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CrossMark

This study aimed to examine the effect of interorganizational collaboration networks on
innovation performance in small and medium-sized enterprises, considering the mediating roles
of organizational trust, absorptive capacity, and knowledge exchange. This applied quantitative
study used a survey-correlational design. The statistical population consisted of senior managers
of small and medium-sized enterprises located in industrial towns of Tehran Province. Based on
power analysis using G*Power, 155 participants were selected as the sample. Data were
collected using a researcher-made questionnaire based on a five-point Likert scale. Data analysis
was conducted using SPSS version 26 and SmartPLS version 3 through partial least squares
structural equation modeling. The results showed that interorganizational collaboration networks
had a direct, positive, and significant effect on innovation performance (=0.638, t=11.887,
p<0.001). Collaboration networks also significantly affected organizational trust ($=0.613),
knowledge exchange ($=0.436), and absorptive capacity (B=0.573). Organizational trust
(B=0.230, p=0.005), knowledge exchange (p=0.256, p=0.004), and absorptive capacity
(B=0.250, p=0.008) had positive and significant effects on innovation performance. The indirect
effects through organizational trust, knowledge exchange, and absorptive capacity were also
significant. The GOF value of 0.603 confirmed the strong overall fit of the model.
Interorganizational collaboration networks play a substantial role in improving innovation
performance in small and medium-sized enterprises, and this effect is strengthened through
organizational trust, absorptive capacity, and knowledge exchange. Therefore, purposeful
management of collaboration networks can serve as an effective strategy for enhancing
innovation in SMEs.

Keywords: Interorganizational collaboration networks, innovation performance, organizational
trust, absorptive capacity, knowledge exchange, small and medium-sized enterprises.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In today’s knowledge-driven and highly competitive economy, innovation has become one of the
most critical determinants of organizational survival, sustainability, and competitive advantage. Small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMES), despite their structural flexibility and entrepreneurial orientation, often
face substantial limitations in financial, technological, and human resources, which constrain their
innovation capacity (Bafandeh-Zendeh et al., 2010). Consequently, SMEs increasingly rely on
interorganizational collaboration networks to gain access to external knowledge, complementary
resources, technological capabilities, and innovation opportunities (Zahoor & Al-Tabbaa, 2020). Such
networks enable firms to engage in collaborative learning, resource sharing, and joint problem-solving,
thereby enhancing innovation performance in uncertain and dynamic business environments (Munoz & Lu,
2011; Provan et al., 2007).

The emergence of VUCA conditions characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and
ambiguity has intensified organizations’ dependence on collaborative ecosystems and network-based
innovation strategies (Flieger, 2024; Ricciardi et al., 2016). Under these conditions, firms can no longer rely
solely on internal capabilities; instead, they must establish strategic partnerships with universities,
research institutions, suppliers, customers, and even competitors to sustain innovation performance.
Interorganizational collaboration networks facilitate the transfer of tacit and explicit knowledge,
accelerate technological adaptation, and improve firms’ responsiveness to environmental changes
(Weerasinghe et al., 2021). Research has shown that firms occupying central or intermediary positions
within collaboration networks are more likely to access diverse information and identify emerging
opportunities for innovation (Guo & Xie, 2020; Zhang & Zhou, 2024b).

Theoretical perspectives on social networks further explain how network structures shape
innovation outcomes. Structural holes and weak ties provide access to heterogeneous information and
novel ideas, while strong ties and cohesive relationships facilitate trust, knowledge sharing, and
coordination among network members (Li et al., 2024; Rost, 2011). Recent empirical evidence confirms
that network centrality, local clustering, and structural holes significantly influence exploratory and
exploitative innovation performance (Chen et al., 2025). Similarly, Zhang and Zhou demonstrated that
intermediary network positions positively affect collaborative innovation among Chinese listed companies
(Zhang & Zhou, 2024b).

