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Impact of Social Capital on Radical Innovation
Efforts of the Organizations:
A Case in the Aviation Industry

Sosyal Sermayenin Radikal Yenilik Girisimleri Uzerindeki Etkisi:

Havacilik Sektériinde Bir Vaka Calismasi

Aytiil Ayse OZDEMIR', Ahmet Emre DEMIRCI?

ABSTRACT

Social capital stems from the social relationships and yields
highly critical benefits such as creativity, innovation and team
productivity. However, the context and the structure of the
social ties can potentially change the outcomes of social ca-
pital. This study aims to reveal the extent and the characteris-
tics of social capital used in the radical innovation efforts. The
strength of ties, type of trust and type of knowledge utilized
in a selected radical innovation project were analyzed in this
research. As an exploratory and descriptive study, case study
method was adopted to investigate social capital as a relatively
unexplored phenomenon, and to reflect the experiences of re-
levantindividuals in regards to the social relationships embed-
ded in the innovation efforts. The findings indicate that the or-
ganization has benefited from the existence and effective use
of internal social capital, strong ties were developed and used
among the members of the same department, strength of the
ties got weaker as the team members, job descriptions and
responsibilities started to vary and, finally, the case revealed
that competence-based trust and tacit knowledge were found
to be the essential parts of creative and innovative thinking.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Considering the competitive profiles of many in-
dustries, it is obvious that the life cycles of the orga-
nizations that are failing to differentiate themselves
from their rivals are constantly shrinking. Organiza-
tions lacking innovative skills and failing to adapt
themselves to the new rules of competition will be
facing tough times for survival. If we have a closer
look to the lists of the biggest companies in Turkey
between 1950 and 1985, some radical changes in
the rankings can be clearly seen. While there are new
entrants to the list, many companies lost ground
against their rivals and many were failed to survive.
After 1990s, profiles and the rankings of the Top 100

OZET

Sosyal sermaye, sosyal iliskilerden dogmaktadir ve yaraticilik,
yenilik ve takimlarin verimliligi gibi o6nemli yararlar
saglamaktadir. Fakat sosyal baglarin yapisi ve icerigi sosyal
sermayenin sonugclarini degistirmektedir. Bu calisma, yeni-
lik cabalarinda sosyal sermayenin ne derece kullanildigini ve
kullanilan sosyal sermayenin o6zelliklerini ortaya cikarmayi
amaclamaktadir. Bir isletmede yenilik cabalarinda kullanilan
baglarin gticti, glivenin tirt ve bilginin tiirl analiz edilmistir.
Literatlirde sosyal sermaye hakkinda derinlemesine bir bilginin
yer almamasi, bu arastirmada bireylerin sosyal iliskilere iliskin
deneyimlerinin tanimlanmasi istegdi, kesfedici ve betimleyici
bir calisma olarak vaka calismasi yapilmasina neden olmustur.
Bulgular, arastirma kapsamindaki isletmede isletme ici sosyal
sermayenin kullanildigi, ayni departmanda calisan bireyler
arasinda guiclu baglar gelistigi ve kullanildig, calisilan depart-
man, gorev ve sorumluluklar farkhlastikca bagin glictiniin
azaldigi ve uzmanlik temelli glivenin sosyal aglarda mevcut
oldugu seklindedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Yenilik, sosyal sermaye, gli¢li bag, gliven

were totally changed while many of these compani-
es failed to position themselves even in the Top 500.
Approximately 30 companies listed in the Top 100
rankings in 1968 are not even listed in the Top 500
rankings today (Ates, 2007).

Joseph Schumpeter, one of the most influential
economists of the 20th century, has considered in-
novation as a major impetus for change. According
to Schumpeter, conventional products and ideas
cannot compete with the brand new ones and this
process is defined as “Creative Destruction” (Morris,
2006). In short, creative destruction can be defined
as a process of industrial mutation that incessantly
revolutionizes the economic structure from within,
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incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly cre-
ating a new one. It is inevitable that a similar end
waits for the companies lacking innovation skills.
OECD and other EU documents define innovation as;
“the transformation of an idea into a new or impro-
ved product introduced on the market or a new or
improved operational process used in industry and
commerce or into a new approach to a social servi-
ce! (OECD Oslo Manual, 1997).

An essential ingredient of innovation process is
creative ideas originated from external and internal
sources of organizations. Organizations that have
close relationships with their stakeholders are more
likely to have higher product and process innovati-
on success. The value of each source depends on the
firm's existing stock of knowledge and their ability
to access, absorb and exploit new ideas (Rosegger,
1996). Social network theory is about the relations-
hips inside and among organizations (Lin, 2001; Burt,
2000). The relationships are relevant to innovation
because it helps to identify, to access resources.

This study mainly aims to reveal the relationship
between innovation and social capital. In the study,
the role of the human capital and social capital in
the innovation process were theoretically discussed.
In the final part of the study, innovation efforts of a
company were analyzed to explain the qualities of
the social capital utilized in these innovation initia-
tives.

