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Knowledge Transfer in the Integrated Network

- A Constructivist Perspective –

- ABSTRACT-

The creation and transfer of knowledge among the units of internationally operating company networks has been focused in a wide range of literature. But the understanding of knowledge as individually constructed and the consequences of this understanding for the creation and transfer of knowledge has only gained little attention. To fill this gap, this paper draws on the constructivist cognition theory to reveal the complex social procedures underlying the knowledge transfer process. Based on a short description of the constructivist view of knowledge, three steps are extracted which individuals and organizational units have to take to efficiently create and exchange knowledge. To be able to take these steps, the knowledge transferring units have to be embedded in an adequate organizational context. Additionally, this article shows how Bartlett and Ghoshal´s concept of the integrated network fulfils the necessary conditions to build this context.
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Knowledge Transfer in the Integrated Network

- A Constructivist Perspective –

Introduction

The problem of transferring knowledge among individuals or organizational units has been the focus of attention in a wide range of research (North, 2002; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). But an important aspect of knowledge transfer, the understanding of knowledge as an individually and socially constructed concept, has up to date found only little attention in the literature. Researchers still fail to explain how individual knowledge can be transformed into organizational knowledge. In addition, there is only rare systematic understanding of the social aspects underlying the process how internationally dispersed organizational units efficiently exchange knowledge (Tsai, 2001).

This paper intends to fill this gap by focusing on the consequences deriving from a social perspective for the process of knowledge transfer in an internationally operating company. We will draw on the cognition theory as it is unfolded by constructivism to create an understanding of knowledge as individually and socially constructed. To imply the specific difficulties of the knowledge transfer process in an international context, we will concentrate on Bartlett and Ghoshal´s concept of the transnational company, since they introduced the concept of an integrated network for international companies (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1998a).


The aim of the paper is to explain how an inter-unit knowledge transfer in the transnational company can be initiated. To reach this goal, we firstly will explain how individual organizational members transfer knowledge in an organizational context. Thus, we will start our analysis on the individual level. Doing so, we will compare the traditional and constructivist view of knowledge to map the differences between these two theories and foster an in-depth understanding of the complex social procedures underlying the knowledge transfer process. This comparison will guide us to derive three basic steps every individual has to take to be able to interchange knowledge. Secondly, we will carry over these three steps on the organizational level to explain the necessary context a multinational company has to provide to be able to efficiently transform individually held knowledge into collective knowledge. Therefore, we will rely on the concept of the transnational company. The main aspect characterizing this model is that the transnational company aims at achieving the three strategic goals: global scale efficiency, local responsibility and worldwide learning simultaneously. By analyzing the three objectives and their interdependencies, we will show that Bartlett and Ghoshal underestimate the importance of worldwide learning by putting it on an equal footing with the other two strategic aims. We will underline the superior relevance of worldwide learning and thus knowledge transfer as it serves as prerequisite to reach the other two strategic aims. Additionally, no articulate explanation of how to create and to exchange knowledge throughout the network can be found in the model. Thus, in the last part of this paper, we will show how the structure of the transnational company, that is the integrated network, is able to incorporate an inter-unit knowledge transfer from a constructivist perspective. 

Constructivism and Knowledge

Relevant Characteristics of the Constructivist Perspective

Constructivism is not a uniform theory developed by a homogenous group of researchers existing as an instructive model. In fact, it can rather be understood as a discourse complementing different, sometimes dissonant and even contradictory disciplines and points of view. 

But besides this dissonance, scientists from different research areas (biology, sociology, politics, linguistic, anthropology, psychotherapy, etc.) realized that the traditional, positivistic theory of cognition could no longer be maintained (Schmidt, 2000). In the literature on organizational sciences, three general directions of constructivism or interpretative approaches can be distinguished: social constructivism, cognitive constructivism, and biological or radical constructivism. (Kieser, 2002). 

The main characteristic of social constructivism – which is mainly influenced by Berger and Luckmann - is a fundamental mistrust in organizational theories which are fact and method orientated. From this perspective, facts and methods are always considered as linguistic constructions springing from historically grown ways of interaction patterns between individuals. From this viewpoint, methods are always dependent of their application context and thus never neutral or true. Social constructivists see their main task in making the relativity and dependence of organizational structures visible (Berger and Luckmann, 2000). 

Cognitive constructivism can be seen as an attempt to connect the positivistic and interpretative school of thought. This approach starts from the belief that the individual’s way of acting is strongly determined by subjective theories, causalities or rules stored in the human brain. These cognitions can be captured and changed through positivistic methods like interviews or experiments (Kieser, 2002). 

The main representatives of the biological or radical constructivism (Schmidt, 2000, Maturana, 1987, Roth, 1986, Foerster, 1985) attend to look at the process of how individuals gain knowledge under the constraints of their neurobiological constitution. They hold the view that not the sense organs but the human brain determines the individual’s perception. The sense organs absorb the external stimuli every individual is confronted with and transmit them to the brain. The brain then internally ascribes a certain meaning to the inherently meaningless stimuli according to former stored experiences and remembrances. During the process of meaning ascription, the brain has no direct access to the world, thus, it is not able to model the ontological truth of reality. Consequently, the world an individual perceives is a construct of the internal neurobiological processes and therefore subjective (Kieser, 2002). 

