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Research Question: How is knowledge transferred within a multinational enterprise?  

How does cultural barriers affect its process of knowledge distribution? 

 

Purpose of the Research: The purpose of the research is to study the practices of a 

multinational enterprise aiming to succeed in the transfer of knowledge within the 

organization. As well as acknowledging the cultural impacts across borders which could 

affect the process of knowledge distribution. 

 

Method: The study has been conducted as a literature review and on primary data through 

interviews with the representatives of the case company. Secondary data was sourced from the 

company's official website to provide a brief company background. The conceptual frameworks 

provided the authors guideline and support throughout the study, these were developed through 

findings from scientific articles and literatures. The applied frameworks were then analysed to 

answer the research question and to strengthen the empirical findings. 

 

Conclusion: Cultural differences have major impact on how the meanings in communication 

are interpreted, thus, being aware of the dissimilarities in communication between cultures are 

crucial aspects for an organization in order to reduce cultural barriers in the information flow. 

Consequently, the members of ABB should try to adapt their communication to fit with the 

local culture they encounter with. It can therefore be important to recognize the cultural context 

individuals belong to. The use of computerized systems facilitates the exchange of knowledge 

within the company and contributes to a faster transmission of information regardless of the 

geographical distance. However, the units must have the ability and willingness to share the 

knowledge with others, not to solely focus on their own achievements. 
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Chapter description  

 

1. Introduction 

This chapter provides a brief definition of multinational enterprises, knowledge management 

and the impact of cultural aspects on multinationals, leading to the research question and the 

purpose of this study. 

 

2. Methodology 

This chapter presents the methods that have been used as a basis to answer the research 

question and purpose of this study. 

 

3. Theoretical framework 

This section provides with presentation and description of selected theories of the study: 

Knowledge Transfer, Organizational Culture, High Context and Low Context Communication 

and Business Network Theory. 

 

4. Empirical findings 

In this chapter, the company background is presented as well as the empirical data gathered 

through the interviews. 

 

5. Analyses 

In this chapter, the empirical material and findings are analyzed based on the previous 

presented theoretical frameworks. 

 

6. Conclusion 

In this final chapter, the conclusion of the study is presented based on the research question 

concerning the transfer of knowledge in ABB and also suggestions for future research are 

included.  
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1. Introduction 
 

This chapter provides a brief definition of multinational enterprises, knowledge management 

and the impact of cultural aspects on multinationals, leading to the research question and the 

purpose of this study. 

 
 

1.1 Problem Discussion 
 

The multinational enterprise also referred as MNE, is defined as a large organization whose 

activities are placed in more than two countries in which it have made foreign direct 

investment abroad. The multinational enterprise is involved of the home country location and 

of the establishment of subsidiaries in foreign countries in which they are integrated (Lazarus, 

A.A., 2001). 

 

Effective knowledge management (KM) is seen as a fundamental key for survival and success 

in the modern economy. The ability to identify and utilize the knowledge assets plays a 

critical role for organizations in order to retain their competitive advantage. Therefore, 

companies are facing challenges to better utilize their knowledge assets (Drucker, 1993). 

According to Riege (2007), organisations that can in an effective manner manage and transfer 

their knowledge resources tend to be more innovative and perform better. 

 

Knowledge transfer is a topic of great value among MNE´s since knowledge is considered to 

be one of the most essential tools a company might obtain. However, the importance of 

knowledge is not only placed on the information a company acquires, the recognition must 

also be placed on how well an organization is able to utilize its knowledge and the ability of 

its transferability (Grant, 1996). “Researchers in knowledge management contend that a 

firm's competitive advantage depends on its knowledge, that is: -what it knows - how it uses 

what it knows - and how fast it can learn something new” (Goh, 2002).  

 

In order to create a learning organization, it is crucial to primarily develop an environment 

that is conductive to learning, thereafter open up boundaries to foster informal exchange of 

ideas. Last but not least, provide formal learning programs with explicit learning goals 

adapted to their business needs. They should as well hold characteristic such as systematic 

problem-solving, experimentation, learning from past experiences, learning from others. 

