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1. Introduction 

Strategic alliances offer businesses in the Global South a significant opportunity to gain 
valuable technical know-how and thereby bridge the gap that separates them from their 
Western counterparts. Such new forms of investment (Oman, 2002) constitute a means of 
acquiring new knowledge in collaboration with a foreign partner and is a way through which 
organizational skills and know-how may be transferred from one entity to another (Kogut, 
1988) functioning through a logic of exchange and close interaction.

However, in order to avoid the potential inconvenience of an undue technological depend-
ence on Northern partners, companies that benefit from such technological transfers should 
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also strive to develop an autonomous innovative capacity (Stock et al., 2001). To bring this 
about, these must set up and internalize dynamic mechanisms which allow them to assimilate 
and put into operation new knowledge acquired from their foreign partners by relying on their 
human resources (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993; Minbaeva, 2003). This business aptitude falls 
under the term “capacity of absorption” (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). At the organizational level, 
the capacity of absorption can be succinctly described as the ability of a business to assimilate 
and apply outside knowledge as a way to stimulate innovation (Schmidt, 2005).

Actually, the main objective of this research lies in the broader context of the effort to 
acquire technology by bringing a greater scientific contribution, taking greater advantage 
of areas of management and thereby enhancing perspectives offered by the economy. 
Our attention is focused specifically on Morocco and Moroccan SME involved in strategic 
alliances with foreign businesses. The heart of this research lies in the desire to guide these 
Moroccan enterprises in their quest to acquire technological skills by prioritizing the human 
dimension as the fundamental means of reaching this objective.

Therefore, our work is aimed at resolving the following research question: How can 
Moroccan enterprises which are engaged in asymmetrical strategic alliances with foreign 
partners manage to effectively mobilize their human resources in order to develop a tech-
nological absorption capacity?

The inherent interest in this subject lies in the fact that absorption capacity constitutes 
a major challenge for the Moroccan state as well as for the businesses and professionals 
of the country. From the point of view of Moroccan economic authorities, the construction 
of a competitive economy and the strengthening of economic indicators demands that 
economic actors be provided with production capacities founded upon know-how and a 
strategic competitive edge (Amachraa & Quelin, 2022).

In Morocco, scarce elements as far as production factors are concerned are not limited 
only to capital and technology but also to human skills (Rüller et al., 2021). Indeed, the 
process of acquiring knowledge and know-how becomes essential in order that companies 
stimulate their competitivity and raise the added value of their products. The human factor 
lies at the core of the process as a key element (Torres et al., 2018). The dynamic of strategic 
alliance gives Moroccan enterprises an opportunity to pick up knew knowledge and skills 
by signing into a perspective of organizational learning.

At the level of Moroccan businesses, the challenge is also crucial since the acquiring 
of organizational skills and knowledge within such strategic alliances demands that the 
enterprise thus benefiting from such an alliance put in place a series of organizational 
mechanisms directed towards the motivation of its personnel, aimed at forming employees 
in the acquiring, assimilating, transforming and ultimately, taking full advantage of any new 
knowledge (Valentim et al., 2016). Consequently, an effective human resources management 
is destined to play a vital role in the development of absorption capacity through variables 
such as recruitment, training and evaluation among others. In this context, internal skills 
and external collaboration mutually complement each other.

Upon addressing concepts such as capacity of absorption, strategic alliances and hu-
man resources management, we position ourselves within the domain of the theory of the 
Resource-Based View whose proponents see an enterprise as a set of unique resources which are 
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both tangible and intangible and which the organization much take advantage of as a source of 
its potential competitive edge (Barney, 1986; Wernerfelt, 1984; Hamel & Prahalad, 1999).

Besides, the resource-based theory suggests that human resources systems could con-
tribute to a long-lasting competitive advantage thanks to the development of specific skills
within a business (Karman, 2020). This has given rise to a distinct branch, that is, the theory 
founded on skills, the skills-based view (Hamel, 1991) whereby human skills are considered 
a specific resource.

After a literature review addresses strategic alliances and capacity of absorption, our arti-
cle will be developed in three Sections. First, we will present our hypothesis and conceptual 
model. Afterwards, we will share the result of our study followed by a discussion Section. 
We will then conclude by shedding light on the theoretical and practical implications of our 
findings while pointing out potential routes for further research.

2. Literature review and situational statement

2.1. Strategic alliances, capital development, and learning dynamics:
A comprehensive exploration within SMEs

Integrating insights from multiple studies on strategic alliances, human capital, intellectual 
capital, and organizational learning within SMEs, a comprehensive understanding emerges. 
Cegarra-navarros (2005) exploration of organizational learning through strategic alliances 
emphasizes the significance of knowledge as a fundamental resource for sustainable compet-
itive advantages. This insight is reinforced by Ferreira et al. (2019) study, which extends the 
focus to technology-based SMEs in Portugal, demonstrating that strategic alliances serve as 
a crucial means for overcoming human capital resource constraints. Building on this, Ferreira 
et al. (2022) delve into the absorptive capacity perspective, revealing that strategic alliances 
strongly influence intellectual capital development in technology-based SMEs. This not only
addresses resource constraints but also underscores the practical implications for business 
practices. Similarly, Mahamadou’s (2016) investigation into size asymmetry in SME-MNC alli-
ances provides nuanced insights, indicating that while size asymmetry may not adversely af-
fect financial performance and organizational learning, it does impact relational performance.

Expanding the geographical context, Mohammadi and Wong (2011) focus on Malaysia, 
characterizing SME strategic alliances as a reliable and effective management strategy. The
study emphasizes a systematic approach, highlighting the importance of selecting potential 
partners and the critical role of learning and sharing knowledge resources.

Martínez-Costa's et al. (2019) study explores the direct and indirect effects of an innovative
culture in SMEs on interorganizational collaborations and organizational learning. The find-
ings underscore the positive influence of an innovative culture on successful innovation, with
organizational learning mediating the impact of external collaboration.

