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ABSTRACT
How do different types of affective conflict influence knowledge search within MNC teams? We consider the effect of two types of affective interpersonal conflict (relational tension and self-interest) on knowledge search in MNC teams, and analyse how these effects are related to international coordination challenges (geographic and nationality differences). We find that affective conflict has a direct negative relationship to MNC team knowledge search. This relationship is further negatively moderated by international coordination challenges. We discuss the implications of our study for understanding micro-foundations of conflict and knowledge search in MNC teams. We test our hypotheses with a field study of 1181 dyadic interactions between 160 members within 40 global teams engaged in product innovation, human resources, and operational improvement in three large diversified MNCs from steel and construction, indoor climate and plumbing, and telecommunications industries. 
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Affective conflict and international coordination challenges as barriers to knowledge search within MNC teams
INTRODUCTION
Knowledge transfer is a key challenge for any multinational corporation (MNC) as it significantly influences innovation, product development, and learning on global scale (Kogut & Zander, 1993; Nohria & Ghoshal, 1997). However, as recently noted by several scholars (e.g. Morris, Hammond, & Snell, 2014; Haas & Cummings, 2015), little attention has been directed towards microfoundations of global knowledge flows. Hence, we have limited understanding of how individuals search (look for and identify) knowledge residing within MNC teams (Foss & Pedersen, 2004).  More specifically, MNCs are often organised through heterogeneous global teams, which have been argued to represent a key source of transnational capabilities (Morris, Hammond, & Snell, 2014). An important foundation for MNC success is therefore based on how team members share, distribute, and coordinate knowledge flows (Tortoriello, Reagans, & McEvily, 2010). 

Knowledge search in MNCs is primarily complicated by geographic differences such as working in different locations (country location, world region, time zone), and nationality differences (country of origin, world region origin, native language) (Ghoshal, Korine & Szulanski, 1994). Yet, less research in the MNC context has specifically focused on the nature of various relationships between team members (Bell & Zaheer, 2007). Still, it is well documented in general that relationships across MNC operations can be arduous and challenging (Monteiro, Arvisson, & Birkinshaw, 2008), and often described by conflicts and faultlines (Vora, Kostova, & Ruth, 2007). Indeed, conflicts are often cited as one of the biggest challenges in international business (Dong & Liu, 2010; Hennart & Zeng, 2002). However, we have a very limited understanding on how conflict between MNC team members may affect organizational outcomes such as knowledge search. This study introduces different types of affective conflict as principle governing mechanisms of knowledge search between MNC team members. 

We define affective conflict as unfriendly relationships between MNC team members, where individuals perceive others to be driven by self-interest or shared relationships which induce feelings of anxiety and uncomfortableness. In contrast to task and process conflict, affective conflict (also sometimes called relational conflict) previous studies has no beneficial aspects in it (Hinds and Bailey, 2003). Affective conflict has been previously connected to international coordination challenges (Hinds and Bailey, 2003), but we do not know the extent to which coordination challenges might moderate the relationship between conflict and knowledge search. In other words, do geographic and nationality differences make affective conflict even worse? Similarly, we do not know how different types of affective conflict influence knowledge search in MNC teams. Thus, our research gap lies in the lack of understanding of the extent to which international coordination challenges moderates the relationship between affective conflict and knowledge search in general, and how different types of affective conflict may vary in this effect specifically. In order to advance our theoretical understanding on knowledge search in MNCs, we ask: how do different types of affective conflict influence knowledge search in MNC teams, and what is the role of international coordination challenges (geographic and nationality differences) in this relationship?

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES
Affective conflict and knowledge search in MNC teams
We define MNC teams as two or more individuals who have a common purpose and are interconnected by official work flow structure (for similar definitions, see Salas et al., 1992). In this article we focus on interpersonal knowledge search in MNCs, the critical part of knowledge sharing where a person first estimates the usefulness of others for acquiring work-related information, new ideas, initiatives, opportunities, and various organizational resources (Fiol, 1995; Burt, 2004).  Knowledge searches at the interpersonal level can be asymmetric in that one team member perceives another to be an excellent source of knowledge without these feelings being mutual (Kilduff & Krackhardt, 2008). 

