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ABSTRACT

This study was inspired by the proposition devetiopg Karthik (2002) and applied to a context ofibantal
interorganizational relations. Our main objectiveaswto understand how the learning process between
organizations inserted in networks occurs, fromglespective of the evolution of relationships owere. This
study has a qualitative and exploratory nature, thedmethod adopted is the case study with multipiés of
analysis. The research was carried out in a netafttkirteen supermarket companies in the StaRi@fGrande
do Sul, Brazil. The data was collected throughiialial interviews, questionnaires, documental sesir@and
histories of learning. As the main contribution, ighlight the critical discussion made of the ngo®posed
by Karthik (2002) as it is applied in horizontakwerks: contradicting the author’s suggestion,risults of this
research reveal that there was a predominance tfianlearning in the initial stages of the compahie
relationships and, as the relationships evolveshethivas a predominance of unilateral learning. Thange can
be seen in the adoption of opportunist behaviortaecpredominance of structural characteristicgsust in the
relationships established by the companies involved
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INTRODUCTION

The complex environment in which organizations mogkerate demands new management
techniques. To work not only competitively but atsmperatively is the great strategic challenge for
companies. In this context, the cooperation styakes recently been gaining much more attention in
the academic literature and in managerial decisiénem this perspective, the interorganizational
learning process can be seen as a managerialrmattuo induce organizations to create appropriate
structures and strategies for facing this comptesrenment.

New interorganizational arrangements such as coynpatworks (the focus of this study) can be
considered a platform for interorganizational l&agnas they provide the organizations with actess
knowledge from partner companies (Inkpen, 2000).wéier, it is necessary to note that
interorganizational relationships evolve over timgganizational competences change and objectives
are redefined and, consequently, the learning digzarand the interactions between partner
companies also change (Karthik, 2002). Therefoisgudsions of how learning occurs from the
evolutionary perspective of interorganizationalatieinships can provide a contribution to the
companies individually and collectively or to thetwork as a whole.

Karthik (2002) details an exploratoisamework, aimingto understand the evolutionary perspective
of learning focused on the study of strategic atles. Thus, inspired by the studies developed by
Karthik (2002) and applying the discussion of theme theme to the context of horizontal
interorganizational relationships, this article kse¢o understand how the learning process between
organizations inserted in networks occurs from pleespective of the evolution of relationships
through time. As our main contribution, we highlighe critical discussion of the model proposed by
Karthik (2002) as it is applied in horizontal netlk&: contradicting the author’s suggestion, thelies
in this research reveal that there was a predoro@mah mutual learning in the initial stages of the
companies' relationships and, as the relationshipbsed, that there was a predominance of unilatera
learning. In an attempt to achieve the objectivesppsed, research of an exploratory nature was
carried out.

This research is organized as follows: the nexti@e@resents the theoretical foundations that
guided the development of this work, approaching fgarning process in an interorganizational
context and advancing an analysis from the persgeof relationship evolution; after that, we prase
the research methodology used in this study; l#terresults of the research are described; antfin
we present the final conclusions, suggestions dturé research, limitations and basic references of
the theoretical discussion.

INTERORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING: AN ANALYSIS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF RELATIONSHIP
EVOLUTION

Academia has dedicated special attention to theezras of organizational learning. There is a vast
amount of literature characterizing the fragmentatof definitions and concepts concerning this
theme. Prange (1999, p. 42) strengthens this utagkeliag by mentioning that the “multiplicity of
ways in which the organizational learning has beessified and used has the sense of a ‘jungle of
organizational learning' that is becoming denseiampenetrable”.

However, it is worth mentioning some of the wordshowned researchers who study organizational
learning and have contributed significantly to tlelvances in this field of knowledge
(Antonacopoulou, 1999; Argyris & Schén, 1978; Chéld-aulkner, 1998; Easterby-Smith, Araujo, &
Burgoyne, 1999; Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Senge, 1990e8mga & Wierdsma, 1995; among others).
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After examining these definitions of organizatiorlahrning and considering the cooperative
relationships that are arranged in the busines&iywe opted to extend the discussion of the legyni
theme to the interorganizational level. Learningotiyh interorganizational relations can be
considered an emergent theme in the academicdieldalso in the business environment.

