although not all processes of building alliances follow this sequence,
this series of events comprise several managerial decisions to take, which
are intrinsic to the management process (Gulati, 1998).

In practice, large and small companies can participate in alliances (Anand
& Khanna, 2000). While large companies seek to access complementary
resources, such as innovation sources and knowledge exchange, smaller and
younger firms can get benefits from specific relationships and resources
with established companies (Baum et al., 2000; Gulati, 1998). Under this
logic, relationships are able to create and add value since the initial stages
(Eggert et al., 2006), not only by improving operations’ efficiency, but essen-
tially by making new businesses possible (Dzever et al., 2001; Biggemann &
Buttle, 2012).

Empirical studies show that alliances are one of the main sources of new
ideas and information that result in technology and innovations, with an
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impact on performance (Pouwels & Koster, 2017; Hippel, 1988; Powell
et al., 1996). Using data from 32 European countries, in six different sec-
tors, Pouwels and Koster (2017) analyzed the effect of the relationship
between inter-organizational cooperation and innovation, showing a posi-
tive effect on organizational structure, network interaction, acquisition of
external knowledge, and access to complementary resources.

Another empirical study on the agribusiness sector, in Brazil and Spain,
on the relationship of inter-organizational networks for innovation develop-
ment (Dias et al., 2019), showed the importance of sharing resources in an
inter-organizational network for innovation. The authors also observed that
the network is a structure that favors innovation development, however,
management is necessary to achieve a higher performance. This strengthens
the argument that strategy, management, and practices should be aligned, in
order to get results from strategic alliances.

Lavie (2006) suggested that alliances could provide competitive advan-
tage at the network level, focusing on the routines of the dyad or of the
network as units of analysis. Such routines are a regular standard of inter-
firm interactions that allow knowledge transfer, recombination, or creation
(Grant, 1996; Dyer & Singh, 1998). According to Qi Dong et al. (2017), com-
panies that work together with other organizations in a network of alliances
are more likely to access the types of knowledge needed for more disruptive
innovations, increasing their innovation capacity.

Under this logic, we can still understand routines as practices — compa-
nies’ institutionalized processes deliberately designed to facilitate knowl-
edge exchange between the partners (Dyer & Singh, 1998). Seeking to learn
how inter-organizational relationships can affect companies’ innovations, the
strategy of building alliances, combined with management and the defined
practices, is a path for analyzing this phenomenon. Based on the literature
review, we identified factors that make up both strategy and management
within strategic alliances, in addition to the practices adopted for promoting
innovations:

*  Partner selection: Qi Dong et al. (2017) argued about the challenges for
strategic alliances when they search for partners for developing innova-
tions. The authors found that organizations that build alliances with
partners that are central to the network tend to develop more innova-
tion through inter-organizational relationships. Yet, the heterogeneity
of the public-private partnership was a moderator in the relationship
between partners, regarding innovation in inter-organizational alliances.
Finally, they observed that companies that have more interaction with
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private partners are more likely to develop innovations. Therefore, the
motivation for engaging in an alliance corresponds to the strategy itself,
in the search for partners with complementary resources.

*  Collaboration: Schoenmakers and Duysters (2010) argue that organiza-
tions tend to collaborate with others that are central to an alliance net-
work, in order to have more access to external knowledge. Qi Dong et al.
(2017) observed that organizations working in alliances tend to be more
exposed to the knowledge needed for developing innovation, which
affects their innovation capacity.

*  Practices: Ystrom et al. (2019) developed a model to foster learning on a
collaborative platform for inter-organizational networks, based on how
the learning process through actions changed the nature of interactions.
For the authors, the process through actions involves creating spaces for
interactions, which is essential for learning. One approach to assess
complementarity — and how the alliance will probably create value - is
to consider if the resources that will benefit from the partner’s synergy
are tangible resources or assets (for example, facilities, equipment, loca-
tions), or intangible resources (knowledge), or both (Dyer, et al., 2018).
In addition, Lee et al. (2010) observed that partners that collaborate to
seek synergy by accessing complementary resources are more likely
to be successful.

* Learning: Pouwels and Koster (2017) defend a positive relationship
between cooperation and innovation. Such results indicated the existence
of mechanisms for innovation progress, access to complementary
resources, and involvement in interactive learning, showing a potential
effect of knowledge transfer. In the same study, they pointed to the
significant impact of employees’ qualification on innovation. Another
finding was the considerable effect of informal knowledge acquisition
on innovation. In addition, Ystrom et al. (2019) described the complexity
of learning in inter-organizational networks, showing the dynamics of
implementing actions to support collaboration in a collective knowledge
creation initiative.

