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Abstract – This paper explores and describes some directions within the field of interfirm 
networks.  The directions correspond to an aggregation of 210 different papers in order to 
achieve a content trajectory.  Papers analyzed are based on a collection from 1961 until 
July 2002 from a number of databases.  The papers where categorized into different 
categories.  The categories used in this paper are as follows: author; year; name of journal; 
theoretical base; approach in the paper; methods used; unit of analysis in the paper and 
focus of content.  Further the categories are quantified in a number of histograms.  The 
paper also includes an appendix which consists, except from the categories, also a column 
with some concluding remarks from the paper; proposals for further research and also a 
quotation in order to enable some kind of validation process for the reader.  The findings 
are mostly descriptive but will reveal some interesting data about common research 
techniques and approaches used.  The main contribution is to reveal and offer a platform for 
upcoming research within the area of network related research.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

As two or more firms share ideas, knowledge, risks, governance, strategy, logotype, 

reputation, information, familiarity, or any other purpose scholars, policymakers and other 

stakeholders pursue an agglomerated body as a formal or informal interfirm network.  

Interfirm networks push the speed of globalization as the individual businesses of late more 

consciously search for partners that complement or reinforce ones own resource domain, 

increase ones own competitiveness and link ones contacts externally to critical managers 

within ones field.  It is no exaggeration to highlight interfirm network as one of the primary 

and dominating forces to understand both global movements; growth of firms; and strives to 

transmission policies to facilitate survival and prosperity in specific regions.  These forces are 

attained by multiple academic traditions such as organizational, economic and sociological 

questioning the legal, strategically, organizational and administrative boundaries of the firm.  

Although, any or tiny attempts are completed to outline concepts, approach, method, theory 

and unit of analysis used as scope of evidence to understand the trajectories and contents in 

the field of interfirm networks. 

Contents or extensive literature reviews are traditionally used to capture the given 

circumstances and contexts under what sociological, business and economical behaviors 

operate.  Extensive literature reviews thus is the systematic technique of generating 

necessarily axioms to establish a chain of evidence to a certain phenomenon.  This kind of 

extensive literature reviews have also been published in several different areas.  Elango and 

Fried (1997) summarized 99 articles within franchising into three main streams.  Huse (2000) 

selected specific articles from eight leading management journals and found 91 articles that 

especially took a close look at boards of directors during the years 1952 – 2000.  Dodgson 

(1993) explored in his literature review papers related to organizational learning.  Dangayach 

and Deshmukh (2001) categorize 260 articles from 31 different journals in the field of 
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manufacturing strategy.  Ratnatunga and Romano (1997) explored 725 articles and the 

roughly 16 720 citations used in these articles studying small enterprises, and narrowed the 

sample using subjective criteria from used topics, method and objectives of study in order to 

facilitate a tailored classification.  Interfirm networks has so far not taken advantage from this 

kind of extensive studies, nor is very few attempts in general made to find guidelines how to 

work and categorize extensive material.   

Nohria and Eccles (1992) in the classic book about networks come out with guidelines 

and implicit assumptions for studies within the field of networks.  Also, Nohria and Eccles 

(1992) suggest an organization of the network concept.  According to the conceptual 

confusion argued by Nohria and Eccles (1992) this paper contain following two main 

objectives:  

(1) Explore and describe what directions and implicit assumptions that monitor the field of 

interfirm networks; and  

(2) Aaccumulate a large proportion of studies in order to contribute to the development of 

organizational content analysis.   

2. METHOD USED 

Interpretive reading entails systematic documenting of what each domain of data (article or 

document) represents (Mason, 1996).  Systematical categorizing process (content analysis) 

facilitate clusters that infers with the given subject and concept.  Stringent content analysis 

reveal constituted implicit rules and norms for a given concept or phenomenon.  

The overall aim of this study is to accomplish and reveal contents not to claim to a 

certain discourse1 (directions) within the field of interfirm networks.  According to Ahl (2002) 

                                                 
1 Discourse reflect a mini-regime of truth, which means that it creates rules of statements and written words in 
order to organize what is right and wrong (Bergström and Boreus, 2000).  Discourses include unconscious 
assumptions from the paradigm.  Foucault explains the content as a way to enable the hierarchs of the spoken 
and written language and a way of organizing the written and spoken words (Florén and Ågren 1998).  In this 
order the content is understood as something that legitimate statements, minds and action. 
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content analysis is restricted to quantification of words and but can not per se claim any 

discourse within the field.  However a content analysis may provide trajectories which are the 

base to develop an understanding of the given discourse.  The paper is focused to categorize 

210 different studies or articles.  Categorizing the different papers and studies served as a 

mode to differentiate the selected studies from one another (see appendix).  The categories 

also represent domain for the potential future discourse. 