Knight (2002) agrees with this line of thought whHenstates that the concepts of individual, group
and organizational learning have been establisbe@ flong time, therefore making it necessary to
consider learning at a fourth level of analysisjchtis interorganizational learning. This authoarss
the understanding that if, by interacting, a grafpcompanies alter the behavior or the cognitive
structures of the group, then the group of compaiselearning and not only the organizations
individually.

Following the same line of thought, Larsson, Besgts Henriksson and Sparks (1998)
differentiates organizational learning from intg@amizational learning by noting that
interorganizational learning includes synergy draédffects of interactions between organizatioas th
would not exist were there no interaction amongrth&@he same authors are of the opinion that
interorganizational learning is one of the motivator the formation of strategic alliances, altgbu
they acknowledge that the process of developmentotiéctive knowledge may be hindered by
managerial problems.

We can add Cohen and Levinthal's (1990) contrimgith organizational learning by including the
role of absorptive capacity in the learning process. To Cohen and Levinthal9Q19p. 128),
absorptive capacity is “companies’ ability to reczg the value of new knowledge, assimilate and
apply the knowledge for commercial ends”. In thénse, to recognize, assimilate and apply the
knowledge that is being developed by organizatiensiires active engagement of the actors involved,
as well as the building of a trustful environmesglsing to strengthen the relationships established.

In accordance with these approaches, Karthik (2@@hough considering learning as a primary
motivation for the formation of strategic alliantetates that as time passes, alliances evolvéhane
is a metamorphosis in the way the partners involivedooperative relations learn. The article by
Karthik (2002) was the great motivator for the umaldng of the research for this study, since ilde
with the mechanisms and processes that contributeetlearning process throughout the evolutionary
phases of interorganizational relationships suctragegic alliances.

Karthik (2002) centers his studies in four distimatolutionary phases through which strategic
alliances progress: (1) awareness and partnertiegle€2) exploration; (3) expansion; and (4)
commitment to relationship. According to this auththe partnerships established change through
time and, consequently, the dynamics of learning te interactions between those involved also
evolve. Thus, the partners use several mechaniegaading the individual (unilateral) and mutual
learning processes, which are revealed in the akpbases that compose the evolutionary process of
interorganizational relationships.

Based on this perspective, Karthik (2002) pres@gsshown in Table 1) the evolutionary phases of
strategic alliances, emphasizing the importancenadferstanding how the dynamics of learning occur
throughout these phases. To develop his reseaitthiK used contributions from Doz and Hamel
(1998) when considering the five key areas thaiwallhe investigation of learning processes and
mechanisms: environment, tasks, processes, abiitid goals.
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Table 1: Learning Priorities in Alliance Evolution

Learning Phases of Evolution

Dimensions: [ ppage | Phase Il Phase Ill Phase IV
Awareness and Exploration Expansion Commitment to
Partner Selection Relationship

Environment| External context, External context. External context, for | External context, mutually,
including cultural, Internal: partner new opportunities. for new opportunities.
national context. corporate culture,

management practices

Skill Explicit knowledge Initiation of transfer of | Transfer of implicit New skill development and
about potential implicit skill knowledge | skill knowledge. acquisition for mutual benefit
partner skills. later in the phase.

Goals Strategic intentions | Partner goals, to seek | Learning to set Ability to evaluate and revise
and initial goals of compatible goals and | alliance goals that alliance goals continuously tg
potential partners. establish common benefit partners. sustain advantage.

goals.

Task Very little. Initiation of Ability to establish Ability to revise and reset

understanding and common partnership| effective alliance tasks.

establishing common | tasks.
alliance tasks.

Process Very little. Initiation of the Ability to establish Learning to revise and reset
streamlining of joint alliance joint processes for best
processes to perform | processes for mutual| efficiency and effectiveness.
alliance tasks. benefit.