* Innovation: Innovation here is a result of the process, the interaction
between strategy, management, and practices, capable of promoting rele-
vant changes in products or services and processes, either incremental
or radical, and, also, an objective in alliance building. Hynes and Elwell
(2016) showed that networks challenge innovation, suggesting that
companies’ greater market reach results from collective action. For Goes
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and Park (1997), inter-organizational relationships generate opportuni-
ties for learning and sharing innovation resources, which is also a result
of the process.

According to Autio and Thomas (2014), the notion of innovation eco-
systems, which expands the concept of inter-organizational relationships
and comprises a range of interactions for value creation among sets of inter-
connected organizations, is the scenario in which partnerships are quickly
developing, especially regarding innovation. In short, companies seek to
engage in partnerships or alliances to access and share resources, thereby
creating value (Dyer et al., 2018; Anand & Khanna, 2000).

Therefore, this strategy tends to affect innovations (Hynes & Elwell,
2016; Dias et al., 2019), in several ways: through its own effectiveness in
partner selection (Qi Dong et al., 2017), through the collaborative process
that emerges within the alliance (Schoenmakers & Duysters, 2010), through
the processes that involve spillover and knowledge creation and sharing
(Wang et al., 2017; Griliches, 1991; Smith, 1994), through learning (Ystrém
et al., 2019; Goes & Park, 1997), and through the established practices that
facilitate interactions and knowledge exchange (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Ystrém
et al., 2019).

All of these are aspects that enable the alliance’s management to achieve
its goals.

METHOD

As research method, we used the single case study, with an exploratory
qualitative approach (Yin, 2015). To select the case, we used a non-proba-
bilistic method, judgmental sampling, which includes elements selected in
a non-random manner (Gates & McDaniel, 2003). Thus, the case meets the
research interest criteria, as a form of intentional sampling based on previ-
ously observed characteristics (Hair et al., 2005).

For the case selection, we used the following criteria: 1. companies
operating in the Brazilian financial industry, since the type of relationship
under study is a constant practice in the sector for leveraging innovations
(Febraban, 2018b); and 2. companies that have engaged in innovation part-
nerships in the last year. Through research on websites and indications from
professionals in the area, we identified some partnerships disclosed in the
sector, which enabled the qualified selection of the case.
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The main instrument for data collection was a semi-structured inter-
view script. We also used secondary data and internal documents, as well as
media publications. We invited to participate in the interview companies’
representatives that were directly involved in the alliance’s building process
and events, resulting in four interviews, conducted between July 2018 and
May 2019, a period in which interactions developed more effectively.

Table 1
Interviewees’ profile
Entrevistado Cargo Empresa Tempo de empresa
01 Solutions manager - strategy and innovation Bank A 18 years
area
EO02 Business advisor - strategy and innovation area  Bank A 9 years
€03 Solut|on manager - digital businesses and Bank A 16 years
innovation area
E04 Chief operating officer (COO) Startup B 3.5 years

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

For data analysis, we used the content analysis technique, through the
following steps: 1. pre-analysis: material preparation; 2. content exploration
and categorization; and 3. result treatment and presentation of content,
results, and conclusions (Bardin, 2011).

Figure 1 shows the adopted research model, as a summary of the theo-
retical framework, from which emerged the analysis categories.

Figure 1
Research model
Innovation strategy Innovation management Innovation

e Interorganizational » Partner selection; ¢ Innovation as a motivating factor to
relations; * collaboration, knowledge build strategic partnerships;

« motivations to build sharing and creation, « innovation as a result: new services;
alliances and strategic /-\‘ among other resources; /-\‘ processes for their creation and
partnerships; * learning; provision; new markets; new forms of

e search for * adoption of practices that knowledge use and new organizational
complementary resources: facilitate interactions. arrangements;

o reduction of efforts and ¢ incremental and radical changes;
limitations to innovation. * innovation capability.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

ISSN 1678-6971 (electronic version) ¢ RAM, Sdo Paulo, 23(2), eRAMR220110, 2022
https://doi.org/10.1590/1678-6971/eRAMR220110.en



N

Inter-organizational relationships and innovation: A case study on the financial services industry

From the literature review, we defined analysis categories and subcate-
gories a priori, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2
Analysis categories

Category Subcategory References

Engagement in alliances, partnerships, and Qi Dong et al. (2017)
Strategy selection of partners, inter-organizational
relationships, search for resource sharing.