Using different categories to approach a concept is a common way for researchers to 

initiate the implicit ant explicit taken for granted measures in several different disciplines 

(Mason, 1996; Kumlien and Axelsson, 1999; Hertzberg, Ekman, Axelsson, 2001).  Using 

written truth as a base for analysis has become common in research, not just as a descriptive 

secondary data analysis, but also as a base for understanding concept development in terms of 

content analysis (Bergström and Boreus, 2000; Ahl, 2002).  Content analyses usually 

approach contents in different settings (Bergström and Boreus, 2000).  Detecting of specific 

words and the contents may thus help to explore the implicit meaning of the words 

(Bergström and Boreus, 2000).  In this sense content analyses may also be a sophisticated 

technique to explore the trajectories in different documents or scientific papers.  Literature 

studies can also reveal more straight forward demands such as used form, general content, 

style and layout.  

2.1 SELECTION OF PAPERS 

In order to collect representative papers as grounding for the content a randomly selection 

from common databases were conducted.  Databases used are Academic Search Premier; 

Business Source Premier, Econlit, ASIA, SCANP, SCIMA, HELICON and LIBRIS.  In a first 

attempt 35 868 articles responded to the keyword “Network(s).  The concept of network 

includes a magnitude of issues and academic disciplines, such as engineering and issues and 

related to technical oriented networks and different system.  In order reduce the number of 
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papers to a manageable amount and at the same time ensure coverage the concept of interfirm 

networks some narrowed keywords were employed (i.e. Virtual organizations; Interfirm 

networks; Network organizations; Virtual corporations; Virtual enterprises; Imaginary 

organizations; Inter-firm networks; and Industrial networks) . Further a more senior colleague 

form the area of networks sorted out articles on subjective basis, in order to clean up from 

papers that possibly still remain outside the focused term interfirm networks.  However this 

study is still restricted to a limited area, and limited to papers that only represent a given 

library access based on a payment, that was found at Luleå University of Technology.  

3. THEORY AND RESULTS ANALYZED IN A CONSECUTIVE ORDER 

In the following part the different categories will be presented.  Each category will be viewed 

as an issue from a theoretical perspective and finally be presented as a table.  The appendix 

of this paper confirms assessment of the individual papers including all combinations that 

prevail among selected papers.  For example it is not unusual that those who conduct 

empirical interfirm network studies also use multiple theories, unit of analysis and/or methods 

to understand this complex phenomenon.  One of the main issues is thus that lots of 

researchers’ only implicitly touch upon a theory without explicit stating the theoretical base 

used. However in order to achieve an aggregated view I have, on basis of my understanding, 

used senior advice, information from both used references and implicit writing in the paper in 

order to estimate the lack of explicit declaration.   The categories are as follows: year; type of 

journal; theoretical base; approach; method used; unit of analysis; focus of content; and 

contribution to research.  Except from this order the paper will in the final appendix include: 

papers enumerated by author and journal; view contribution to research in an extended form; 

highlight a number of proposal for further research; and for each paper expose a 

representative quotation which purposely intends to serve as a validation base for readers. 
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3.1 YEAR 

I will briefly declare the idea of bringing 

year in as a category.  Nohria and Eccles 

(1992) argue interfirm networks has lately 

received recognition as an academic 

discipline and thus also received an 

increased attention in published articles.  In 

this study I am able to confirm, according to 

selected papers, that interfirm networks have 

received an increased attention recently.  A 

frequency table respectively showing 

intervals of papers published every five 

years.  According to my sample there is an increased number of published papers (see table 

1).  The collection of papers in this is study is limited to June 2001, hence there is no scope of 

evidence to discuss trends beyond that date.  However we know, interfirm networks as 

phenomenon coming out of plain collaboration between two or more businesses have a 

tradition longer than that from 1961.   

