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LANGUAGE ISSUES IN CROSS-BORDER STRATEGIC ALLIANCES:  AN INVESTIGATION OF TECHNOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE TRANSFERS

Abstract 

Rewrite from a language perspective: This paper considers the role of language in technological knowledge transfers. Technology is seen to be the driver of innovation and economic growth, as a result we see multinational companies accessing and exploiting technological capabilities across the globe becoming ‘knowing organizations’ in the process. However, even as knowing organizations, MNE’s operate with limited resources and use cross-border networks of partnerships to get access to a broader range of knowledge than they could generate in isolation. Global inter-institutional and inter-organizational knowledge exchanges take place as a result. Yet, with respect to technology transfer and diffusion debates centre on the relationship between the relatively easily transferred, explicit, codified information (know-what) and the more context specific (culturally, organizationally, temporally), tacit (know-how) elements. The codified element is perceived to be easy to transfer; engineers even with different cultural backgrounds share a common professional language. However, given that little information is entirely codifiable and that tacit and explicit information are complements, cultural considerations of transfer difficulties are likely to pervade the codified elements as much as the tacit ones. Thus, we question the perception that technology is relatively easy to transfer, by considering the role of language in this context and drawing upon our interview findings with Finnish managers and engineers involved in the strategic alliance between KONE (Finland) and Toshiba-TELC (Japan). 

Introduction

The transfer of technological knowledge is often regarded as the driver of innovation and economic growth among countries and firms. In this context, multinational corporations (MNCs) frequently operate as the prime vehicle for cross-border exploration and exploitation of technological capabilities (Kuemmerle, 1997). One of the very advantages of multinationality is access to pools of knowledge wherever they reside in the world. Prior research suggests that a unified corporate culture and shared context within an MNC leads to easier and fuller technological transfers between subsidiary units than transfers between two independent enterprises (Kogut & Zander, 1993). 

While knowledge transfers, and technology transfers in particular, have been on the research agenda of international business for a considerable period of time, they have  been subjected to theoretical problematisation fairly recently. Researchers have started to look into, for example barriers to knowledge transfers and conceptualised the activity as a complex process (Szulanski X). Much of this discussion has centred around organisational rather than individual barriers because it is often assumed that engineers share a common scientific or engineering training and thus are able to communicate through a shared professional language even when coming from different cultural backgrounds (De Meyer & Mizushima, 1989).

In this paper, we aim at further problematising technological transfer processes. We argue that communication is an essential part of transferring technological knowledge and introduce language both as an organisational and an individual barrier. As (Ulijn et al., 1995, pg. 31) state, “linguistic competence plays a major role in even highly technical communications”. We draw on a case study of a cross-border strategic alliance between KONE – a Finnish elevators and escalators manufacturer and TELC (Toshiba Elevators and Building Systems Corporation) – formerly a strategic business unit of Toshiba which now exists as a spinout company in Japan
. We attempt to increase our understanding of language issues by investigating them in a setting of inter-company transfer, a strategic alliance between two companies from different countries. In this way, we eliminate the potential mitigating effect of a shared corporate culture and values on the language barrier. Given the limited amount of prior research in this field, the role of the case study is to produce theoretical insights and ultimately contribute to theory development. 

This research is significant because scholars have largely neglected language issues in international business (Marschan et al., 1997). Some discourse on the socio-economic political implications of multilingualism has been recognised by governments and supra-national institutions,
 but within the context of the firm, beyond the attention given to the very practical issue of language training programmes for staff prior to extended overseas assignments (Voght & Schaub, 1991), only periodic interest has arisen in the last 20 years or so, although it is gathering momentum. Attention to the issue has been taken up mostly by scholars outside the US (Hofstede, 1980; Holden, 1989; Terpstra et al., 1991; (Marschan, Welch, & Welch, 1997); Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999a, 1999b; Yoshihara, 2000; Kassis, 2001; Feely et al., 2002, 2003; Barner-Rasmussen, 2003a, 2003b; Barner-Rasmussen et al., 2003). One reason for this might be that the study of international business developed in the American context and the predominant use of English by American corporations led to the inadvertent exclusion of language considerations within the study of multinationals. The cultural and linguistic diversity in Europe may have raised the profile of the role of languages in this region.

Literature Review

Organisational Communication

Second to the field of linguistics, the study of communications is one of the most obvious areas in which language is bound to have a role. Berlo, (1960) and Rogers and Agarwala-Rogers (1976) (from Moenaert et al., 2000) portray the communication process as a linear model where a source transmits information to a receiver through one or more channels. But communication is more than the mere transmission and acceptance of information. It is a conduit into which a sender must ‘insert’ appropriate words and from which the receiver must ‘extract’ the message (Ulijn & Strother, 1995). Moreover, for communication to be effective there must be “…an intent to share information…the information transmitted must have an effect on the receiver…For communication to be efficient, the intended effects must be obtained at the lowest cost possible...for information to be used, it must be perceived as relevant, novel, credible and comprehensible by the receiver” (Moenaert, et al., 2000, pg. 364). Much business communication deals with technical matters and, as such, is special purpose communication. It might also encompass non-technical communications to parties who have a lay background of the particular subject matter so the whole communication issue matters. Figure 2 shows Ulijn et al., (1995)’s Sender-Receiver Model of communication.

As Holden (1989, pg. 2) argues 

...the business scholar’s view of language and languages must first and foremost be pragmatic: that is to say that it must be concerned with the use of language in context. The scholar’s task must be to try and understand the purposes to which people as members of firms and organizations put language to achieve their objectives.

Ulijn & Strother, (1995) determine that communicative competence – encompassing insight and skill in the communication process, is needed too i.e. an appreciation of all the elements in the sender-receiver model above, not just the code element. Thus communicative competence requires sensitivity to the setting (the enterprise and its embeddedness in a particular culture); the topic (the specific information being transmitted); the message (the speech/script signals which are subject to physical perception); the channel (i.e. face-to face meetings, telephone conversation, fax, e-mail, report, memo, commercial media); the contact (the professional group or individual to whom the message is being sent) and the objective of the communication (to sell, to instruct, to give factual information). 

