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Interorganizational learning is of 
fundamental interest in the organizations and 

strategy literature

acquisitions (Haunschild & Miner, 1997)
market entry (Greve, 1998)
chain location (Baum & Dahlin, 2007)
exit decisions (Kalnins et al., 2006)
innovations in intellectual property (Henderson & Cockburn, 1996)
new product introductions (Srinivasan et al., 2007)
organizational failure (Kim & Miner, 2007)



How interorganizational learning occurs

Spillovers 
R&D in the pharmaceutical industry (Henderson & Cockburn, 
1996)
patenting in biotechnology (Podolny & Stuart, 1995)
production of semiconductors (Almeida, 1996)







BUT, we have little understanding of how 
interorganizational learning REALLY occurs

Spillovers
No interaction between firms
Learning inferred from performance outcomes

Some interaction between firms
common ownership of franchises (Darr et al., 1995)
a social association (Uzzi, 1996)
alliances (Dyer and Nobeoka, 2000)
interlocking boards of directors (Haunschild, 1994, 1998)
professional networks (Powell et al., 1996)





Research Question:

How does one firm learn from another firm?

“There is no doubt that the central question yet unanswered  
regarding interorganizational learning is just how does it 
happen?” (Ingram 2002: 643)

Learning as shift in the cognition and/or behavior of another 
firm (Miner et al, 2000)



Research Design 

Research design is a multiple case  inductive study

Research setting is entrepreneurial firms
Small size enables better observation of learning (Argote, 1999)

Six firms with HQ in Singapore, U.S., and Finland

Focal experience is internationalization – i.e., new country entry
Each country can be analyzed as a single unit of analysis and as part of a larger 
sequence

All country entries took place within five years of data collection





Data Collection 

Main source was semi-structured interviews with multiple 
informants within each firm (Golden, 1992; Miller et al., 
1997)

Informants were two types 
Corporate level (CEO, founder, VP Intl) 
Country level (country manager)

Interviews were 60-90 minutes and had variations for the 
two types of informants
Relied on courtroom and demand-neutral questioning 
(Galunic, 1994)
Interview data triangulated with archival data (Jick, 1979)



Data Analysis
Within-case analysis

Synthesize interview and archival data into cases
Narrative of internationalization chronology supplemented with quotes, 
timelines, tables of key facts (Miles & Huberman, 1984)

Cross-case analysis
Look for emergence of similar themes and constructs across cases using a 
variety of lenses (Eisenhardt, 1989)
Developed initial propositions 
Constant iteration between theory and data 

Resulted in theoretical framework for how interorganizational
learning occurs 

1. Systematic questioning and loss avoidant receivers
2. Spontaneous questioning and risk averse senders



Systematic questioning and loss avoidant 
receivers

Most literature on interorganizational learning assumes that a sender 
firm does something to initiate learning in a receiver firm
In contrast,  I find that interorganizational learning occurs as receiver 
firms initiate learning. They deliberately ask different types of questions 
to different types of sender firms.  
BUT, they ask the same number of questions to each (collections of 
triads). 
MOREOVER, receivers appear to learn more from senders that 
highlight a potential loss







Key points

Asking different types of questions to different types of senders 
facilitates interorganizational learning by reducing the likelihood that 
other firms’ experience will be misapplied inappropriately
The use of three questions together may prime for completeness in 

answers (Hoijer, 1954). Studies find that phrases delivered in four or 
five-part sets create heavier cognitive burdens on listeners due to more 
elaborated and multifaceted syntax and so may cause individuals to be 
unable to respond promptly or effectively (Merriam, 1990)
Only when senders highlight a potential loss are receiver firms likely to 
change both cognition and behavior (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; 
Tversky & Kahneman, 1991).



Spontaneous questioning and risk averse 
senders

Much research suggests that the outward physical and social 
characteristics of senders have a strong influence on interorganizational
learning – more likely to learn from other firms that are large (Baum et 
al., 2000a), older (Kraatz, 1998), successful (Haunschild & Miner, 
1997), similar (Lane et al., 1998; Srinivasan et al., 2007) or of high 
status (Podolny & Stuart, 1995)
This study complements this emphasis on the influence of outward
physical and social characteristics of senders by bringing to light the 
influence of their inward psychological tendencies. 

Receiver firms receive impromptu questions from different senders. 
But, more interestingly, receivers tend to learn more from those senders that are 
highly risk averse







Key points

Risk aversion in senders helps receiver firms move down learning curves 
faster. 

“The Q&A process in Japan is extremely rigid…We developed a system that suits 
Asian and also Western countries, but we didn’t put it in mind in terms of the 
design to fit the Japanese market initially.  We learned a lot in the initial phase, like 
the first six months.  There was a learning curve we had to pick up, so we had to get 
their request and then put it into our R&D roadmap and then develop specifically 
for the Japanese market.  Having said that, because of this process, the new version 
of our product benefited a lot of other countries as well.  That’s why sometimes I 
say that our development, our products, and actually all our systems have a lot of 
Japanese blood.”

Questions from risk averse senders may also facilitate learning in 
receivers by minimizing the inattentional blindness that often blocks 
organizational improvement (Rensink et al. 1997)



Contributions 

Opening the “black-box” of interorganizational learning 
Bi-directional questioning

Combines deliberateness and spontaneity
Is Socratic 
Relies on triangulation as reinforcement for learning

Existing view Emerging micro-foundation view
Impetus for learning Sender often does something that initiates learning Receiver often does something that  initiates learning 

Assumptions about 
how learning occurs

-Distant observation or knowledge spillovers without 
interaction between senders and receivers
-Interaction between senders and receivers (board interlocks, 
networks, alliances, etc.) 

Socratic dialogue and bidirectional questioning: 
Receivers systematically question senders and senders 
spontaneously question receivers  

How learning is 
assessed

Performance based: Learning is inferred from performance 
outcomes such as productivity 

-Cognitive learning: shifts in mental models or causal 
understandings
-Behavioral learning: shifts in behavior as a result of 
changes in cognition

Dominant pattern of 
reinforcement for 
learning

Reinforcement – follows a traditional learning curve theory 
where learning stems from enlarging the amount of 
experience 

Triangulation - learning stems from enlarging the 
amount of information sources for a single experience



Contributions cont. 

Psychological micro-foundations of interorganizational
learning

Bring to light the tie between loss aversion and interorganizational learning
Receiver’s interpretation of information 
Sender’s delivery of information 
Points to a novel theoretical framing for interorganizational learning

Existing view Emerging micro-foundation view
Receivers of 
information

Focuses on cognitive depth (i.e., receivers learn more when 
they have greater absorptive capacity) 

Focuses on psychological biases (i.e., receivers learn 
more when they discover they are exposed to a 
potential loss)

Senders of information Highlights outward physical, financial, social characteristics 
(e.g., receivers are more likely to learn from senders that are 
larger, more central, more successful, etc.)

Highlights inward psychological dispositions (i.e., 
receivers are more likely to learn from senders that are 
risk averse)

Theory and logic for 
learning

Institutional theory and a logic of legitimacy – Firms change 
their behavior to match others’ behavior because it ensures 
public support and minimizes sanction from stakeholders

Prospect theory and a logic of aversion  -Receiver’s 
loss aversion leads to change in own behavior due to 
threat of potential loss; Sender’s risk aversion leads to 
change in receiver behavior due to extensive 
questioning about viability



thank you
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