3.2 THEORETICAL DOMAIN FOR PAPERS APPROACHED 

One of the main purposes with this study was to learn more about theory building and theories 

related to the network approach.  Since a PhD-process also contains an individual education 

this part was essential for my understanding of the area.  Understanding networks can 

obviously be understood from a magnitude of different perspectives, which is shown in the 

upcoming table about different theoretical domains.  This part of the study is also one of the 

most individually challenging, since it in many cases were very difficult to estimate what 

theoretical base the individual researcher based his or her conclusions on.  A lack of 

 TABLE 1: NUMBER OF ARTICLES 
UNDERTAKING NETWORKS EVERY FIVE 

YEAR PERIOD 
 

Year Number 
of 

Articles 
1961-1965 2 

1966-1970 1 

1971-1975 1 

1976-1980 9 

1981-1985 14 

1986-1990 13 

1991-1995 45 

1996-2000 91 

2001- 27 
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deduction to current theories forced 

me to either classify some of the 

paper as either unclear in terms of 

theoretical base or estimate the 

paper.  Since this is an education and 

since I think it is challenging to 

organize current research in order to 

understand how to learn more about 

networks I assessed unclear use of 

theory on the basis of my personal 

understanding; screening references 

and reference list made in the article; 

by advice; and finally by reading the 

implicit meaning between the lines.   

However the most common 

theories network theory, theories 

related to strategic management, evolutionary theory, exchange theory, transaction cost theory 

and resource based theory emerge often in combination with one another or in combination 

with some other theory.   

As table 2 reveals there is lots of theories related to the network literature.  Many of 

these seems also interrelated to one another.  For instance I have clashed resource dependency 

with resource based perspective/theory.  A clash of some other theories might have been 

possible too, for instance Panopticom theory, is similar to agency theory, whereas ideas form 

system theory brought as antecedent to some of the understandings found in theories related 

 TABLE 2: THEORETICAL BASE IN APPROACHED 
ARTICLES 

 
Theory (x) Used Total 

Number 
(x) 

Theories 
Transaction Cost Theory 25 

Resource Based/ Dependence Theory 15 

Network Theory 128 

Organizational Theory 18 

Evolution Theory 23 

Political Economy Theory 7 

Exchange theory 11 

Game theory 4 

System theory 3 

Theories Related to Strategic management 30 

Agency Theory 1 

Communication Theory 4 

Institutional Theory 1 

Grounded Theory 2 

Small Group Theory 1 

Self-efficacy Theory 1 

Social Theory 2 

Labor Process Theory 1 

Panopticom Theory 1 
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to networking theory.  Moreover the concept strategic management itself includes a 

magnitude of theoretical approaches, which explains strategic behavior.   

The use of theory seems still as a divisive part in networking theory.  Lots of studies 

represent empirical evidence that exemplify a success or a failure by using theories related to 

interfirm networks.  The lack of good theoretical explanations might depend on complexity of 

the interfirm networking phenomenon.  So, how did I value theory?  Since theory building is 

such an important part in all research I will shortly explain how theory contribution can be 

build.  A good theory is practical, functional and is thus restricted to follow a set of criteria 

that needs to be followed in a proper way.  In it self a valuable theory offer the possibilities 

and limits of a given phenomenon.  Each phenomenon is restricted to a number of specific 

assumptions.  These assumptions or working conditions which declare the possibilities and 

limits are usually declared in the definition.  The definition will more or less clarify the 

conceptual and contextual boundaries.  Moreover a good theory is also revealing something 

new.  A new theoretical contribution can however declare new complementing items that 

support an existing theory.  New theory contributions also capture new empirical evidence 

that confirm validity of existing theory.  A good theory is declaring the set of variables and 

how these are interrelated to one another in a proposed model.  Popper also argue the 

important criteria of falsification, which in it self obligate the researcher to find the logical or 

empirical elements that facilitate theoretical testing.  However, these are only some of the 

elements that constitute good theory.  These elements have all together been worked out 

throughout the cumulative process in this paper and could be helpful when one is about to 

assess a reliability of a given testable phenomenon.   

Theories related to interfirm networks seem to rely on a set of different theoretical 

approaches.  Lots of theoretical evidence signifies interfirm networks as parts to understand 

for instance governance, information systems, resource allocation or mechanisms that shift 
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our attitudes.  The different scholars thus use the concept of interfirm network to understand 

partial phenomenon of social, organizational or technical science by merging the narrow 

supporting theory to the overall holistic theory.  All together these approaches serve a holistic 

view of theories related to interfirm networking.  According to these results it is somewhat 

clear that there has been plenty studies describing the phenomenon and exemplifying different 

results in an interfirm networking context.  However, there are still few studies undertaking an 

organization behavior aspects and how behavior is linked to interfirm networks.  As carriers 

of theoretical understanding to unionized behavioral shifts institutional theory, small group 

theory and parts of general network theory organize mechanisms to interfirm networks.  