Collaborative process: synergy, access to Schoenmakers and Duysters
complementary resources. (2010), Qi Dong et al. (2017), Dyer
etal. (2018), and Dias et al. (2019)

Processes that involve spillover, knowledge Wang et al. (2017), Griliches

sharing, and creation. (1991), and Smith (1994)
Management
Adopted practices (recurrence, interactions)- ~ Dyer and Singh (1998) and Ystrém
etal (2019)
Learning Ystrom et al. (2019), Goes and Park
(1997), Lee et al. (2010), and
Pouwels and Koster (2017)
New products/services, new processes for Hynes and Elwell (2016), Francis
creation and provision, new markets accessed and Bessant (2005), Toivonen and
Innovation by firms, new forms of using knowledge, and ~ Tuominen (2009), and Hertog

new organizational arrangements, as wellas ~ (2000)
significant improvements in these aspects, in
order to create value for companies.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

In summary, the protocol adopted for the study covered the following
steps: 1. literature review, research question, and objective, defining the
theoretical-conceptual and structural guidelines, as well as the method;
2. planning the case study, defining the unit of analysis, data collection
method, the semi-structured interview script, based on the analysis catego-
ries defined a priori; 3. data collection; 4. data analysis; and 5. preparation of
the report for presentation and discussion of results.
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RESULTS
Brazilian financial market, startups, and fintechs

Innovation has assumed a strategic role in the expansion and sustaina-
bility of businesses, both for small and large companies, mainly due to the
changes in the competitive scenario, driven by the increase in the use of tech-
nology. In the financial industry, it is not different, mostly because of the
impacts of new financial technologies implemented by fintechs and startups
(Inter-American Development Banl - IDB, 2017).

Brazilian and foreign banks that operate in Brazil are investing in the
exploration, development, application, and improvements in technologies,
with a focus on the consumer experience of financial services, expanding the
use of digital channels (Febraban, 2018b). Fintechs and startups, in turn,
have been transforming the financial industry through innovations, focused
on financial inclusion and service expansion, often serving segments not
attended by traditional banks (IDB, 2017).

In this scenario, there is also an increase in cooperation initiatives
between large companies in the financial sector and startups (Banco Central
do Brasil — Bacen, 2018). When focusing on customer experience, banks need
to develop innovative services quickly, which requires not only mastering
technology but also organizational agility, comprising investments in inno-
vation, management of talents, and partnerships, within a broad ecosystem.
Differently, startups bring in their essence this competence, as they are able
to notice consumer needs more readily. From the coexistence of established
banks, fintechs, and startups, a changing ecosystem emerges, which is a
favorable context for partnerships (Febraban, 2018b).

The ecosystem of startups intensive in the use of financial technology
(fintech) is diversified and growing in Brazil (Bacen, 2018). Startups are
organizations created to develop new products and services under conditions
of extreme uncertainty, strongly supported by innovation and entrepreneur-
ship (Ries, 2012). Regarding their activities, fintechs, according to the Finan-
cial Stability Board (FSB), are financial innovations, enabled by technologies
that can result in new business models, applications, processes, or products
with tangible effects in the provision of financial services (Bacen, 2018).

Faced with this scenario, although fintechs and startups have greater
innovative potential and agility for proposing solutions, large banks can use
three factors to protect their leadership positions: regulatory barriers, con-
sumers’ natural inertia, and the lack of significant resources from entrants
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to acquire or imitate competitors (Febraban, 2018b). Hence, collaborating
can be a strategic alternative and an opportunity for superior gains for both.

Strategic alliance/partnership between bank A and startup B

As the study subject, we analyzed a partnership between a traditional
Brazilian bank (bank A) and a startup accelerator (startup B). This partner-
ship aimed to leverage innovations in bank A regarding solutions for the
financial market, capturing startup projects that could be supported and
implemented by the alliance with startup B, besides furthering the qualifica-
tion of bank A’s employees on entrepreneurship and innovation culture,
resulting in process innovations.

