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ABSTRACT 

 

Symbiosis means “living together” in Greek. Modern management has propelled the 

organization formation of symbiotic relationships in various modes, whether they are 

explicit or implicit, as a way of doing business (Varadarajan and Rajaratanam, 1986). The 

current research deals with the symbiosis between/among partners in strategic alliances. 

Many of the partners of strategic alliances are from different industries today.  

 

According to Blau (1977), the substructures of a society or an organization can be 

defined on the basis of any parameter or combination of parameters. Therefore, partners 

with different industrial backgrounds can be considered different subgroups within an 

organizational setting. Such strategic alliances can thus be better understood by studying 

the subgroups, which can be considered symbionts within the alliances.  

 

Researchers began to study alliances with symbionts from different industrial 

backgrounds a long time ago.  For instance, Pfeffer (1976), a major author of the 

resource-dependence theory, argued that this type of alliance should be considered as an 

organizational response to symbiotic interdependence.  Specifically, strategic alliances, 

such as vertical alliances or joint ventures, are established to manage the resource 

interdependence between/among organizations with different industrial backgrounds. 

 

In spite of research, it remains unclear today how symbiont heterogeneity may actually 

influence the behaviors and performances of strategic alliances.  On the one hand, 

 ii



empirical evidence is not sufficient enough to show the effects or influence of this 

heterogeneity.  In other words, little empirical research has been conducted on the issue.   

On the other hand, even the theoretical model itself on this issue is still underdeveloped.   

Major organizational theories have different or competing predictions on the effects or 

influence.  For instance, with regards to the effects of symbiont heterogeneity on market 

behavior, the transaction-cost theory is likely to predict that heterogeneity among partners 

should hinder transaction efficiency, which then leads to inefficiency in the 

implementation of strategies. Hence, the market behavior of firms with a high level of 

symbiont heterogeneity should look less aggressive. On the other hand, the resource-

dependence theory would predict that alliances with a high level of the heterogeneity 

should be more aggressive in the market because these alliances are established mainly to 

deal with symbiotic interdependence rather than competitive interdependence (to be 

discussed later), which means that the alliance should show less mutual forbearance in 

market competition than those with a low level of the heterogeneity.  In other words, 

according to the resource-dependence theory, alliances with a high level of the 

heterogeneity should be more aggressive in market competition.    

 

With regards to the effects of symbiont heterogeneity on firm performance, the 

transaction-cost theory is likely to predict that this heterogeneity increases transaction 

costs within the strategic alliance, thus firms with a low level of the heterogeneity 

perform better than those with a high level of the heterogeneity. On the other hand, the 

resource-dependence theory is likely to suggest that strategic alliances with a high level 

of the heterogeneity perform better because the alliances help synergize critical resources 
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from heterogeneous partners, which leads to positive effects of symbiont heterogeneity 

on firm performance. It should be interesting to test which of the above arguments, the 

ones based on the transaction-cost theory or resource-dependence theory, are more 

powerful in explaining the effects of this symbiont heterogeneity.   

 

In terms of structure, I will first review the literature on symbiosis in strategic alliances. 

Based on the two major organizational theories studied in this paper, I will propose 

competing predictions for empirical testing. A set of panel data was obtained from the 

insurance industry in China between 2001 and 2006 with a sample of 313 company/years. 

The results revealed that: 1) symbiont heterogeneity has positive effects on market 

aggressiveness, such that firms with a high level of the heterogeneity behave more 

aggressively, thus providing support for the resource-dependence theory; 2) symbiont 

heterogeneity has negative effects on firm performance, such that firms with a low level 

of the heterogeneity have better performance, thus providing support for the transaction-

cost theory; and 3) the relationships between symbiont heterogeneity and market 

behavior/firm performance are moderated by market development.  For academic 

researchers, the results from this study will help to understand the predictive validity of 

the two major organizational theories, which may lead to better empirical studies in the 

future.   For business practitioners, the results provide useful information on the decision 

making of firms setting up or dealing with symbiotic entities. For instance, in developing 

international strategic alliances, firms should consider the business backgrounds of the 

partners and the market environment. 
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