2. THE ACTORS OF HUMAN CAPITAL IN THE
INNOVATON PROCESSES

In addition to physical and financial resources,
staff-related organizational capability factors or, in
other words, human capital is very crucial in orga-
nizational innovation efforts. Human capital factors
can either facilitate or impede innovation speed wit-
hin the organization. Following conceptual catego-
ries are closely related with the existence and speed
of innovation initiatives:

1. Presence of influential champion(s),

2. The relative strength of leaders assigned to
lead project teams,

3. The relative experience of members assigned
to work on project teams (Kessler and Chakrabarti,
1996).

As it can be seen from the factors stated above, in
addition to financial and physical assets of the organiza-
tion, human factors including both leaders and the ot-
her members of the organization play an important role
in the success or the failure of the innovation process.

Champions are generally referred to individual(s)
who informally emerge in an organization and make
a decisive contribution to innovation by actively and
enthusiastically promoting its progress through the
critical organizational phases (Howell and Higgins,
1990). In order to deal with the resistance for innova-
tion efforts, organization needs to have champions
to promote the idea actively through the use of their
personal networks and even to risk his or her positi-
on in the organization to ensure the success of the
innovation initiative.

Leadership is also a very integral part of the in-
novation process. They are directly linked to the suc-
cess or the failure of an innovation process. Leaders
within the organization assume both strategic and
operational roles and responsibilities when they are
involved in innovation initiatives. Leaders should be
able to establish and communicate a clear vision. Yet,
the word ‘vision” here is not referring to corporate vi-
sion and long term business goals. It rather refers to
a call to develop the conditions, processes and atti-
tudes that characterize an organization as “innovati-
ve”. In order to support the innovation processes, le-
aders should also be able to develop competencies
and culture for innovation. Last, but surely not least,
leaders are responsible for ensuring healthy flow of
information within the organization. Both internal
and external, as well as formal and informal informa-
tion is crucial to creativity and learning that in return
sparks the innovation initiatives (Le Storti, 2006).

Past experiences of the members are also very
crucial in ensuring the success of the innovation pro-
cess. Lack of experience and/or relevant education
of the members can impede the innovation process.
Innovation team members should have both techni-
cal and interpersonal competencies and experien-
ces. There are several outcomes of having not eno-
ugh experience related with the innovation process.
Among these many outcomes, inexperienced mem-
bers may underestimate what it takes to get the job
done to ensure the success of the innovation pro-
cess (Cooper, 1999). Kessler and Chakrabarti (1996)
suggest that assigning relatively inexperienced in-
dividuals to project teams can delay the innovation
process.

On the other hand, it is important to look at the
other side of the coin. Although the existence of
experienced members in the innovation process is
important, organizations should also consider assig-
ning relatively inexperienced, in other words newco-
mers, to project teams. The main reason for such a

54



Impact of Social Capital on Radical Innovation Efforts of the Organizations: A Case in the Aviation Industry

decision is related with idea that the most experien-
ced members are generally older generations. Older
and more experienced people are more socialized
than the newcomers because they have had more
time to observe, accept and adopt predominant
norms and values. But on the other hand, they are
also the major source of inertial behavior, rigidity
and resistance to new solutions that in return impe-
de innovation efforts within the organization (Perret-
ti and Negro, 2007). Thus, balancing the profiles of
the members in the innovation team is closely linked
to the success and failure of the innovation project.

Closely related with human capital, it is inevi-
table to consider social capital while discussing the
innovation efforts of the organizations (Landry et al,
2000). Resources embedded in the social processes
and social relations have great potential to create
competitive advantage for the companies.

3. ROLE OF SOCIAL CAPITAL IN THE INNOVATION
PROCESSES

Innovation should be considered as a dynamic
process. Developing new and creative ideas is an in-
tegral part of the innovation process. In relation with
this idea, social capital consists of networks in which
knowledge is created and shared. These profiles cle-
arly establish a solid link between innovation and
social capital.

In contrast with the approaches that consider
social capital as a “public asset”, some theorists con-
sider social capital as a “private asset”. According to
this approach, “social capital”is a form of capital that
exists within a social network that creates ties bet-
ween the actors (Burt, 1998, 2000; Lin, 2001). This
approach extends a way to explain the individual
and organizational success in a highly competitive
environment. In other words, direct and indirect ties
within a social network have great potential to facili-
tate the actions of actors.

The relationship between social and human ca-
pital (Coleman 1990; Schuller 2001; Woolcock 1998)
underlies the assumption of the positive effect of so-
cial capital on the performance of innovation. Social
capital enables organizations to access critical reso-
urces such as knowledge that stems from the social
relations. Besides, social capital assists organizations
while they strive to utilize human capital in a more
effective way. Supporting this point of view, onto-
logical view on creating knowledge suggests that
knowledge creation processes would fail without so-
cial interactions (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995).

Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) suggest three diffe-
rent dimensions, known as structural, relational and
cognitive dimensions, to explain social capital. They
also analyzed how each of these dimensions contri-
butes to the sharing of knowledge and the creation
of intellectual capital.

Structural dimension of social capital refers to so-
cial interaction. Tsai and Ghoshal (1998) suggest that
the position of an actor’s contacts in a social setting
of interactions may provide advantages for the ac-
tor. Actors can access valuable resources through the
positions they possess in a social structure.