Figure 2: Sender-Receiver Model (Ulijn et al., 1995, pg. 24)
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In general, most (formal) communications require information to be formulated in a code. A language is formalized as a code that emerges as a result of repeated action in a language game. They emerge because they serve the purpose of some or all of the members of a group (Moldoveanu, 2002). In the scientific and technical communications between two international companies there may be several layers of codes employed simultaneously: axiomatizable codes, idiomatic codes and those that are not based on axiomatizable codes, such as company speak. 

Axiomatizable codes are codes based on generally acceptable principles. These codes include professional dialects in disciplines such as physics, mathematics and economics. They facilitate efficiency and reliability in intra-group communications – e.g. between scientists and engineers skilled in the art. Reliability means there are mutually predictable actions between the sender and receiver since the code eliminates the need for iterative speculation regarding the value and meaning of certain words. Efficiency means that information can be relatively easily intelligibly expressed using a particular code and enables rapid communication without loss of reliability (Moldoveanu, 2002). Hence, the perception that scientific and technical information can be easily transferred across organizations and national borders.

Idiomatic language (English, Finnish, Japanese, Danish etc.) is another form of code although even here, its use in general communications has been found to be distinct from that used in technical or scientific communication. For example, consider the following parallel statements as they would be expressed in the English language (Ulijn & Strother, 1995, pg. 105-6):

This is how a process would be described in written communications to a manager, operations personnel or layperson:

The user must replace current devices with optical data disks at a high system level. The programmer must develop considerably more software to take advantage of these promising device characteristics.

Compare this with how the same process would be described in written communications between two engineers:

Replacement of current devices with optical data disks at a higher system level is required; this implies considerable software development to take advantage of these promising device characteristics.

Finally, some professional dialects are not based on axiomatizable codes e.g. strategic management, organization studies, cultural studies etc. These have a tendency to breakup into intra-disciplinary ‘sects’ because they are not easily reducible to a set of non-contradictory (logically compatible) axioms. They are codes that are individualized to  ‘tribes’ of people that are using them and so the transfer of codes to outsiders of the group is not easy to accomplish (Moldoveanu, 2002). We might for our current study, call these organizational codes and company speak.

Hence, code mastery in specialised technical communications is distinct from that required for everyday language use and may be further complicated by its combination in use with company speak. However, code mastery or linguistic competence in itself is not enough to ensure that communication is effective even if the engineers or technicians are using the scientific register of passive voice. 

Whilst it would be ideal for all individuals working in a cross-border context to possess communicative competence, the chances of this are unlikely. Farace, Monge, & Russell (1977) have identified three types of communicative roles in networks of organizations, which may be employed specifically for the purposes of communicative competence: (1) the bridge – a node in a network whose function it is to coordinate the activities of the two groups. The bridge is a member of a group who also links to another group, providing a path for information to flow between groups.  (2) The liaison is a node that is not a member of either group, but which links groups together. They may be superior to bridges as mediators in situations of conflict as their affiliation to either group is neutral. (3) An isolate, which is not a participant in the groups and which we will not consider further here. These communicative roles are applicable in the case of MNC subsidiary management whereby expatriate managers may be sent on overseas assignments in foreign subsidiaries to act as a bridge between HQ strategy and local operations in the host nation or where a third country trouble-shooter may act as a liaison to assist in mediation between parents and local subsidiary activity.

Chikudate (1995) has also raised the role of a ‘liaison’ as an independent/neutral individual who coordinates between expatriate groups and local employees within foreign branch units of MNCs. It may be that it is sufficient for this single person to possess communicative competence because the liaison acts as a cultural interpreter in three ways: (1) as equivocal communicator – interpreter of the operational work of the organization, (2) as conflict mediator – to recognise that the two parties are interpreting situations within different experientially formulated frames of reference and to explain the differences and reasons for them to both parties, and (3) as cultural guide
 for expatriate managers to engage in acculturation. 

At whatever level we consider the role of a bridge/liaison, what is important is that communications must take note not only of language, but also context, in which culture obviously plays a significant role.

Culture

Terpstra and Davis (1991, pg. 35) argue: “the multiplicity of languages and the parallel diversity of cultures in the world economy have a constraining influence on the operations of international business”.  Indeed, there have been a good many studies on the role and impact of culture on international business (Hofstede, 1980, Terpstra & David, 1991; Trompenaars, 1993). However, such studies tend to bundle language within the broad concept of ‘culture’. However, whilst it is clear that language and culture are closely related, there is no clear one-to-one correspondence between language and culture (Ulijn & Strother, 1995) - see Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Geographical Areas, Cultures and Languages 
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Source: (Ulijn & Strother, 1995, pg.82)
We feel that language has received limited scholarly attention as a separate variable and attempt to redress the balance here, although later we will show that studies of language can probably never be truly separated from culture even though it should not be treated as ‘just part of’ culture either.

Having said that language as a separate variable has been largely subsumed into studies of culture more broadly, there has in fact been some attention paid to the implications of language in a wide range of international activities. However, this has been rather disparate and fragmented. For example, language and its influence on foreign trade flows (Melitz, 2002); languages’ influence on stockholdings and trade (Grinblatt & Keloharju, 2001); language and the diffusion of science (Ulijn & Strother, 1995)
; language and the biased measurement of national science bases (Van Leeuwen, et al., 2001) ; language training in SMEs (Mascia, 2001); the growing foreign language demands on companies in early stages of internationalisation (Crick, 1999); the potential influence of language on cross-cultural business negotiations (Stoever, 1979; James, 1992); the potential detrimental consequences for the development of close customer-supplier relationships by failing to consider the requirements of customer language (Turnbull & Cunningham, 1981). More commonly, the impact of poor language usage has been humorously discussed in international marketing (Ricks, 1983) and given the new digital economy, in research on internet and web-based marketing (Enschenbach & Schewe, 2001).