Examining external organizational learning sources, Bierly and Daly (2007) provide a com-
prehensive view of SMEs’ learning patterns. Learning from customers, suppliers, the scien-
tific community, and other industries is common, with noteworthy effects on innovation
speed, operational efficiency, and process technologies. However, learning from competitors
negatively impacts product technologies and basic research, and size differences play a role
in emphasizing specific learning sources.
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Benhayoun et al. (2021) contribute insights from collaborative innovation networks (CINs), 
emphasizing the role of absorptive capacity (ACAP) in SMEs’ learning processes. ACAP actions 
and attitudes, such as acquisition, assimilation, and application, are identified as crucial com-
ponents, showcasing their nuanced deployment in managing the interplay between reciprocal 
and one-way learnings.

In China, Chen and Lee (2015) conducted a study on the acquisition of foreign knowl-
edge through inter-firm collaboration and recruitment: Implications for the national growth 
of businesses in emerging markets. Examining a sample of companies that underwent initial 
public offerings (IPOs) in the domestic market and originated from the Zhongguancun Sci-
ence Park in China, they found that privatized state-owned enterprises benefit more from 
foreign collaboration, while entrepreneurial firms benefit more from recruiting repatriates. 
Additionally, the positive impact of foreign collaboration was diminished in the presence of 
repatriates within the management team.

In the Portuguese context, a study conducted by Blomberg and Löwstedt (2009) involved 
31 interviews with managers and professionals from seven SMEs whose main objective is 
inter-organizational knowledge acquisition: An individual perspective on managers and pro-
fessionals in SMEs. The study reveals that managers and professionals acquire crucial knowl-
edge from inter-organizational relationships that go well beyond those formally designed for 
knowledge acquisition purposes.

Another study conducted by Martins in 2016 focused on the specific context of two for-
mer industrial regions in Europe – South Yorkshire (United Kingdom) and the Northern Region 
of Portugal. The study aimed to identify and conceptualize a set of relational capabilities that 
business leaders perceive as playing a key role in industrial rejuvenation. The results indicate 
that the identified relational capabilities require structured communication processes and 
alliance management practices to enable and support absorptive capacity and learning in 
interorganizational networks.

In 2009, an exploratory study was conducted by Goswami et al. (2009) utilizing existing 
theories and evidence of firms expanding in various directions through new types of alliances. 
The study concludes that organizations need to acquire tacit knowledge and enhance their 
knowledge stock by continually absorbing and assimilating new ideas and research findings.

Finally, a study conducted by Bouhalleb and Arafet (2023), explored the mediating role 
of network skills in the context of SMEs. Results from simultaneous equation modeling (SEM) 
and fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) showed that organizational skills are 
primarily influenced by the SME’s ability to adapt to change and establish relationships with 
external partners to identify entrepreneurial opportunities.

2.2. The capacity for absorption: A means of transferring knowledge 

Absorption capacity is defined as “the capacity of an enterprise to acquire new knowledge, 
assimilate it, transform it and use it ultimately towards commercial ends.” This leads to 
greater innovation in the business and determines its competitive edge. A substantial num-
ber of studies show the existence of a positive relationship between absorption capacity and 
an overall improvement in the organization (García-Sánchez et al., 2018). Kedia and Bhagat 
(1988) recognized this capacity (Veuglers & Cassiman, 1999) as one of the fundamentals 
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of technical formation within an organization. Likewise, Lane et al. (2006) found that the 
emergence of the concept of absorption capacity coincided with the development of the 
resource-based theory and therefore, the creation of wealth by an enterprise is determined 
by unique resources, skills and capabilities which are rare and inimitable (Penrose, 1959; 
Barney, 1986). Certain authors think that the interaction and the ties of an enterprise with 
its foreign partners reinforces its capacity of absorption and enhances its efficiency of trans-
fer (Hamel & Pralahad, 1999; Hamel, 1991; Levinson & Asahi, 1995). Along the same line, 
Daghfous (2004) suggests that the receiving entity must expand its capacity to gain access 
to external knowledge, transform it in order to improve its base skills and strengthen its 
absorption capacity. Likewise, Cohen and Levinthal (1990), Levinson and Asahi (1995), Grant 
(1996) find that the mastery of the sources of the capacity of absorption means that an 
organization places a special accent on the structure of communications among the external 
environment, the organization and its sub-units. Purnam et al. (2006) state that “the capacity 
of absorption is a learning process that involves the difficulty of evaluating the intellectual 
capital acquired by a society and then incorporating it into its capital”. Zahra and George 
(2002) set forth a new concept in absorption capacity based on the three stages mentioned 
by Cohen and Levinthal (1990) and goes on to propose a fourth, necessary for the applica-
tion of knowledge, that is, its transformation. The stages are as follows (see Table 1).

Table 1. The learning process of absorption capacity (source: author’s conception)

Author Stage Content 

Noblet and 
Simon (2010),
Zahra and 
George (2002),
Von Krogh et al. 
(2012) 

Acquisi-
tion

The capacity of a manager to identify and pick up knowledge coming 
from outside sources effective for the organization (Von Krogh et al., 
2012). Determined by the intensity, speed and direction of the effort 
of identification and the acquisition of knowledge, it’s the capacity 
to ascertain the value of various ideas and information received. In a 
exploratory study over absorption capacity, the authors Noblet and 
Simon (2010), formulate recommendations along with those set forth 
by Zahra and George (2002), over the point of view strategic which 
can be readily incorporated from acquisitions and contact with clients.

Park et al. (2007),
Doolittle (2014)

Assimila-
tion

A process that enables the analysis, interpretation, treatment and com-
prehension of external knowledge which can improve individual ef-
ficiency (Park et al., 2007), it is considered by the constructivist theory 
as one of the means by which an individual adapts to his environment 
(Doolittle, 2014).