In a brief summary, bank A operates in the Brazilian and international
markets, as one of Latin America’s largest financial institutions, with con-
solidated operations in several segments of the financial market. startup B
was founded in 2011. In the several editions of its acceleration programs in
Brazil, 317 startups participated, involving a group of more than 1,000
entrepreneurs. Startup accelerators operate by offering methodology, con-
nections, and support for structuring startups’ activities and are compen-
sated according to the new businesses’ performance.

The companies formalized the partnership by establishing the expected
scope of deliveries and responsibilities of each partner. The expected deliveries
in the contract were divided into four pillars, namely: positioning in the
ecosystem (strategy); access to startups (exchange of knowledge, new busi-
nesses); training (qualification of bank A’s team on agile methods used by
startups for developing solutions and new businesses); and startup accelera-
tion, through the specific program for new businesses’ acceleration.

Discussion of results

In theory, companies start strategic alliances to share different types of
resources and create value (Anand & Khanna, 2000), and inter-organiza-
tional collaboration is seen as one of the innovation drivers (Cap et al.,
2019). This process comprises a sequence of events that begins with the
strategic decision to engage in an alliance, followed by the choices of an
appropriate partner, the alliance structure, and its dynamic evolution over
time (Gulati, 1998). In this case, we adopted this sequence of events, sup-
ported by strategic and managerial decisions.

As for the motivations for engaging in alliances, as a strategy to enhance
innovation results, large companies seek alliances to access complementary
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resources (Dyer et al., 2018) and to exchange knowledge, while smaller and
newer firms can benefit from specific relationships and resources of estab-
lished companies (Baum et al., 2000; Gulati, 1998). According to E04, when
a large company looks for innovations, this process involves approaching
startups, either by hiring, through partnerships, or in some way that it may
understand how startups work, supporting the development of a change-
prone innovation culture, seeking process innovations, besides an increase
of its innovation capacity.

In the case of startups, there is considerable variation in access to resources
and stable relationships. When starting alliances, startups can access com-
petitive, social, technical and commercial resources that would normally
require years of operational experience to achieve (Baum et al., 2000). Thus,
mentoring and acceleration practices included in the scope of activities of
the partnership between bank A and startup B strengthened this argument.

Including aspects of innovation management, partnership building is a
recurring practice for both companies. bank A was one of the pioneers to
structure an open banking operation in Brazil, in partnership with a startup,
offering a financial management and control platform for micro and small
companies. In terms of experience, startup B had already developed similar
partnerships with large companies. However, in this case, there is a unique
characteristic for bank A, as reported by interviewee E01:

[...] having an external accelerator to promote, develop, and incubate
innovation projects at the bank is unprecedented. There is a similar
initiative with an accelerator in the United States, but there are fewer
accelerated teams, and the scope of projects is defined exclusively by
the bank, while, in the startup, the scope of projects is wider and the
speed of project development is higher. In both scenarios, the scope
of employed technologies is not restricted to bank standards.

Regarding the partner selection, in accordance with respondents EO1
and E02, bank A seeks to select them based on criteria such as identifica-
tion of best practices or those that have an exclusive technical capacity. For
startup B, the search for partners for the development of joint projects is
based on the following criteria, pursuant to interviewee E04: institution
seriousness, capacity or potential to add value to startups and to the ecosys-
tem, and whether it will really develop a work that supports startups’ growth.

Concerning the adopted practices, the methods used for exchanging
knowledge and interactions in the partnership were considered innovations
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for the companies. According to interviewee EO1 “[...] instead of competing,
companies are acting as partners, approaching and fostering these innova-
tion initiatives”. This practice confirms a strategic trend in the financial
market: Large banks are developing initiatives to foster partnerships with
fintechs and startups, in an environment of intense competition for innova-
tions (Febraban, 2018a).

Practices between partner companies included the following modules:

*  People module: production of content on innovation (articles and video
lessons), training for mentors (qualification of employees, in order to
internalize the entrepreneurial attitude and the agile methods of startups
in the bank), and periodic mentoring for projects developed by bank A’s
innovation team (internal structures for the development of projects
focused on innovation), with the purpose of improving projects, based
on questionings and provocations from experts outside the bank.

*  Business module: display of bank A’s brand in actions promoted by startup
B with other startups, as well as product advertising and exclusive con-
tract in the banking segment.

