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Just Passing Through:  The International Business Traveller and Knowledge Transfer

It is now recognised that internationalising firms confront a perennial challenge of how to collect, utilise, harvest and transfer knowledge regarding global operations.  Geographical spread, stage in the internationalisation process, multiple modes of operation, differing market environments and a diverse workforce are just some of the factors that have accentuated this challenge.  The growing body of international business management literature on this issue, building upon work on organizational learning and knowledge management, has exposed the complexity of what we call  ‘knowledge’, and the dilemmas internationalising firms encounter when attempting to transfer international business knowledge and information (see, for example, Hedlund, 1994).  The focus of this line of inquiry is on internal, intra-organisational knowledge flows across foreign subsidiary units and between subsidiaries and headquarters (Birkinshaw and Hood, 1998).    

Intertwined with the general discussion on knowledge transfer in the international context has been recognition in the strategic IHRM literature of the role played by staff movements in information dissemination, knowledge and competence transfer, and implementation of global control and monitoring systems.  In this literature, staff movements refer to those staff assigned to foreign operations for an extended period of time, ranging from six months to five years.  These individuals are variously described as expatriates, or international assignees.  As earlier argued by Welch and Welch (1994), where staffing issues are considered in the general international business literature, the focus is on the choice of foreign subsidiary staff and the management of expatriates.  Lately, there has been recognition of the broader issue of staff transfers, and the trend to use non-standard international assignments (such as commuter, virtual, and short-term). Firms have been experimenting with a range of alternatives to the traditional expatriate assignment, partly to contain the cost of relocating staff, and partly as a way of overcoming immobility due to dual-career couples and other constraints (Welch et al 2003; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2000).  A recent study of 300 mainly US and European (74%) multinationals found that dual career issues were the ‘main reason’ for employees rejecting international assignments (Organization Resources Counselors 2002). This forced companies to consider alternatives, with 57% using ‘business trips’ as a way of dealing with this issue. In general there was a significant increase in the use of short-term assignments compared to the previous survey.    

Confining the role of staff movements to those who are relocated presents only part of the picture.  The business reality is that, at any point in time, companies engaged in foreign activities will have numerous staff travelling from one country location to another  - to the point that it is a truism to state that international travel is at the heart of international business.  Business travel, in spite of emails and videoconferencing, is increasing (American Express, 2002).  The emergence of business class lounges in major airports, complete with workspaces with Internet and telecommunication connections, reflects the importance of this passenger class.  A large proportion of these business travellers are not expatriates, but persons for whom a major part of their role involves international visits to foreign markets, units, projects, and the like. In other words, business travel is an essential component of their work, such as international sales staff whose jobs comprise a heavy component of international travel, and managers whose jobs entail numerous periodic visits to international operations.  Where this group is referred to, they are popularly termed ‘road warriors’, ‘globetrotters’ or ‘frequent fliers’. 

Over time, individuals may switch between a role of international business traveller and that of expatriate. Also, expatriates and international travellers are not necessarily mutually exclusive groups: expatriates may still have a significant international travel component despite location in a foreign market which is the primary focus of their assignment. One of the authors has been involved in extensive interviewing of expatriates in Danish companies in China (Tung and Worm 2001, Welch et al 2003). Most of this group were posted to either Beijing or Shanghai. Some even spent half of their time in a representative office in Beijng and the other half at a production facility often in the Shanghai, Jiangsu area. In addition these expatriates had to visit the headquarters in Denmark a couple of times each year and take part in meetings in the regional headquarters. Companies have regional headquarters in different parts of the region, but most of those interviewed had their regional headquarters in Singapore. Also, they had to take part in training activities, sometimes in other parts of China, but more often outside the country. 