There are also a limited number of literatures that relate more specifically to the role of language in the management cross-border activities. For example, Marschan-Piekkari, et al., (1999a, 1999b) have investigated how, in mature stages of internationalisation, the top management of multinational corporations need to develop strategies to deal with language diversity of multilingual subsidiary staff in order to enhance internal control, co-ordination and communication. Marschan, et al., (1997) and Kassis (2001) have both considered the use of an official designated company language (most frequently English – even in French or German companies) as one remedial strategy to the language barrier. Feely & Harzing, (2002, 2003) have undertaken efforts to identify and operationalize the drivers underpinning the language barrier although as yet, empirical research using these operators is yet to be published and Barner-Rasmussen’s thesis (2003b) has developed two papers (2003a, 2003, with Bjorkman) relating to intra-MNE language issues and its role as an antecedent in the creation of internal social capital. 

Language and culture are obviously closely intertwined. When discussing culture in international business studies, the most influential research is undoubtedly Geert Hofstede’s (1980) Culture’s Consequences. However, as most IB scholars point out, the major weakness of this work is its context in a single company. Moreover, this work does not consider language explicitly (Feely & Harzing, 2002). In comparison, Trompenaars’ work (1993) considers both national and corporate culture alongside one another and although his consideration of neutrality and affectivity potentially gives us scope to consider the role of non-verbal communication – e.g. body language in the show of emotions, he does not comment specifically on the role of verbalised or written language. Thus, these obvious culture-focused works have little to contribute to the role of language in our current paper.

One work that does consider the role of language within different cultural contexts specifically is that by Mary Yoko Brannen (2003, Forthcoming) on the Walt Disney Company. By looking at how language produces meaning (semiotics) and the processes of by which a firm’s assets take on new meaning in distinct cultural environments (recontextualization), she considers the role of semantic-fit in the success or lack-thereof, of internationalisation. Brannen adopts the position of Searle (1979, from Brannen, 2003 p.11) that language is a signifying system and is simultaneously ‘the vehicle of transfer of the transferor as well as the vehicle of sense-making of the transferee’. The second half of this quote is particularly crucial as Brannen demonstrates. The Walt Disney Company has experienced both the successful transfer of its practices to Japan and their unsuccessful transfer (initially) to France. This was despite the fact that the vehicle of the transferor was essentially the same in both cases. Indeed, it is unlikely that the signals Disney sent to France were very different to those they sent to Japan, given their success there. Indeed, the learning process Disney may have undergone in their Japanese experiences should have made the probability of success in France even greater, except that they failed to account for the need to accommodate the recontextualization process. In this way Brannen highlights the importance of recontextualization in semiotic flows.

Whilst Brannen allows for the possibility that rules developed at home may be applied to a new setting most often, she believes a balance is to be struck in the degree to which the transferor should adapt to the new context but can only be done in situ or ex post. Moreover, she emphasises that semantic fit must be continually or at least regularly monitored because semiosis is dynamic - ‘as the firm offerings are implemented and then interacted with in the new user environments they continue to undergo recontextualization’ (op. cit, p.36). Furthermore, cultures themselves evolve so the context in which recontextualization takes place changes, necessitating evolution in the latter.

This notion of recontextualization can also be applied beyond the concept of culture as fundamentally grounded in national contexts. Culture and sub-cultures emerge from organizational practices at the level of companies, subsidiaries and even individual teams. As such, a perspective related to culture that we feel is appropriate to consider in the current study is that of ‘communities of practice’
- places where people work together in tightly knit groups (Seely Brown & Duguid, 1991, 1998). This perspective evolves from ethnographic studies of workplace practices and so potentially encompasses cultural considerations in both their national and organizational settings. Moreover, Seely Brown et al., (1991) demonstrate that significant learning and innovation is generated in the informal communities-of-practice in which people work. This is particularly appropriate for our study given that we are interested in technology transfer and the potential innovative outcomes that might arise.

Seely Brown et al., (1991) cite Bourdieu (1973) and his distinction between modus operandi – the way a task looks to some who is engaged with it at that moment of time and opus operatum  - the way the same task looks to someone once they have completed it and have the benefit of hindsight and ex post rationalisation. They use this to build their notions of canonical practice - that described by an organization normally in the form of “directive” documentation like a user manual; and noncanonical practices – the actual practices used by an organization’s members, including “work arounds” which deviate from what is stated in the official practices described in directive documentation.

The canonical practice acts as a single predetermined route with no alternatives. It is an abstraction or ‘hygienic’ distillation of the processes engaged in by the original community. However, for a second organizational community, this directed route does not make allowances for the different organizational context into which this directive is being applied. The outcome the directive aims for may in fact be more difficult to achieve and perversely demand more improvisational skills. These in turn may lead to innovative solutions. 

In the process of using improvisation, groups of individuals will learn. Seely Brown et al., (1991) are critical of the perspective that sees learning as the transmission of explicit, abstract knowledge from the head of one person to another irrespective of the context in which the knowledge evolved and where it will be used. They emphasise the importance of social construction. Given this perspective, it is less easy to accept the common belief that technology is easy to transfer from one setting to another, even if it is largely codified and based on axiomatizable codes. Canonical practices are hard to learn and are equally hard to change yet the actual behaviours of communities-of-practice are constantly changing. Thus, canonical practices will evolve as they move from one setting to another and such a process of development is inherently innovative. Moreover, Seely Brown and Duguid follow Daft and Weick (1984) in their view of the community (as opposed to individual inventor) as the central unit of analysis for understanding innovating practice. Such communities exist as much in the enacting (recipient) organization as they do in the original discovering (sending) organization. This is very much in line with Nelson and Winter’s evolutionary economics perspective (1982) who see learning and innovating routines as embedded in groups and teams.

If we place these perspectives more specifically into our current context, the fact that TELC (as the enacting or recipient organization) may have contracted to obtain access to KONE’s (the discovering or sending organization) patents via licensing agreements – a codified means of capturing technological information - means that they have access to KONE’s canonical practices. However, the context in which KONE developed the patented technology was very specific to their needs on that particular project at a specific place in time. Now that TELC is using the technology in a different context (country, building architecture, legal requirements on safety etc), these canonical practices documented in the patent and any installation manuals, may not be sufficient for TELC to install the technology fully. They do not have access to the tacit knowledge that accompanied the development of the technology in the first place. TELC will have to develop their own non-canonical practices either with assistance from KONE engineers, or under their own initiative with their own interpretive skills.  This will require a recontextualization of the canonical practices and codified information and may generate incremental innovations and learning experiences for TELC in the process. 