In this article we will mainly concentrate on the biological and social constructivism because both approaches provide a fruitful basis to understand and to explain the knowledge transfer process between individuals and subsidiaries of transnational companies.

Constructivist View on Knowledge

Although the problem of defining knowledge and its relevance for the company has been the focus of attention in a wide range of research, (Argyris & Schön, 1998; Senge, 1996; Grant, 1996; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Kogut & Zander, 1992), no uniform or consistent definition of knowledge can be found in the literature. However, it is common understanding that the better the knowledge is, the better it represents or reflects the ontological reality. Thus, the relation of knowledge and reality is seen as correspondence or match (Maturana, 1980). In contrast, the definition of knowledge in a constructivist sense differs strongly from the theory of correspondence. Especially from the viewpoint of the biological constructivism knowledge is rather seen as organizing the world constituted by every person’s own experience and cultural backgrounds than as a true representation of an observer-independent ontological reality. Thus, the experimental world of any subject is always one’s own invention and, therefore, irrevocably subjective (Richards & von Glasersfeld, 1979). As constructivism abandons the traditional assumption of a ready-made world existing independently of the cognizing agent, the relation of knowledge and reality is regarded as an adoption in a functional sense, not as a correspondence or match. From the constructivist perspective, knowledge represents an individual’s repertoire of ideas and action patterns that have been proven useful to reach his or her aims in the past. Hence, knowledge does not reflect the reality as it is but it enables the owner to act adequately in his or her experimental world. In constructivist words, knowledge has to be viable. (Maturana, 1980; Schmidt, 2000).

Steps of the Knowledge Transfer Process on the Individual Level

This paper aims at explaining the process of knowledge transformation from individual to collective knowledge on the organizational level. In this context, the actual process of knowledge transfer represents the link between these two knowledge types. Before analyzing the organizational level, we will start by describing the knowledge transfer process on the individual level as constructivism focuses on the process of knowledge construction and transfer of the cognizing agent, the individual. Furthermore, the individual level offers useful insights that can be carried over to the organizational level.

The constructivist cognition theory abandons the assumption of transmitting information in a linear way. Instead, the knowledge transfer process is regarded as a complex phenomenon which can be divided into three phases: 1) socialization, 2) communication, 3) intersubjectivity and consensual area. Each of these three phases on the individual level corresponds to one part of the knowledge transformation process on the organizational level. During the socialization process, each individual creates individual knowledge, during the process of communication, the actual knowledge transmission takes place. The creation of intersubjectivity and consensual areas can be finally regarded as necessary prerequisites to create collective knowledge. Figure one illustrates the coherence between the individual and the organizational level.

Insert figure 1 about here 

Communication plays the most important role during the knowledge transfer process. This primary position springs from the fact that the actual inter-individual knowledge transfer requires the direct or indirect interaction between the communicating individuals. On the organizational level, research on inter-unit knowledge transfer points out that the creation, adoption and diffusion of knowledge and innovations by subsidiaries will be facilitated by high levels of intra-subsidiary and headquarters-subsidiary communication (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1988). Hence, we will concentrate on this part in particular. 

Socialization and Individual Knowledge

To understand the knowledge transfer process in a constructivist sense, we have to start with the process of socialization which every individual automatically passes through. Thus, we are starting on the individual level. Comprising both, the individual’s earliest personal remembrances and experiences on the one hand, and his or her cultural and social background on the other hand, this process shapes every person’s perception of the environment and the reality. Firstly, the socialization process acts as a filter, enabling the individual to select only those pieces of information out of the mass of environmental stimuli every person is exposed to, which are necessary to act adequately in his or her experimental world. Secondly, it determines the individual’s frame of reference within which he or she assigns specific meaning to the selected information and decides whether to store or to abolish it. (Bardmann, 1994). Referring to knowledge as the individual’s repertoire of ideas and action patterns, the socialization process does not only shape the concrete contents of the individual knowledge by ascribing meaning to the external stimuli. In addition, as the socialization process determines the individual’s way of organizing his or her experimental world, it also affects the knowledge of how the ideas and action patterns can be created.  Thus, the socialization process can be understood as the source of every person’s individual knowledge. 

Communication and the Knowledge Transfer Process

The process of socialization has eminent consequences on the process of transferring individual knowledge and in this context, on the process of communication. As mentioned above, this stage can be seen as the most important part of the constructivist knowledge transfer process, since by communication between individuals the knowledge transfer actually takes place. Thus the communication process has the potential to link the individual and the organizational level. Traditionally, communication is seen as a linear process, regarding a message as being coded and transmitted by a sender and encoded by a receiver (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). But considering the evidence that the above mentioned assignment of meaning differs from individual to individual depending on each individual’s socialization process, it becomes clear that certain information or knowledge makes sense to the person having constructed it but not necessarily to other individuals. Hence, the sender of any piece of information has no possibility to verify exactly, whether the recipient has taken the assigned meaning of the information fully into account, in the exact way the sender wanted to transmit it (Koeck, 1978). The recipient perceives the sent message as a disturbance, which he or she can either ignore or register and interpret in his individual way. Thus, the “disturbed system”, the recipient, is the only one who decides about the “if” and the “how” of the information interpretation. Consequently, the sender is only able to irritate or influence the recipient to act in a specific way, but not to instruct him as it is postulated by the traditional communication theory of Shannon and Weaver.