Despite the extensive literature emphasizing the positive impact of collaboration networks on
innovation, empirical findings remain inconsistent. Some studies indicate that excessive collaboration may
increase coordination costs, reduce flexibility, and intensify knowledge leakage risks (Stollberger et al.,
2023). Nalmpantia and colleagues argued that organizational and institutional constraints can inhibit the
benefits of collaborative innovation (Nalmpantia et al., 2024). Furthermore, multidimensional proximity,
including cognitive, institutional, and geographical proximity, may exert both positive and negative effects
on co-innovation performance (Xu et al., 2023). These inconsistencies suggest that collaboration networks
alone are insufficient to guarantee superior innovation outcomes and that mediating organizational
mechanisms should be considered.

Among these mechanisms, absorptive capacity has emerged as one of the most influential
explanatory variables in the innovation literature. Absorptive capacity refers to an organization’s ability
to identify, assimilate, transform, and exploit external knowledge for commercial purposes. Firms with



m Yadollahi Farsi et al. Journal of Technology in Entrepreneurship and Strategic Management 5:1 (2026) 1-19

PUELISLLING INSTUTUTE

higher absorptive capacity are more capable of translating network-based knowledge into innovative
products, services, and processes (Hosseini et al., 2024). Liu and colleagues found that professional
connections contribute to digital innovation in SMEs only when firms possess high absorptive capacity
(Liuetal., 2025). Therefore, absorptive capacity can be considered a critical mediator linking collaboration
networks and innovation performance.

Organizational trust also plays a significant role in interorganizational collaboration. Trust reduces
opportunistic behaviors, enhances long-term commitment, and facilitates the exchange of sensitive and
tacit knowledge among partners (Ceesay, 2021). High-trust relationships create an environment conducive
to cooperative learning and collaborative innovation. Likewise, knowledge exchange represents another
essential mechanism through which network relationships influence innovation performance. Through
effective knowledge exchange, organizations can combine diverse expertise and generate innovative
solutions (Munoz & Lu, 2011).

In recent years, scholars have increasingly focused on the entrepreneurial dimensions of
networking and innovation. Kusa and colleagues demonstrated that entrepreneurial orientation and
networking jointly enhance firm performance in SMEs (Kusa, 2025). Another study by Kusa emphasized
the mediating and moderating roles of interorganizational collaboration in the relationship between
entrepreneurial orientation and organizational performance (Kusa et al., 2025). Additionally,
entrepreneurial inspiration and opportunity exploitation have been recognized as key drivers of innovative
behavior (Bahramfard et al., 2025; Bahramfard et al., 2023).

Although previous studies have examined various aspects of collaboration networks and
innovation, important gaps remain in the literature. Most studies have been conducted in developed
economies, while less attention has been devoted to SMEs operating in emerging economies characterized
by institutional instability and resource constraints (Norouzi et al., 2021). Furthermore, many studies have
focused only on direct relationships and have neglected the simultaneous mediating roles of organizational
trust, absorptive capacity, and knowledge exchange. Therefore, the present study aims to investigate the
effect of interorganizational collaboration networks on innovation performance in SMEs, emphasizing the
mediating roles of organizational trust, absorptive capacity, and knowledge exchange.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied quantitative research design using a survey-correlational
approach. The statistical population consisted of senior managers of small and medium-sized enterprises
located in industrial towns of Tehran Province, including Shamsabad, Abbasabad, Khavaran, and Qarchak
industrial zones. Eligible firms had at least three years of operational experience and prior involvement in
interorganizational collaborations.

To determine an adequate sample size, power analysis was conducted using G*Power software
based on structural equation modeling assumptions. Considering an effect size of 0.15, significance level
of 0.05, and statistical power of 0.95, a minimum sample size of 155 respondents was determined. A
combination of stratified random sampling and cluster sampling techniques was used to distribute
questionnaires across different industries and industrial regions.