 Task or process conflict occurs when team members evaluate nature of tasks, discuss different viewpoints and ideas; while ‘affective conflict’ reflects interpersonal incompatibilities echoed through dislike, animosity, and tension (Jehn, 1995; Qian, Cao & Takeuchi, 2013). Substantial amount of research provides evidence that affective conflict is likely to have a larger impact on explaining workplace outcomes (Labianca and Brass, 2006) than positive interactions. Consequently, there have been calls for research focusing on potential negative network effects and liabilities (e.g. Coviello, 2006). However, no prior research to our knowledge has empirically investigated the organizational outcomes of different types of affective conflict on knowledge search in greater detail. Specifically, we do not know how different types of affective conflict relate to MNC team coordination (geographic dispersion and nationality differences) and knowledge search between MNC team members. This question fits well with the major issue of under what circumstances negative ties can be a significant threat to the effective functioning of organisations (Labianca and Brass, 2006), and how negative interactions be minimised (Uzzi and Dunlap 2012). 

We know that outcomes of affective conflict tend to quickly escalate (Labianca and Brass, 2006) and have a substantial negative effect on team effectiveness (Joshi, Labianca, & Caligiuri, 2002). In social psychology, ‘negativity bias’ or ‘negative-positive asymmetry’ (tendency to experience negative events and relationships in a cognitively more significant way than positive ones) are well-established and empirically supported concepts (e.g. Labianca and Brass, 2006; Rozin and Royzman, 2001). The question of why negative domain has such a large impact is still a hot topic for debate (c.f. Rozin and Royzman, 2001). However, one of the most commonly cited reasons is that people tend to expect positive information and interactions in their everyday life. Negative affect then sharply contradicts the expected norms and this makes it difficult for individuals to cope and adapt to a new situation. Consequently, affective conflict is likely to be perceived as more elaborate and discerned in comparison to positive interpersonal interactions (Labianca and Brass, 2006). Interestingly, affective conflict has also been found to have similar significant impact across cultures (Scollon et al. 2005). As suggested by Rozin and Royzman (2001), most dramatic effects should occur when there are simultaneous manifestations of different types of negativity. Co-occurrence of simultaneous types of affective conflicts are therefore more likely to influence wider array of outcomes such as forming of impressions, decision-making, escalation of conflicts (‘contagion’) and so on. Below we analyse two key types of affective conflict: relational tension and self-interest. 

Affective conflict: relational tension and self-interest
One of the key dimensions of affective conflict is relational tension; that is individuals feeling uncomfortable when working with others, leading them to experience frustration, strain, and uneasiness (Jehn, 1995). Researchers have found that increased levels of tension in organizations lead to rigidities in thinking, inefficiencies in communication and reduced problem-solving capabilities (Verbeke and Bagozzi, 2000). Greater levels of tension also have a direct negative effect on levels of trust in cross-cultural communications (Lee et al. 2006).  In MNC teams, high levels of relational tension should be in general less satisfied with their teams because interpersonal tension enhances emotions such as anxiety and fear (Jehn, 1995). While a normal psychological reaction to these types of situations is avoidance and withdrawal from uncomfortable interactions and seeking of positive reinforcement (Newcomb, 1961), these cannot be always avoided in MNC context if members are co-located or part of a same team. Hence, relational tension among MNC members manifests through anxiety, tension, and feeling uncomfortable when working with others, which is likely to reduce their motivation to search knowledge from these particular members. 