Communication from a constructivist perspective can not be seen as the transfer of information from the sender to the receiver, but as the creation of information. Thus, the equalization or harmonization of the individual repertoires of meaning ascription and action patterns represents the primary aim of communication. Only if the participating individuals manage to harmonize their individual manners of meaning ascription, an efficient information transfer can take place.

To fully comprehend the communication process from a constructivist point of view, we not only have to analyze the individuals´ way of creating and receiving messages but also the character and conditions of the message itself. Traditionally, the information being transferred is regarded as a sequence of figures signifying the same content for every individual no matter under which circumstances the communication process takes place. From a constructivist point of view in contrast, every message contains at least three more aspects besides the sole content. To emphasize the differences between the traditional and the constructivist view of messages, we will rely on Schulz von Thun´s ´square model of communication`. According to this model, every message transferred between a source and a receiver consists of the following four sides: the aspects of meaning, of appeal, of relation, and of self-revealing (Schulz von Thun, 1981). 

Insert Figure 2 about here

By using an example, we will try to explain the four aspects of a message in general and to pinpoint the consequences of such an understanding of messages for the knowledge transfer process in integrated networks. Consider the following communication situation: The company’s R&D department has developed a process innovation. Now, the team leader of the R&D department wants to provide the manager of a local subsidiary with the necessary information to fully understand and apply the new technique.

The aspect of meaning covers the pure fact of the message which has to be transmitted. Referring to the example, it covers the concrete content of and the potential improvement related to the innovation. This may include the necessary technical information to apply the new procedures and also some data of the potential cost or time savings achievable by adopting the innovation.

The aspect of appeal refers to the fact that the purpose of almost any message is to influence the recipient in a certain way. In the context of the process innovation, the purpose of the message may be to convince the specific local subsidiary manager to apply the new innovation. 
The message’s aspect of relation strongly affects the information transfer process. As it denotes the kind of relationship between the sender and the recipient, this aspect determines the manner in which the source addresses the receiver. Thus, it strongly influences the sender’s inflection, mimic or gesture. Referring to our example, the message’s aspect of relation may indicate the position of the local subsidiary’s in the eyes of the R&D department personnel. Hence, it reveals some clues to recognize the nature of the network’s organizational structure as it detects how the participating subsidiaries see each other. The consideration of local subsidiaries as equal partners, as it is the fact in the transnational company, probably facilitates the message transfer process, whereas a hierarchically organized headquarters-subsidiary-relationship might hinder an efficient knowledge transfer. Being equally important, the local subsidiaries are more likely to be willing to apply innovations developed by the parent company. 

The aspect of self-revealing refers to the fact that every message also contains information about the sender. This aspect has a tremendous potential to ease or to hamper the knowledge transfer process. Referring to our example, the message could contain information about the degree of the sender’s personal involvement in the development of the innovation and his opinion towards the new procedures. Previous research suggests that the depth of the adoption of innovations by local subsidiaries is not only driven by efficient, rational decisions. It can rather be explained in terms of the interpretive, social procedures through which the organizational members construct their perceptions about the efficiency and validity of the innovation. (Kostova and Roth, 2002). Hence, if the sender in the R&D department is highly positive about the advantages related to the innovation, he will better be able to persuade the subsidiary to apply it.

Intersubjectivity, Consensual Area, and Collective Knowledge

Still, the question remains how the above mentioned equalization of meaning ascriptions and action patterns representing the primary aim of the constructivist communication process can be achieved. To answer this question, we have to refer to the term of intersubjectivity. This term stresses the fact, that individuals are able to perceive other persons as individuals and to create a communicative relationship with them by sewing their individual frameworks of meaning constitution to each other. Within the scope of these communicative relationships, different individuals are enabled to share a common understanding of the reality. Hence, intersubjectivity can be created through formalized direct interaction between the participating individuals. Every direct interaction forces the individuals to register perturbations and to answer in a way that, in return, perturbates the other participants. Thus, intersubjectivity contributes to the creation of collective knowledge and thus marks an important step in the transition from the level of individual knowledge to the level of organizational knowledge.
 