Data collection was conducted using a researcher-developed questionnaire based on a five-point
Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The questionnaire consisted of four
sections. The first section included demographic and organizational information. The second section
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measured interorganizational collaboration networks across four dimensions: network centrality, tie
strength, structural holes, and network cohesion. The third section measured innovation performance
through exploratory innovation, exploitative innovation, and radical innovation. The fourth section
assessed the mediating variables of organizational trust, absorptive capacity, and knowledge exchange.

Content validity was evaluated using expert judgment, while construct validity was examined
through confirmatory factor analysis. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability coefficients. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 26 and SmartPLS version 3.
Structural equation modeling based on partial least squares (PLS-SEM) was used to evaluate both
measurement and structural models.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that most respondents were male managers with postgraduate
education and substantial managerial experience. Preliminary analyses showed acceptable skewness and
kurtosis values. Although the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test suggested non-normality of some variables, the
use of PLS-SEM was considered appropriate because this method does not require strict normality
assumptions.

Reliability analysis demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency for all constructs. Cronbach’s
alpha and composite reliability values exceeded the acceptable threshold of 0.70 for all variables.
Convergent validity was confirmed through average variance extracted (AVE) values above 0.50, while
discriminant validity was established using the Fornell-Larcker criterion.

The structural model results revealed that interorganizational collaboration networks had a strong,
positive, and statistically significant direct effect on innovation performance ( = 0.638, t = 11.887, p <
0.001). Collaboration networks also significantly influenced organizational trust (f = 0.613, p < 0.001),
absorptive capacity (B =0.573, p <0.001), and knowledge exchange (p = 0.436, p <0.001).

Regarding the mediating variables, organizational trust had a positive and significant effect on
innovation performance (B = 0.230, p = 0.005). Knowledge exchange also positively affected innovation
performance (B = 0.256, p = 0.004), while absorptive capacity significantly predicted innovation
performance (B = 0.250, p = 0.008).

Indirect effects analysis further demonstrated that collaboration networks significantly influenced
innovation performance through organizational trust (3 =0.141, p=0.011), absorptive capacity (f=0.143,
p=0.018), and knowledge exchange (p =0.111, p = 0.014). Among these mediators, absorptive capacity
exhibited the strongest indirect effect.

The predictive relevance (Q?) values indicated strong predictive power for endogenous constructs,
and the overall goodness-of-fit (GOF = 0.603) confirmed strong model fit and robustness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that interorganizational collaboration networks play a
fundamental role in enhancing innovation performance in SMEs. The strong direct relationship between
collaboration networks and innovation performance indicates that firms embedded in collaborative
ecosystems are better positioned to access external knowledge, resources, and innovation opportunities.
This finding supports previous studies emphasizing the strategic value of interorganizational collaboration
for innovation and organizational competitiveness.

The results further reveal that organizational trust significantly mediates the relationship between
collaboration networks and innovation performance. Trust-based relationships facilitate the exchange of
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tacit knowledge, reduce coordination costs, and strengthen long-term collaboration among partners. In
environments characterized by uncertainty and institutional instability, trust becomes an essential
mechanism for sustaining innovation-oriented collaborations.

Absorptive capacity emerged as the strongest mediating mechanism in the model. This finding
suggests that the effectiveness of collaboration networks depends largely on firms’ internal learning
capabilities. SMEs that possess stronger absorptive capacities are more capable of transforming external
knowledge into innovative outcomes. Thus, collaboration alone is insufficient unless organizations can
effectively absorb and utilize the knowledge acquired through networks.

Knowledge exchange also significantly contributed to innovation performance. Effective
knowledge-sharing processes enable firms to integrate diverse experiences and expertise, thereby
facilitating exploratory and exploitative innovation. However, the findings suggest that knowledge
exchange is most effective when accompanied by organizational trust and absorptive capacity.

Overall, this study contributes to the literature by simultaneously examining the mediating roles
of organizational trust, absorptive capacity, and knowledge exchange within a unified framework. The
findings provide empirical evidence from the context of Iranian SMEs and enrich current understanding
of how collaboration networks influence innovation in emerging economies.
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