Naturally, at any given point, the volume of ‘international staff traffic’ varies. People need to make personal visits to international destinations for a variety of reasons involving a wide range of activities. On the internal side, as companies become more geographically dispersed, and foreign units more integrated into global activities, organisational pressures and requirements appear to increase the need for international movement.  ‘Management-by-flying-about’ is one way of describing how international travel has become an essential component of business life. Group and regional meetings, staff briefing sessions, joint training sessions, product development meetings and cross-border project work, opening or closing factories, and solving technical problems are just some of the activities that involve international travel between units and affiliates that comprise the multinational firm. 
On the external side, staff frequently undertake activities related to stakeholders in the various international markets: to negotiate and close important deals, raise finance, sell products and services, and maintain and extend the important relationships with global stakeholders that are essential to smooth international operations. International sales representatives attend trade fairs, visit foreign agents and distributors, demonstrate new products to potential clients, and negotiate sales contracts.  Various staff will visit foreign locations to deal with host country government officials, alliance partners, subcontracting firms, and foreign suppliers.  Sometimes this process can make heavy demands on staff.  For example, the Norwegian firm, Moelven, a global player in the timber industry, when developing its operations in the Russian market in the early 1990s, initially through importing, had to become highly involved in building personal relationships with key individuals in Russia. As “…one manager from the purchasing department responsible for imports commented: ‘Personal contacts were so important that during the first three years [of] dealing with the Russians, I had between 50 and 100 trips to Russia, talking to suppliers and maintaining the personal networks’” (Welch et al 2002, p. 227). In a study of Swedish businessmen undertaking business trips abroad it was found that visits to external units (41% of the total) were in excess of visits to internal units (28%), while travel for conferences and trade fairs (26%) also was important (Axelsson et al 1992).

The volume of staff traffic appears to have remained largely unaffected by advances in electronic communications, such as email and video conferencing.  A recent survey of 1,400 business travellers across the world revealed that 91% expected to maintain or increase their current business travel over the next year (American Express, 2002).  As a study into IT processes in the retailing industry concluded: “Technology alone is not enough” (Powell and Dent-Micallef 1997).  Reflecting extensive research on information management, Davenport (1994) argues that most important information is not on computers, and people prefer to get information from people.  “Technologies such as email and the Internet facilitate the rapid exchange of knowledge, but they do not help identify the relevant knowledge and who has it” (Edvinsson and Sullivan 1996:358).  As Mintzberg et al. (1996: 62) note:

Why do so many effective international managers get into airplanes rather than pick up telephones when they need to communicate seriously? As we move from written communication (letters, e-mail) to strictly oral (telephones) to face-to-face forms, communication appears to become richer and more nuanced.

In this paper, therefore, we examine the roles and activities of the international business traveller in the context of knowledge transfer.  We first survey extant literature to determine the key issues relating to this category.  We then draw on the results of a study of Australian and Danish international business travellers to confirm and expand factors that facilitate and constrict the international business traveller’s role and activities pertaining to international knowledge transfer.

The Role of Experiential Knowledge and Competence in International Business 

The role of experiential knowledge in furthering the firm’s expansion into international markets has been a central facet of internationalisation literature (see Johanson and Vahne 1977; Buckley and Ghauri 1999).  It is argued that a crucial part of the knowledge that a firm needs to build understanding of foreign markets and how to do business internationally is acquired through direct personal experience.  The knowledge so acquired then becomes the basis for a firm to further develop operations in foreign markets – providing the confidence to move forward with a lowered sense of risk and uncertainty and with greater assurance about its ability to control foreign activities.   

While the internationalisation process literature stresses firm learning, it is recognised that firm learning is an accumulation of the knowledge and experience that individuals within the firm have, and how that is managed is critical.  For example, Lord and Ranft (2000) examine the transfer of local market knowledge between different corporate divisions at various stages of entry and expansion into the same country.  Their findings confirm earlier work in that: “Much of the host country knowledge needed by foreign entrants is highly tacit, and therefore difficult to acquire” (p.584).  These authors point out foreign market knowledge is not a public good that may be freely and costlessly disseminated, and that it remains problematic for a firm to be able to internally transfer and utilize even after its initial acquisition by one part of the firm.  As Hedlund (1994) explains, the challenge is not only to convert tacit knowledge into articulated, codified knowledge, but also to create a forum that encourages interaction between individual and organization knowledge.