The evidence differentiating collective from individual knowledge is that the knowing entity is a community rather than an individual or simply the sum of individuals. In the same way, as individual knowledge depends on the knowing individual, collective knowledge depends on the knowing entity (Levitt & March, 1988). Thus, collective knowledge is always embedded within the whole group. Hence, the underlying issue of successfully transferring this type of knowledge is, that it does not only require a communication process between two or more individuals but an inter-communal activity. Here the organizational level comes into play. Only if the company institutionalizes systems of coordinated relationships and knowledge sharing routines among the members of a knowing community, enabling them to interact with each other and share their individual knowledge, collective knowledge can be transferred (Fiol & Lyles, 1985). The tremendous difference between the transfer of individual and collective knowledge underlines the insufficiency of intersubjectivity and the need for consensual areas as completion. Consensual areas in general can be seen as forms of interaction of two knowing communities, both operating within their individual framework of constructing the reality but whom an external observant would perceive as operating in a harmonized way. Hence, consensual areas can be regarded as areas of overlapping meaning ascription. This leads to the following conclusion: Intersubjectivity only helps to build a communicative relationship between single individuals on the individual level and to create collective knowledge. But to foster an in-depth understanding between knowing communities and to ensure an efficient transfer of all four aspects of the message on the organizational level, consensual areas are inevitably necessary.

Interdependencies of Prerequisites

The definition of the three steps of the inter-individual knowledge transfer process leads to the following hypothesis: To enable an efficient inter-individual transfer of all four aspects of a message, both the sending and the receiving entity have to pass through all three steps of the constructivist knowledge transfer process. To evaluate this thesis, we will go one step further, analyzing the interdependencies among the three steps and their consequences on the transfer of the four sides of the message.

As the socialization process enables every individual to create individual knowledge, it can be seen as the starting point of the knowledge transfer process. By influencing the individual’s personal way of perceiving the environment, it strongly affects all four sides of the message. Hence, socialization frames the whole knowledge transfer process between individuals and also knowing entities on the organizational level. Because of its function as a filter enabling the individual to select the relevant information out of the variety of external stimuli, this process shapes the individual’s perceptions and constructions of the reality and determines the meanings the individual assigns to the selected information. In addition, as this process embraces all personal remembrances, this also includes all experiences the individual has made during the contact with other people. Hence, this process determines the message’s aspects of relation and self-reveal as it affects the way how individuals perceive other people and how they see the relationship between themselves and their counterparts. This anew, affects the extent to which the sender reveals his personal thoughts, doubts, or hopes related to the message, and also drives the person’s individual behavior during the communication process. 
The experiences the receiver has gained throughout the interaction with other individuals can also be seen as a prerequisite to understand the message’s aspect of appeal. But the socialization process can only be seen as a necessary but not as a sufficient condition to enable the receiver to fully understand the appeal and the other three aspects related to the message.

At this point, the other two stages come into play. The relation of the two steps communication on the one side and intersubjectivity and consensual areas on the other side can be characterized as recursive. On the one hand, communication represents the heart of the knowledge transfer process, as it embraces the actual inter-individual knowledge transmission and thus serves as a prerequisite to create intersubjectivity. To enable individuals to sew their personal frameworks of meanings to each other, they need a communicative relationship within which they can form common constructions of reality. These shared constructions in turn, enable the communicating individuals to sew their individual understandings about the content and the related instructions of the message. In addition, only by entering into a communicative relationship, individuals can extract the more subtle sides of the message, the aspects of relation and of self-reveal. 

On the other hand, intersubjectivity and consensual areas do not necessarily have to ensue from communication, instead, they can also be understood as conditions to enable efficient communication. Because of the fact that intersubjectivity supports the creation of collective knowledge, it strongly influences the transfer of the message’s aspects of meaning and of appeal among individuals or knowing entities. Only if the communication partners already possess shared constructions and meanings about the content and the purpose of a message, the sender is able to influence the receiver to act in a desired way (Bardmann, 1994).
To illustrate the recursive relationship between communication, intersubjectivity and consensual areas, we will recur to our example of the process innovation. If the R&D department wants a local subsidiary to adopt new procedures, it has to initiate a communicative relationship with the subsidiary to transfer the content of and the instructions related to the innovation. But only if the communication partners already share a common understanding of the innovation, in other words, if intersubjectivity and a consensual area already have been created, the local subsidiary is able to fully understand these two sides related to the message. Concerning the message’s more subtle aspects of relation and self-reveal, intersubjectivity and consensual areas are even more important. As these two aspects are less obvious, the local subsidiary can only extract these two aspects of the message if it can resort to a well established portfolio of shared meanings between the local subsidiary and the mother company. 
Consensual areas can either be seen as enabler or as result of the efficient knowledge transfer. As consensual areas render the transfer of collective knowledge from one knowing entity to another, they are inevitably necessary to transfer the message’s aspect of meaning and of appeal. In addition, only if the company arrives to build consensual areas in the form of institutionalized systems of coordinated relationships including direct interactions among the members of knowing communities, the message’s aspects of self-reveal and relation can be transmitted. In this manner, consensual areas mark the starting point of the inter-unit knowledge transfer process as they foster the transfer of all four aspects of messages. 

However, to create consensual areas the related individuals had to pass through the other three prerequisites of the knowledge transfer process in advance. Without intersubjectivity between the participating individuals, collective knowledge cannot emerge. To create intersubjectivity in turn, communication is needed, and for an individual to be able to communicate, it has to pass through the socialization process. This coherence underlines the recursive evidence that consensual areas can either be understood as the first or the last step of the knowledge transfer process.