Although the few examples of institutional theory according to this literature study, may point 

out that there is a growing need for more exhaustive understanding of the behavioral 

mechanisms.  Plenty of the articles in this study where related to a mix of theories in strategic 

management, which could in itself indicate the grand need to explain where success and 

failure emerge.  However strategic management has not succeeded to find any general theory.  

Maybe even strategic management would benefit from focusing on the behavioral aspects, 

and in light of success and failure.  

We can also see (table 2) that agency theory is also to a less extent used, but 

governance issues, as in agency theory are many times covered in light of transaction cost 

theory.  A very clear implication is also that a mixed combination of two or more theories 

may help the researcher to understand the phenomenon of interfirm networks.  The multiple 

theory usage is probably even to a great extent explaining the lack of general theory, as still 

being in an infant theory development stage.  However it may also be alarming if the multiple 

usages reflect confusion in the field of network theory.  According to the definitions it’s the 

network academic discipline could only benefit from a strict declaration of all necessarily 

assumptions tested in the model. 
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3.4 APPROACH 

According to Yin (1994) a 

research approach could be 

either serve explorative, 

descriptive, explanatory or 

predictive/ normative purposes.  

The assessment of explanatory, 

descriptive and explorative 

paper is one of the most 

challenging parts in this paper.  Different traditions and different individual backgrounds are 

affecting if a paper is explaining or describing.  A very quantitative scholar may ask for 

numerous examples to generalize, and hence build theory.  On the other hand a qualitative 

scholar exemplifies his or her hypothesis by a case, and hence explains the phenomenon 

through the given example (-s).  Let’s also presume both qualitative and quantitative scholars 

select their sample size and sample attributes carefully in order to cover their undertaken 

definition.   A reconciliation of the two different contradictory perspectives might be 

facilitated by using the two perspectives by turns.  For instance a good case study approach 

may gain from exhaustive quantitative descriptive statistics in order to understand the 

phenomenon.  On the other hand a quantitative study may benefit from a more comprehensive 

study of the individual items.  Together both quantitative and qualitative studies are assessed 

based on the logical and theoretical framework in beforehand and its relation to its findings.  

Hence, organization of theoretical and logical links to past studies may decide whether a study 

is capable of explaining anything.  

According to findings in this literature study it is not astonishing that the descriptive 

part is most frequently represented.  Since interfirm networks symbolize a relatively young 

DIAGRAM 1: DISTRIBUTION OF USED APPROACH 
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and complex phenomenon there should logically be an extensive need of descriptions.  Again 

the complexity itself may foster a tradition to describe the phenomenon from various aspects 

in order to ensure construct validity.  Interfirm networks as a complex phenomenon in this 

paper reveal that there multiple approaches embedded in analyzed articles.  Also, many papers 

clearly state their approach, but in a number of cases the individual paper has been 

categorized by my individual presumptions.  

3.5 METHODS USED IN APPROACHED PAPERS 

Again research on interfirm networks calls for 

several disciplines and hence also multiple 

methods.  Lots of research analyzed in this paper 

represents a triangulating tradition, where 

multiple sources of evidence are used to 

understand the phenomenon.  However the fact 

that interfirm networks many times concern human relations limit the use of certain methods, 

for instance human experiments will involve too many ethical dilemmas and constraints in 

terms of participations willingness.  It still remains interesting and challenging to find forms 

to carry out experiments in the area for interfirm network research.  Scenarios as a similar 

approach to experiments have strong explanatory power to the limited coefficient the model 

test.   

According to these results several categories are presented in table 3.  Survey 

category includes those explicitly describing a quantitative number of actors, businesses, 

cases or transactions.  Survey category also contains those testing hypothesis and propositions 

by a generalized number of units.  Literature studies capture complementary archival or 

document analysis, historical evidence, content analysis and traditional literature studies.  