A related factor is the role played by relationships in furthering international business activity. Relationships or networks are essential in any business setting, but particularly so in transitional economies like Russia and China. Relationships are called “blat” and “guanxi” respectively, and play an essential role partly because the legal systems are not well developed and implemented (Salmi 1995; Michailova and Worm 2003). In addition, some societies such as China are more relation-focused than others. In a study of factors contributing to business success in China, relationships with relevant entities were found to be of greatest importance. Similarly, of marginally less importance, was having appropriate relationships to gain market entry to China. European expatriates also considered that personal relations were essential for long-term business success (Tung and Worm 2001). One of the most important reasons explaining the extreme importance expatriates attached to relationships was the perception that knowledge is based in networks in China. Many expatriates would evaluate a candidate’s relationships when considering whether to employ a certain applicant. Applicants with many strong relationships with key people would be preferred to those with fewer connections.  Jansson’s (1994: 129) study of the international marketing of industrial products likewise revealed the importance of personal relations and social contact nets for marketing success. “Individuals provide the major means of contact between buyers and sellers and are central to information, social, product, and financial linkages”.  Thus, individuals who possess such contact relationships are valuable sources of foreign market information, even, as Jansson recognises, to the point that should such individuals leave the company, they may take their customers with them.  

However, key individuals who leave the firm will take more than their customers with them.  Part of the firm’s intellectual capital inevitably goes with them, as well as other related assets.  Gratton and Ghoshal (2003) argue that an individual’s human capital comprises three elements: intellectual (knowledge, skills and expertise), social (structure and quality of relationship networks) and emotional (courage and resilience for taking actions).   It is reasonable to expect that international business travellers will have accumulated considerable human capital related to their international activities in the course of carrying out their various international business roles.  

In the course of their frequent visits, the relevant staff are acquiring, collecting, assimilating, recording and transferring information and knowledge about foreign markets and operations. They are agents or carriers of articulated and tacit knowledge (Hedlund and Nonaka 1993).  These individuals, generally speaking, are ‘just passing though’ the foreign location.  The period of visit may be a matter of days or months, the duration determined by the task they are to perform. However, little is known about how internationalising companies approach the management of information and knowledge gathered through international business travellers, and how, or whether, it is harvested and utilised.  Given the central role played by people in the whole range of knowledge processes in internationalising companies, it does seem curious that there is a paucity of literature on international business travellers. In a similar vein, as knowledge management becomes a strategic issue within companies, the knowledge impacts of internationally travelling staff become of strategic concern.

Our interest in this issue arose from comments made, in the process of a larger, on-going research project into non-standard international assignments (Welch et al 2003).  At gatherings of various HR directors in Australia, Denmark and Finland, participants were questioned about their awareness of the number of staff in their companies who were non-expatriate travellers and the issues that they commonly face.  Generally speaking, these HR directors regarded non-expatriate staff as the responsibility of the function or line department concerned. Their roles were confined to the management of staff transfers that involved relocation of the individual (and often the accompanying partner and family) into a foreign country for periods of over six months duration. 

This perspective was confirmed by interviews with HR and line mangers in six Danish multinationals.  The HR directors interviewed had limited involvement with non-expatriate staff – these people were the responsibility of the line managers in the department concerned.  From the perspective of the line managers, HR was a support department, which they contacted when they needed help, for example: to “calculate the compensation package” as one line manager expressed it. However, they considered that they could handle the issues related to international business travellers by themselves as there were no relocation aspects to address. As these line managers did not see the need to consult the HR department, and perceived that to do so would only create trouble, the HR department was not informed about international business travellers. They preferred to keep things within their own department and involve HR as little as possible. This was not a satisfactory situation for staff in the HR department who considered they had expertise that would be beneficial for both the international business travellers and the company.