In combination, the above discussions illustrate why language is always bundled within more general discourse on culture and communication. It is inherently tied to both these factors and to uncouple it completely may be a futile objective and indeed an undesirable one. Nevertheless, a shift in emphasis to put the onus on language as the focus is possible and desirable to enhance our understanding about the creation, sustenance or breakdown of cross-border relationships in this case, a relationship associated with the important issue of technology transfer.

Technology and Technological Transfers

As stated in our introduction, much has been made of the role technology plays in the current competitive environment. Increasingly we see firms behaving collaboratively in technological endeavours as R&D expenditures for increasingly sophisticated technological developments rise, although the use to which they put this technology might be differentiated and lead to competitive behaviour in the product market – a phenomenon labelled ‘co-opetition’ (Brandenburger, et al., 1996). But what do we mean by technology? 

Discussions that define technology distinctly from science (Archibugi, 1992) see technology as the application of science for commercial ends. Technology is embodied within both inventions and innovations, where a distinction can be made on the basis of the commercial impact innovations have compared to inventions (Pavitt, 1988, Schumpeter, 1943). The technology in these inventions or innovations may ultimately be embodied within products and processes. Thus when referring to technology in the current research context, we mean that embodied within established products and processes, and the documents that accompany them (e.g. patents, blueprints, manuals etc.) as well as that embodied in any subsequent innovations. Technological transfers are known to occur both within and between firms and indeed between firms and other institutions (e.g. universities, research organizations etc.) and is perhaps considered to be relatively easy to conduct precisely because a great deal of technology is embodied within physical products and processes, and so can be transported across national boundaries, plus the language used is based on axiomatizable codes
. However, the technological knowledge per se that accompanies the physical artefacts embodying technology is harder to transfer. Hence, whilst access to technology is necessary, it is insufficient for competitive strength. As important as access to new technologies, is the ability to utilize them strategically and sometimes this is made difficult by a range of potential barriers to technological transfers. We outline the main ones below. 

Given the current technological environment most firms might be identified as multi-technological – ‘multi-tech’ (Granstrand, et al., 1997). Such firms do not use technologies in isolation, but generally within systems of some sort. Either a new component has to be integrated into a physical system – e.g. the semiconductor onto an electronic circuit board containing resistors, memory chips etc. - or the process technology has to be integrated into the wider production system. The recipient party must therefore possess the ‘absorptive capacity’ (Cohen & Levinthal, 1989, 1990) and combinative capabilities to recognise how the technologies being transferred will integrate with others. 

Moving towards organizational barriers, resistance to technology transfers might arise for several reasons. Within the MNE the existence of a ‘corporate immune system’ (Birkinshaw & Ridderstrale, 1999) and the ‘not invented here’ (NIH) syndrome suggest that one part of the organization believes it possesses a monopoly of knowledge in its field. This leads it to reject new, unknown ideas presented by outsiders (Katz & Allen, 1982). In our case, this is unlikely to be problematic if the initial motivation for the alliance was, at least partially, to gain access to technology from another firm. On the other hand, although the alliance may have been set-up in part for the purpose of transferring technology, on the donating firm’s side, there may be few incentives for it to act as a ‘giver of new knowledge’ if it feels that it is not receiving equivalent benefits or remuneration in return.  
We would also like to raise the issue of language as an additional potential barrier to technological transfer. This stems from the recognition that technological knowledge consists of two elements – codified information (know- that) and tacit knowledge (know-how). Codified information might be formalised in instruction manuals, or patents or be factual information articulated orally from one person to another. Here, the form of codification is important. International symbols for power sources, resistors, chemical compounds may facilitate technological transfers. Similarly, the Latin names given to biological species etc., allow experts from within the same field (or at least someone with the relevant scientific/engineering training) to communicate limited amounts of knowledge in the codified form of diagrams and blueprints (axiomatizable codes). Also, most products embodying technology require some sort of manual to inform the recipient how to set up and operate the artefact and the discussion above on idiomatic codes suggests that these will be conveyed in a scientific register. 

To utilise codified information effectively however, requires know-how. It is rare that technologies in the modern age are so simple that they can be transferred without being accompanied by the requisite tacit element. This tacit knowledge can be applied to the individual as well as sub-unit or firm level. It is highly contextually, and experientially, specific, generally gained through group learning experiences (interactions between individuals) and makes technological transfer between groups imperfect. Because the tacit elements arise though group experiences, this means that technology is intrinsically linked with organizational issues.  

In the case of tacit knowledge, technological transfer is necessarily imperfect and much of it is exchanged through interpersonal interaction. For this reason, many MNCs send trouble- shooters on short foreign postings to solve technical problems on the spot in foreign subsidiaries or in partner firms. However, assembling international teams of highly qualified engineers, for example, rests on the assumption that the members of these teams can communicate effectively with one another. On the one hand, “international” symbols and the “technical and scientific language” aspects of the work will facilitate their interaction. On the other hand, the national languages they speak to each other in and any forms of company speak may impede it. 

At the same time, not all technical communications are directly between engineers. They may take place between the engineers and operations personnel. As a result, less formal technical language may be used which is not based on axiomatizable codes leaving much scope for interpretation by the recipient in his/her own context. (Moenaert, et al., 2000) examine product innovation in international teams and finds that especially with new products, the process of knowledge codification is impeded:

Firstly, the various participating units and functions tend to develop an idiosyncratic language, subculture and way of exploring and analysing the environment…Secondly, the results of R&D activities are inherently difficult to codify and thirdly international differences in language, culture and context, provide another impediment to codification. Even where translation is feasible, language and related cultural idiosyncrasies may lead to unexpected interpretations (op. cit. pg. 365). 

