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Abstract 
 
 
 Social capital has been gaining ascendancy across a multitude of disciplines including 
organization behaviour and international business. The interdisciplinary nature of social capital is 
reflected in the numerous definitions and applications of the term. Social capital has been 
examined in terms of individuals having a system of relationships in social network (eg Coleman, 
1988), whilst in terms of inter-organizational collaboration, social capital has been defined as 
“the relationships between individuals and organizations that facilitate action and create value” 
(Hitt and Ireland, 2002:5). The later definition is adopted in this paper as it focuses social capital 
at the inter-organizational level and the learning nature of social capital. There has also been an 
increasing amount of literature devoted to social capital both at the micro and macro perspective 
(Ratten and Suseno, 2004). At the micro perspective, social capital has been investigated in terms 
of how it affects the internal functions of an organization such as promotion decisions (eg Burt, 
1997). However, an emerging stream on social capital has been developing that investigates the 
macro level effect of social capital. It is this stream which this paper contributes to by examining 
how social capital is transferred between alliance partners. The aim of this paper is to help 
organizations understand how their alliance partners are depositories of social capital and how 
they can learn from their alliance partner’s social capital. Therefore, this paper builds upon prior 
research about social capital in the context of inter-organizational relationships (eg Ring and Ban 
de Ven, 1994) to posit social capital at the alliance level.  
 
 Alliances are defined in the paper as cooperative agreements between two or more firms 
(Ireland, Hitt and Vaidyanath, 2002). This broad definition of alliances allows the paper to 
concentrate on the notion of transferability which is underpinned by the knowledge-based view of 
the firm. This view highlights that the transferability of knowledge allows firms to remain 
competitive (Ghoshal and Moran, 1996) and this competitiveness is strengthened by individual 
alliance partner’s social capital. In the alliance context, both internal and external forms of social 
capital are relevant to illustrate the transferable nature of social capital. Internal social capital is 
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focused at the managerial level and highlights the way in which alliance managers can encourage 
the flow of social capital from one firm to another in order to increase learning. External social 
capital is also focused at the managerial level but examines the notion of how external influences 
drive the flow of social capital to encourage learning. Hence, alliances are a good foundation 
from which knowledge is accumulated and transferred into learning (Inkpen, 2000).  
 
 An important driver of the transferability of the knowledge is that of trust. Trust is viewed 
in this paper as being a dimension of social capital rather than being equivalent to social capital 
(Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). Obviously given the nature of alliance relationships being both 
trustworthy and untrustworthy, the level of trust in an alliance will drive the extent to which 
social capital can be transferred across alliance partners. It is posited in the paper that those 
alliance partners that have a higher level of trust will be better able to transfer their social capital 
which will then lead to an increase in learning. Implications for social capital theory and 
managers involved in alliances are discussed, with the most important finding being that 
managers need to be aware of the transferability of social capital within the alliance context. 
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