Case studies include comparative examples of networks in different countries, as well as 

 TABLE 3: METHOD USED 

Experiment 6 

Survey 68 

Literature studies 75 

Case studies 97 

Observation 10 

Longitudinal 13 

Briefcase  36 

Simulation method 2 

 



 12 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Relations

Individual

Group

Firm/ organization

Netw ork

DIAGRAM 2: UNIT OF ANALYSIS IN 210 ARTICLES 

traditional examples of exemplifying for instance a success story.  Briefcase as a way of 

assessing evidence rely on Alexander (1997) collecting portfolios of commentaries, opinions 

and research experiences into one paper.  Briefcases have in this paper facilitated difficult 

assessments, where the method has not been clearly declared.  Simulations apply to game-

theory scenarios or test different logistical tests of utilizing integrated supply networks.   

The results implicate that studies in circulation to a tiny sparsely extent undertake 

longitudinal studies or studies on plain observational basis.  The lack of longitudinal studies 

might be an explanation of the interfirm network concept as a relatively new mode of 

organization.  Otherwise the results show a quite good balance between case studies, surveys 

and studies based on literature basis.  It is anyway worthwhile to emphasize that most network 

studies mix a multiple number of methods. 

3.6 UNIT OF ANALYSIS IN PAPERS APPROACHED 

Unit of analysis is one of the most central parts in every approach undertaking interfirm 

network analysis.  Since an interfirm 

network contains multiple units of 

analysis (i.e. resources, routines, 

behavioral cognitions, relations, 

business entity, subgroups, 

individuals, transactions, holistic 

systems, and geographical areas) scholars need to clearly present what unit of analysis the 

results represent.  It is essential for the readers to have a clear understanding of issue 

addressed but also how this issue is approached.  The pinpoint that is placed as the central for 

the study is here understood as the unit of analysis.   
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Early studies of economics usually focused on the business itself or the routines 

within it.  Provan and Brinton (1995) argue that the traditional approach of dyad relations had 

shifted and unit of analysis are lately more focused on the system as whole.  However the unit 

of analysis shifts among different perspectives and the reader needs to be attentive to the used 

unit of analysis.  In order to understand systems the researcher often operationalized the unit 

of analysis to include a multiple unit of analysis (Yin, 1994; Miles and Huberman, 1994).  

Consequently this means the firm often seen as the main focus of analysis, but an extended 

understanding will demand analysis within levels that “should” be captured within the firm 

(Williamsson, 1981).  Due to the diffuse boundaries Williamsson (1981) uses the term 

efficient boundaries to reflect upon the units that really involve a firm performance.  However 

Williamsson (1981) extends a fair view of a firm to also include a final level capturing how 

human assets are organized.  However transaction cost economies that Coase (1937) and 

Williamsson represent are mostly concerned about optimizing governance by altering a 

governance structure within a firm to external sources such as market, since these are more 

efficient, given the assumptions.  However the criticism about focusing on efficient 

governance is highly criticized by a magnitude of research.  Nelson and Winter (1982) argue 

that classical models are not challenging the true issues.  Classical models will only yield 

explanation power to micro economic models and totally reject the issues behind undertaken 

assumptions.  As a consequence to these statements Nelson and Winter (1982) rather prefer 

weight models of relative importance to a certain model.  Since the evolution and survival of 

firms are in interest of this theory the evolutionists strive to understand purposes and selection 

among the variety that is offered.  The evolutionary perspectives rather concern about routines 

as main unit of analysis in order to understand the performance within the interfirm network.  

The criticism against transaction cost theory is also raised by structural theorists. Granovetter 

(1985) heeds for the embeddedness in the system and argues that the rational assumptions 
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made by transaction cost theories will fail, since concepts such as trust will unsettle this kind 

of assumptions.  By that Granovetter (1985) explicitly states that a lawyer or other law people 

make sure the agreed will are followed in the contract, but “only” until counterparts in the 

contract disagree.  The concepts of sociological nature will rather then focus on the system 

and understand ties between different nodes.  A systems perspective is therefore demanded to 

understand this kind issues.  

According to the results of this study, it is obvious that multiple unit of analysis is 

used.  Moreover its alarming lots of research do not explicitly state the undertaken unit of 

analysis.  Consequently one has to assess what “glasses” that really justify the results.  It is 

unfair to say results are meaningless unless one has a clear unit of analysis, but an unclear unit 

of analysis does consequently diminish the construct validity.   