*  Innovation module: promotion of events, both for accelerating startups and
approaching bank A to the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

As an example, in mentoring practices, there is an exchange of expe-
riences between a startup and its mentor, based on a specific challenge.
Thus, the mentor can contribute with his knowledge and experience to the
startup growth, helping to identify business opportunities that have synergy
with the bank. According to E03, around 30 bank A executives were trained
to be mentors. In terms of training on work methodologies at startups, 12
areas of bank A were directly affected, by working with different levels of
challenges, both business and strategic, involving internal mentors and
those from the ecosystem.

The main events and interactions that occurred during the partnership
and mentioned by interviewees were: 1. training for bank A mentors;
2. periodic mentoring conducted by startup B for bank A’s innovation team;
3. events with the participation of partner companies, entrepreneurs, and
startups; 4. lectures and workshops; 5. meetings with partner companies;
and 6. periodic production of articles to disseminate the innovation culture
through bank A’s internal communication channels. The processes conducted
during the partnership resulted mostly in process innovations, through the
adoption of new methods and by improvement, expanding the innovation
capacity of both companies, as well as enabling access to new markets.
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We identified examples that characterize the collaborative process through
the sharing of complementary resources, in line with the vision of networks
as structures that favor innovation creation (Dias et al., 2019), in which
companies can access external resources and knowledge (Dodgson et al.,
2014; Kyldheiko et al., 2011). As reported by interviewees E03 and E04,
companies shared, in addition to knowledge and experience, physical spaces
(structures), creating environments for interaction.

In terms of knowledge exchange, according to interviewee E04, startup
B received several insights from bank A, in addition to contributing with
knowledge on new working methods, with interesting arguments in debates
with startups, aiming to foster changes in the bank’s organizational culture.
Although each company has its own characteristics and pace, after under-
standing some internal processes and the best ways for knowledge exchange,
the flow was improved.

From bank A’s standpoint, there was a need for internal adjustment of
processes and people for the partnership to achieve its goals, through a
dynamic process of learning and process innovation for both companies,
which was the main challenge faced during the partnership (E03). This was
highlighted mainly because of the different attributes of each company, one
large, with more hierarchical processes, and the other with a more agile cul-
ture and structure, as a startup.

In addition, knowledge spillover was pointed by E03 through the
exchange of information that happened during interactions, building com-
panies’ knowledge and experience. Mentors who were bank A’s employees,
for example, when executing projects at startup B, also learned and brought
knowledge from outside into the organization, which strengthens the idea
of mentoring practice as a means of learning for both partners. This is in line
with Wang et al. (2017), who state that a closer access to information
enhances the learning process, besides turning into a source of innovative
ideas, both incremental and radical. The relationship model with startups
developed in this partnership was mentioned as learning and innovation for
bank A, as an open innovation practice.

As for learning, both companies reported access to new knowledge and
information, in addition to making some adjustments for better workflow
and results. For startup B, in practical terms, interviewee E04 mentioned, as
main examples of learning, the contact with the innovation structure of
bank A, the development of intrapreneurship projects, and how large insti-
tutions manage to act proactively towards innovation. Another aspect related
to learning was innovation escalation, that is, how to make new solutions
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reach a large number of people, new markets — in the case of a company with
a large and diversified customer base —, keeping a good level of quality and
management in the processes.

Such practices positively affected the innovation process of both compa-
nies, generating new processes and enabling them to try out new solutions,
involving access to complementary resources, among them knowledge,
through interactive learning (Pouwels & Koster, 2017). We also identified
aspects of learning through inter-organizational networks, showing the
dynamics of implementing support actions and collaboration in an initiative
for shared knowledge creation (Ystrom et al., 2019).

The resulting innovations include those in training processes, access to
potential sources of ideas and new businesses, as well as expansion of the
network of relationships within the ecosystem, focused on incremental pro-
cesses that, in the long run, may result in radical innovations. In addition,
the development of capacities for managing the relationship with startups
was noticed as an innovation result (E03). Such perceptions are in accordance
with Hynes and Elwell (2016), who stated that interactions in inter-organi-
zational networks challenge innovation and that companies’ wider reach
in the market will result from a collective action focused on disruptive tech-
nology, increasing innovation capacity and results.

With regard to the specificities of the service sector, innovation has a
multidimensional character (Durst et al., 2015) and is a result of contextual
aspects, players, and interactions (Toivonen & Tuominen, 2009). Through
the partnership between bank A and startup B, a new context of innovation
was achieved, with new actors and new knowledge, and learning was
achieved through the interactions, fostering the adoption of new working
methods and incremental process innovations, besides access to new mar-
kets for both companies as short-term results.