Alamargot (2001),
Ritala and 
Hurmelinna-
Laukkanen (2013)

Transfor-
mation

Deals with the capacity of a receiving entity to integrate knowledge 
acquired and absorbed to knowledge it already possesses (Ritala & 
Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2013). This stage represents the capacity of 
the individual to develop a mental structure which helps him integrate 
already existing know-how to newly acquired and absorbed knowledge 
by allowing him to infer and construct explanations based on its com-
posing elements (Almargot, 2001).

Lane and 
Lubatkin (1998),
Burcharth et al. 
(2015)

Exploita-
tion ca-
pacity

The capacity of the manager to use acquired knowledge commercially 
to reach organizational objectives. Lane and Lubatkin (1998), Zahra 
and George (2002), consider it as routines that enable a receiving en-
tity to refine, extend and exercise an impact over existing skills or to 
create new ones by integrating knowledge acquired and transformed. 
Precisely through this stage, absorption capacity exercises all its value 
(Burcharth et al., 2015).
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In the literature over the capacity of absorption, new conceptualizations which incorpo-
rate skills and motivations of the personnel (Minbaeva & Michailova, 2004), prior knowledge 
(Lane et al., 2001), the pertinence of knowledge, the similarity of organizational structures 
and shared research communities (Lane & Lubatkin, 1998) have been observed. Daghfous 
(2004) proposed the determining factors that affect absorption capacity such as the sources 
of internal knowledge, among these education level, professional experience, diversity of 
origins, the individual capacity for absorption, the role of professional participants, organi-
zational structure, culture and inertia, the size of the enterprise, inter-functional communi-
cation, human resources management and investment in research and development as well 
as the sources of external knowledge (Ma et al., 2023), among these, contacts with clients, 
counterparts and colleagues and their position in the network of knowledge.

2.3. Human resources management. Tools of application of  
absorption capacity

Various authors state incontestably that HRM is a means to develop learning capacity (Ka-
moche, 1997; Kamoche & Mueller, 1998; Eneroth & Larsson, 1996; Lado, 1994) while Argyris 
(2004) affirms that “an enterprise can’t become a learner if unless it manages to diffuse a 
people first philosophy focused on its actors.” Nevertheless, the role of HRM in the appropri-
ation of knowledge and the picking up of absorption capacity needs to more explicitly estab-
lished (Kamoche & Muller, 1998), since our knowledge of the way in which human resources 
management influences over absorption capacity and knowledge transfer remains quite rudi-
mentary” (Minbaéva, 2003). Our concept of the role of HRM in providing an enterprise with a 
greater absorption capacity will essentially lie on the model of absorption capacity conceived 
by Minbaeva and Michailova (2004). These authors elaborated a conceptual model over ca-
pacity of absorption in which emphasis was placed on employee motivation on one hand as 
well as their individual capacity as vitally important aspects determining absorption capacity. 
Over development, these authors evoke organizational mechanisms and managerial practices, 
essentially the HRM aspect, as a measure to increase capacity of absorption (Hooi, 2021).

We chose to refer to this model for various reasons. First of which is its clarity and sim-
plicity since the model is precise in its explanation of the capacity of absorption brought 
about by HRM practices (Popaitoon & Siengthai, 2014). To the best of our knowledge, the 
literature provides no more pertinent framework. Also, its composing elements are measur-
able in Moroccan enterprises. 

3. Elaboration of the hypotheses and of the conceptual model

Based on the literature review, we can set forth the following hypotheses which affect indi-
vidual capacity of absorption and the role of the latter in the transfer of knowledge which 
have been effective in Moroccan enterprises.

3.1. Functional mechanisms addressed at employee competence

According to the model, two mechanisms influence employee competence, that is, the for-
mation and evaluation of performance. We consider that the fact of associating performance 
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evaluation with formation and training to constitute skills remits us to a pragmatic approach 
over the concept of competence which is quite commonplace. Competence has never been 
solely linked to knowledge since it also includes practices and know-how and attitudes and 
knowing-how-to-be (Durand, 2000). Along the same line of thought, Permartin (2005) stat-
ed that competence has no operational value except when it is placed at the service of the 
objectives of the enterprise. Here, the dynamic approach of individual and organizational is 
found which must be aligned with strategic challenges of the organization.

We count on measuring employee skill the traditional way, through indexes such as the 
educational level of the cadres and of the operational. However, during certain interviews, 
as we will point out in the next chapter, we had the opportunity to ask the person we inter-
viewed directly to evaluate the employee level of competence. In that case we realized that 
evaluation along with other indexes will be among the elements of confirmation or refutation 
of the evaluation carried out by the person in charge.

3.1.1. Formation

The role of formation is widely accepted in the literature as an instrument of developing 
competence and therefore, a means of creation of strategic assets. The role of formation from 
the perspective of appropriation of knowledge, however, remains less developed (Kamoche 
& Mueller, 1998). 

Indeed, training plays a crucial role not only in the development of skills but also in the 
creation of strategic knowledge within companies. Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (2024) report, companies that invest in the continuous training of their 
employees are better prepared to innovate and adapt to changes in the global market.

Moreover, recent studies (Lopez-Cabrales & DeNisi, 2021) have shown that companies 
adopting training practices aligned with their strategic objectives are more successful in in-
tegrating external expertise, particularly within the context of international strategic alliances. 
These practices are crucial for knowledge appropriation and the long-term improvement of 
organizational performance.

In our research, training and formational practices should be linked to the objectives and 
organizational routines within a strategic perspective of appropriation. Professional formation 
and development should be conceived not only in terms of formation of competence but 
also as the creation and putting into practice of new knowledge (Durand, 2000). Emery and 
Gonin (2009) point out the emergence of a paradigm of HRM focused on “competences” as 
well as on “performance”. According to the former paradigm, employers are not only going 
to attribute the necessary means to different stages of development but will also contribute 
to forging new values linked to human resources from the collective ensemble of personnel 
by considering these moreover as a source of wealth which must absolutely be invested in 
as well as a foundation which must be nurtured.