This separation between line management and the HR function is perhaps indicative of the difficulties in transferring knowledge within the multinational. If HR management is kept at arm’s length, then the flow of information and knowledge surrounding the management of international business travellers may be negatively affected (see Figure 1).  It would be difficult to generate consistent and equitable corporate policies related to matters such as class of travel, level of accommodation, and health aspects.  While these might appear trivial, equity of treatment is a contentious issue within the expatriate management literature and can become a performance issue.  Development of corporate policies relating to compensation is seen as an essential step in removing disparities (Dowling et al 1999).  Communication between departments and the HR function would be an essential step in ensuring equity of treatment where international business travellers were concerned. That some Danish line managers interviewed preferred to keep information about their international business travellers within their own department is indicative of the difficulties surrounding knowledge transfer.  It also illustrates that individuals are selective about what knowledge is transferred and to whom. 

Figure 1: Knowledge Gaps between Function and Department











Vital knowledge about specific foreign operations that should be broadly available may remain contained within the department concerned.  While Figure 1 depicts the HR-to-line management situation, it could equally apply to other areas of the multinational.  

In this paper, then, we explore three aspects: 

1. How do individual international business travellers view their role? Is knowledge transfer considered as an element of this role?  Does the organisation inform the individual of the importance of this role?  Does the HR department play a role?

2. Are the circumstances surrounding international travelling conducive to producing knowledge transfer outcomes? In other words, what are the positive and negative factors encountered by international business travellers in the course of their work that may enhance or constrain this role?

3. Do internationalising companies place a value on the experience and knowledge thus gained and have procedures in place that ensure that knowledge is articulated and transferred. That is, how does the organization follow up what the individual has achieved in terms of knowledge transfer? Or, conversely, despite expectations, does their knowledge ‘just pass through’ the organization?  

Methodology

To attempt to explore the areas outlined above, we conducted interviews with individuals from Australia and Denmark (four from each country) who were defined as international business travellers. We focus on the individual as informant rather than the organization. Our rationale for this approach is: if the organization is to generate knowledge transfer, and achieve the outcomes surrounding that, it depends on individuals as key carriers of knowledge.  A self-report, semi-structured interview approach to data collection was considered appropriate given the exploratory nature of the study and the phenomenon involved.  Thus, general questions were asked about the perceived positives and negatives of constant international travel, and the roles interviewees performed.  Interviewees were encouraged to relate critical incidents.  Questions were also asked regarding the role of the home organization, the host location, and the HR department.  The issue of specific knowledge, particularly tacit knowledge gained, and how it was transferred was also raised. 

 Interviewees were selected using purposeful intensity sampling that would provide information-rich cases to elucidate the phenomenon of interest (Patton, 1990, p.171).  There was an element of maximum variation, in that we sought individuals from different industries, size of organization, nature of job, position in the firm, and gender.  This strategy was to try and capture common patterns and themes that may emerge across the cases and expose differences or variations that may exist between the individuals in the study.

Interviews were taped and then transcribed by the authors.  The Australian interviews were conducted in English, the language of all participants.  The Danish interviews were conducted in Danish. As two of the interviewees were currently living abroad, the questionnaire was first posted to them. A telephone follow-up conversation of about half an hour’s duration with each of these interviewees was then conducted to provide data clarification and extension where appropriate.

Content analysis was conducted manually.  Cross-case analysis was conducted within each country sample, and between both country samples (Miles & Huberman, 1994).    The names of interviewees and their respective companies have been disguised upon request to respect confidentiality.  Table 1 shows a profile of the characteristics of the sample, to provide some context to the findings.  Of the eight interviewees, four were female, and the proportion of time spent on international business travel-related activities ranged from 20% to 100%.