Unilateral Learning. | Mostly Unilateral. Both Unilateral and | Predominantly Mutual.
Elements of Mutual Mutual Learning.
Learning.

Source: Karthik (2002, p. 4).

The proposition developed by Karthik (2002) conssdbat the alliances or established relationships
progress from phase | - awareness and partnettiseleco phase IV commitment, while the priorities
of learning change in accordance with this evotutidccording to Karthik (2002), the characteristics
of each phase are present in sequence, and timnggrocesses are presented from an evolutionary
perspective of relationships.

In the initial phase oAwareness and Partner Selectionthere is recognition that a partnership is
essential for obtaining a competitive advantage démpanies involved expend considerable effort in
determining whether they are compatible for shariegources and building capacities in the
exploration of new business opportunities (Kart@i@02). In Karthik's (2002) view, learning begins i
this stage but is generally unilateral. The orgatins start to learn about the strategic intestion
abilities and competences that the potential pestpessess.

In the following phase, calleixploration, the partners start to interact and prepare thieeseo
establish long term relationships through the dkdins of rules and norms that will serve as a guid
for future relations. In this phase, the learnmgtill to a great extent unilateral; however, alais of
mutual learning begin to emerge (Karthik, 2002).cdwing to Karthik (2002), the internal
environment becomes an important area for the aptisiiment of goals, and mutual learning begins
as a way of minimizing the gap of compatibility Wween the partners involved.

Phases Ill and IV Expansion and Commitment to Relationship- exhibit many common
characteristics. To Karthik (2002), these phasescaaracterized by high interdependency, greater
trust and an increase in investments for mutuaéfiterin these two phases, there is high awareokss
the congruent goals and cooperation of those imgblUnilateral learning leads the way to mutual
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learning through collective efforts focused on tlewelopment and acquisition of new abilities fag th
alliance (Karthik, 2002).

The contributions pointed out by Karthik (2002)oall new possibilities for research since they
permit a better understanding of how learning éff@merge between organizations in an alliance
through an evolutionary perspective, keeping indriime several phases involved in this evolutionary
process. In the face of this, the role of trustgsential for the interorganizational learning psss if
we consider that it influences the magnitude aritiefcy of the knowledge shared between the
actors involved (Lane, Salk, & Lyles, 2001).

One of the studies of note dealing with trust ireiarganizational relationships is that of Larsebn
al. (1998), which mentions two dimensions involvedthis concept. The first dimension is called
structural and refers to calculative trust, which, accordimgiarssoret al.(1998), is based on mutual
assistance between partners, the reputation indolred the motivation to establish cooperative
relations in order to add value through the comgletarity of resources. The second dimension is
behavioral, based on the belief that organizattbas establish interorganizational relationship wi
avoid the adoption of opportunist behaviors, enggdn positive and well-intentioned interactions
with the partner companies.

The theoretical propositions discussed above haabled the development of a framework to
analyze and better understand how the learningepsooccurs from the perspective of the evolution of
interorganizational relationships, as can be sedrigure 1.In this sense, the analytical framework
used in this research was formed from a combinatfatifferent elements, inspired by the studies of
Karthik (2002) and Larssomt al. (1998). The phases of evolution of the interorgatidnal
relationships, the different phases of the learnimgcess (Karthik, 2002) and the role and the
dimensions of trust (Child, 1999; Lareal, 2001; Larssoet al, 1998) are essential elements for the
analysis of how the learning process occurs amog@nizations that establish business relations from
the perspective of the evolution of relationships.

Figure 1: Analytical Framework for Learning from the Perspective of the Evolutionof
Relationships

Phases of Evolution in Relationships Types of Learning
(Karthik, 2002) (Karthik, 2002)

« Awareness and Selection of Partners!

. Explorat_ion « Unilateral Learning
« Expansion  Mutual Learning
« Commitement with the Relationship

Source: prepared by the authors based on KartB®2(2. 2-4); Larssoat al.(1998, p. 295).