We will measure the importance of training practices at the core of Moroccan enterpris-
es which are involved in strategic alliances and in which formation measures are aimed at 
absorbing external knowledge provided by the foreign partner. The criteria used to measure 
this variable will deal with the types of formation adopted (internal and external sources, by 
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the partner, formal and informal formation…) the existence of a formational plan, continuing 
training programs and eventually the part of the budget for formation in the total payroll etc.

H1a: In the Moroccan context, formation is positively linked to employee skills.

3.1.2. Evaluation of employee performance/competence

Recent studies (Lopez-Cabrales & DeNisi, 2021) emphasize the importance of aligning per-
formance evaluation with organizational learning objectives to foster innovation and adapt-
ability. This approach ensures that the evaluation criteria reflect not just immediate outcomes 
but also long-term strategic goals.

The evaluation of performance is one of the most difficult tasks of HRM since it hardly 
escapes from the realm of the arbitrary and subjective. It boils down to the difficulty in de-
termining and measuring performance and the lack of devices in that sense (Badawy, 2007; 
Emery & Gonin, 2009). The question arises: what should be evaluated and what are the 
objective criteria for performance? Performance must be defined in function of the strategic 
objectives of an enterprise. So, for example, an enterprise pursuing a strategic objective of 
holding down costs, focuses its evaluation criteria on immediate short-term results of em-
ployees (Guérin, 2011). On the other hand, organizations which face challenges of learning 
are likely to base their evaluation on initiative and creativity whose performance in the latter 
case will be defined by the degree of learning obtained and the application of new methods 
by employees. The business must therefore encourage experimentation and risk-taking, tol-
erate failure in the early stages while stimulating learning in the future (Schuler & Jackson, 
1987). In this context, the integration of continuous feedback mechanisms, as highlighted by 
Armstrong and Taylor (2020), becomes crucial for supporting employee growth and ensuring 
that evaluations contribute to both individual and organizational development. McGrath et al. 
(1995) affirm that initiatives generate competence when they are in coherence with strategic 
objectives.

Furthermore, along the same strategic line, the enterprise must proceed with the eval-
uation of competence in order to determine the level of employee skills, their needs and 
training and /or recruitment actions in order to cover those needs.

Finally, the results of the evaluation process must serve as a base to reward employees 
in terms of salary, (pay raises, bonuses) and career opportunities (internal promotion, reori-
entation.).

In this perspective, we formulate our first hypothesis as follows:
H1b: In the Moroccan context, evaluation of performance and competence are positively 

linked to employee skills.

3.2. Functional mechanisms aimed at employee motivation

Recent studies (Gagné et al., 2020) have expanded on these early theories, emphasizing the 
role of intrinsic motivation in fostering employee engagement and long-term commitment. 
The integration of modern motivational strategies, such as providing opportunities for auton-
omy and mastery, has been shown to significantly enhance job satisfaction and organizational 
loyalty.
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Since the results of Hawthorne’s experiment in the 20’s, researchers’ attention has turned 
towards the question of personnel motivation. The school of “human relations” appeared 
where several authors carried out their work: Maslow (1954), Herzberg (1965), Mc Gregor 
(1960), Argyris (2004) etc. These theoreticians proposed numerous notions which all revolved 
around the idea that the employee can be reconciled with their workplace or better still, the 
creation of an environment of personal expansion and self-realization there. It corresponds, 
then, to the management to make the organization a “home” for employees and that the 
organizational objectives and the personnel challenges pertain to each one of its members. 
Moreover, a study by Ryan and Deci (2017) highlights the importance of aligning organiza-
tional goals with employees’ personal values to create a more meaningful and motivating 
work environment. The model proposes three HRM tools which can point employee moti-
vation towards the objective of the acquisition of know-how, of a remuneration based on 
performance, of a promotion based on merits and internal communication.

We measure employee motivation through an explicit index: the turnover rate which is an 
indication of to what extent the social policy HRM have been effective (Kamoche & Mueller, 
1998), as well as other indexes which may give rise to the question of “how do you judge the 
quality of motivation of your employees?”

3.2.1. Remuneration based on performance

Recent research by Wright and Snape (2006) highlights that modern remuneration policies 
increasingly incorporate elements of variable pay and performance-based rewards to better 
align with strategic objectives and enhance employee motivation.

Remuneration policies must favor the strategic alignment by adapting itself to the stra-
tegic objectives of a society in the event of acquiring know-how. Remuneration can have a 
direct influence over employee behavior in this sense (Emery & Gonin, 2009). According to 
the Theory Y by Mc Gregor, the degree of engagement of employees towards the goals of 
the organization is in function of the rewards associated with their fulfillment. Furthermore, 
recent findings by Kuvaas (2021) emphasize the effectiveness of linking remuneration to 
employee performance and development, showing that well-structured reward systems can 
lead to higher levels of job satisfaction and organizational commitment. Remuneration should 
effectively be a sign of recognition within the cadre of a contribution/ retribution approach 
(Peretti, 2010) developed by March and Simon (1958).

Therefore, we shall examine to which degree businesses when facing the challenge of ac-
quiring know-how, alter their system of remuneration upon attributing a greater importance 
to variable remuneration, in line with the performance of collaborators through productivity 
bonuses, individual and collective pay raises etc.

To measure this, we will analyze the responses given to the question “How are your col-
laborators remunerated?” Their replies reveal to what point the system of remuneration takes 
employee performance into consideration.

H2a: In the Moroccan context, remuneration based on performance is positively linked to 
employee motivation.
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3.2.2. Merit-based promotion

Recent studies (Ng & Feldman, 2022) emphasize that a well-structured internal promotions 
policy is crucial for enhancing employee motivation and retention, as it ensures that career 
advancement is based on clearly defined merit-based criteria rather than arbitrary decisions.