Similarly, opportunistic and self-centred behaviours of affective conflict are often seen as a destructive force that obliterates gains from social ties (Villena et al., 2011). Self-interest therefore manifests as opportunistic behaviour, zero-sum games (one’s loss is another’s gain), and pursuing of private benefits instead of what is advantageous for wider communities such as work units in MNCs. Self-interest and perceptions are also likely to be embedded within cultural norms, and therefore have strong implications on affective conflict in MNC teams (e.g. Chinese employees tend to place group goals before individualistic ones (Lam et al., 2002; Triandis and Gelfand, 1998)). Differences in opinion between MNC team members in what is considered to be ethical and self-serving behaviour can lead to serious altercations and reductions in team efficiency. Moreover, MNC team members are unlikely to be perceived as great source of knowledge if others perceive them to act in a self-serving and opportunistic way towards them, for example, by “lying, stealing, cheating” or through “calculated efforts to mislead, distort, disguise, obfuscate, or otherwise confuse” the person seeking knowledge (Williamson, 1975).  Hence, we expect that self-interest is negatively related to knowledge search in MNC teams. Thus:
H1) Affective conflict in terms of a) relational tension and b) self-interest, will be negatively related with knowledge search in MNC teams
Moderating effect of geographic location and member nationality
A fundamental difference between traditional domestic team and a MNC team is geographic location of team members, where MNCs team members are located in different countries, world regions, and time zones. Not being located in a same country means that team members have limited amount of face-to-face interaction which can hinder the development of mutual knowledge base (Cramton, 2001) and sharing of tacit and non-codifiable knowledge (Hall & Hall, 1987; Kogut & Zander, 1993). Indeed, increasing geographic distance has a negative effect on communication frequency as well as effectiveness (Van den Bulte & Monaert, 1998; Allen, 1984). Communication effectiveness in MNC teams is further encumbered by temporal differences between locations which can make it difficult to coordinate communications such as video conferences (Saunders et al., 2004). Due to absence of spontaneous communication (e.g. ‘water-cooler discussions’) and non-verbal and contextual cues, team members tend to lack knowledge of each other’s’ situations and circumstances affecting their work (Rosen et al., 2007). Hence, knowledge search in MNC teams is in part compromised because geographic dispersion makes it difficult to know what other members know. We thus hypothesise that:
H2) The relationship between affective conflict in terms of a) relational tension and b) self-interest and knowledge search in MNC teams will be negatively moderated by geographical differences between members

Similarly to geographic issues, MNC team member country-of-origin differences can create barriers for knowledge search. Knowledge search from members of similar nationality may provide substantial benefits from perspective of communication costs due to well documented tendency towards homophily (e.g. tendency to bond with similar others) (McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 2001) and similar shared mindsets and values (Hofstede, 1991). In their meta-analysis of multicultural groups Stahl et al. (2010) find that nationality differences (cultural diversity) increases divergent group processes and decreases convergent processes. These findings are well in line with the concept of absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990), which emphasises that knowledge is embdedded within shared norms and contextual understanding between knowledge seeker and source. This stream of research emphasizes that tangible and non-codifiable information can be especially difficult to transfer when actors lack common norms and shared mindsets (Jensen & Szulanski, 2004). Similarly to differences in nationalities, it is well documented that differences in native languages can add to communication costs and knowledge search in MNC teams (cf. Brannen, Piekkari, Tietze, 2014). Hence, taken together, nationality differences make it more challenging to identify, transfer, and understand knowledge in MNC teams. We therefore hypothesise that:
H3) The relationship between affective conflict in terms of a) relational tension and b) self-interest and knowledge search in MNC teams will be negatively moderated by member nationality differences
Our model is summarized in the figure below.
[Figure 1 here]
METHODS
Research setting and sample
Survey participants in this study came from three large Finnish MNCs. All three companies are embedded within knowledge-intensive industries where tightening competition creates a need towards flexible customer solutions and organisational structures on a global scale. Working titles such as development manager, product manager, application specialist, sourcing manager, component engineer, and customer service manager are common in all three participating firms. Teams are therefore highly knowledge-based and draw their competitive advantage from effective transfer of knowledge resources and expertise of team members. The survey was administered in early 2012 to 160 employees and received an average response rate of 82 per cent, which is well within accepted boundaries when using a whole network approach (Wassermann & Faust, 1994; Kossinets, 2006). Employees within four units were asked to evaluate their relationships with all other people within their unit. This produced four intra-unit networks. Name rosters helped to reduce measurement error, assist with recall, and enhance overall measurement reliability (Mardsen, 1990). the respondents first identified the people with whom they “have regular communications, exchanges or dealings with”. Respondents were then asked to report on the extent to which they disagree or agree (on a Likert-scale of 1 to 6) to the statements they were presented with.