According to the literature, orientation towards innovation allows ser-
vice companies to carry out innovation practices strategically (Ryu & Lee,
2018; Baron et al., 2009; Menor & Roth, 2007; Worren et al., 2002). With
the partnership, both companies shared resources, with the purpose of
making innovations, noticed mainly in the processes and organizational cul-
ture, in this case. In line with what we observed, efforts to explore learning,
transfer knowledge, and replicate new practices throughout the organization
help companies to institutionalize new routines, thus, building the neces-
sary capacities for both incremental and radical innovation (Brady & Davies,
2004; Shamsie et al., 2009; Brady & Davies, 2014).

Table 3 presents a summary of innovation results from the partnership,
which lasted for about two years. As they were noticed during the partner-
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ship, we consider them short-term results. We estimate that such benefits
may affect companies’ innovations also in the long term, by increasing their
innovation capacity.

Table 3
Partnership contributions and innovation results

Alliance strategies

. Impacts perceived on innovation
and practices

¢ Training of bank A's leaders and innovation teams in agile methods used
by startups to develop solutions and new businesses, creating process
innovations, both by adopting new working methods and improving the

existing ones. Direct impact on building managerial skills for innovation.

Peopl ‘ ‘ . .
eople module ¢ Mentoring for startups by bank A's employees with greater experience in

the market, leading to improvements in startups’ products/services and
processes.

¢ Impacts on bank A's innovation culture,

¢ Holding events for the ecosystem, searching for new strategic partners
(bank A and startups), and learning about this relationship model, such as
Business module open innovation practices, change of practices in hiring models, network
expansion, generating process innovations, and building innovation
capacities.

¢ Learning about startup acceleration processes, partnerships, and actions
for the innovative ecosystem, generating innovations in management
processes and creating a new innovation context, contributing to building
capacities for innovation in both companies.

Innovation module

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

FINAL REMARKS

The results of this case study, which sought to understand the impact of
inter-organizational relationships on the innovation of service companies,
present theoretical and practical contributions. The results confirm the theo-
retical aspects listed based on the literature as a path for a broad under-
standing of the phenomenon in organizations. The motivations for engaging
in a strategic alliance, mechanisms for partner selection, adopted practices,
collaborative process through resource sharing, learning, and impacts on
the process and results of innovation could be observed in the case, enabling
connections between theory and practice, and providing empirical evidence
that adds to theory building and managerial practice.
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Understanding how companies innovate is challenging, in view of the
innovation process in service firms, because of the heterogeneity and com-
plexity of this particular sector; therefore, the study offers contributions
from case observations. By integrating elements of strategy, management,
and practices as a way to analyze the impacts of inter-organizational rela-
tionships on innovation, we found that building strategic partnerships cor-
responds to an innovation strategy, which may not be exclusive, but part of
the corporate strategy, in which management and the adoption of new prac-
tices are essential for partners to achieve positive results.

The need for adjustments that both companies had to manage because
of the practices adopted, resulting in process innovations, corresponds to a
relevant learning on the structuring of the management model applied to
partnerships, mainly between companies with different sizes, structures,
and organizational cultures. In fact, changes resulting from the partnership
and perceived as innovation results in the short term led to relevant impacts
for building strategies and innovation management models based on part-
nerships, which resulted in the adoption of new practices and the creation of
a new innovation context, also affecting the culture and innovation capacity
of both partners.

As a managerial contribution, the study offers a vision of how strategic
alliances can expand knowledge limits, thus, becoming a source of comple-
mentary resources, expanding companies’ relationship network and poten-
tial sources of innovation. New ways of fostering innovation, changes in the
organizational culture by making it more aligned with the dynamics of
the competitive environment, as well as emerging organizational arrange-
ments, are contemporary strategic challenges, aiming at organizations’ sus-
tainability.

Regarding future research, we suggest an investigation on how companies
create knowledge, or new knowledge bases, moving away from the status quo
towards disruptive innovations, through inter-organizational relationships;
and, as a complement to our results, how they manage such knowledge at
the dyad or network level, or how partnerships affect individuals and the
ecosystem.

Case studies, which seek an in-depth understanding of real aspects of
the investigated process, and where boundaries between the phenomenon
and the context are not clear, have a limitation, since they do not allow
results’ generalization (Yin, 2015). However, they allow comprehending a
certain reality in a given context, with specific contributions.
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