The strategic alignment of an internal promotions policy supposes that this must be 
planned and organized within the cadre of career management and not according to random 
promotions (Peretti, 2010) brought about in order to fill a momentary vacancy. Additionally, 
research by Schiemann and Lingle (2021) suggests that integrating comprehensive perfor-
mance metrics and regular feedback into the promotion process can significantly improve 
the alignment of promotions with organizational goals.

Nonetheless, the capital element concerning the granting of promotions should be merit. 
Following implicit (self-confidence, willingness to assume responsibility, level of personal im-
plication...) and explicit criteria (productivity, assiduousness, relational ...) a society should be 
able to classify its personnel in categories of promotional merit. Also, evaluation interviews 
should not be the sole source of information in regards to the degree of merit; permanent 
observation and personal contact are valuable sources of knowledge and evaluation of em-
ployees under consideration for promotion.

3.2.3. Internal communication

Recent research by Choi and Lee (2022) highlights that fostering open communication chan-
nels and integrating feedback mechanisms are essential for enhancing both internal and 
external knowledge flow within organizations.

“Learning is a collective process which implies interaction and communication” (Ben Sli-
mane & Poix, 2003). Indeed, the enterprise must favor internal communication in every as-
pect: formal and informal communication, from top to bottom, horizontally and vertically. 
Likewise, the organization must include its personnel in its strategy and objectives in order 
to achieve a greater implication.

Additionally, the use of collaborative technologies, as explored by Johnson and Johnson 
(2021), has been shown to improve the effectiveness of internal communication and knowl-
edge sharing by facilitating real-time interaction and reducing barriers.

Two dimensions of communication must be supported by the direction under the per-
spective of appropriation of knowledge. According to Emery and Gonin (2009), “internal 
communication possesses a “utilitarian” or operational dimension indispensable so that each 
collaborator understand the sense of their mission and their working instructions more clear-
ly as well as a human and interpersonal dimension which contributes to more fluid social 
relations at the core of the organization, thereby creating a true culture of enterprise and a 
positive social climate”. The former of these dimensions takes on the challenge of formation 
while the latter implies confidence and systematic exchanges of information.

Furthermore, a society must break down barriers to communication, whether they be 
organizational barriers tied to hierarchical considerations and bureaucracy or behavioral and 
attitudinal barriers brought about by the withholding of information – considered as a source 
of power – mistrust and lack of transparency in those who emit knowledge (engineers, cadres, 
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middle management). Barriers to communication can be overcome thanks to means such as 
the setting up of team networks, work in projects, collective evaluation, conflict resolution etc. 
To the same degree, a society must not neglect the role of new technologies of information 
and communication which currently have an incalculable value. A society can make use of 
these through the developing of internet discussion forums, intranet, Facebook and the like. 
Mailing would be a minimal effort in this sense.

Finally, we have not overlooked the role of external communications, that is, with the 
partner from which knowledge proceeds. We speak in detail about the Gate Keepers who 
are relay agents between the outer frontiers of an enterprise and its interior. This role is 
generally assumed by research and development and human resources services whose role 
it is to ensure the transmission of knowledge from the outside to the inside of the enterprise.

The importance of external communication in the context of the appropriation of knowl-
edge has been underlined by authors such as Kamoche (1997); Kamoche and Mueller (1998); 
Gupta and Govindarajan (2000); Schmidt (2005); Badawy (2007), etc.

H2b: In the Moroccan context, promotion based on merit is positively linked to employee 
motivation.

H2c: In the Moroccan context, internal communication is positively linked to employee 
motivation.

3.3. The influence of the capacity of absorption over the transfer of 
knowledge

Recent studies by Andersson and Löfsten (2022) further emphasize that the effectiveness of 
knowledge transfer is heavily influenced by the recipient’s ability to adapt and integrate new 
knowledge into their existing processes.

The transfer of knowledge among unities is defined as “a process which covers various 
stages starting with the identification of knowledge as well as the transfer of knowledge to 
its final usage by the unit” (Minbaeva & Michailova, 2004). According to Bellon et al. (2000), 
the degree of knowledge transfer is in function of the capacity of the receiving enterprise 
to absorb it. Therefore, the weaker the capacity of absorption of the partner in the Global 
South is, the more it will depend on a unilateral transfer of existing technologies and the 
more the technology will be incorporated into its equipment or the components to be as-
sembled. Also, according to the degree of development of the enterprises from the South, 
agreements reached will range from equipment transfers which will follow a continuum that 
enable the assembly of products conceived in the North, to agreements based on a common 
conception of goods and then to an independent conception of goods that allow for alliances 
of creation of technology.

Additionally, recent findings by Cantwell and Santangelo (2021) underscore the impor-
tance of developing absorptive capacity through strategic investments in human capital and 
infrastructure to enhance the effectiveness of knowledge transfer.

The role of the capacity of absorption in a successful transfer of knowledge has been 
pointed out by several authors (Lyles & Salk, 1996; Lane & Lubatkin, 1998; Gupta & Govin-
darajan, 2000).
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H3: In the Moroccan context, good human resources practices tied to employee competence 
motivation are positively linked to the capacity of absorption.

Based on the underlying hypothesis, the conceptual model presented in Figure 1, offers 
a visual representation that illustrates the relationships and key elements involved in the 
context under study.

4. Data and methods

In this Section, we will present the scope of our research along with the design of the method 
employed to measure and analyze dependent and independent variables that arise in our 
conceptual model.

4.1. Data collection

After having elaborated the questionnaire to cover the terrain of our research, we undertook 
the second stage to test the survey over a limited sample of subjects. Previously validating 
this survey, we thereby ensure the coherence and relevance of the questions posed and can 
then set off on the collection of preliminary data. 

Among the cadre of our research, we sought out Moroccan SME in a situation of strategic 
alliance with foreign partners as the target group of our investigation.