Measures
Knowledge search (DV) and affective conflict
As per previous studies in knowledge search (e.g. Haas and Cummings, 2015; Borgatti and Cross, 2003), each team member provided information on a question ‘This person is a good source of information, ideas, resources and opportunities’ (disagree-agree on a scale of 1-6) of all of their network members. Items measuring affective conflict proceeded in a similar manner. Relational tension, ‘I often feel uncomfortable when working with this person’, was worded after previous studies (Jehn, 1995; Verbeke and Bagozzi, 2000) utilizing measures of relational tension, anxiety, and uneasiness at the interpersonal level. Self-interest was similarly based on previous studies on opportunistic and self-centred behaviour (Villena et al., 2011; Das and Teng, 2000) as ‘This person sometimes puts their own interests ahead of others’. Thus, these variables are at a dyadic-level and each respondent reported the extent to which they perceive their network members as sources of knowledge as well as a source of affective conflict.  

International coordination challenges and control variables
To capture nationality and geographic differences we utilized data provided by executives and human resources of our case companies. Examined teams were geographically dispersed across 19 countries and 50 geographical locations. This information also included the official structure of the teams as presented in organisational charts (i.e. who reports to whom), as well as work location and the nationality of each individual. For each dyad, we coded the measure of both geographic differences according to whether individuals shared same location (0=no difference, 1=different locations). Similarly, for nationality differences we coded all dyads as 0=same nationalities and 1=different nationalities). We further controlled for time zone differences between dyads by coding 0=same time zone and 1=different time zone). It is also possible that important knowledge of MNE is located near the headquarters and hence, individuals would have a tendency to search knowledge there. Thus, we also controlled potential effects of headquarter location by coding 0=neither member of dyad is located in country of MNE headquarter and 1=one or both actors are located in the country of MNE headquarters. We also included variables at the individual level in order to control for other potentially influential factors. We also controlled for potential hierarchical differences between team members by including a supervisor variable, where 0=not a supervisor 1= supervisor. Similarly, we controlled for gender, where 0=male, 1=female. 
[Table 1 here]

Statistical approach
In accordance with research analysing knowledge seeking at the dyadic level (Haas and Cummings, 2015), we utilized the so called Social Relations Model (SRM) (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006) to test our hypotheses. The major benefit of SMR is that is takes a multilevel approach to statistical modeling. It is therefore a form of Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM), that takes into account complex forms of data nesting such as in our data; e.g. individuals are embedded within dyads which belong to teams which in turn form units. In making statistical inferences about dyadic level effects SMR correctly adjusts the degrees of freedom when predicting dependent variables. This method inherently controls for reciprocity effects at the dyadic level through “actor” and “partner” effects in addition to individual and team-level variables. 

PRELIMINARY RESULTS AND CONTRIBUTIONS
Before testing our main hypothesised effects, we wanted to exclude the possibility that instead of coordination challenges having a moderating effect, it would instead mediate the relationship between conflict and knowledge search. We hence tested for mediation in our Social Relations Model, but found no such effect. We further analysed the direct effect of coordination challenges on knowledge search and, interestingly, found that location differences were insignificant but nationality differences were significant and negative. 

[Table 2 here]
Our four models presented in table 2 above indicate that most our hypotheses are supported. First, we find a significant direct negative effect of affective conflict (both relational tension and self-interest) and knowledge search in MNC teams (H1 a and b) in all models. We further find that international coordination challenges (nationality differences and location differences) negatively and significantly moderate the relationship between affective conflict (relational tension and self-interest) and knowledge search in MNC teams in most models. However, we find no such moderating effect between nationality differences, self-interest, and knowledge search. Hence, interestingly, self-interest and its effect on knowledge search (model 3) in MNC teams are independent of nationality differences between team members. Thus, hypothesis 3b is not supported. 