To sum up, we ascertain that the three phases of the constructivist knowledge transfer process are strongly interlinked and form a recursive relationship. As every single step has a tremendous influence on the other ones, it can either be regarded as a condition or as a consequence of the other steps. Thus, the above formulated hypothesis can be seen to be viable. Only if the knowledge transferring individuals or entities fulfil the above mentioned stages, all four aspects of the message can be transmitted. Figure three illustrates the recursive relationship between the three steps of the knowledge transfer process.
Insert figure 3 about here

After having generally explained the knowledge transfer process from a constructivist point of view, we will now analyze the adequate context necessary to initiate the knowledge transfer process between the local units of internationally operating companies. Doing so, we will focus on the strategic aims as well as the integrated network structure of Bartlett and Ghoshal´s model of the transnational company. 
Networks
Network Approaches

Multinational Corporations (MNC) can be seen as intra-organizational or inter-organizational networks. Authors primarily concentrating on intra-organizational networks, focus on the cooperative activities between headquarters and the local subsidiaries. They stress that headquarters cannot be seen as the single center of control in MNCs. Instead, as the local subsidiaries are linked to the headquarters and to each other, MNCs have to be understood as multiple-linked organizations.

The most widely perceived approaches for intra-organizational networks in MNCs are Bartlett and Ghoshal´s “Transnational Model”, Hedlund´s “Heterarchy”, the “Diversified MNC” of Prahalad and Doz, and the “Horizontal Organization” by White and Poynter. While Bartlett and Ghoshal consider their Transnational Model as an “Integrated Network”, Hedlund describes his model of Heterarchy using the term “Multi-Center Organization”. As Hedlund considers the realization of competitive advantages in various locations as primary strategic aim of MNC´s, he proposes a polycentric concept consisting of multiple centers as adequate measure to achieve this goal (Hedlund, 1986).

The collaboration of multidimensionality and heterogeneity is considered as the most important characteristic of Prahalad and Doz´s concept of the diversified MNC. Multidimensionality results from the plurality of the different geographic markets, the company is operating in, from the multitude of different product lines, and from the dissimilarity of activities the company is executing. Heterogeneity can be seen as the consequence of this multidimensionality (Doz & Prahalad, 1991).

In contrast, the three basic characteristics of White and Poynter´s Horizontal Organization are lateral decision making processes, the organizational structure of a horizontal network, and a shared basis of decision. For White and Poynter these aspects are inevitably necessary to enable a firm to cope with the contradictory challenges an internationally operating company is faced with (White & Poynter, 1989).

Despite the other authors´ contributions to the development of the network theory, the most consistent and detailed framework and at the same time the most widespread approach in the literature, is Bartlett and Ghoshal´s model of the “Integrated Network”. Hence, this paper will focus on this model. 

Basic Characteristics of the Integrated Network

By following international, multinational or global approaches, companies traditionally achieved a single strategic capability: innovation or local responsiveness or global efficiency. In order to achieve one of the aforementioned capabilities, companies had to sacrifice the other two strategic objectives. According to Bartlett and Ghoshal, in the dynamic and interdependent global environment nowadays, none of these strategies represent the whole truth, they have only partial validity (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1998a).
The transnational concept is designed in order to overcome these constraints among the various strategic aims by approaching all three multidimensional strategic objectives simultaneously (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1998). To tap the full potential of the transnational model, an adequate organizational structure consisting of a complex configuration of assets and capabilities is necessary. Bartlett and Ghoshal therefore developed the model of an integrated network. This structure consists of increasingly specialized unites which are dispersed on a worldwide basis while being integrated in a network of cooperation and interaction.

The structure of the integrated network offers a lot of flexibility to the transnational company. Instead of centralizing or decentralizing assets, the transnational company relies on selective decisions, enabling the company to create “centers of excellence” and adjust them as the environment changes. The integrated network of assets and competences enables the company to capture on specialization advantages without taking measures of centralization. (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1998b) Thus, the role of headquarters is shifted from being a central, strategic leader who fully controls the local subsidiaries to rather fulfilling an administrative position fostering the inter-unit collaborations. Besides this shift, three other fundamental features foster the strength of the integrated network structure. These features are: the dispersion of assets, specialized operations, and interdependent relationships. (Bartlett & Ghoshal). 

The dispersion of assets can be understood as a major source of innovation as the company is able to simultaneously sense diverse technological and market trends, and competitive actions almost anywhere in the world. Further, a dispersed configuration also offers internationally operating companies the possibility to capitalize factor cost differentials, the access to an international pool of increasingly scarce technological and managerial resources and the limitation of the company’s exposure to political and economic risks. 

As a consequence of the dispersion of assets and to react to the rapid changes of environmental challenges, smaller specialized research centers focusing on a single research area, substitute large central research laboratories. By locating those specialized units in the appropriate markets, they are able to respond quickly and flexible to market trends, technological changes, or competitive initiatives. In this context, specialization means the duplication of specific skills to enable the company to develop several solutions to research problems rather than the monopolization of a particular resource or asset.
Interdependent relationships can be understood as the direct by-product of the other two characteristics. Today’s complex and competitive environment demands a permanent information exchange, a collaborative and coordinative problem solving as well as cooperative resource exploitation and implementation. To adequately respond to these environmental challenges, neither absolute dependence of the national subsidiaries nor a fully decentralized leadership of the units seems to be the appropriate measure. Instead, inter-unit relationships should be built on interdependence (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1998b). The three basic organizational characteristics of the integrated network are shown in figure four.