Table 1: Australian and Danish Interviewee Profiles

	Interviewee 

(M=male,F=female)

(A=Australian; 

D=Danish)
	Company Details
	Position in company
	Proportion of time spent on international activity
	Countries in which majority of time was spent
	Major Activity  

	Lisa  (F,A)
	Medical equipment – Australian subsidiary
	Internatational marketing manager
	80%
	India, Philippines, Middle East
	Sales and relationship maintenance

	Ian (M,A)
	Electrical appliance importer
	Technical development manager
	20%
	China
	Selection of subcontractors and their monitoring

	Edward (M,A)
	Resources, Headquarters Australia
	Head, international division
	80%
	US, Europe,Asia & Africa
	Managerial-monitoring and control

	Jane (F,A)
	Information Systems
	Product Marketing Manager
	50%
	Asia
	Product marketing and briefing to subsidiary staff

	Peter (M,D)
	Enzymes
	Facilitator
	100%
	US, Europe

Asia, Russia
	Troubleshooting, Negotiations,

Flag-waving

	Jeanne (F,D)
	Pharmaceuticals
	Commercial Service Manager
	50%
	China, India

Russia

Europe
	Project management & contact to affiliates

	Helle (F,D)
	Consulting
	Training
	80%
	Africa, Asia
	Project assignments

	Hans (M,D)
	Food ingredients
	Group Vice President
	60%
	Europe
	Business review

(strategic)




Purpose of International Travel 

The first area of interest was to gain insight into the purpose of the international travel.  Interviewees were asked to define their assigned role and key international business travel related activities.  Given the somewhat eclectic nature of our sample, it was not surprising to find diversity of purpose, and diversity of perspectives on the way in which interviewees regarded the ‘official’ company job description and task performance explication, and the way the interviewees themselves defined and enacted the role.  There was little involvement by the HR department in terms of such explication (knowledge transfer, if any, related to travel logistics – airline class, hotel, immunisation, etc). Further, it was clear that there was an additional personal dimension on how the international business travel was regarded which not only provided a somewhat powerful motive for undertaking the role but also influenced how the individual defined the role.   For example, interviewees mentioned how, despite the stresses and strains involved in constant travel into different cultural settings and time zones, the life style and the somewhat exotic nature of the role altered the way in which they perceived the frequent absences from their domestic base.  As one interviewee explained: “It was a buzz.  There was adrenaline.  It [the job] was stretching [challenging abilities]”.  

Knowledge Agent?

In each case, an important part of the formal role of the interviewees could be described as knowledge transfer.  This was particularly the case where the interviewee’s prime activities were connected to internal information flow and knowledge transfer between company units, compared with those who were dealing with external agents. However, during interviews, the Australian informants did not volunteer knowledge transfer as part of their role.  The issue had to be specifically raised. In response, interviewees considered that they had specific job-related tasks to accomplish, they reported on the execution of these via written and/or verbal means, and that there was no formal requirement for any articulation on matters beyond their defined activities.  For example, one interviewee (Jane), when questioned on this point, was adamant: “No, never”.  At no stage was there a request from her immediate boss for any formal reporting outside her area.  The emphasis was on task specificity and outcomes (how well the job was performed, problems encountered and handled, and the like).  Three of the Australian interviewees pointed out that their immediate superiors also travelled into the same locations, often accompanying them, thus sharing experiences and knowledge about people, places and situations encountered.  This raises the question as to whether such knowledge remained confined to these individuals, remaining part of their tacit knowledge.  