Relational dimension of social capital refers to the
nature of the personal relationship between the pe-
ople as manifested in terms of the strength of the
ties. Trust, norms, emotional intensity and intimacy
are among the major factors that reflect the strength
of the tie (De Carolis and Saparito, 2006).

Cognitive dimension of social capital refers to sha-
red codes, narratives and language (Nahapiet and
Ghoshal, 1998; Huysman and Wolf, 2006). Also, Mair
and Marti (2006) suggest that cognitive dimension
refers to how normative and mimetic forces shape
behaviors, and their implications.

Structural social capital, as one of the three di-
mensions of social capital, considers the social inte-
ractions between individuals and groups. Networks
themselves are the basis of this dimension (Nahapiet
and Ghoshal, 1998). Networks allow organizations to
know who possesses what sort of knowledge that
in return makes that knowledge more visible for the
members of the organization (Davenport ve Prusak,
2000; Floyd and Woolbridge, 1999). Qualities of the
networks (network centrality, strength of the ties,
structural holes and etc.), specifically implied by the
social network theories have varying effects on ac-
cessing and sharing knowledge. For example, while
the individuals and groups who are positioned at the
center of the network receive knowledge in a faster
and more intensive way (Tsai, 2001; Tsai and Ghos-
hal, 1998), strong ties allow individuals to share tacit
knowledge (Hansen, 1999; Newell et al., 2004; Han-
sen et al., 2005).

Especially, ther e is always an ongoing debate
on strong and weak ties. According to Granovetter
(1973), weak ties among interpersonal relations faci-
litate to reach particular aims by accessing more so-
cial capital. He identified the strength of ties as “the
combination of mutual obligations, intimacy, emo-
tional intensity and the amount of time. Strong ties
are the ties involve frequent interaction and intense
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emotional relationships; whereas weak ties are con-
ceptualized as the ties involve less interaction and
less emotional relationships. The basic argument by
Granovetter suggests that a weaker tie is more likely
allow you to access more relevant and current in-
formation than a stronger tie. Because, a weak tie is
more likely to form a bridge between different social
circles (Granovetter, 1973). This bridge functions as a
unique direct tie between two networks, which does
not possess a tie between each other (Burt, 1992).
According to weak-tie theory, strong ties are less li-
kely to act as a bridge, because strong ties make the
actors familiar with particular qualifications, especi-
ally with the knowledge being transferred (Grano-
vetter, 1973).

The benefits of each tie depend on the type of
knowledge, process of knowledge creation and
the strategy of knowledge creation (Cengiz, 2006).
Knowledge can be considered in two different types.
Explicit knowledge refers to the type of knowledge
that is codified in formal and systemic language. So
that, explicit knowledge can be stored, retrieved and
transmitted relatively easier through various mecha-
nisms (Ernst and Kim, 2002). On the other hand ta-
cit knowledge refers to the type of knowledge that
cannot be codified in formal or systemic language.
Tacit knowledge is of paramount importance for in-
dividuals to understand the world and accomplish
their duties (Choo, 1998). Unlike the explicit know-
ledge, tacit knowledge embedded and processed
within the minds of the individuals, and it can be
acquired through practical and relevant experien-
ces. These qualities of tacit knowledge hinder the
communication of tacit knowledge to other relevant
parties (Stewart, 1997), slow down the knowledge
sharing process and increase the communication
costs (Grant, 1996; Zack, 1999; Johnson, Lorenz and
Lundvall, 2002).

On the other hand, it is more convenient to ac-
quire and share explicit knowledge. Formally coded
knowledge can be acquired and then protected by
patents and other intellectual property rights (John-
son, Lorenz and Lundvall, 2002).

Weak ties are not proper for transferring tacit
knowledge, since interaction is infrequent to in-
terpret and modify the knowledge; moreover tacit-
ness and complexity create ambiguity which has a
negative effect on knowledge transfer (Simonin,
1999). Transfer of tacit knowledge may require the
development of a shared code in a long-term, strong
relationship and working closely (Baum and Ingram,

2000). According to March (1991) strategies linked to
knowledge creation aim to explore new opportuniti-
es or exploit existing capacities. Complex search, in-
novation, variation, risk-taking, relaxed control, loose
discipline are the concepts that characterizes explo-
ration. In exploratory strategy, the focus is gathering
new information on many different alternatives. The
emphasis is on identifying viable alternatives rather
than fully understanding how to develop any one
innovation. In the process of searching knowledge,
weak ties are more proper to acquire new knowled-
ge (Hansen, 2005; Kraatz, 1998). Creation and trans-
fer of knowledge require stronger ties. Discussing,
sharing, brainstorming and engaging into joint dis-
covery and experiences require strong ties (Gnya-
wali, 1999). Strong ties are needed for reformulation
and validation of new knowledge that requires trust
and willingness (Cross and Sproull, 2004).

Another dimension of social capital is referred to
as relational social capital. Relational social capital
reflects the trust between the individuals and gro-
ups. Type of trust is based on benevolence and com-
petence that in return allows the members of the
organization to access clear and reliable knowledge
in a less costly way (Levin and Cross, 2004; Desou-
za, 2003; Abrahams et al., 2003). Competence-based
trust has a major impact on knowledge transfers in-
volving highly tacit knowledge. When the knowled-
ge required is more experiential, difficult to verify
or tacit in nature, the knowledge seeker requires a
relatively larger amount of competence-based trust
in the provider of that knowledge (Levin and Cross,
2004).