Indeed (Moldoveanu, 2002) suggests that codes can even be used to promote secrecy among a constituency of incumbents and increase the barrier to entry of outsiders.

To sum up, by weaving together socio-, psycholinguistics, communications, culture and technology and innovation studies, we feel there are strong grounds to look at the role of language more specifically than any one of these areas does currently. Yet, they all provide us with some theoretical foundations upon which to build our case-based study. At the same time there is a strong commonality between all four literatures that emphasizes the need for attention to be paid the use of language in context. This is what we have tried to do in our employment of an inductive approach.

Methodology
As mentioned previously, our research question centres on the role of language in technology transfers. We chose a qualitative case study in order to better understand the interplay between language and technology transfers. Existing literature on this issue was too scant to form a basis for formulating and testing hypotheses. As a research method, case studies are commonly used in international business studies (Andersen Houman & Skaates, 2004, forthcoming, Ghauri, 2004, forthcoming). 

We selected the strategic alliance between KONE and Toshiba-TELC for two main reasons. Firstly, both partners represent relatively minor and very different languages, Finnish and Japanese. Furthermore, it was known that KONE employs English as its corporate language (Marschan, et al., 1997) and is also the official language of the strategic alliance. In such a multilingual setting a number of communication challenges were likely to emerge. 

Secondly, over time, the knowledge transfer has evolved from being one-way to two-way, shifting through several stages: marketing and servicing a single product, to licensing the technology, to joint product development and finally to cross-share holding. The increasing intensity of communication and closeness of the relationship offers the potential to study the role of language in technology transfers, in-depth. 

MOVED: We chose this inter-organizational setting because the native language of each company is not widely spoken globally and so the situation potentially provided the prospect of rich and complex language issues (problems and solutions). We also hoped the language issues could be more distinctly identified given that there is no deliberate shared corporate historical evolution, strategy, values and beliefs which lead to shared corporate culture as might be the case in intra-MNEs settings as investigated previously by (Marschan et al., 1997

 ADDIN ENRfu 
; Marschan-Piekkari et al., 

 ADDIN ENRfu 
1999a, 1999b; Kassis, 2001; Feely et al., 2002, 2003). 

To date, we have conducted six qualitative, personal interviews with Finnish technical and managerial personnel located in Finland who have been involved in the setting-up and operation of this alliance. We will conduct similar interviews in Japan both with KONE Japan, the local subsidiary and TELC, the business unit of Toshiba. Fortunately, given the relative youth of this alliance and its limited size (not more than 20 people), we hope to interview the population of personnel directly involved with the alliance (currently and historically, even if former employees) plus several others who play a supporting role. In addition, we have negotiated access to company documentation (e.g. technical and human resource) to balance and complement interview data. Moreover, during our fieldwork we will have the opportunity to observe behaviours of representatives of KONE Japan and TELC. 

While investigating the issue of language in technology transfers, we have been confronted with our own language competence and linguistic limitations. One of us is Finnish by nationality, an insider in the Finnish culture and obviously speaks Finnish fluently. The other one is British by nationality but of Chinese origin. Her mother tongue is English. Both of us are outsiders in the Japanese culture. After careful consideration, we conducted jointly the interviews with Finnish informants in English, the official language of the strategic alliance. Two of the interviews were carried out in Finnish by the Finnish researcher. All these interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. When using English, the Finnish interviewees seemed rather comfortable in the interview situation. However, as researchers being well aware of the language challenge ourselves, we encouraged them to switch to Finnish - their mother tongue - when necessary. In Japan, we will be faced with the language barrier as neither of us speaks Japanese. Indeed, the language issue is important to consider as part of the research design, as it affects to a significant extent the entire research cycle of a cross-cultural interview project from accessing potential interviewees to analysing, validating and using interview data.  

The Case of KONE-Toshiba (TELC) Strategic Alliance 

Formation of the strategic alliance

On KONE’s side competitive forces initiated the motivation to form a strategic alliance with Toshiba. KONE is the world's fourth largest elevator and escalator company with a 9% market share worldwide (company data). Despite its strong global position, KONE recognised that the world elevator and escalator market could not sustain the existing number of players in the industry. A process of consolidation was due reducing the number of viable firms from eight to four (company data). Compared to Asia, South America and Eastern Europe, KONE’s traditional markets at home and in Western Europe were mature offering only limited growth potential. In particular, the Japanese elevator and escalator market was one of the largest in the world, but difficult to enter. KONE’s global expansion had previously occurred via acquisitions but there were no viable acquisition targets in Japan; collaboration seemed to be the only potential solution. Toshiba was an attractive partner as it holds a 4% share of the global market and is no. 3 in Japan (KONE Annual Report, 2002, p.9). Additionally, Toshiba has a strong international reputation as a global supplier of electronic parts and equipment. 

For Toshiba, the impeding consolidation of the industry was less urgent given its high degree of diversification. The main attraction for Toshiba was gaining access to the latest technology that would give them a technological advantage in their local region. KONE had invented and patented the first machine-room-less elevator based on the MonoSpace technology in 1996. The concept did not require a machine-room making it very attractive to a market where space is a premium factor due to geographical conditions. The Tokyo Metro subway line ordered elevators based on this technology in 1997. While KONE and Toshiba cooperated on installation, Toshiba took responsibility for maintenance. In 1998, Toshiba was granted a license to market elevators based on the KONE MonoSpace concept in Japan. From Toshiba’s viewpoint, a contributing factor to forming the alliance was the length and nature of its relationship with KONE, dating back to 1982. Given the role of trust and relationship building in Japanese business practice, positive experiences gave Toshiba the confidence to forge a deeper, more committed relationship with KONE in 1998. Taken together, the KONE-Toshiba (TELC) alliance leads the field in global escalator sales and service and is well placed to compete for second position in the global elevator industry. The relationships between the alliance parties are represented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: KONE-Toshiba (TELC) alliance 

The circles represent the national domain and the ellipse, the strategic alliance itself. The rectangles are the main alliance partners and their respective subsidiary or business units. As Figure 2 shows, the strategic alliance encompasses a tri-lateral relationship (KONE Finland, KONE Japan and Toshiba-TELC). Our findings here represent only KONE Finland’s perceptions on the role of language in their experiences. These will need to be contrasted and compared against the perceptions of the other parties in due course. 