The type and breadth of knowledge acquired and disseminated by the international travellers in the sample appeared to go well beyond what was required to fulfil their specified role and duties. In part this seemed to be related to the individual’s recognition of the potential personal value of information and networks encountered or deliberately uncovered – valuable in terms of broader workplace performance within the company or in a wider individual sense (Marschan et al 1996). Knowing that he would be required to make verbal reports to monthly management meetings back at headquarters, one interviewee (Edward) would create or utilise informal settings (dinners or lunches) to gather information regarding expatriate staff concerns, pass on headquarter-related information, and answer queries about corporate objectives or changes.  To a certain extent, such knowledge behaviour could be regarded as falling outside his job description, but the interviewee considered it an important activity so that he would be in a better position to inform his colleagues regarding subsidiary developments at the monthly management meeting.  

The Danish respondents did not stress knowledge sharing explicitly as part of their role, except perhaps the facilitator (Peter), whose job basically was to take the company mission around the world and ensure that it was implemented. In one of the Danish companies (consulting) there was an explicit process of knowledge sharing on a broad basis within the company. The company had appointed a number of managers called Knowledge Management Coordinators, who had the responsibility for ensuring that knowledge was internalised and shared. The knowledge sharing took place in professional networks, internal meetings and more informal lunch meetings. The knowledge internalisation was realised by having the travellers obliged to write a report after every business trip, which was posted on the intranet and thereby made available to all employees. 

Those who were travelling in relation to project implementation (e.g. Jeanne) did not   focus on knowledge transfer within headquarters, but emphasised knowledge transfer to the host location. Knowledge in most of the respondents’ companies was kept within the relevant organizational unit and not spread to other parts of the organization. The only exception was the consulting company referred to above, whose basic product on offer was knowledge and therefore appeared to be more conscious of knowledge management issues. In the main, as individuals returned from international travel, information dissemination was via reporting on a specific role performed by the traveller. Inevitably, the knowledge focus tended to be relatively narrow. It was clear that there was broader knowledge acquired, some of it pertaining to the specific job, but also on a far broader basis, which was not transmitted elsewhere within the company in any formal way. Rather, any transfer depended on informal network processes. A general impression was that the bulk of broader knowledge remained as tacit knowledge with the individual. The broader knowledge related to aspects such as characteristics of foreign markets and marketing processes, cultural considerations, and IHRM issues. There appeared to be lack of recognition within the companies concerned, apart from the consulting company, of the potential value of international travellers as knowledge agents.     

The level of support provided by the home (sending) organization as well as in the foreign location was discussed during the interviews.  This was considered to be important for effective job performance: the ability to access specific knowledge about products, pricing, processes etc. Overall, there seemed to be a wide range in support experienced amongst the different interviewees. In general it seemed that the Danish interviewees felt more support was forthcoming from the foreign receiving unit than from the sending organizational unit. There was no consistent pattern for the Australian interviewees on this aspect. Lisa’s experience illustrated how this aspect could be a significant factor in the stress level encountered by the traveller. She felt no sense of home support, rather that home office added to the demands on her. Often, she would be called upon to provide information back to home office at unreasonable times and in difficult circumstances. She commented that: “…home office (Australia), in terms of administration and finance, was intrinsically jealous and acrimonious towards the managers that travelled because they perceived us to have a glamorous life and at times they were wilfully and deliberately obstructive to us”.     

Prior experience seemed to be a factor in how the international travellers perceived their role and how they handled the demands of the travel and associated activities. Along with role enlargement was the ability to draw on prior experiential knowledge to solve problems, shape appropriate behaviour, and thus influence outcomes. For example, Jane referred to the benefit of international travel assignments previously with another company She noted that the experience shaped the way she approached personal safety and related aspects: she knew what to look out for personally. Of course, this was a continuing process – new experiences leading to further adjustments, including the way in which the international travel role was approached.