The third dimension of the social capital is called
cognitive social capital. This type of social capital
consists of several aspects including common lan-
guage, common codes and vision. Cognitive social
capital aims to transfer knowledge from individual
level to group level within the organization (Chua,
2002; Un and Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004). The relations-
hip between social capital and innovation becomes
crystal clear when we consider that the innovation
performance of an organization is heavily depends
on some conditions such as the interaction between
the members of the organization, norms that facili-
tate the commitment to organizational vision and
mission, and mutual trust within the organization
(Baker, 2000).

Existence and enhancement of the social capital
would contribute to the development of different
types of resources (Cainelli et al.,, 2007). As long as
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the organization successfully supports the emergen-
ce of social capital and manages the relevant pro-
cesses, major critical resources including knowledge
could be acquired and developed in a sustainable
way to provide the organization with a competitive
advantage.

4. RESEARCH
4.1. Background

The company we have studied is a leading ma-
nufacturer in the aviation industry in Turkey. Within
the last three decades, aviation industry in Turkey
has progressed at a fast pace. Privatization, coupled
with globalization and economic growth, has led to
a significant growth in the Turkish aviation industry.
In competition with the other emerging economies
around the world, Turkish manufacturers operating
in the aviation industry were inevitably forced to
improve their operations and create their products,
services, processes and organizational structures.

The company we have visited has managed to
save approximately 10,000,000 USD annually thro-
ugh radical innovation initiatives targeting its pro-
duction processes. Led by a visionary idea champi-
on, some scarce and highly expensive production
materials were recycled to be used several times
along the production process. Supplied by only one
vendor in the world, this highly valuable material
was used only for once during the manufacturing
process before the innovation project directly tar-
geted the re-evaluation of manufacturing processes.
Instead of wasting the material after it was used for
once, project team innovated the manufacturing
process using the material that in return increased
the process efficiency by approximately 350-400%.

4.2, Significance of the Research

Data collected in this study is aimed to contribu-
te to the studies focusing on the social capital po-
tential of Turkish organizations. Turkish society was
attributed with some cultural specifications such as
collectivism, high risk avoidance and high power dis-
tance (Hofstede, 1980; Pasa et al. 2001; Sargut, 2001;
Wasti, 1995). According to Bugra (2000), Turkish so-
ciety consists of many internal subgroups among
which conflictions are common and the level of trust
is relatively low. Esmer’s (1997) research suggests
that the level of trust among Turkish society is very
low. Sargut (2001) also argues that, there are nume-
rous sub-groups embedded in the Turkish society
and these sub-groups have strong commitment only
among their members that in return, creates a mar-

ginalization of other individuals and sub-groups wit-
hin the society. Sargut (2001) suggests that this atti-
tude reduces the general level of trust and synergy
within the society. These collectivist attitudes are
apparent in the relationships within the families
and many other different forms of groups (Kagitci-
basi, 1982). Being graduated from the same schools,
or being a townsman can be more than enough to
bring people together in the same group and create
loyalty for each other (Kiray, 1997). Cultural aspects
of a society have major impact on the social struc-
ture of that specific society. Moreover, it also affects
the relationships between the organizations and
their stakeholders. The cultural factors representing
Turkish culture have considerable impact on the inc-
rease in the percentage of family-owned businesses,
while hindering institutionalization process and cre-
ating aversion for external collaboration opportuni-
ties. GLOBE research that considers collectivism in
two sub-categories (in-group and institutional) also
suggests similar results for Turkey. According to GLO-
BE research, Turkey scored high in “in-group collec-
tivism” described as the interdependence between
the members of a group such as a family or a work
group. However, Turkey scored lower in “institutional
collectivism” (Kabasakal and Bodur, 2008). At orga-
nizational context, Ozen and Aslan (2006) claim that
external social capital between the organizations is
high. However, there are problems about the coope-
ration and partnerships.

These cultural dimensions create further questi-
ons. “How would higher in-group collectivism affect
social capital profile of Turkish businesses? Conside-
ring the social capital within the organization, what
sort of relationship network is developed among the
people working in different departments, jobs and
areas of expertise? Is that possible to share knowled-
ge within such a relationship network?” are among
the major questions that will be addressed in this
research.

There is a gap in Turkish literature about internal
social capital, and also the relationship between in-
novation and social capital specifications. This study
focuses on the social capital of individuals within an
organization. Social relations between the members
of an organization and their social interactions with
their departments constitute one of the most impor-
tant sources of social capital. Thus, organization itself
is the scope of the analysis. Researchers aim to cont-
ribute to the relevant literature with a perspective on
the profile of social capital in Turkey from the stand
point of “internal social capital” through analyzing
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the structure and context of the relations between
the members of a team working in an innovation
project.

4.3. Aim of the Research

Main goal of this study is to determine the spe-
cifications of the social capital utilized in the specific
innovation process completed by the company. To
achieve this goal, answers to three questions were
sought:

< What are the specifications of the social capi-
tal utilized in the innovation process?