KONE Japan – the  communication bridge/liaison

In this tri-lateral relationship, KONE Japan deserves further attention. It is a wholly owned subsidiary employing ca. 10 people, most of whom are Japanese speaking Finns. Much of the communication between KONE Finland and Toshiba (TELC) was exchanged via KONE Japan acting as an intermediary. 

It is more or less agreed that the communication from Toshiba to KONE Finland, and from KONE Finland to Toshiba goes via KONE Japan. They keep track of all communication that is taking place. 

Given the language and cultural competence of the subsidiary staff, they play a very important role in the communication between the alliance partners. 

We have a very skilled group of young Finnish engineers and I guess a few of them have an M.Sc. in economics, who all speak Japanese. Most of them are married to a Japanese woman. Few of them have a Finnish wife but they have learned the Japanese language perfectly. These people have been instrumental in our activity. 

The role of KONE Japan was to coordinate the alliance in its daily business, to act as an inter-organizational bridge (Farace, Monge, & Russell, 1977)…

… In many meetings, the KONE Japan guys were the only ones who had some understanding about the top level negotiations… we needed to coordinate both parties so that they don’t do anything against the plans.

However, as one of our interviewee’s commented:

[KONE Japan was] representing the customer to [KONE] Finland. They have good relations with Toshiba… and we are the supply line of KONE [but] I get this feeling that, you know…they were kind of on Toshiba’s side.

This is surprising given the affiliation KONE Japan should have to its parent. However, it may be instructive here to consider the individuals employed at KONE Japan. In most cases, the employees of KONE Japan were recruited purposefully for their language skills and cultural understanding of Japan. Few were employees who had previous lengthy service with KONE Finland, or indeed any other KONE subsidiary. As a result, the individual employees may have been more neutral in their dealings between KONE Finland and TELC than we might have expected, acting more as liaisons than bridges (Farace, Monge, & Russell, 1977).

Language diversity within the alliance

In the context of the KONE-Toshiba (TELC) English was explicitly made the official language of the alliance. Since English is frequently used as the ‘lingua franca’ in cross-border communications it has almost become synonymous with the language of business. English is often said to be a common language that divides two nations – UK and USA. Where Americans might use the word  ‘elevator’ the British would use ‘lift’. Thus a world of Englishes appears to exist, indeed in our case study, a specific type of English was used:

Most of the engineers… use… kind of ‘Finglish’, what we call Finnish English. [It] has been used for a long time and kind of established [itself] inside KONE. [We talk] kind of ‘KONE English’ for these elevator related issues.

This specific way of using English was particularly challenging for native English speakers to understand. For example, the collaboration with Toshiba-TELC sometimes involved exchanges with the KONE subsidiary in the USA:  

On our side, the KONE side, there were people coming from different countries, Germany, a couple of guys from Finland, and then the Americans. It was sometimes difficult for the English speakers to understand our English. 

Bartlett & Johnson (1998) explain that the English used in international business is pidgin, with shared features irrespective of the speaker’s mother tongue. Non-natives easily understand this pidgin but it sometimes causes problems for native speakers of English. Our KONE interviews seem to confirm this. It also seems that the three codes identified by Moldoveanu (2002) (axiomatizable, idiomatic and non-axiomatizable) have been interwoven or fused in their use. Hence, the theoretically, easy transfer of scientific/engineering knowledge was compounded by company speak and a version of pidgin English.

Channels of technological knowledge transfers and the impact of language

Technological knowledge was transferred between KONE and Toshiba-TELC through various channels (Ulijn, et al., 1995) including written documentation, videoconferences, training, visits and staff transfers. Language had a varying impact on these modes.

Written documentation

A considerable share of knowledge transfer occurs through written documentation in the form of fairly finished documents written in English. The party from whom the document originated is largely responsible for the translation. However, the process can be tedious:

It’s quite a long way to translate from Finnish to English and then from English to Japanese.

Moreover, no specific resources are dedicated for translation services in this project. It is felt within KONE that the company-wide translation service of official documentation and publications is sufficient. This evidently works within limitations, because the specific documentation which is transferred between KONE and Toshiba (TELC), is not always necessarily that which is ‘official’ (e.g. of the nature of official maintenance manuals, spare parts catalogues etc.) There are many charts, tables, and supporting documents in the form of ad hoc project reports that are provided to Toshiba-TELC. These are not officially translated at the company-wide level because they are of limited interest to the rest of the company. For example, one of the engineers we interviewed, who was involved at the early stage of the alliance, said that one his key tasks was to convince KONE Finland about why certain data and information was needed. Some of this information was not part of the officially translated documentation and had been recorded during the product development phase back in Finland. Project managers had to go back to their own personal files to find the raw data.  

Despite their historically founded and deepening relationship, in the early days of the recent alliance there were high levels of suspicion and distrust towards Toshiba given the technological nature of the documentation. KONE also wanted to protect themselves against a ‘snowballing’ effect where the answer to one question leads to another question and demands for more and more information. Instead, information was revealed very gradually. We can therefore confirm the point raised in our literature discussion that there was an inter-organizational barrier to the transfer of technology despite the presence a long established relationship in which access to KONE’s technology was explicitly a primary motivation for TELC’s partnership. In fact, it was felt in the early days of the alliance that there was too much one-way flow of information from KONE to Toshiba and not enough in the opposite direction. 

Actually, at that time I would say so that the transfer of technology…was very much towards Toshiba. We didn’t get so much from Toshiba.

Nevertheless, one of our interviewees’ felt that it was in KONE’s interests to provide Toshiba-TELC with the requested information and that this information had to be as accurate and reliable as possible. He explained that the education of the Japanese and their innovative abilities meant that even if KONE had not provided the information, they would eventually have resolved the information gap and invented their own solution. This would have possibly led to the creation of innovations that TELC would seek to keep hidden from KONE and potentially pose a competitive threat. Additionally, with ex-post rationalisation, we can see that the willingness of KONE to be so open has actually benefited them in establishing a high degree of trust with TELC and so the relationship has deepened and KONE are benefiting from Toshiba’s stringent quality assurance practices which is helping their global reputation.