Vania de Fatima Barros Estivalete, Eugenio AvildrBeo, Luciano Barin Cruz 324

This combination, involving the dynamics of leampimom a perspective of evolution and the role of
trust has stimulated research on and analysis ekethconstructs from the perspective of
interorganizational relationships in horizontalwetks.

METHODOLOGY

Inspired by the research developed by Karthik (208&tudy of a qualitative and exploratory nature
was carried out, using the case study as the @seagthod (according to Yin, 2002). As suggested by
Siggelkow (2007) and Eisenhardt and Graebner (200&)have developed this study in a persuasive
way. The case study detailed in this research seagea source of inspiration and illustration, as
suggested by Siggelkow (2007). It functions asimasipn because it applies the model proposed by
Karthik (2002) to one possible new theoretical désion for the field. As an illustration, this mbde
applied to the example of a Brazilian supermarketwvork. For better comprehension, Figure 2
presents a summary of the steps involved in thearek.

The research was carried out in a supermarket mktlwoated in the State of Rio Grande do Sul,
Brazil, composed of thirteen supermarket busineshas establish horizontal interorganizational
relationships and are part of the retail link af Hgribusiness sector. The organizations thatanteop
the network have been establishing relationshipscesi 1997 due to initiatives of the
proprietors/associates. We note that, in Braziéreéhare a significant number of networks that are
established by entrepreneurship initiatives angudylic institutions.

Figure 2: Steps Involved in the Research

ﬁ d I
15t stage 2nd stage

Initial contact with thi
network president to veri
the viability of tine nesean

:| Definition of the P M i
(I problen : i - = : i
HE : : | Aligned with the problem - : ' i
P : ! | andgmas, disffirition afftti Evolution phase:— Alliances i
P @ : research method (Karthik, 2002) : E
: i| Definition of the C:> Elaboration of instruments f « Awareness and partner selection Tl : i
i 1| research goals : - collecting data « Exploration < Behavioral : i

* Questionnaires ) i 2
- < * Expansion < » Sstrutural i i
E : i| < Semistructured intervie « Commitment to relationship ;
iof : Contact with the compani '
I H researched and d i
i | Definition of the i collection i ;
i 1| theoreticalizeas i : !
P H H Trust H i
! i usedinth : i E i 5
i research. | Data analysis | Evolution phases :
i E i Learning evolution i
P Pt |« Unilateral learning ;
P P Presentatioraadddiscess <::> | * Mutual learning i
P HE of the results. i
............................. TP Moot NSO S

Source: prepared by the authors.



The Learning Process in Interorganizational Retetiips 328

Thirteen managers of the companies that make umeinwork were interviewed, including the
current president of the network. The profile ok theople interviewed presents the following
characteristics: 69% are over 30 years of age,3d84 are under 30; 92% of the subjects are men,
which means that only one woman was part of theareh; 47% have completed higher education,
15% have incomplete higher education, 15% have tmegh high school, and 23% have only
completed elementary school; the majority (54% )ehmore than 10 years of employment experience
with their respective companies, 31% have 5 to 4é@ry of experience and only 15% of the subjects
have less than five years’ experience in the compBive companies have been part of the network
since its inception, one company has been a merfdreffive years, five companies joined
approximately two years ago and two companies begaart of the network only one year ago.

The techniques used for data collection were: stractured individual interviews, questionnaires,
document sources and learning histories. To ideetiéments of learning throughout the four phases
in the evolution of relationships proposed by Kért{2002), individual in-depth interviews were
carried out and we collected reports of learnirgjdnies from the interviewees.

In this study, we have followed the data triangolatechnique using transcripts of the interviews,
the documents collected and the observations métiewvhe organizations studied.

The following analytical categories emerged frone tata analysis: phases of evolution of
interorganizational relationships and the dynarofdearning during this evolution.