Travel stress, not surprisingly, affected the ability of respondents to perform, and therefore affected their ability to act as a knowledge agents – to see issues, act, react, understand, and retain information, not just while in travel mode but on return to their home base. Lisa described one of her assignments in the Philippines: “I had worked for 17 days straight without any rest and I was doing on average 18 hour days, maybe up to 20. Occasionally I would pull a 16 hour day and that was like I had died and gone to heaven. And this went on for 17 days straight.” One of the constraints mentioned by respondents was tiredness.  Ability to sleep in order to cope with the demands involved was an issue (DeFrank et al 2000). Jet lag was acknowledged as a potential problem but interviewees had developed coping mechanisms that enabled them to handle this.  Instead, tiredness was often due to long working hours, sometimes accentuated by home demands for person-to-person communication access to the traveller at times convenient for the sending unit but not in the foreign context.  One of the Danish interviewees had experienced a smaller heart attack during a business trip.  In general the Danish respondents (except one) emphasised that maintenance of personal health and fitness during business travel was important from a personal point of view as well as in remaining effective in their job. Family issues at home were a further concern, capable of adding significantly to the stress endured by the traveller. 

Overall, there was a substantial range in the experiences of the respondents with regard to travel stress. Three factors which seemed to influence the type of experience were level/position of the traveller in the company, size/spread of the company, and gender. For example, Edward was part of the top management team at a large Australian multinational with widespread global operations. As a result, he received extensive company support while travelling, at times having access to the company jet, with local managers in the foreign location keen to ensure that the visit was as smooth as possible: “…90% of the places I travelled to [the company] had a physical presence there so you would have managers who had contacts so it was never an agitation in your mind - oh, if I get sick what will happen, what will I do? [in places without a presence] We were a big company and so you could get help.” Edward’s experience was markedly different from that of Lisa, who was young and new to her international marketing role. The level of company support was significantly lower, while facing a very heavy work load. Her area of responsibility covered South/East Asia, the Middle East and Africa, with 56 countries in her charge. In some places she was able to build up relationships with distributors and the like, and obtain a degree of local support. However, she was in effect ‘on her own’ while travelling, faced physical harassment on some occasions, home office demands at any hour, and the constant demands of her marketing role. Jane’s experience in Asia confirmed the additional concerns that female travellers appear to face, accentuating other stress factors.            

Jane further noted the impact of home work responsibilities that continued during travel: “You were never expected to drop off any of your responsibilities just because you were travelling. So you were always meant to do your travelling plus whatever else you had to do…There was never any real concession. It was always very intensive.” A by-product was the demand that she would always be available: “…the company culture…was that you were contactable…Believe me, if something was going down and you were not contactable, then you were in trouble. I was always contactable”.  

The ability to access relevant contacts and networks emerged in interviews as an important consideration in the capacity of the traveller to perform on the road and to act as a knowledge agent in the foreign location, as well as subsequently. The company networks accessed were both formal and informal. At times, the demand for critical information by clients, subsidiary staff, etc. meant that the traveller had to depend on ready access to company-based information networks. This was a significant part of the home support base for the traveller. For Jane, the company provided an automated travel support service which she was expected to utilise in preparing for her assignment. While she was away, being able to access marketing information from home, via telephone or Internet, was seen as critical to performance. Also, it was evident that travellers gradually built foreign networks through time, depending on the length of stay and consistency of visits, which proved valuable for company and personal purposes, for example relating to cultural sensitivities and personal adjustment. For some of the travellers, personal networks, often within the home country (for example, friends within and outside the company), were accessed while the traveller was on assignment, providing information which was not available through formal company sources.

From an IHRM perspective, perhaps the most disturbing aspect of the experience of the Australian and Danish interviewees was the almost consistent lack of involvement of the HR department in their international activities. In general, HR departments were viewed as being domestically focused. It would seem that an important area of international involvement by staff is developing in a relatively ad hoc manner, lacking consistent policies in terms of the treatment of staff, with potentially serious consequences for staff well-being and performance, including aspects which affected knowledge outcomes.   
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Figure 2: Factors in Knowledge Effects of International Travel


In Figure 2 the issues which emerged from the interviews and noted above are summarised in schematic form. They can be seen as forming the basis of a conceptual framework regarding the role of the international business traveller viewed from a knowledge acquisition and transfer perspective. As noted in Figure 2, there are potentially diverse knowledge outcomes from the traveller’s foreign activities, and these outcomes seem to be influenced by a range of both personal and company factors. At the same time, the knowledge outcomes represent an input to these factors – for example how the traveller’s role is viewed, interpreted and acted upon by the individual and the company.   