3.7 ESTIMATED FOCUS OF CONTENT IN APPROACHED PAPERS 

A rigorous number of keywords are listed in table 4.  These keywords work as a platform to 

assess focus (-s) in the studied papers.  Table 1 unfolds contradictory contents referring to 

different perspectives on the concept of interfirm networks.  I believe on the basis of this 

study (see table 4) that traditional focus on firm would emphasize the importance authority 

(formalization and centrality) by control, and act opportunistically with high internal 

efficiency (flows and workflows).  These words could all symbolize rigidity to the own 

company, unless you try to control it externally by creation a common authority.  Instead a 

growing number of contradictory focuses appear such as boundary spanning, trust as control 

mechanism to, interdependent relation to increase flexibility.  These contradictory evidence 

somewhat signal a growing need to find moderators that may reconcile the tension between 

the perspectives.  There might be explanations to why some firms, conditions, or industries 

are suited better to a certain perspective.  
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According to the result of this study few have addressed motives/ drivers/ reasons/ 

causes and still few have looked deeper into mechanisms and flexibility.  Success and survival 

is also to a less extent represented in this 

evaluation.  Another important area of study 

should be tailored to prerequisites and grounds for 

establishing any kind of collaboration.  Why do 

we collaborate – is trust the answer? 

However we seem to have a fair number 

of studies related to strategic issues in general.  

The dominating focuses seem to concentrate on 

the concept of interfirm network in describing and 

conceptualizing the nature/ form, structure, 

characteristics, pattern/ configuration, 

composition/ types and design as well as the 

category capturing different nuances of relations/ 

linkages and ties.  We also seem to have 

according to table 4 a relatively good picture of 

the milieu surrounding the interfirm network in 

the category context/ environment. Trust as a 

recurrent explanation is also well represented in 

this study.  Bottom-line levels of trust may 

somewhat symbolize the reason or prerequisite in 

every collaborative incentive.   

 As this study serves as a platform 

for my further studies, I tried to interpret the 

 TABLE 4: FOCUS OF CONTENT IN THE 
ARTICLES 

 
Focus of content ∑ 
Antecedent /origin  3 
Authority  1 
Autonomy/independence  5 
Behavior 1 
Boundary  7 
Broker /project manager / brokerage 6 
Capability  1 
Centrality  2 
Communication  7 
Conflict /Friction/ Tension  3 
Context /Environment  16 
Control 1 
Cooperation /Collaboration 6 
Coordination 3 
Creation /Formation / Evolution /Emergence /Life cycles 5 
Culture 6 
Decline /Disbanding / Instability /Dissolution 1 
Decision-making 3 
Effectiveness /Performance /Outcome  3 
Embeddedness  1 
Ethics 1 
Factory /Manufacturing aspects 1 
Flexibility 1 
Flows /Workflows 14 
Formalization 3 
Governance 5 
Growth 7 
Information technology /Infrastructure 7 
Interdependence / dependence 3 
Knowledge /competence / Learning 14 
Management aspects 2 
Mechanism 1 
Motives /Drivers /Reasons /Causes 3 
Nature /Form / Structure / Characteristics /Pattern 
/Configuration /Composition /Types /Design 54 
Opportunism  4 
Power 3 
Prerequisites /Preconditions /Conditions 2 
Relations /Linkages /Ties 40 
Risk /Pitfall 2 
Selection of partners 11 
Strategic issues 28 
Success /survival 4 
Trust 17 
Uncertainty 2 
Complimentary 1 
Change 2 
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individual categories to some purposes.  I believe this way of activating the ideas in the table 

might also help other to find reasons and opportunities to study networks.  I also believe the 

focus of content table may help less senior students of tailoring their studies to interfirm 

networks.   

3.8 ASSESSED CONTRIBUTION TO RESEARCH IN APPROACHED STUDIES 

As a final accumulated category I 

worked to assess the contribution of 

each paper.  Evaluating the 

contributions may reflect the most 

difficult part of this study.  

Everything one say could be a contribution in itself, on the other hand a scientific contribution 

may require much more accurate and measurable terms of what constitute a contribution.  

Most of the journals have the interest of a theoretical development in a specific field.  But as it 

came up earlier in my previous discussions of this study a vague theoretical and conceptual 

ground foster a rich flora of descriptive papers, mapping all conditions instead of offering nice 

and clean explanations.  Interfirm networks as a complex concept including multiple 

contextual factors have benefited from many rich descriptions, not necessarily only because of 

the unclear conceptual grounds.  The rich descriptions are probably also stressed by the fact 

that interfirm networks have symbolized one of the grounds in the “new economy” with rapid 

change of new techniques, products and markets.  Hence, clarifying and finding new axioms 

that may help to understand interfirm network, have been assessed as theoretical 

development, despite the fact that the paper in it self did not per se develop a theory or even 

organize the paper to a theory in a proper way.   