RESULTS

The work developed by Karthik (2002) was used foalgzing the data, focusing on the four
evolutionary phases through which interorganizationelationships progress over time. It is
interesting to highlight that the analysis of teeults was carried out by generally consideringolie
phases proposed by Karthik (2002), but without @istinering the data in the five key areas developed
by Doz and Hamel (1998), due to the fact thatdhigsion was not suitable for our case.

Awareness and Partner Selection

According to the opinions of those interviewedtlie phase oiwareness and partner selectign
processes of mutual learning emerged through tkd far greater socialization, information sharing
and the execution of joint investments betweerotiganizations in the network. Evidence for this can
be seen in quotes from some of the interviewees:

“At the initial meetings of the network, the infoation was passed on in a clear and transparent way”
[Manager of Company 7].

“When the network was created, each actor brougtit prior experiences [...] what they had donain
crisis situation” [Manager of Company 3].

“Before the beginning of the network we didn’t céoethe other actors [...] since the network’satien, we
have started to collaborate, to learn together’riddger of Company 2].

In this phase, unlike from Karthik's (2002) proplhsgreater interdependence between the
companies was found, along with greater engageofehe partners that compose the network. It can
be deduced that such attitudes derive from thalrstage in which the network was situated, which
demanded greater interaction and knowledge sharimang those involved.
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Exploration

As time passed, in thexploration phase, elements of mutual learning were also iitkzht mainly
because of the systematic efforts among the padmgnizations to acquire abilities that enable the
enhancement of absorptive capacity which, accorttingohen and Levinthal (1990, p. 128), consists
of the “companies’ ability to recognize the valueerternal knowledge, assimilate it and apply it fo
commercial means”. In Karthik’'s (2002) view, thisgse of learning is still very unilateral, with few
initiatives in terms of mutual learning. Howevengetresults reveal that there was a predominance of
mutual learning among the companies in the resedrctetwork, perhaps because of the emerging
needs for transference and acquisition of knowledge abilities, and because of interest in the
development of group initiatives to obtain mutuahéfits for the partner companies.

This result can be seen in some of the intervieweesarks.

“| learned more after | entered the network. Eviame | went to the conferences [...] | learned dlzbient
relations and price. Before that, | just cared &lpoice [...] but if you don’t have a good sellgou can't sell
the product” [Manager of Company 2].

“As time has passed we have learned to cooperasghare knowledge and experiences. We have letwned
be partners’ [Manager of Company 6].

“After we met our partners, we started to be mudreropen to knowledge, to forget the fights” [Maaag
of Company 5].

“The network brings benefits to everybody [...gives us buying power [...] the power of knowirmphour
partners act [...] it has helped us to find easdmtions” [Manager of Company 7].

Expansion

In the phase oéxpansion the managers perceived the predominance of eraldearning elements
that manifested themselves through the adoptioapgfortunist initiatives by some of the partners.
This resulted in contractual breaches or alteratimeant to benefit some organizations involvedhan t
network. Some evidence can be seen in the rematke interviewees:

“The network was growing and the biggest compasiaged to have more power. [...] they have staxied
act for their own benefit [...] individually” [Margger of Company 1].

“In the beginning, the partners shared more knogéed..] nowadays, we distrust each other” [Manaafer
Company 6].

“Over time, some conflicts have broken out amorggrtbtwork players [...] a way to work has beenraf
but some people don't follow it” [Manager of Compa#].

“In the beginning, knowledge flowed better in tretwork [...] at that time, it seems that the indualistic
vision became dominant [...] the players don’'t wemshare knowledge any more” [Manager of Company
4].

In this stage of evolution, according to KarthildQ2), unilateral learning should lead the way to
mutual learning. This was not the case in thisarede probably because of the predominance of the
structural dimension of trust over the behavioiadehsion. According to Larssat al’s (1998) line
of thought, the structural dimension of trust issé on the rational motivation to participate in
cooperative relations to aggregate value througburees, mutual help and reputation. The behavioral
dimension, however, is based on well-intentionediefse and optimistic expectations that the
companies establishing interorganizational relastigms will execute positive actions, thereby
avoiding negative actions and opportunistic inikied (Child, 1999; Larssost al, 1998).