There are differences in the type of codified information and its transferability across language domains, even with this visual and factual information. For example, standards and formats for the presentation of technical drawings varied between KONE and Toshiba. Testing equipment used different standards; type tests and production tests differed according to marketing requirements in various countries; the calibration of measuring equipment also differed. These ‘translation’ issues arose because of company speak and firm and national level practices so that the ‘easily transferable codified information’ aspects were in themselves quite challenging and could often lead to frustrations or misunderstandings highlighting the importance of recontextualization (Brannen, 2004, Forthcoming).  

Looking at Toshiba-TELC, they initially produce their documents in Japanese and attempt to translate these into English themselves. However, the Japanese speaking Finns in KONE Japan often provide assistance as part of their role as bridge/liaison by clarifying the English use on draft copies, although it is not one of KONE Japan’s assigned roles to act as a translator:

Really, [KONE Japan] was not working as a translation office. It didn’t have resources for that.

Even so, KONE Japan faced instances where Toshiba-TELC translations lacked clarity and accuracy (the canonical practice as written in directive communications (Seely Brown & Duguid, 1991)). They were followed up with phone-calls and consultation or the Japanese version of the document was requested so that Japanese-speaking, Finnish employees in KONE Japan could see the original context of the terminology and translate this into more accurate English for themselves (non-canonical practices where work-arounds are used to clarify the situation in the KONE context, rather than the original Toshiba-TELC context (Seely Brown & Duguid, 1991). Not only did KONE Japan translate the documents, but also interpret them for KONE Finland. The staff of KONE Japan was perhaps more limited technically and therefore sought technical clarifications of meaning from KONE Finland from time to time. When dealing with technology, it is very challenging to find staff who are highly competent both technically and linguistically. These Finns, who had learnt Japanese prior to their employment with KONE, were used as an informal mechanism of overcoming the language barrier. They held a very important position as a language bridge, even though this is not one of their official responsibilities
.

On the positive side, however, the different languages used in the transfer process had the potential to generate some new ideas.  

Part of the communication [from Toshiba to KONE] is extensions to our documents. Not direct comments but extensions, sort of some further discussion based on their understanding of what we have stated.

This is very much in line with the views of Seely Brown & Duguid (1991) whereby communities-of-practice, in learning the processes developed within a different community, engage in incremental innovation.

Meetings, videoconferences and training

Top managers met three to four times a year to act as a steering group and gain commitment from both parties, while at lower organizational levels personal communication was rather limited and largely due to insufficient or non-existent documentation. Due to cost considerations, meetings were often replaced by videoconferences. However, inspection of machines to be delivered for the project, witnessing of machine tests or key decisions to be made brought the technical people from Finland and Japan together. 

The interview data suggests that the Japanese alliance personnel were rather uncomfortable speaking in English. 

One thing, which is clearly visible in videoconferences is that those Toshiba people who don’t know the language so well, they can’t contribute, they really can’t. They are just sitting there. And typically, the one who is contributing is the one who knows English the best, not the one who knows the issue best.  

Also culturally (in the national sense), they were reluctant to express individual opinion or take individual decisions on a spur of the moment basis. They preferred to use English primarily in situations which were largely factually established and which required positive or negative affirmation. They favoured the receipt of written documentation in English so that they would have time to comprehend it and digest it before making any response. This makes written documentation very important in the alliance relationship.

We arrange a video meeting or in some cases a meeting here or then in Japan [where] we will go… line by line or item by item through what we have stated in the documents. [The discussion in the meetings] is very much document based. 

At meetings between Toshiba-TELC and KONE, it was felt that the Japanese personnel had higher levels of aural comprehension than oral ability. As a result, they bought their own translator to meetings. Alternatively, sometimes Toshiba-TELC was reliant upon KONE Japan to conduct the meetings in Japanese and translate this into English or Finnish for KONE (Finland). Similarly, responses had to be translated from Finnish to English and then to Japanese making the translation chain very long with the potential for mistranslation and misinterpretation to occur. Although in practice, it was felt that perhaps the Japanese made an effort to simplify their use of Japanese to assist comprehension by KONE Japan. Clarifications were also made with the use of pen and paper to draw figures and concepts to highlight meaning, another example of non-canonical practices in use. 

Staff transfers

Yet another means used to transfer technological knowledge is through moving staff. Over the years, a number of employees have been sent from Finland to Japan, but no specific language or cultural training is offered to them. KONE either employs staff who already have the necessary language and cultural competences, or sends a technically experienced person without the language skills but with some extended South East Asian experience.

In the early phase of the alliance, two Finns were, in part, employed for their Japanese language skills and their general background in engineering activities, although not necessarily in elevators or escalators. They had acquired Japanese language skills for a previous employer and spent between 12-18 months in Japan. Upon employment with KONE, one Finn stayed in the Toshiba factory for almost a year, taking part in their development team in 1998 just as the orders for the MonoSpace elevators were being delivered. His main responsibility was to collect all the questions that were asked and document them as well as the answers given by KONE. The other Finn was employed by KONE deliberately for his multi-lingual skills (Finnish, German, English and Japanese) at the end of 1998 when the relationship with Toshiba spread from elevators to escalators (which required communications between KONE’s operations in Finland, Germany and the USA as well). He also spent some time in one of the Toshiba factories. 

In another instance, a Finnish engineer, who did not speak Japanese, was sent to Japan to assist in with operational logistics. The situation was one where a simple technical rectification on the elevator assembly and installation was required. The Finnish engineer would communicate in English to the Japanese engineer from KONE Japan about the rectification and its rationale, and the Japanese engineer would communicate to Toshiba-TELC personnel in Japanese. However, the query came up repeatedly, potentially once for each of 53 installations that had to be made. The Finn could not understand why this kept happening but he rationalises, ex-post, that in the process of framing the instructions or reasoning in this culturally specific way the Japanese engineer managed to leave the issue sounding either rather open-ended or as if it was only applicable to the specific case in point and not the other 52 situations. 