(Handzic & Zhou, 2005).  

 

Knowledge transfer among subsidiaries of MNE´s provide opportunities for mutual learning 

and cooperation that stimulate the creation of new knowledge and at the same time contribute 

to the ability of the organization to innovate (e.g., Kogut & Zander, 1992; Tsai & Ghoshal, 

1998). In order to retain this competitive advantage, organizations need to share information 

internally more efficiently and learn to quickly adapt to external circumstances. 
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Various scholars argue about the different barriers a MNE should overcome to successfully 

handle the implications of knowledge transfer. According to Forsgren (2013) knowledge is 

widely spread and cannot be passed on to everyone in its entirety, consequently, it is 

necessary that actors in MNE´s have knowledge about the skills and competences of each 

other. This is crucial in order to gain fundamental knowledge about one another and to better 

understand what occurs in the market (Forsgren, 2013). MNE´s should be seen as a network 

of interdependent subunits with their own active role to fit the national environment and 

source, in which each one of them contribute to the whole of the organization (Ghoshal & 

Nohria, 1989). This perspective allows MNE´s to hold a structure that facilitates the flow of 

information among its subsidiaries (Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1987). 

 

However, in cross-cultural communication within MNE´s, one of the key elements that may 

affect the distribution of knowledge is the national culture of the knowledge source (Yoo & 

Torrey, 2002). The cultural differences between the source of knowledge and the recipient 

can hinder the flow of knowledge distribution (Simonin, 1999). A subsequent challenge is 

therefore the ability of the organization to primarily, acknowledge the cultural differences and 

secondly, to adapt their practices to serve the culture in which they operate in (Neelankavil, 

Mathur & Zhang, 2000).  

 

Cross-cultural differences and implications exist in different organizational levels, and 

scholars have found various ways to approach this matter. According to Trice and Beyer 

(1993), culture is combined of two fundamental elements: first, the network of meanings 

covered in norms, values, ideologies and beliefs, which connect individuals with each other 

and allow them to better understand the world outside. Second, the practices in which these 

meanings are expressed, or communicated between individuals throughout myths, rituals and 

symbols (Trice & Beyer, 1993). Thus, culture is a fundamental aspect in how organizations 

functions, all from strategic change to daily management, leadership and how managers and 

employees relate to and interact, as well as how knowledge is created, shared and exploited 

(Alvesson, M, 2002).  

 

Edgar Schein (2004) means that in order to be able to manage culture, it is crucial to 

understand its meaning and what aspects it covers as well as how to evaluate it. Culture gives 

organisations a sense of identity and can through the organisation’s rituals, norms, values, 

beliefs and language determine the way in which things are done (Schein, 2004). Thus, 

understanding values, ideas and beliefs is crucial as it makes communication without constant 

misperception or interpretation of meanings easier for both the sender and receiver (Alvesson, 

M, 2002). As employees develop meaningful ideas and insights, they may come across 

challenges to communicate the importance of that information to others. It is crucial to 

acknowledge that individuals not only receive new knowledge passively, they also interpret 

that knowledge actively to fit their own perspective and circumstances (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

1995). 
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1.2 Company Background 
 

ABB trace its roots back to 1883, and has since evolved through the mergers and acquisitions 

of a large number of companies. The most prominent being Swedish ASEA and Brown 

Boveri, both former competitors, powerful in the electrical and power-generation fields 

merged their assets in 1988 to create one of the largest engineering companies in the industry 

(ABB, History, 2015). Today ABB operates in approximately 100 countries all around the 

world with more than 140,000 employees and act as a global leader in power and automation 

technologies (ABB, ABB in brief, 2015).  

 

The company’s HQ is located in Zurich, Switzerland. ABB operates in five global divisions; 

(1) Power Products, (2) Power Systems, (3) Discrete Automation and Motion, (4) Low 

Voltage Products and (5) Process Automation. These divisions are in turn made up of Global 

Business Units, which in turn are concentrated on specific industry and product categories 

(ABB, Our business, 2015).   