Insert Figure 4 about here 
Knowledge in the Integrated Network: Defining the Research Gap

Referring to the literature on networks, the suitable structure, in terms of information flow and the potential of knowledge transfer is best represented by the integrated network (Uzzi, 1997). Nevertheless, the importance of knowledge and knowledge transfer is still underestimated in this concept. Although acknowledging the importance of creating knowledge and transferring it throughout the network, Bartlett and Ghoshal only implicitly incorporate this into their model. The concept of the transnational company puts the three strategic objectives of worldwide learning, global scale efficiency and local responsibility on an equal footing to enhance the company’s overall success. Thus, Bartlett and Ghoshal fail to recognize the relevance of knowledge creation and transfer in order to reach the other two strategic alternatives. In their model, there is no evidence suggesting that a company-wide learning and knowledge sharing is inevitably necessary to promote the other two strategic objectives. For example, without a company-wide understanding of the production processes, it will hardly be possible to gain scale efficiencies. In addition, without a shared knowledge about the existing organizational routines, quality standards, and the requirements of the clients or the markets, factor cost differentials can not be capitalized and the access to scarce resources cannot be ensured. 

Thus, we can say that the transnational model in fact emphasizes the importance of worldwide learning and innovations and therefore the significance of an efficient inter-unit knowledge transfer. But it fails to reveal the importance of a successful knowledge transfer in order to achieve global scale efficiencies and local responsiveness simultaneously. Thus, worldwide learning fulfills two functions. On the one hand, it has to be regarded as one of the three strategic objectives the companies aims to achieve. On the other hand, it represents the basis to realize the other two strategies. Furthermore, no articulate explanation of how to create and to exchange knowledge throughout the network can be found in the model. 

Embedding a Constructivist View on Knowledge in the Integrated Network

Still the question remains, what is the advantage of analyzing the knowledge transfer process in a transnational company from a constructivist perspective? The understanding of knowledge as repertoire of ideas and action patterns has a tremendous influence on management practice in general and especially on the knowledge transfer process. According to social constructivism, today’s management has to sweep off the adoption of organizational theories with universal validity or even the assumption that a clear differentiation between right or wrong is possible. Instead, managers have to be aware that every individual’s value and every action have to be reflected in relation to their viability. Hence, feedback loops become increasingly important (Bardmann, 1994). The structure of Bartlett and Ghoshal´s integrated network responds well to these requirements. 

Because of the dispersion of assets on a worldwide bases as well as of the specialization of local units, this structure provides the transnational company with a large number of different perceptions and constructions of reality. Caused by the fact that all participants of the network are interdependent, all constructions of reality are regarded as equally vital and thus, viable to the company’s overall success. Based on this variety of reality perceptions, the transnational company is able to develop a lot of different, suitable and thus viable solutions to specific problems. Consequently, the management cannot any longer rely on the “one best way” to solve a problem. Instead, to enable the subsidiaries to develop a variety of different viable solutions and action patterns, the management has to enhance a continuous collaboration and cooperation of all local units in a first step. To diffuse the locally developed solutions throughout the company, in a second step, an efficient inter-unit knowledge transfer becomes increasingly important. 

These inter-unit knowledge transfers can be facilitated through communication networks comprising all local subsidiaries. To form such communication networks, the company has to fulfil two conditions. On the one hand, the local subsidiaries have to be able to react autonomously. On the other hand, the inter-unit knowledge transfer process has to be transparent to all participating subsidiaries. Only if the local units can work autonomously under the constraints of their specific construction of the reality, they are able to unfold their full creativity to develop new processes or solutions. These new ideas in turn, can only be transferred throughout the whole network if every participating unit has an exact understanding of how the knowledge transfer process actually takes place and how it can be initiated.

The structure of the integrated network supports the autonomy of the single units. Because of the dispersed assets and the specialized local units, the subsidiaries are able to react spontaneously to changes in their individual environment. The autonomy of the local subsidiaries is further strengthened by the fact that the role of the headquarters is shifted from being a central, strategic leader to an administrative position. Many authors highlight that the subsidiary’s local autonomy and disposition of resources in fact facilitates the creation and diffusion of knowledge and innovation. But these functions impede the adoption of knowledge and innovation created somewhere else in the network (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1988). However, the fact that the relationship not only between the headquarters and the subsidiaries but also between the local units themselves is interdependent, fosters the creation of communication networks comprising all local subsidiaries and thus facilitates the transfer of knowledge throughout the company. 

All in all a constructivist perspective leads to a non-traditional understanding of the knowledge transfer process. As constructivism focuses on the cognizing agent, the individual, it offers in-depth insights of the complex social procedures underlying the process of how single individuals gain and transfer their knowledge. Understanding these procedures raises our awareness of the three steps individuals have to take to exchange their knowledge. For organizational units to be able to take the three aforementioned steps, the transnational company has to form shared corporate contexts in which inter-firm linkages are institutionalized. In the following, we are going to build the bridge between the individual and the organizational level by elaborating on how the integrated network structure enables the participating subsidiaries to take the three aforementioned steps of an efficient inter-unit knowledge transfer. 