== What is the relationship between trust and so-
cial ties?

< What is the relationship between the type of
information, trust and ties in the innovation process?

4.4. Research Method

Considering the complex nature of the issue and
the need to get a deeper understanding about the
relationship between social capital and innovation
efforts, we have decided to adopt a qualitative app-
roach. The case study design was applied to this rese-
arch as we aim to reveal the structure and context of
the relations between team members and to analyze
the causal relations between social capital and inno-
vation performance. As Yin (2003) suggested, “how”
and “why” questions are needed to be answered in a
research, case study design is beneficial.

Purposive sampling technique was used to select
participants. This type of nonrandom sampling is
done to increase the utility of information obtained.
The primary criteria used to select participants are to
take an active role in the innovation project. Within
this context, as a result of a purposeful sampling pro-
cess, operations director and three other members
of the project team (Project Engineer (PE), Project
Manager (PM) and Production Supervisor (PS)) were
interviewed face-to-face for duration of 30 minutes
to one hour, in April 2009.

4.4.1. Data Collection Method and Data Analysis

Egocentric network approach was used to captu-
re individuals’ networks. Semi-structured interviews
were the primary data collection tool in this research.
Rubin and Rubin (1995) depict semi-structured as:
“When researchers want more specific information,
they use a semi-structured format. The interviewer
introduces the topic, and then guides the discussion
by asking specific questions (Rubin and Rubin, 1995).
Each individual’s interviews were divided among
two interviewers, one woman and one man, so that

the gender of the interviewer would not affect the
observations obtained. Interviews were taped and
reports were written in a prescribed sequence, using
respondents’ actual words. The interview checklist
contained questions like the following:

- “Could you please tell us about the first five
colleagues that come to your mind in terms of their
titles, departments, closeness of your relations and
frequency of contacts with him/her within a single
week?”

- “Do you meet these five colleagues outside the
work environment?”

-“Do you think that these five colleagues possess
the required expertise in their jobs?”

- “Do you think that these five colleagues are
trustworthy?”

- “Have you acquired any external knowledge
from outside individuals/organizations for the inno-
vation project? Could you tell us who they were?”

- Was the external knowledge you have acquired
easy to find and openly accessible?”

Interviewers were free to probe for more and
other information if they felt it was there. All trans-
cripts, interview notes were reviewed and coded in
order to identify themes. Two experts in the field
analyzed the transcripts independently according to
the pre-defined criteria.

Ethical Considerations: Participants were infor-
med about the aim and the process of the study.
Their participance was voluntary; they had the right
to withdraw from the study at any time.

Verification Strategies: The major limitation of the
study is the lack of multiple data sources. Rich desc-
riptions were used; data and interpretations were
sent to participants to check accuracy.

5. RESEARCH FINDINGS AND EVALUATION

Findings are organized and presented in concor-
dance with the main goals of the research.

5.1. Specifications of the Social Capital
Utilized in the Innovation Process

Figure 1 shows the general profile of the social
capital utilized in the innovation process. As it can be
clearly seen in the figure, company acquires the ma-
jority of the information required for the innovation
process from the internal networks. The project engi-
neer, project manager and production supervisor are
the actors of the primary internal network in which
the information is created and shared. Operations di-
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rector and project engineer both hold a Bachelor of
Science degree in engineering. Project manager and
the production supervisor are vocational school gra-
duates and they both have been involved in relevant
tasks for more than 10 years within the company.

We can consider the network size relatively small
as the numbers of members in network are not high.
Researches in the extant literature reveal that it is ea-
sier to access a variety of resources as the network
grows bigger (Lin, 2001; Mehra et al,, 2001). Howe-
ver, relevant researches also claim that more time
and effort would be required to sustain the relations-
hip within the network as the network grows (Hul-
bert et al., 2000; Uzzi and Gillespie, 1999).

We can consider our network as homogenous
one in terms of sex and age, while the network sho-
uld be considered as heterogeneous in terms of job-
related knowledge, seniority and status within the
organization. According to Reagans and Zuckerman

(2001), within the research and development teams,
where the new sources of information is required, he-
terogeneity about seniority tends to increase the ef-
ficiency of the teams. Considering that the relations
within this company are defined by the operations
director as “simple and cross-functional’, it could be
claimed that the project network is heterogeneous.
On the contrary of heterogeneity, homogeneity re-
fers to have the same qualifications among network
members. Homogeneity provides communication
effectiveness, behavior expectation and interperso-
nal trust (Marsden, 1987; Brass and Labianca, 1999).

Strength of ties can be considered as one of the
main pillars of social capital. In other words, strength
of the ties refers to the frequency and proximity of
interactions between the group and individuals
(Granovetter, 1973). This pillar, as a channel of sha-
ring knowledge and other resources, plays a crucial
role in determining the quality and the benefits of
the social capital within the organization.