 

During its evolution the company has had a change of focus, from being very diverse and 

manufacturing all from transformers to trains, to specializing in power and automation (ABB, 

History, 2015). Also, having acquired more than 30 companies during its history (ABB, 

Heritage brands, 2015), it could be assumed that the company should have gained significant 

experience in making people from different organizations and cultural backgrounds, to 

exchange experiences and develop competences. Thereby, making the company a good 

candidate to observe the different aspects in the process of knowledge transfer. Consequently, 

it is therefore safe to assume that within the same organization, people from different cultures, 

face the challenges of working and collaborating with each other. 

 

1.3 Research Question  
 

How is knowledge transferred within a multinational enterprise?  

How does cultural barriers affect its process of knowledge distribution? 

 

1.4 Purpose 

 
The purpose of the research is to study the practices of a multinational enterprise aiming to 

succeed in the transfer of knowledge within the organization. As well as acknowledging the 

cultural impacts across borders which could affect the process of knowledge distribution. 
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2. Theoretical framework 
 

This section provides with presentation and description of selected theories of the study: 

Knowledge Transfer, Organizational Culture, High Context and Low Context Communication 

and Business Network Theory. 

 

 

2.1 Knowledge transfer 
 

According to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), there are two dimensions of organizational 

knowledge creation. The first is “epistemological” dimension which is the site of social 

interaction of the conversion between tacit and explicit knowledge and new knowledge 

creation. The second being “ontological” dimension, describing how the individual 

knowledge is transferred into group knowledge and later how this knowledge can be 

transformed into organizational knowledge, with the possibility of being reversed once again 

from the organization towards a group and individuals. “A spiral emerges when the 

interaction between tacit and explicit knowledge is elevated dynamically from a lower 

ontological level to higher levels” (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995, p.57).  

 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) argue in their book that various scholars discuss the importance 

of knowledge as a competitive advantage in companies. On the other hand, the mechanism 

and the processes by which knowledge is created has not been examined, therefore, the focus 

of their book is on the creation of knowledge. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) describe two 

types of knowledge, tacit and explicit knowledge. Explicit knowledge is referred as formal 

and systematic which can be easily codified, stored, and distributed. It is not bound to an 

individual and can be explained through texted or coded formats. On the contrary, tacit 

knowledge is ingrained into an individual's action and experience connected to their personal 

ideals, values or emotions. According to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995, p.9) “For tacit 

knowledge to be communicated and shared within the organization, it has to be converted 

into words or numbers that anyone can understand. It is precisely during this time this 

conversion takes place – from tacit to explicit, and, as we shall see, back again into tacit – 

that organizational knowledge is created”.   

 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) introduced a spiral model of organizational knowledge 

dynamics called the SECI model, where it shows how organizational knowledge is created 

and shared into the organization, and also how it could be used when studying the transfer of 

knowledge in an organizational level. However, Harsh (2009) discuss that a fundamental part 

of initial knowledge is reusable explicit knowledge which goes around through a cycle many 

times, thus, he criticizes the SECI model and claim that it is not included or discussed in the 

knowledge conversion. Harsh further argue that the model neither discusses the variable of 

time that is consumed for any type of transfer of knowledge. He considers that their spiral 

model lacks the aspect of reusing knowledge (Harsh, 2009). 
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The spiral model describes the interplay of tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge and their 

conversion with four basic knowledge processes; Socialization (from tacit to tacit 

knowledge), Externalization (from tacit to explicit knowledge), Combination (from explicit to 

explicit knowledge), and Internalization (from explicit to tacit knowledge) (Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995). 