It is worth mentioning Child’s (1999) understandiofgcalculative trust (structural) as an important
element in new relations and in the phase of alkaformation. In this respect, this study revealed



The Learning Process in Interorganizational Retetiips 327

certain paradox, because in the phase of expargiendegree of trust should have elevated to the
cognitive and/or behavioral level (Pereira, 2008laybe this happens because the majority of
organizations that compose the analyzed networkdiadd it after the formation of the network, with
only five of the thirteen companies establishingmerative relationships since the phase of formatio

Commitment to Relationship

In the phase o€ommitment to Relationship elements of mutual learning and unilateral laagni
were identified among the companies involved. Mutlearning manifested itself among the
organizations that were part of the network fooagler period of time in proportion to their size. |
the medium-sized organizations, the relations oftualuinterdependence were clearer and more
evident than in the smaller companies, which matéf feeling damaged by the collective decisions
made by the partners.

These results are corroborated by some interviéweesrks:

“One of the negative points of the network is thie# companies are not all the same size. The larger
companies learn more and they can have more adyentaer the smaller ones” [Manager of Company 1].

“The right thing would be for everyone in the netlwdo pass along knowledge [...] sometimes | peecei
that the largest companies don't want to share kmeiwledge and experience [...]so, | go to theeotiores
and | see what could | do in my store” [Manage€ompany 2].

“The network was created to compete with the ‘BIETNVORK’, to have more power [...]JIt was created to
make the small companies stronger and give themtegrébargaining power [...] in the beginning it
generated some results, but now [...] not any migvighager of Company 4].

“My company is small, and | did not feel good whirey changed the internal workings to give some
advantages to the biggest companies [...] thisemg’ [Manager of Company 10].

To Karthik (2002), the ‘commitment to relationshiphase should be characterized by high
interdependence and by the existence of high leskeisvestment and greater trust between those
involved so that mutual learning can truly be reedeconcrete. Based on this line of thought, it is
interesting to emphasize the need for greater cehgmsion of the intertwining of the trust element
with the interorganizational learning process. Trierviewees agree that the greater the trust lestwe
partner organizations, the smaller the probabiditthe actors involved adopting opportunist behesvio
to gain individual advantages. However, as thectitral dimension of trust is prevailing over the
behavioral dimension in this situation, this resbkasstrongly shows that to the investigated
organizations it is highly important to seek iriti@s that lead to the strengthening of the behavio
dimension. This could facilitate the mutual leaghiprocess between network partners since the
relationships evolve over time.

To facilitate the visualization of the results, present them succinctly in the following table.
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Table 2: The Evolutionary Phases and the Learning f®cess (Based on Karthik, 2002)

Phases Awareness and Exploration Expansion Commitment to
partner selection Relationship
Greater socialization Acquisition of abilities Adoption of opportunist| More relationship timg
Information exchange | Better absorptive capacity initiatives - mutual learning,
Characteristics Joint investments Transference and Contractual breaches | Medium-sized
acquisition of knowledge | or alterations companies 2> clearer
Predominance of interdependence
structural trust relationships
characteristics Small-sized companiep

=

- damaged because
the decisions

Learning Mutual learning Mutual learning Unilateral learning Mutual and unilateral
learning

Source: prepared by the authors, based on resgatiech

Analyzing the evolution of the learning process agi@rganizations that establish horizontal
network relationships throughout the four phasesteraplated in the model proposed by Karthik
(2002), we notice a certain paradox, since learahlmuld evolve from a stage of unilateral learrtmg
one of mutual learning. However, the results reteat in the initial phase of the relationship betw
the partner companies, there was a predominangautfal learning that was exemplified by the
exchange of knowledge, greater interdependencgm@eader engagement of the managers in search of
new opportunities and a greater level of behavidrast among the actors involved. When the
relationships progressed in time, we found a predante of unilateral learning that was embodied
by the adoption of opportunist behaviors and thelpminance of structural characteristics of trost i
the relationships established among partner corepart is interesting to add that the studies
developed by Karthik (2002) were carried out iratggic alliances, and that in the present research,
the focus of investigation is on organizations thestablish horizontal network relationships.
Therefore, we can infer that there is an inversiothe relevant learning elements when considering
horizontal network relationships in the light oétresearch conducted with strategic alliances.