Organizational Context of an Efficient Knowledge Transfer


Socialization Process and the Integrated Network

On the individual level, the socialization process determines the creation of individual knowledge by acting as a filter to select the relevant information out of the mass of external stimuli the individual is exposed to. Socialization shapes the way, an individual assigns meaning to the pieces of information. Referring to the constructivist understanding of knowledge, socialization determines the process of how an individual develops his or her repertoire of ideas and action patterns and thus the individual’s perception of the environment and the reality.

On the organizational level, the structure of the integrated network supports the socialization process of the local subsidiaries. As the local units are dispersed on a worldwide basis, the network has access to a wider pool of increasingly scarce technological and managerial resources. Thus, the company as a whole is exposed to a large number of external stimuli to choose/ select from and to construct the reality. As every local unit builds its individual reality, the transnational company is able to create a manifold repertoire of ideas and action patterns consisting of the local units´ individual knowledge. These manifold repertoires of reality constructions, meaning assignments, and action patterns in turn enable the company to develop a variety of viable innovations and problem solutions. Researchers on the inter-unit transfer of organizational practices and knowledge consider the misfit of innovations developed abroad and then transferred across borders with the receiving subsidiary’s specific environment as main impediment of an efficient knowledge transfer. (Kostova, 1999). As the integrated network structure allows the development of innovations with regard to the repertoires of meaning ascription, action patterns, and reality constructions of specific organizational units, it contributes to decrease this impediment.

The specialization of certain units also fosters the process of creating and transforming knowledge. As the specialized subsidiaries focus on a single research topic, their repertoire of meaning assignments and action patterns are very elaborated in their area of investigation. By this, the specialized units are better able to sense and to select the relevant environmental stimuli necessary to expand their individual knowledge by developing new viable action patterns and meaning assignments. By doing so, the specialized units are enabled to develop innovative procedures.

The interdependence of the local subsidiaries and the headquarters fosters the transformation of the newly developed individual knowledge to collective knowledge. In addition, as the headquarters role is shifted from a leading position to an administrative one, the equality of all network partners is ensured. Being regarded as equally important partners, the local units are more likely to accept different reality constructions and to adopt innovations developed in other parts of the network. In this way, the transnational company gains the flexibility to react rapidly to changes in the environment without changing the complete identity of the whole network.

Communication and the Integrated Network

On the individual level, the aim of communication from a constructivist perspective consists of transmitting all four sides of the message between the communicating individuals. The sender aims at pertubating or irritating the receiver in a way that he or she reacts as the sender intended.

On the organizational level the specialization of certain units has an important influence on the accurate transfer of a message throughout the whole company and thus the transformation of knowledge. As these units focus on a single research topic, they possess a wide and elaborated repertoire of meaning ascriptions and action patterns referring to their specific area of investigation. Thus, they are able to explain the message’s aspects of meaning and the related aspect of appeal in a variety of different ways. This in turn increases the chance that one of these possible ways of explanation may fit with the specific pattern of meaning construction of the receiving local unit. Thereby, the knowledge about the message’s aspect of meaning and of appeal becomes collective.

The specialization of units also positively influences the message’s aspect of self-reveal. Having developed the innovations by relying on knowledge based on extensive research, the research centers are more likely to be convinced about the advantages, the innovation will produce. As mentioned before, a positive mental attitude of the sender towards the innovation to be transmitted facilitates the adoption of the innovation by the receiver. Additionally, the fact that the specialized units are considered as experts in their research topic, positively influences the message’s aspect of self-reveal. Previous work on the transfer of organizational practices across units is consistent with the view that confidence and trust between the units facilitates the interchange of knowledge between organizational units. (Kostova and Roth, 2002; Tsai and Ghoshal, 1998; Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998; Szulanski, 1996). 

In an organizational environment of cross-unit integrative processes, the message’s aspects of relation contributes to turn the individually held knowledge about locally developed innovation into collective knowledge. Linking the local units through interdependent relationships on the one hand and changing the headquarters’ role from being a strategic leader to fulfilling an administrative position on the other hand, the knowledge transformation process can be enhanced.  As the local units are regarded as strategic partners whose outputs are equally important to the company’s overall success, they are more likely to adopt practices and innovations created somewhere else in the network. Furthermore, as the network partners consider the specialized research centers as experts in their research fields, they are more likely to accept and to adopt the innovation in a collective way. 

Finally, the dispersion of assets, offers the access to an international pool of increasingly scarce technological and managerial resources and thus represents another source of expertise of the transnational company. Possessing expertise knowledge, these technological or managerial resources are able to initiate the knowledge transformation process. 