 

 
Figure 1 

Source: made by the authors, inspired by The SECI Model  

Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995, p 62) 
 

 

2.1.1 Socialization  

 

Socialization is referred as the process in which individuals share experiences with each other 

and thereby create tacit knowledge. In this process, tacit knowledge is transferred from one 

individual into tacit knowledge to another one. Tacit knowledge can be acquired from others 

without using language and can be obtained directly through observation, practices and 

imitations between individuals. This type of knowledge is context related and therefore often 

difficult to express in words and formalize. However, face-to-face communication facilitates 

the transfer of it and gives individuals the opportunity to share their beliefs and learn from 

each other through the exchange of ideas and feedback (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). 

 

2.1.2 Externalization  

 

Externalization is the process where tacit knowledge becomes articulated into explicit terms 

using metaphors, analogy, concepts, hypotheses or models. A metaphor or analogy is a 

distinctive method of perception, which helps individuals anchored in different context and 

with different experiences to understand intuitive aspects by using imagination and symbols. 

Through metaphors individuals incorporate and express what they know in new ways to be 

understandable, while analogy defines how two ideas or object are alike and distinctive from 

each other (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). 
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2.1.3 Combination  

 

Combination defines the process in which explicit knowledge is captured from the 

organization both internally and externally and then integrated and processed to create a more 

composite and systematic explicit knowledge. Combination give the opportunity to efficiently 

transfer knowledge among groups across borders, through the use of documentation, 

databases, computerized communication networks and phone conversations (Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995).  

 

2.1.4 Internalization  

 

Internalization is the process of understanding and captivating explicit knowledge and transfer 

it into tacit form kept by the individual. While the first three processes are related to 

organizational learning, this process is related to the level of individual learning. Trainees can 

enrich the tacit knowledge of the member by reading and reflecting upon documents or 

manuals about different subjects related to their job. Explicit knowledge can also be carried 

out through experiments and methods such as learning-by-doing in order to examine, modify, 

and embody explicit knowledge as their own tacit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). 

 

 

2.2 Organizational Culture 
 

Edgar Schein (2009) describes organizational culture as “a pattern of shared tacit 

assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and 

internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be 

taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those 

problems” (Schein, 2009 .p.27) 

 

He mentions that culture begins to form whenever a group has shared enough common 

experience with each other. On the organizational level, culture exists if there is sufficient 

shared history. To make organizations more efficient and effective, then the aspects and role 

of culture that plays in the organizational life must be correctly understood (Schein, 2009). 

 

Schein (2004) suggest a model of organizational culture in 1980’s and discuss that in order to 

understand culture it should be analysed at three distinct levels that is artifacts, espoused 

values and basic and underlying assumptions. These three levels show the degree of the 

different cultural phenomena that are visible for the viewer.  

 

The first level on the surface is referred to as artifacts - what you see, hear, and feel. It 

include any tangible and visible elements in an organization such as products, technology, 

physical environment, dress code, language, written rituals and values etc. Schein (2004) 

argue that even although artifacts are easy to perceive still their meanings can be difficult to 

interpret. Often to the fact that observers can describe what they see and express their feelings 
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towards it, but might still not draw conclusions of what those things mean in the specific 

group or even defining the essential underlying assumptions (Schein, 2004).  

 

Furthermore, he argues that in order to better grasp and understand this level, the observer 

should analyse the intangible espoused beliefs and values of the organization. These are 

carried out in the day-to-day practices and can work as guidance to the behaviour of the 

members. According to Schein, these normally start from the leader of the organization and 

over time is passed on to the members of the organization. This led him to the deeper level of 

organizational culture which are the espoused values. It describes the way that the members 

represent the organization, not only to others but also to themselves. Here arise questions 

about the aspects that the organization values - Why do they do what they do? (Schein, 2009).  

Schein (2004) claims that espoused beliefs and values can be too abstract and therefore not 

easily defined which can often leave major essential parts of organizational behaviour 

unexplained.  