—————— #* Mloderatelv strong ties
Strong tie

— - —» Weal tie

Figure 1: Structure of the Social Capital in the Innovation Process

Our research reveals that there are strong ties
between the individuals working in the same depart-
ment. As the departments start to differ, the level of
shared interests decrease and finally duties and res-
ponsibilities start to vary, ties between the individu-
als tend to get weaker. Operations director, project
engineer and project manager defined their rela-
tionship as being “the members of the same team”
and they mentioned that they meet almost every
day throughout the project. Below can be seen some
statements made by the interviewees regarding the
strength of the ties:

- OD: “These guys are like my special ops team...
project engineer is very close to me and he is very im-
portant for me.”

- PE.: “Project manager is like a son to me; we are
close, really close. We are working together for 9 ho-
urs a day.”

- PM.: “Whenever | get stucked and get into a
problem, | first contact my director and project en-
gineer”

Relations with the product supervisors and materi-
als planners are moderately strong. We have found the
relations as task oriented and problem solving focused.
Parties come together when/if necessary and relations
are moderately close. Some statements are as follows:

- PM.:"l contact production supervisors only when
there is a problem, not in a personal way, just professi-
onally..”; “Relations are strong at work and professio-
nal rather than personal”.
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- PS.: “We were in touch with the operations di-
rector (OM) almost everyday. There was a strong spi-
rit to handle any problems related with the task and
we all were focused on solving problems..”

- PE.: “Production supervisors are very busy as
they are involved in other tasks. We have generally
informed them about the task-related issues in this pro-
ject. They are focused on the end goals, yet loyalty is
not that high”;“..However they are closer to us com-
pared to materials planners. MPs may seem a mem-
ber of our team, but there is always a possibility that
they might do something behind our back. Because
our relations are not that close..”

- O.D.: “Production supervisors are like mercenari-
es..."We are partially close with MPs. We utilize their
technical knowledge!”

Above mentioned statements clearly shows how
internal networks were used within the innovation
project. When we asked the question whether there
were external networks, the answer was different. We
have concluded that the company utilized external
networks much less compared to internal networks.
Strong ties were replaced with weak ties for the ex-
ternal networks. Relevant statements are as follows:

- O.D.: “We did not utilize external sources of in-
formation for this project. Just some minor issues
like we have checked the company catalogues to
find out more about the production tolerance rates.
Main source of knowledge was our know-how. We
have slightly benchmarked ourselves against one
company.” “.We have learned through learning-by-
doing; previously idle machineries were put in use
again and we have created work cells consist of 40

people from subsidiary industries and interns.”’

- O.D.: “The company from which we gathered
some of the relevant information was not happy
with the situation. So, they have provided us with a
minimum amount of information. That was a really
really distant and remote relationship. However, they
had to provide us with some information anyway as
they still work with us in other projects..”

5.2. The Relationship between the Trust and
the Strength of the Ties

As stated in the relevant literature, trust in rela-
tions is a crucial requirement in the social networks
whereas the information is supposed to be exchan-
ged. When it comes to the creation of knowledge,
benevolence based trust and the skills and com-
petency of the knowledge provider becomes pro-
minent (Levin and Cross, 2004). Statements related

with the type and determinants of trust embedded
in the relations within the innovation process are as
follows:

- O.D.: “"Project engineer and the project mana-
ger are my elite soldiers (Rambo).."" “I fully trust in
my project engineer, | am always sure that he would
support my decisions. | deal with the issues that he is
not able to handle..” “I fully trust in the competency
of the project manager. He works like a supervisor.
| trust him. Because they are my men. They all were
educated by me. Thus, naturally they are closer to
me. Supervisors have been working in this company
for many years. They are very experiences in their fi-
elds. On the other hand, they are very vigilant. | do
not trust in them personally. Because their communi-
cation network is way too broad and complicated. It
is very hard to understand and sense their relations...
Materials planners were consulted in their fields of
expertise. They did what they had to do. It was their
task. I really do not need to trust in them personally
while working together”” | never trust in the supplier
that provides me with knowledge and | don't have
to. They always seek a soft spot.”

- PE.: "l delegate some tasks to the project mana-
ger. Following up is quite crucial..”; “If you are talking
about an innovation project, both the people at the
front end and the people in the back office should
be good at what they are doing. No matter how he/
she is competent in the job, we still demand trust-
worthiness. When there is no trust, there is no team”.
“Relations within the same department are much
closer. We work until late hours after 6:00 pm.”

- S: | obviously should trust in the project engi-
neer. We work together. If there is no mutual trust,
then it is impossible to work together. You cannot
work the things out. If there is something to do, then
everyone should do his/her best. When it comes to
personal trust, | cannot say anything about what wo-
uld happen in a tricky situation. Teamwork is totally
different than individual work. Problems arise when
individualism becomes prominent. At this point, any
type of trust should be in place. Individualism hin-
ders the performance. Trust is a must if we are tal-
king about a team....; “I assess people according to
their commitment to the company. Our company’s
own good is a priority. This understanding is the
starting point of trust. One should be good at what
he/she is doing. If he/she is good, then that makes
me feel much better”

- PM.: “Parts are expensive, trust is important. If
someone makes a mistake, he/she should be honest
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about that. Otherwise, we would be misled about
the situation. This is an important criterion while bu-
ilding a team. We know people better in time. Perso-
nalities and values are very important for us. Of co-
urse, intentions are important, too. Members should
be easy going people. Is he/she is helping or hinde-
ring? This is important. Above all, he/she should be
willing to achieve the goals. “Trust is sought for the
supervisors. Trust exists when/if you have been wor-
king together for some time. Yet, | have closer relati-
ons with the operators. | trust in them much more.”