Intersubjectivity, Consensual Areas and the Integrated Network

On the individual level, the term intersubjectivity stresses the fact, that individuals are able to perceive other persons as individuals and to create a communicative relationship with them. In the scope of this communicative relationship, the participating individuals are able to sew their repertoires of meaning constitution and action patterns. Thus, collective knowledge can be created. To transfer this knowledge accurately, consensual areas, considered as areas of overlapping meaning constructions are necessary. 

On the organizational level, as the contribution of all locally dispersed units are regarded as equally vital to the company’s overall success, the single subsidiaries are more likely to perceive each other as strategic partners. Thus, they create communicative relationships with each other and try to sew their individual ways of meaning assignment to exchange their individual knowledge throughout the network.

But, the dispersion of the local units leads to varying, sometimes even contrasting, locally influenced reality and knowledge constructions of each subsidiary which of course hampers the harmonization of the individual patterns of meaning constructions. However, the integrated network structure possesses  an “in-build mechanism” to compensate the negative consequences caused by the dispersion of units. The fact that formalized, direct interactions between the locally dispersed subsidiaries are explicitly incorporated in the model in the form of the interdependent linkages, supports the harmonization of the locally influenced patterns of meaning assignment. Being interlinked in such a tied and formalized way, the local units have to interact very frequently to be able to contribute to the network’s overall success. These frequent interactions in turn, enable the local units to sew their individual frameworks of meaning constitution and action patterns. In other words, the local subsidiaries create a certain language allowing them to exchange their individual knowledge and thus to create collective knowledge. These areas of common language represent consensual areas. Being integrated in the same consensual area, enables the local units to exchange their individual knowledge and transform it into collective knowledge. 


The cross-unit integrative process of the local subsidiaries also assures the formalized inclusion of the specialized research centers. Participating in a consensual area, the specialized unit is able to exchange its individual knowledge about its specific research topic with the other subsidiaries. In this way, it can also be transformed into collective knowledge. Additionally, the local subsidiaries using the specialized knowledge or adopting an innovation springing from that knowledge are able to report their experiences or problems directly to the specialized units. By this, further innovations can be initiated.


All in all, the structure of the integrated network supports very well the knowledge transfer process from a constructivist perspective. But the model of the integrated network can only unfold its full potential if the management and all organizational members break with their traditional roles. This strong culture of empowerment requires operating-level managers to evolve from their role as front-line implementers to become innovative entrepreneurs, senior-managers have to redefine their task from being administrative controllers to developmental coaches, and top-level executives have to see themselves as organizational leaders rather than as strategic architects (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1997).

Conclusion

Bartlett and Ghoshal acknowledge the importance of an efficient inter-unit knowledge transfer for the success of a multinational corporation by regarding worldwide learning as one of the three strategic aims companies nowadays have to pursue. But in our opinion worldwide learning has a superior relevance as it serves as basis to achieve the other two strategic objectives of local responsiveness and global scale efficiency. Additionally, Bartlett and Ghoshal do not explain precisely how the participating network partners achieve the exchange of their knowledge. We try to fill this gap by analyzing knowledge from a constructivist perspective. Thus, knowledge can be defined as repertoire of ideas and action patterns having enabled an individual to act adequately in his or her experimental environment. Defining knowledge this way, no judgment about knowledge in terms of being better or worse can be made. As long as it proves to be viable, every different type of knowledge has to be regarded as equally valid. This leads to important insights about how to foster the transfer of knowledge. 

To be able to analyze this phenomenon we explained the knowledge transfer process on the individual level, consisting of socialization, communication and lastly intersubjectivity and consensual areas. These three steps correspond with three phases of the transformation process of individual knowledge into collective knowledge on the organizational level. Additionally, we explained how the structure of Bartlett and Ghoshal´s concept of the transnational company provides the adequate organizational context to initiate an efficient knowledge transformation process. We explainedshowed, how the integrated network structure consisting of dispersed assets, specialized units, and interdependent relationships between the local subsidiaries contributes to fulfill the requirements of the constructivist knowledge transfer process.

All in all, this paper reveals that the assumption of a constructivist perspective enables us to develop an integrative model to initiate and support the knowledge transfer process between the organizational units of the integrated network. We call this model integrative, as it encloses the necessary prerequisites and conditions on the one hand and the adequate context on the other hand.
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Figures

Figure 1:

The Knowledge Transfer Process from a Constructivist Perspective
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Figure 2:

The Constructivist Communication Model by Schulz von Thun
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Source: Schulz von Thun. 1998, 30.

Figure 3:

The Interdepencencies between the three steps of Knowledge Transfer and the four Aspects of the Message
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Figure 4: 

The Integrated Network Structure
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Source: Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1998, 102.






































































� Clues to the understanding of knowledge as an individually constructed concept and its consequences for the inter-unit knowledge transfer can already be found in the literature to tacit knowledge (Simon, 1999; Nonaka, 1994; Polanyi 1966). Although tacit knowledge plays an important role in the cross-border knowledge transfer, we will not concentrate on this aspect here.





2 Literature research has identified two distinct dimensions of knowledge: tacit vs. explicit and individually-carried vs. group-embedded (Spender, 1996; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Kogut and Zander, 1992). In this research we will follow Spender, defining collective knowledge as both tacit and embedded in intra-company groups and routines.