To our knowledge, there is no database that references SMEs involved in strategic allianc-
es, and this lack makes the research stage difficult to carry out. To overcome this barrier, we 
turned to the following data sources:

 ■ Websites: https://kirex.net/
 ■ Networks of accounting firms and consulting firms
 ■ Direct contacts with certain managers through our personal network
 ■ CGEM.

Through these sources, we contacted 3.152 companies from various industrial sectors 
in Morocco, by telephone, to create a database of SMEs involved in strategic alliances with 
foreign partners. We asked the respondents two questions:

Figure 1. Conceptual model (source: author conception)

https://kirex.net/
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■ Does your company’s annual turnover exceed 75 million MAD?
■ Is your company involved in a strategic alliance with a foreign partner?
We found 1.166 strategic alliances concluded by SMEs with foreign partners during the

reference period 2014–2024, distributed across various industrial sectors.
We sent the questionnaire out among managers, people in charge of marketing, produc-

tion and executives of Moroccan SME in situation of strategic alliance who have information 
over the functioning of such alliances.

We decided to address ourselves to SME which operate in various sectors of industrial 
activity in different geographic locations in order to ensure that our model isn’t unduly influ-
enced by other variables omitted in the literature.

We then proceeded to face-to-face interviews in which we directly contacted SME through 
our personal networks. We sent out around 420 questionnaires and received 142 replies, 
a response rate of 33.8%, of which, after verifying these, we kept 108 usable questionnaires 
which constitutes an acceptable sampling from which acceptable data could be obtained.

4.2. Analyzing the data treatment process

We started out by scrutinizing the validity and trustworthiness of the variables in our re-
search model by the bias of an analysis of its main components, focused on groups of items 
integrated in a process of capacity of absorption and transfer of knowledge. Afterwards, 
we exposed a methodology of multi-variable analysis aimed at establishing the causal links 
between the dependent and independent variables.

4.2.1. The measuring model

Aided by the analysis of main components, we verified the validity and trustworthiness of
the measuring scales of our theoretical model in order to simplify the gathering of data and 
were thereby able to redefine the variables according to the following four stages (Evrard
et al., 2003):

■ The verification of the feasibility of the factorial analysis through the Bartlett sphericity
test which rests upon the nil hypothesis of a correlation among the variables as well 
as through the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test which indicates the correlations among 
different variables used so that the analysis of main components are high enough for
these to be determined.

When the KMO is higher than 0,8, that means that the factorial structure is intelligible 
and stable and that there is a good factorability. If the KMO is between 0,5 and 0,8, it can be 
concluded that factorability is acceptable yet factorial structure is difficult to interpret and
factorability is bad when the KMO is below 0.5.

■ The determination of the number of factors to be retained starting from a set of initial 
variables. Step by step, we eliminate the items which have a weak contribution (equal to 
or below 0.500) over the main components identified (Evrard et al., 2003). Each analysis
of main components is the object of an orthagonal Varimax rotation which enables the 
value of coefficients of the most correlated variables to be artificially increased while
the value of the least correlated variables is reduced.

■ The verification of the reliability of the factors of each analysis of main components
through a coherence evaluation among the items examined by measuring a same
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concept (Igalens & Roussel, 1998; Pittenger, 2003). According to Evrard et al. (2003) 
and Pittenger (2003), a relaible scale produces the same results when the measurements 
are repeated whatever the context in which the test is carried out. We use the Cronbach 
alpha coefficient in our research cadre since it allows the reliability of different questions 
over the same phenomenon to be measured (Evrard et al., 2003). An alpha over 0.6 is 
acceptable in the cadre of exploratory studies (Evrard et al., 2003).

 ■ Renaming each component and redefining the research hypothesis to arrive at a refined 
research model of factorial analysis. See Appendix (Table A1) for a summary of the anal-
ysis results for the main components of explanatory variables, including the Chronbach 
Alpha value and the percentage of variance explained within the set of components.

4.2.2. Test of the hypothesis by analysis of regression

Multiple linear regression is the regression chosen to simultaneously analyze the link among 
various – more than two-explanatory variables and a variable to explain. “The principle con-
sists of looking into the relationship between the variable to be explained and the other 
explanatory variables which best account for the reality of the observations. This relationship 
is expressed through the regression equation which presents the variable to be explained 
as the sum of each one of the explanatory variables affected of their coefficients to which a 
constant term is added” (Crauser et al., 1989).

This explanatory method is used to test the hypothesis of our model. This offers us the 
possibility to test our research model in an overall context and thus determine the importance 
and significance of each explanatory variable to the variation in the capacity of absorption 
in SME in Morocco involved in strategic alliances with foreign partners and the effect over 
the absorption capacity of the transfer of knowledge. It allows us to translate our conceptual 
model under the following two Equations:

 ■ The capacity of absorption of Moroccan SME in strategic alliances = β1 Formation + 
β2 evaluation of performance/competence of employees + β3 remuneration based on 
performance + β4 promotion based on merit + β5 internal communication + ϵ the 
transfer of knowledge = β6 capacity of absorption + ϵ.

The test over the hypothesis in this work according to this method demands the use of 
certain indicators such as:

 ■ The verification of the Variance inflation factor (VIF) and the criteria of tolerance to make 
sure that the model does not contain a useless explanatory variable. The VIF must be 
below 10 and the tolerance criteria below 1.

 ■ Test Fischer-Snedecor allows for the interpretation of the statistical significance of the 
results obtained and the contribution of each explanatory variable. Its noted value of 
significance “Signif F” designates that the threshold Fischer-Snedecor statistic value 
observed must be below 0.05 at the threshold of 5% or at 0.01 for a threshold value of 
1% for the null hypothesis, thereby stipulating the non-existence of a linear relationship 
between explanatory variables and the variable to be explained be discarded. 