Unlike previous studies on conflict and knowledge search in MNC context (Hinds and Bailey, 2003; Haas and Cummings, 2015) our data allows us to draw holistic conclusions on all of the following elements: (1) types of affective conflict (2) their relationship to MNC team knowledge search (3) and  influence of MNC coordination (location and nationalities). Our study contributes to international business and literature on knowledge-based view of the firm (Kogut & Zander, 1993) in a number of ways. By focusing on affective conflict at the interpersonal level, we shed light into a topic that has been little investigated in international business literature despite conflicts being described as one of its biggest challenges (Hennart & Zeng, 2002). We elaborate the outcomes of affective conflict on knowledge search – critical step in sharing knowledge in MNCs, as well as the effect of coordination of MNC teams on this relationship. By providing evidence that international coordination challenges can further inflate the negative effect of affective conflict on knowledge search, we contribute to better understanding on potential barriers to knowledge search in MNCs. Our second contribution is that we not only analyse affective conflict in general, but draw comparisons between different types of affective conflict specifically. We demonstrate that different types of affective conflict have a similar negative effect on knowledge search in MNC teams, but the extent to which they are influenced by contextual factors (location and nationality of members) can vary depending on the type of affective conflict.  
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Figure 1 Moderating role of international coordination challanges on conflict and knowledge search
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics fir study variables
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N=1181 Dyads
Table 2 Main effects for Social Relations Model predicting knowledge search in MNC teams
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*<p0.5, **<p0.01, ***<p0.001, N=1181 Dyads
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Variable Mean

Std. 

Dev. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1Knowledge search 4.60 1.08

2Relational tension 0.00 1.00-0.32***

3Self interest 0.00 1.00-0.1***0.35***

4Nationality difference 0.47 0.50-0.06† 0.04 0.00

5Location difference 0.71 0.460.00 -0.01 -0.030.56***

6Team difference 0.77 0.42-0.1** 0.08** -0.010.05† 0.07*

7Gender difference 0.76 0.430.00 -0.01 0.03 0.05† 0.11***-0.03

8Actor supervisor 0.46 0.50-0.01 0.01 0.01 0.11***0.03 0.05† -0.01

9Partner supervisor 0.45 0.500.01 0.04 0.06*0.09** 0.02 0.01 0.04 -0.05

10Actor HQ 0.36 0.48-0.03 0.01 -0.01-0.26***-0.14***0.01 -0.04 -0.09**-0.01

11Partner HQ 0.42 0.490.05 -0.01 -0.04-0.14***-0.07* 0.08** -0.04 0.01 -0.05† 0.43***

12Actor team size 5.63 2.49-0.04 0.00 0.00 -0.13***-0.11***-0.2***0.02 -0.12***0.00 -0.02 -0.01

13Partner team size 5.59 2.520.01 0.00 0.00 -0.14***-0.13***-0.2***-0.01 0.00 -0.1***0.03 -0.020.13***

*** p< 0.001; ** p< 0.01; * p< 0.05 and † p< 0.10.
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Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E.

Relational tension (RT) -0.32***(0.02) -0.32***(0.02)

Self interest (SI) -0.1***(0.03) -0.1***(0.03)

Nationality difference (N) -0.08 (0.06) -0.15* (0.06)

Location difference (L) -0.07 (0.06) -0.07 (0.07)

RT*N -0.21***(0.05)

RT*L -0.21***(0.06)

SI*N -0.04 (0.05)

SI*L -0.12* (0.06)

Team difference -0.15* -0.06 -0.14* (0.06) -0.22***(0.06) -0.22***(0.07)

Gender difference 0.09 -0.08 0.09 (0.08) 0.09 (0.08) 0.1 (0.08)

Actor supervisor -0.17 (0.12) -0.17 (0.12) -0.15 (0.12) -0.16 (0.12)

Partner supervisor -0.01 (0.08) -0.02 (0.08) -0.02 (0.08) -0.03 (0.08)

Actor HQ -0.22† (0.13) -0.21† (0.13) -0.25† (0.13) -0.21† (0.13)

Partner HQ 0.09 (0.09) 0.1 (0.09) 0.1 (0.1) 0.12 (0.1)

Actor team size -0.02 (0.02) -0.02 (0.02) -0.03 (0.02) -0.02 (0.02)

Partner team size -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02)

Constant 5.01***(0.22) 5.02***(0.22) 5.1***(0.22) 5.06***(0.23)

model 1 model 2 model 3 model 4