Unfortunately, I don’t speak Japanese. I used in many cases a local guy and he was interpreting in a nice way.

KONE organised also a joint training course in Finland for the Toshiba engineers which involved class room teaching and practical work on site. KONE is an engineering company with many engineers who may be better at developing and applying technology itself rather than communicating it to another party. Yet our interviewees, primarily engineers or managers with an engineering background, commented that technology did not face any major issues with respect to language differences. 

These kind of hard facts were not so difficult to communicate because with an engineering background we were talking kind of engineering issues, but the soft issues were more challenging.

These ‘soft issues’ are related we suspect to the processes of recontextualization where in addition to the attention paid to the topic (elevator technology), channel (face-to-face meetings etc.) and code of communication (English as the idiom), more attention needed to be placed on recognising the new setting (TELC, Japan), the contact (specialist or non-specialist elevator engineers) and the objective (to give information, to train etc.) of communication (see page 10’s discussion of Ulijn, et al., 1995).

To sum up, our interview data shows that language affected technology transfers in many different ways. The interfaces of multiple languages created relatively long and complex chains of translation in personal encounters and in order to produce written documentation. During the process, however, Toshiba personnel also extended and reinterpreted the KONE documents in the setting of their own context (Seely Brown & Duguid, 1991; Brannen, 2003, Forthcoming), which had positive outcomes. There was also a need to have a local intermediary, KONE Japan, to informally translate, facilitate and coordinate the communication between the parties (Farace et al., 1977; Chikudate, 1995). In personal communication, particularly meetings and videoconferences, it became evident that English language ability rather than technical competence determined the extent of Toshiba personnel’s contribution.    

Concluding comments

Our purpose in this paper was to consider the role(s) language played in the transfer of technological knowledge in a cross-border strategic alliance. So far we have found evidence that to some extent, technological knowledge is relatively easy to transfer compared to softer elements of knowledge and intangible capital. Technical language based on axiomatizable codes does appear to enable engineers with the same underlying training to communicate, irrespective of nationality, overcoming the idiomatic language barriers to a degree. However, we also found evidence that technical information is not as simple to transfer as business academic or indeed engineering spheres would have us believe; in order to be transferred it will probably require ‘translation’ into another company’s or country’s standards at a minimum.  At the same time, it appears that there are also instances of ‘company speak’ which are not based on axiomatic codes as in the case of ‘KONE-english’ or ‘Finn-glish’ which may subtract from the clarity of a document which is written in a common lingua franca and perceived therefore, by the transferor, to be clear to the recipient.

Problems associated with the use of idiomatic language, are present in both written and verbal communications within and between companies. They are potentially overcome to a large degree by any combination of three formal mechanisms: language training by the corporation, translation services or the use of a third language. However, in the case provided here, the latter two are used in the more informal context of employing native speakers with both a technical and foreign language ability, but whose main official capacity is not that of translator. This can create as many problems as it overcomes, but perhaps the full implication of this action will be revealed more fully when we are able to interview the employees at KONE-Japan who take on this responsibility.

Over all, we hope that this paper has been successful in highlighting the role of language in relation to technology transfer. It is an issue that little understood. Language’s role and impact are issues that many businesses with international activities will face even if not in the context of a strategic alliance as presented here.  It is also the case that the disparity between the languages need not be as extreme as that between Finnish and Japanese for companies to face problems relating to codification issues and the conveyance of meaning. This would apply as much to the codified elements of technology transfer as to the softer organizational communications or tacit elements that almost always accompany the codified parts. This has been clearly demonstrated in our findings to date. However, clearly our findings only represent one side of the trilateral relationship between the agents involved in the strategic alliance and we feel sure that many other issues will rise to the surface as we proceed to complete the picture. It is also the case that the triangulation of the issues and the perceptions of the parties involved will provide us with an exciting future research agenda. Already in the interviews conducted, other issues have arisen that may also emerge in our interview with KONE-Japan and Toshiba (TELC) that we did not originally consider. These include demonstration effects and body language and may be issues that will reappear in our future investigations and gain more significance. For now, we wish to close by saying that the role of language in technology transfer is an issue which management has largely overlooked to date but which provides us with an interesting research topic to pursue in the future.
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� When the alliance was initially set-up, the elevator and escalator business was part of the larger Toshiba Corporation. However, TELC was spun-out as an independent firm under Toshiba’s ownership in 2001, hence we will refer to the alliance partner as Toshiba (TELC) since the relationship spans both governance structures.


� For example, an International Round Table seminar was conducted by the European Institute in Washington DC in 1992 entitled “Multilingualism in Europe and the US: A communications challenge for transatlantic relations and global business”.





� Due to length considerations in this paper, we ask the reader to refer to the original article for a detailed explanation of these roles.


� “15-20% of all scientific and technical publications are in Russian, but most Western scholars are not familiar with them. Because Russian is a difficult language, they avoid these sources” � ADDIN ENRfu ��Ulijn and Strother (1995),� pg. 35.


� We acknowledge that the role of body language as a form of communication may also affect knowledge transfers and inter- (and intra-) company relationships, but we are limiting ourselves to verbal or written communications. The role of body language is subtle and requires a different methodology to the one employed in this paper confining body language to a secondary issue for future research by others.


� We thank those who participated in the Nordic Workshop in International Business in Kristiansand, Norway, May 15-16, 2003 who pointed us towards this literature in an earlier version of this paper.


� Additionally, it is likely that this perception of technology as being mobile derives from the neoclassical perspective of technology as a public good requiring only a change in capital-labour ratios for implementation, clearly not a reflection of reality.


� � ADDIN ENRfu ��Chikudate (1995) � pg. 30 reports a Wall Street Journal report that found that American firms in Tokyo actively see Japanese cultural literature, including scholars and students with degrees in Japanese literature and culture, but without any training in business or economics for staffing positions in their Japanese subsidiaries.
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