Conclusion and Implications

Writers in the field of knowledge management and organizational learning acknowledge the challenge of converting individual human capital into organisational human capital (Nonaka et al 1998). It is evident that international business travellers play an important part in this process. They are agents of knowledge acquisition and transfer as they move around the globe, on short or long visits to different forms of companies’ foreign operations. Nevertheless, the role of these individuals has been relatively ignored in research, both from a knowledge management perspective as well as in the IHRM field. In this article we have attempted to open up this issue with the aid of an exploratory investigation of the activities of a small number of Danish and Australian travellers, focusing on those aspects which appeared to have an impact on the processes of knowledge acquisition and transfer, particularly back to head office. A general impression from this overall group was that apart from those with a specific, designated knowledge role within the company there was little consciousness of, or company direction regarding, a broader knowledge role to be performed by the traveller: there was a job to be performed during the international travel, and typically a reporting requirement pertaining thereto, but that was effectively the end of the associated knowledge role as perceived by the traveller.   

In spite of this perception, it was clear that the travellers in our sample had diverse knowledge effects, often beyond their assigned job function. Having returned to head office, the transfer process of knowledge acquired during travel by the individual traveller was somewhat mixed: basic reports were delivered as required, but critical information sometimes was lost or never transferred – particularly of a broader kind.  Where broader effects were evident, they tended to be a result of chance encounters, or a by-product of an individual’s network context. Overall, where beneficial knowledge effects for the company took place, they were mainly an outcome of individual factors, such as personal motivation and interests, rather than company programs. 

Compared to the traditional expatriate assignment there were considerable differences stemming from the international travel role.  For example, juggling the demands of international travel with the pressures of family commitments and maintaining domestic work responsibilities and contacts, generated considerable stress on the individual (including negative health effects for some). Such stress affected the ability of some individuals to perform their assigned job, let alone perceive and act upon any broader knowledge role.   

For companies, the implications of the growing phenomenon of international travellers in their global operations are of considerable concern. If this trend is sustained, and the growth of IT-driven approaches to international activity is likely to accentuate it, it will demand far greater attention to the outcomes than merely job completion. The travellers and their knowledge and skill base may come to represent a key component of a company’s capacity to operate successfully in the international arena. It is therefore incumbent on companies to institute programs to more effectively tap travellers’ knowledge base – not just in terms of approaches such as writing more comprehensive reports on their visits and posting these on a company’s intranet. This may involve bringing together the travellers as a group, sharing experiences and their perceptions about a wide range of issues – for example, trends in certain foreign markets, competitive behaviour, strategic options, etc. As Johannessen et al (2001) note, interaction in groups helps in the transfer of tacit knowledge, but this is not a complete solution as it may then remain within the group. In general, there is a need for the travellers themselves to see what they are doing in their travel-related activities in a far broader knowledge context. The experiences of our small group of travellers would seem to indicate that many companies have a long way to go in even recognising the traveller as a resource that needs to be nurtured. This would also mean a more substantial role for the HR department to ensure that travellers are supported in a more consistent and thought out way, instead of the ad hoc approach of multiple departments determining their own way of handling the issue.

The study reported in this article is exploratory, hopefully exposing the international business traveller and knowledge as an important issue. However, much more research needs to be conducted to gain a broad and in-depth picture of the role of the international business traveller. In-depth studies are particularly important in order to gain a better understanding of the nuances of knowledge effects: the response of many of the individuals in this study would indicate that it may be difficult to generate a clear picture of processes and effects.
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Figure 2: Factors in Knowledge Effects of International Travel