 

If the espoused values by leaders do not comfort with the assumptions of organizational 

culture, it can arise issues and misunderstandings. In this level, when individuals face the 

challenge of a new task or issue, the first solution to deal with is the reflection of some 

individuals own assumptions about what will work or not work. It is often the leaders may 

influence the group to adopt and establish a specific approach to the problem. However, 

shared knowledge takes place when the group jointly take action in response to the new issue 

and together observe the result of that action. Furthermore, to gain a deeper level of 

understanding and pattern of culture, and also to properly predict future behaviour, it is 

fundamental to understand the basic underlying assumptions (Schein, 2004). 

 

Underlying basic assumptions are the third and last level of Schein's organizational model. 

These are defined as unconscious aspects of a culture and include perceptions, thoughts, and 

feelings. To understand this level, one have to think back to the history of the organization, 

figuring out what were the values, beliefs, and assumptions of the founders of the 

organization and leaders that made it successful. The founder’s values and assumptions had to 

be in line with what the environment of the organization allows, for the organization to 

develop a culture in the first place. These assumptions are based from a joint learning process, 

in which learned values and beliefs was shared and functioned so well that they gradually 

become taken for granted and non-negotiable (Schein, 2009).  

 

Schein (2004) argue that here are similarities between basic assumptions with to what Argyris 

has identified as “theories-in-use”, which are assumptions that can guide the group members 

how to perceive, think, and feel about things. He also describe this level of culture as the 

group’s DNA, that means if things need to be changed and new learning is required for the 

growth, the genes have to be there to make such growth possible. It is crucial to interpret the 

pattern of basic assumptions, in order to understand how to interpret the artifacts correctly or 

how much of credibility to add to the espoused values (Schein, 2004). 
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2.3 High Context and Low Context Communication  
 

Anthropologists Edward Hall (1976) developed a framework, in which he highlighted the 

distinct patterns of behaviours in cultures and clarified how they can be divided by their 

methods of communication and actions. His framework is divided to; Low-Context cultures 

and High-Context cultures. 

 

Communication 

 

According to Hall (1976), the communication in high-context cultures is reliant on non-

spoken indicators. This non-verbal communication is stated by Hall as ‘‘more of the 

information in either in the physical context or internalized in the person’’ (Hall, 1976, p.91). 

Thus, the context communicated takes part on a physical level, where factors such as body 

language and other nonverbal cues are crucial to fully comprehend the meaning behind the 

spoken words. 

 

The framework describes the contrary for low-context cultures, where communication occurs 

primarily through clear statements. Hall (1976) perceived how a conversation held by 

individuals from low-context cultures were understood by the spoken words and not disguised 

by other silent hints. Overall, he reviewed the importance of critical factors of intercultural 

communication, stating further "The level of context determines everything about the nature 

of the communication and is the foundation on which all subsequent behaviour rest" (Hall, 

1976, p. 92). Consequently, if neither parties acknowledge their different methods of 

communication, the critical distance in communication between cultures with low-context and 

high-context are expected to oppose a challenge for both cultures to get their message through 

(Hall, 1976).  

 

Hall´s framework describe possible complications in miscommunication if these factors are 

overlooked. Cross-cultural communication can therefore be perceived as a fundamental aspect 

in MNEs, especially while transferring knowledge between individuals. If the desired 

message of communication is interpreted in an incorrect manner, the knowledge in that 

message might have different meanings in different cultures (Hall, 1976). These 

communication styles have distinctive directness approaches and thus, are important methods 

to be considered during negotiations and arising conflicts (ibid)  

 

 

Perception of time 

 

According to Hall (1976) time perception is culture-specific, cultures have different ways of 

viewing time, which is divided in two concepts where high-context cultures are polychronic 

and low-context cultures are monochronic.  
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In cultures operating on polychronic time perception, the reflection of time tends to be more 

concerned with the present moment than with schedules, and consider that they are in 

command of time, rather than being controlled by it (Samovar, Porter & McDaniel 2012). On 

the contrary, monochronic cultures view time as an essential phenomenon and these cultures 

rely therefore on structure and emphasize schedules and segmentation of time (Samovar, 

Porter & McDaniel 2012).   