 ■ Test Student t allows verification as to whether the estimate obtained for the non-stand-
ardized regression coefficient or the non-standardized lambda (B) is significantly far 
from zero. Its significance must be below 0.05 at a threshold value of 5% or below 0.01 
at a threshold value of 1%.
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4.2.2.1. Verification of VIF and tolerance
In order to proceed with a verification of VIF and tolerance, a multi-collinearity test is under-
taken. We carried out verification of VIF and of tolerance to check for the lack of multi-col-
linearity, that is, that the model does not contain useless explanatory variables. The VIF must 
be under 10 and the tolerance criteria less than 1.

In our case, the absence of multicollinearity issues is evident, as demonstrated in the 
Appendix (Table A2), where tolerance levels range between 0.5 and 0.9, and the VIF remains 
below 10.

4.2.2.2. Test of the theoretical model

The validation of the hypothesis of the theoretical model leads us to proceed to the sig-
nificance test of the model. This analysis will be carried out in two stages: an analysis of its
overall and then of its individual significance.

4.2.2.2.1. Overall significance test

At first we looked into the overall significance of the model, that is, the set of explanatory
variables which have an influence over the dependent variable. This test could be formulated
as follows: is there at least one significant explanatory variable?

The determination of the overall significance of the model was carried out by using the
Fischer statistic which indicates if the explanatory variables have an influence over the variable
to be explained.

The arbitrage was done by using a comparison of the value of the F-statistic estimated as 
tabulated by Fischer. The SPSS 25 program automatically provided the probability associated 
with the calculated F-statistic which greatly facilitated analysis, thus to compare the prob-
ability associated with the F-statistic at a threshold level of 5% retained should be enough. 
In the case that a probability linked to the F-statistic is below a threshold value of 5%, then 
the simple hypothesis H0 (all coefficients are zero) can be discarded for the profile of the
alternative hypothesis according to which regression is overall significant.

In our case, for explanatory variables of absorption capacity, the Fischer statistic found 
by the SPSS 25 program is F = 18.989 and the probability associated thereto is less than 5% 
(0.00 < 0.05), then the nil hypothesis is discarded and the model is overall significant (See
Appendix). Insofar as the intermediate variable of organizational learning, the Fischer statistic 
calculated is 29.242 and the associated probability is less than 5% (0.00 < 0.05), thus absorp-
tion capacity accounts for the transfer of knowledge (see Appendix Table A3).

4.2.2.2.2. Individual significance test

To address the individual significance of the variables, we used the Student statistic directly
provided by the SPSS 24 program. The hypothesis of significance of the variable is retained
when the threshold is considered as the value of the estimated Student statistic is greater 
than the one tabulated by Student (see Appendix Table A4). In this research, the rejected 
probability provided by SPSS 25 at the retained threshold level will be used.

The results of the estimate indicated in the Appendix, show that four variables are statis-
tically significant given the probability attributed to them:
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 ■ The variable “Formation” is significant at a threshold level of 1% since the statistical 
rules of the Student test are respected (t > 2, p = 0.008 < 0.01).

 ■ The variable “evaluation of performance/competence” is significant at 5% (t > 2, p = 
0.013 < 0.05).

These two variables measure employee competence which enable the development of 
absorption capacity.

 ■ the variable “Remuneration based on performance” is significant at 1% (t > 2, p = 0.007 
< 0.01).

 ■ the variable «internal communication» is significant at 5% (t > 2, p = 0.021 < 0.05).
These two variables account for employee motivation which enables them to develop 

absorption capacity.
Furthermore, the results of this regression show that the significant relations between the 

receiving entities among Moroccan SME in strategic alliances and their employees’ capacity 
for absorption are highly positive.

5. Results and discussion

After a regression analysis, four factors were deemed determinant in the capacity of ab-
sorption of operators in Moroccan SME involved in strategic alliances. Two factors account 
for employee competence and two others account for motivation. One of these, in the first 
place, is formation which contributes most to account for operators’ absorption capacity (β = 
0.753, p = 0.00 < 1%) an impact over absorption capacity which is seen as highly positive. 
This result agrees with with our first hypothesis (H1a) along with the literature, namely the 
works carried out by Daghfous (2004).

Secondly, we establish the positive and determinant contribution of the evaluation of 
employee performance/competence to the capacity of absorption in SME in a situation of 
alliance (β = 0.324, p = 0.013 < 0.05) which thereby confirms our second hypothesis (H1b) 
and is in agreement with the works of Minbeava and Michailova (2004).

Thirdly, we find a positive and significant impact of remuneration based on performance 
over the capacity of absorption of employees in Moroccan SME involved in strategic alliances 
with foreign partners (β = 0.287, p = 0.007 < 0.01) which confirms our third hypothesis (H2b) 
and is compatible with the works of Lund Vinding (2006) and Noblet and Simon (2010).

We note in fourth place, the positive and significant effect of internal communication over 
employee absorption capacity in Moroccan SME involved in strategic alliances (β = 0.153, p = 
0.028 < 0.05) which confirms our fourth hypothesis (H2c).