As it can be clearly seen in the previous state-
ments, competence based trust is very powerful wit-
hin the social network related with the innovation
projects. Every single person within the team trusts
in each other. But, weakening ties, less time worked
together, less communication, goal orientation redu-
ce the amount of benevolence based trust. Actually,
it becomes unnecessary. Statements of one of the
subjects clearly imply this issue:

- “I fully trust in the expertise of the materials
planners. | trust in them professionally. But it is the
only type of trust. It is not possible to create a perso-
nal trust. We do not see each other outside the work
environment. At work, we only see each other for 30
minutes. We have met each other when the project
started. We even work in different departments.”

These statements clearly show that the factors
determining the strength of the ties and the factors
determining benevolence based trust are the same.
Meeting frequency, background of the relation, wor-
king in the same department affect the strength of
the tie as well as the trust based on benevolence.

5.3. Relation Between the Knowledge Shared in
the Innovation Process, Trust and the Strength of the
Tie

Knowledge created and shared within the social
network involved in the innovation process can be
totally classified as tacit. Explicit knowledge has al-
most never been used within the process. Only, du-
ring a visit to a facility of General Electric, some in-
formation about the machinery brands and robotics
were collected. There is minor flow of external infor-
mation to the company. Being a high-tech company
and risks involved in the uncontrolled share of know-
ledge are among the factors forcing the company to
build the innovation process around its internal net-
works and the tacit knowledge they possess.

Within the internal networks, trust becomes
much more important when the involved knowled-
ge is distinctively valuable and critical. Operations
director makes the following statement about this
issue:

- “I really do not trust in some of the supervisors.
It is great that those | do not trust are not involved
in this team. If it was up to me, | would never involve
these types of guys in critical projects where special
knowledge exists. They spread rumors. Sometimes,
you break something while trying to fix another
thing. These sorts of things should not be heard by
them”

It can be told that tacit knowledge was shared
within the social network in this innovation project.
Trust among the team members become increa-
singly important especially when the knowledge is
tacit, scarce, critical and valuable. We can argue that
trust based on benevolence affects the behaviors of
individuals working within the same project team.
As mentioned in the statement above, operations
director is not willing to be in the same team with
people he does not trust. Besides, he does not want
his mistakes and failures to be heard by distrusted
individuals. Benevolence based trust has been found
to be embedded only in the strong ties. This leads to
a discussion that implies a strong relation between
strong ties, benevolence-based trust and sharing of
tacit knowledge.

6.CONCLUSION

While some companies are effective in the pro-
cess of creating and sharing knowledge, others
simply fail. Especially when innovation is on the
agenda, tacit knowledge is shared more among the
employees compared to explicit knowledge and ta-
cit knowledge can be acquired through social net-
works. Thus, social networks as one of the major
factors in creating and sharing knowledge and social
capital that involves trust-related issues should be
considered and studied.

Our research reveals that the company heavily
utilized internal social capital for this specific inno-
vation project. As for the structural dimension of
the social capital, knowledge was created and sha-
red through the strong ties. Strong ties among the
members of the same department were replaced by
weaker ties as the departments and the profile of
the tasks change. These results are supported by the
relevant literature. Hodson (1996) claims that strong
and close ties emerge as a side outcome of the in-
teractions required to complete the task. Besides,
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physical proximity enhances the emergence of trust
and strong ties as it increases the density of social
interactions (Borgatti and Cross, 2003). From the in-
novation perspective, gained outcomes through the
completion of the project clearly justifies that the or-
ganizational efforts led to radical innovation. We can
argue that, in the innovation literature, it is widely ac-
cepted that radical innovations generally stem from
personal form of knowledge created through experi-
ences. And this personal form of knowledge gained
through experiences is referred to as tacit knowled-
ge (Polanyi, 1958; Castiaux, 2007). According to Lettl
(2007), tacit knowledge possessed by the members
of the organization should be considered as one of
the major sources of radical innovation. New know-
ledge is almost always embedded within successful
radical innovations efforts. As the radical innovations
refer to the extent of innovations that are signifi-
cantly different than the existing products/services,
processes and organizational structures, it requires
the creation of new knowledge. Nonaka and Takeuc-
hi (1995) suggest that the creation of new knowled-
ge is characterized by the interaction of codified and
tacit knowledge. Thus, we can argue that there is a
strong relationship between radical innovations and
tacit knowledge. As for our research, we have conc-
luded that the exchange of tacit knowledge among
the members of the innovation team facilitated the
outcomes. Although we cannot suggest that all ties
within the organization are strong enough to sha-
re tacit knowledge across the various departments,
competence-based trust among the members of the
organization and stronger ties within the innovation
team led organization to achieve its innovation goal.