According to these results (see diagram 3) more than half of the paper represents a 

theoretical development.  Numerous papers contribute mainly with practical implications 

Theorethical 
development

51%

Other
10%New practical 

results
18%

New empirical 
results
17%

Methodical 
development

4%

 

 

DIAGRAM 3: CONTRIBUTION TO RESEARCH 
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(18%) or new empirical results (17 %).  As many journals in the management field especially 

ask for practical implications, much of the contributions also focus on such outcomes.  There 

is also several papers (10 %) which is classified as “other”.  The “other” category include 

papers that are difficult to assess, but also those with a new focus but not necessarily 

organized to a theory and those sharing their experiences in terms of opinions, without 

claiming a theoretical, practical or methodical justification.  Methodical development is 

sparsely represented in the papers.  The tiny interest to develop applicable methods may 

describe the fact that few journals see themselves as forums for methodical development.  

Sophisticated use of methods and using new advanced methods may instead be an intrinsic 

mechanism in weather a paper is accepted for publication or not.   

5. CONCLUSIONS 

First of all it is not surprising that the interest of networks is increasing in terms of papers 

published.  This paper confirms the fact stated by Nohria and Eccles (1992) that the interest of 

interfirm networks in the academic world has increased.  However this fact is not surprising 

rather like opening an open door. 

The fact that most of the research in the field of networks are approached to describe 

networks instead of explore or explain may probably most likely be explained by the fact that 

the concept is relatively immature.  Interfirm networks as a new concept facilitate an 

understanding of the “new economy”.  Interfirm networks as basic unit of analysis may help 

to understand “how and why” the extended firm goes beyond its natural administrative 

boundaries.  More depth studies penetrating individual cases with multiple methods and unit 

of analysis may also enhance understanding of mechanisms constituting success.  More in 

depth studies may also detect conduits to successful individual and collective management.  

Studies of late have not mapped the parsimonious or overarching model that both capture 

success mechanisms of interfirm networks and the moderating factors that reconcile generated 
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paradoxical results.  More parsimonious studies may also help to organize the contextual 

determinants important for individual industries.  A parsimoniously organized perspective 

may help to confirm weights of individual factors.  As Nohria and Eccles (1992) and Nelson 

and Winter (1982) point out, new methods at a micro-perspective may reveal a more generic 

view of what constitutes a success. 

The main objective of this paper was to outline some directions within the field of 

interfirm networks.  It is obvious that the interfirm network approach does not just allow, but 

even stress the use of multiple theories, methods, approaches and unit of analysis. However 

the complexity and multiple perspectives may still require strict descriptions of what roles 

each individual item play.  Thus, is a rich description of assumption or context of significant 

importance for developing interfirm research to an accepted area of research! 

The second objective of this paper was to develop an instrument and technique to 

receive an accumulated content within the field of organizational studies.  The instrument has 

worked in a proper way, even though each category is broad and thus requires detailed notes.  

However the evaluation technique has been under a cumulative development throughout the 

process.  The cumulative process include a techniques to assess unclear information for 

instance detecting patterns in references the individual scholar (-s) do; how strictly they 

follow principles for correlating individual items; and what academic tradition the individual 

study may represent.  Hence, I believe more specified and standardized principles for 

judgment of the individual papers may increase the reliability of this kind of studies.  
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APPENDIX 

The appendix that follows includes all 210 articles.  The table view how each article is 

assessed.  The appendix works as a platform to evaluate how reliable each of the different 

categories aggregated on the previous section are.  The table thus justifies my results, since 

the differences in all the papers offer a variety of different opportunities.  The procedure of 

interpret the individual papers took more than a year and in an early stage of my PhD – 

student procedure.  The long time and the fact that this is a pioneering form of accumulating 

literature may have affected the results.  Assessments of the individual paper may vary, in 

cases of when there was a lack of explicit statements in the paper (see also chapter 3 “Theory 

and results in a consecutive order).  The table will also enable and enticing validation of the 

results by offering a column including a quotation summarizing a part of the paper analyzed.  

Of practical reasons this study does not formally provide a reference list to the studied papers, 

since the papers in this case are basically grounded results and not reference literature.  

However the appendix in itself may provide information enough to get a hold of the studied 

papers. 
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