In fifth place, we register a significant positive effect over the capacity of absorption of the 
transfer of knowledge in Moroccan SME involved in strategic alliances (β = 0.153, p = 0.028 
< 0.05) which agrees with our fifth hypothesis (H3) and is compatible with the work of Mar-
shall and Brady (2001), Liao and Hu (2007). Indeed, the capacity of absorption of a receiving 
enterprise enables a greater degree of acquisition, assimilation, transformation and effective 
use of different types of transferred knowledge such as tacit knowledge which is ambiguous 
and hard to transfer and knowledge that allows for the development and creation of new 
kinds of knowledge and skills. Table 2 presents a summary of results obtained.
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Table 2. Synthesis of hypotheses results (source: author’s conception)

Hypotheses Explanatory variables Variables 
to explain

Coefficient
β

Significance t Student Validation

H1a Formation Capacity of 
absorption

0.753 0.008 2.227 Confirmed

H1b Evaluation of employee 
performance/competence

Capacity of 
absorption

0.324 0.013 2.527 Confirmed

H2a Merit-based promotion Capacity of 
absorption

0.005 0.970 0.038 discarded

H2b Performance-based 
remuneration

Capacity of 
absorption

0.287 0.007 2.76 Confirmed

H2c Internal communication Capacity of 
absorption

0.49 0.021 2.358 Confirmed

H3 Capacity of absorption knowledge 
transfer

0.345 0.009 2.657 Confirmed

6. Conclusions

The aim of this research was to analyze the mechanisms of human resources management 
which are susceptible to bringing about an improvement in the degree of the capacity of 
absorption among Moroccan SME engaged in strategic alliances with foreign partners, the 
emphasis being placed on the transfer of knowledge to those SME. The study was carried out 
over 108 strategic alliances established by Moroccan SME in diverse industrial sectors. The 
importance of this work lies in its contribution to the theoretical as well as the managerial 
areas by shedding light on mechanisms of human resource management which favor the 
capacity of absorption of SME involved in asymmetrical strategic alliances.

This study underlines the crucial role played by employees in the process of knowledge 
transfer by dwelling particularly on the need for a greater capacity of absorption and assim-
ilation of the receiving enterprise which is highly determinant since the flow of knowledge 
depends heavily on a company’s capacity to absorb, assimilate, transform and put into use 
any and all transferred information. Empirical results suggest that receiving companies which 
enjoy such capacities tend to better acquire, incorporate and develop as well as to create 
new knowledge and skills.

At the managerial level, this research offers pertinent indicators for executives of Moroc-
can SME involved in strategic alliances focused on the transfer of knowledge by urging that 
these directors address their efforts to facilitate the acquisition, exploitation, development 
and creation of new skills and knowledge which come from foreign partners. In such alliances, 
the SME should focus their efforts on strengthening their employees absorption capacity in 
order to maximize their competitive edge and thereby favor the overall process of acquiring, 
assimilating, transforming and putting into effective use of knowledge.

Although this study brings significant contributions to the comprehension of factors 
which may lead to an improvement of the capacity of absorption and transfer of knowledge 
in the context of strategic alliances in Moroccan SME, it also points out limitations which 
open new perspectives to further research. A qualitative approach, or even an exploratory 
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one, could deepen the analysis of mechanisms of management of human resources. Fur-
thermore, the generalization of results to other developing countries, a more extended time 
span as well as a wide variety of geographic contexts are also potential axes for further 
research thus offering a broader scope of the phenomenon and enabling significant com-
parisons among countries.
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APPENDIX

Table A1. Results of the validity and reliability of measurement scales

Components Alpha 
Cronbach Items % variance 

explained
no of 
items

Formation 0.750 types of formation adopted
existence of a plan of formation
continuing formation
formation as part of overall payroll

80% 4

Evaluation 
of employee 
performance/ 
competence

0.783 degree of learning
application of new methods by employees. 

68% 2

Merit-based 
promotion

0.730 self-confidence
willing to assume responsibility, involvement 
implication
performance
assiduousness
relations

71.342% 5

Internal 
communication

0.750 Effort of formation
systematic exchange of information.
Development of discussion forums on internet, 
intranet, Facebook….

60.778% 3

Performance-
based 
remuneration

0.737 Adaptation of a remuneration system
importance of variable remuneration. 
Productivity bonuses
Individual and collective pay raises

74.56% 4

Capacity of 
absorption

0.794 investment in R&D.
number of patents invented and publications in 
research developed at other enterprises.
number of new ideas produced, new research 
projects proposed.
immediate results in number of patents, 
announcements of new products, life cycle of 
products

76.542% 4
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https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.4250050207


130 A. El Hammoumi et al. The capacity of absorption and the management of human resources in asymmetrical strategic...

Components Alpha 
Cronbach Items % variance 

explained
no of 
items

Transfer of 
knowledge

0.754 Degree of learning, of technology, knowledge 
and know-how
acquisition of knowledge to resolve technical 
problems.
acquisition of knowledge and know-how to 
improve technology
Acquisition of knowledge and know-how to 
develop new technologies and knowledge.
Improvement of product quality

76.42% 5

Table A2. Coefficients of collinearity of variables in the research model

Model
Collinearity statistics

Tolerance

1 (Constant)
Formation .555
Evaluation performance/competence .903
Performance-based remuneration .537
Merit-based promotion .748
Internal communication .925
Capacity of absorption .850

Note: a. Dependent variable: knowledge transfer.

Table A3. ANOVA Model Regression Index

ANOVAa

Model Sum of Squares ddl Mean Square F

1 Regression 14907 5 2,9814 18,989
Student 15,837 101 .157
Total 30,744 106

Notes: a. Predictors: (Constant), training, employee performance/competence evaluation, performance-based remunera-
tion, merit-based promotion, internal communication.
b. Dependent variable: absorptive capacity.

ANOVAa

Model Sum of Squares ddl Mean Square F

1 Regression 10,387 1 10,387 29,242
Student 18,648 105 .178
Total 29,035 106

Notes: a. Predictors: (Constant), absorptive capacity. b. Dependent variable: knowledge transfer.

End of Table A1
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Table A4. Coefficients of individual significance

Coefficients a

Model

Non-standardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients

t Sig.

Collinearity 
Statistics

B Error 
standard Beta Tolerance

1 (Constant) .135 .481 .281 .779
Formation .753 .069 .214 2.227 .008 .555
Evaluation of Employee 
Performance/Competence

.324 .128 .246 2.527 .013 .537

Performance-based remuneration .287 .104 .336 2.76 .007 .903
Merit- based promotion .005 .127 .003 .038 .970 .748
Internal communication 0.049 .138 0.027 2.358 0.021 .925

Note: a. Dependent variable: absorptive capacity.