As for the relational dimension of the social ca-
pital, we have found that competence based trust is
embedded in all sorts of relations within the com-
pany. According to relevant literature, if/when the ta-
cit knowledge is to be shared and transferred, strong
ties and competence based trust are required more
than the weaker ties. If the knowledge is complex or
if it cannot be coded through some clear instructi-
ons, strong ties are strongly required (Hansen, 1999)
because covertness and complexity create ambigu-
ity. Companies require healthy social interactions in
order to reduce the ambiguity and interpret the tacit
knowledge (Newell et al, 2004).

In our case, we claim that the reason why the we-
aker ties were not utilized was based on the discussi-
ons that the weaker ties are generally utilized to seek
where the relevant knowledge is. We can also argue
that it is much harder for actors to acquire “new”

and “rare” knowledge within their own personal net-
works. Because, it is highly probable that knowledge
possessed by one of the actors will also be known
by other members within the same relatively closed
teams and groups. Consequently, amount of redun-
dant knowledge in such groups can be relatively hig-
her. In order to acquire non-redundant knowledge,
actors should access external networks other than
their own closed networks. We can argue that we-
aker ties play an important role in accessing these
external networks and learning where the required
knowledge can be found.

On the other hand, even if the source of infor-
mation is known, companies need stronger ties to
share the knowledge. For this specific innovation
project, competence based trust among the mem-
bers of the organization is strong and thus the tacit
knowledge held by those members can be utilized
by the company. As the ties were not that strong wit-
hin the company, we have hardly seen the benevo-
lence based trust. Trust was identified with personal
discipline, commitment to tasks and honesty about
the task-related issues. This profile of trust is seen as
a critical factor for successfully completing the task.

We have concluded that other dimensions of re-
lational social capital such as reciprocity norm and
conforming with the company/team goals are im-
portant in creating and sharing the tacit knowledge.
Within this framework, benevolence-trust is hinde-
red as the ties get weaker. However, tacit knowledge
required for the accomplishment of the project was
shared on a regular basis due to reciprocity.

Reciprocity reduces individuality and gathers the
individuals around common stakes and common
identity. Thus, individuals become the members of
a group with shared goals (Adler and Kwon, 2002).
Goksel et al. (2010) found similar results in their rese-
arch and suggested that identification and common
language as the elements of relational and cognitive
dimensions of social capital have assertive impact on
the sharing of tacit knowledge. In our case, we have
observed that the supervisors are trusted less within
this specific innovation project. Yet, the innovation
team constantly received tacit knowledge from the
supervisors. Interdependence was found to be the
main reason why the tacit knowledge was shared
by the supervisors. From the authority stand point,
supervisors report to the people leading this inno-
vation project. Besides, any failure in the project is
considered as a failure for the company. Conforming
to the goals, as another dimension of the relational
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social capital, ensures people to act towards com-
mon goals. Within this context, people conforming
with the organizational/team goals, share their tacit
knowledge to support innovation processes (Nona-
ka, 1991).

The company studied for this case can be desc-
ribed as a strict one in terms of goal orientation and
this goal-oriented profile enhances the professiona-
lism and increases the probability of the emergen-
ce of joint efforts towards achieving organizational
goals.

Under the context of the study, it is observed
that social capital is mainly affected by organizatio-
nal antecedents. Organizational culture and the level
of interpersonal trust have mainly affected the qua-
lity of social capital in organizations.

This research is aimed to reveal the profile and
structure of the social capital within the organizati-
on. We also tried to contribute to the relevant lite-
rature in Turkey by presenting the first exploratory
qualitative study that analyzes the effects of internal
social capital on the innovation efforts of an organi-
zation. Social capital literature in Turkey generally fo-
cuses on inter-organizational social capital and trust
dimension of social capital (Ozen and Aslan, 2006;
Ozkan-Canbolat, 2010; Semerci6z, 2002; Sengiin and
Wasti, 2006). As a suggestion for future research,
comparative study in different cultures regarding the
factors facilitating the creation of benevolence-ba-
sed trust can be done. Our research showed that the

creation of benevolence-based trust is facilitated by
the factors such as physical closeness, meeting fre-
quency and level of familiarity. Also, research found
that reciprocity, as a dimension relational social ca-
pital, and dedication for organizational goals asser-
tively impact knowledge sharing process among the
individuals within the organization. These results can
be analyzed by a quantitative research on a bigger
sample in future research.

Social capital needs to be managed properly. In
order to increase the level of social capital, organi-
zations are required to dedicate more resources on
the factors that facilitate the creation of social capi-
tal. Future research can focus on the strategies for
managing social networks and social capital in con-
sideration of the dynamics of Turkish culture such
as its collectivist structure and relatively low level
of trust. Ozdemir’s (2007) research suggests that the
faculty members have relatively closed, smaller and
homogenous social networks where weaker ties are
seldomly used. On the other hand, Uzzi (1999; 2003)
suggests that both weaker and stronger ties should
be adopted depending on which one complies with
the goals of the actors. From the innovation manage-
ment perspective, future research can also focus on
the paradoxical relations between innovation perfor-
mance and strong vs. weak ties. The relationship bet-
ween innovation performance and the strength of
the ties are not linear and thus, the factors affecting
the nature of this relationship should be considered.
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END NOTES

" The extended abstract of this article was presented
at 19. National Management and Organizational Confe-
rence and published in Conference Proceedings.
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