In Figure 3 we visualize the relations betweenriationship phase, learning type and trust type,
considering the evolution of relationships overdim
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Figure 3: Relation between the Relationship Phasée Learning Type and the Trust Type

Awareness anc | Exploration | Expansion Commitment to
partner selection | | | Relationship
I I I
I I I
©
5 . @
s 9 o <
® = c Q,.
S+ @ c
@ S
I I I
I I I
Mutual | Mutual | Unilateral | Mutual and
Learning | Learning | Learning | Unilateral
| | | Learning

Source: prepared by the authors, based on rbseata.

By establishing a relationship between the evohaig phases of interorganizational relationships,
type of learning and trust, we can see that irirthial phases of formation, there was a predomiean
of behavioral trust elements in the relationshig&glgished. With the evolution of the relationships
we perceived, based on the managers’ opinionspagpresence of structural trust elements, mainly
because of individualistic attitudes and opportimisnitiatives by the actors involved in the
cooperative relationships. The evidence presentedhis study enables new research questions
involving the relationships among the studied caws and requires new views of the involved
elements since, theoretically, there is a tendéa@wvolve from unilateral learning to mutual leaugi
and from structural trust to behavioral trust.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This work was inspired by the studies develope&asthik (2002) and was applied to the context of
horizontal interorganizational relationships. Thaimgoal was to understand how the learning process
occurs in organizations inserted in networks from perspective of the evolution of relationshipsrov
time. With the development of this research, aaterparadox was demonstrated, since there was
evidence for a predominance of unilateral learimgr mutual learning and a change from behavioral
trust relations in the initial stages to structuraist relations in the advanced stages of relakign
development. These results could be explained byBtazilian culture or by specificities of the
business sector studied (supermarkets). Opporitifishavior is stimulated in this kind of business
sector, in which there are some very large comganie

In contrast with Karthik's (2002) proposal, whichasvfocused on strategic alliances, this study
involved horizontal network relationships and rdgedahat processes of mutual learning emerged in
the stage of awareness and partner selection, estexf by needs for greater socialization, inforomati
exchange and mutual investments by the organizatioat opted to participate in the investigated
network. Elements of mutual learning were also tified in the exploration phase and were revealed
through the systematic efforts made by the partmganizations in the acquisition of abilities to
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enhance their absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levjtli&90). In the expansion phase, however, a
predominance of unilateral learning was found, fesbtéd by some of the partners’ adoption of
opportunistic initiatives resulting in contractumbaches or alterations with the objective of biénef
some of the organizations involved in the coopeeatélationship. In the commitment phase, elements
of mutual and unilateral learning were identified.

It is important to note that one of the limitatioothis study is the use of the case study method,
which makes generalization impossible; therefaamdferring the results to other contexts is also n
possible. However, as we have pointed out (Eisehl&iGraebner, 2007; Siggelkow, 2007), this case
can serve as an illustration and an inspiratiortterfield.

This study contributes to a better understandinpaf the learning process occurs in horizontal
interorganizational network relationships from awolationary perspective. It also signals the
necessity for organizations involved in networksirigest in the development of mutual learning
elements to guarantee the long-term sustainabiitiie relationships. Furthermore, this study Has a
made contributions by raising new questions that lead to the development of future studies aimed
at gaining a better understanding of learning [E® in interorganizational relationships.
Furthermore, this research could be amplified bingioother sources of evidence, such as the
perceptions of organizations involved in other segts, to widen the applicability of the theoretical
constructs used in this research as well as ty cut comparative research involving organizations
from multiple networks. This research also opensthg possibility of new areas of investigation,
since it develops a joint analysis of the themedeafning, trust and opportunism in cooperative
relations.
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