 

 

 
 

Figure 2  

Source: made by the authors 

 

 

Common welfare 

   

An alternative to Hall's framework was proposed by Geert Hofstede (1984), where one of his 

five cultural dimensions supports Hall's suggestion that high-context cultures tend to be 

collectivistic while low-context cultures tend to be individualistic. According to Hofstede 

(1984) the dimension collectivism vs. individualism describes how collectivistic cultures 

prioritize the welfare of the group over the individual welfare. Individualistic cultures 

emphasis on personal gain and accomplishments of individual goals rather than the group. 

Furthermore, people in collectivistic cultures tend to be loyal to their group and trust is a 

major part of their business relationship, while in individualistic cultures confidence and trust 

is based on regulations and contracts (Hofstede, 1984). 

 

An elemental factor in the cross-cultural approach framework can be simplified by the 

assumption that each culture possesses a specific preprogramed method of communication. 

Therefore, the framework has therefore been criticised by other scholars as it is based on the 

assumption of individuals as a culture using both stereotyping and generalization (Cardon, 

2008). 
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2.4 Business Network Theory 
 

Relationships 

 

The business network theory is based on the assumption that suppliers and customers are 

engaged in long-lasting relationship that they consider to be important for their business 

(Forsgren, 2013). Moreover, the business relationships are also described as intangible assets 

held by the firm. This theory emphasizes on how business relationships ought to be 

considered equally or of higher importance as the merchandise itself or service being offered. 

Due to the fact that business relationships are established and developed by investing both 

time and resources between the parties involved (ibid).   

 

Forsberg’s research explains how multinational companies cannot only rely on a successful 

entrance into a foreign country, there are many other elements to be considered. For starters, it 

requires a deep understanding of the relevant foreign business network, starting from knowing 

who the important actors are and how they are related to each other (Forsgren, 2013). By 

doing so, the firm can obtain the necessary information to approach the right companies, 

while knowing who has the upper hand in the territory.  

 

 

Levels of connection 

 

According to Forsberg (2013) one basic assumption in business network theory is the fact that 

multinational firms consist of several business actors rather than just one. In other words, this 

assumption takes into account the several subsidiaries a firm might obtain. Additionally, to 

the quantity of subsidiaries this observation takes into account the specific problems and 

opportunities each subsidiary might have in its own business network. Thus, a subsidiary 

might strive either from autonomy in relation to the rest of the company or for power to 

influence the development of other parts of the firm for its own. The business network theory 

refers to three equally important relationships, firstly the importance of long term 

relationships between suppliers and customer, secondly the relationship between subsidiaries 

and thirdly the relationship between subsidiaries and HQ (Forsgren, 2013). This assumption 

can create friction between subsidiaries and HQ, especially when a problem occurs between 

the subsidiaries with strong network connections. 
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Figure 3 - Levels of connection between subsidiaries  

Source: made by the authors, inspired by Forsgren (2013, p.114) 

 

 

Figure 3, puts into perspective the different levels of connection between the subsidiaries 

involved. It is easy to distinguish the closeness of association between, subsidiary A and C, 

likewise consisted of the distanced relation between subsidiary A and B. Furthermore, 

implying the opportunity for knowledge transfer between the subsidiaries with a closer 

relationship. This illustration also explains how the relationship between subsidiary A and C, 

is harder to substitute. In other words, the network business theory indicates the influence 

subsidiaries might have to each other as well as the different types of business opportunities 

that might be created depending on the network each subsidiaries is involved in (Forsgren, 

2013). 

 

According to the theory, the connection between subsidiaries is mainly depended by the 

association both subsidiaries have through their business network. As stated in figure 3, the 

relationship between subsidiary A and C is connected through the network context, sharing 

the same network makes it possible to consider both subsidiaries stronger than subsidiary B. 

As expected, the relationship between subsidiaries is of high importance throughout this 

theory, the network might connect the different subsidiaries, however, this connection might 

also generate competition in its place. By doing so the knowledge transfer between the 

subsidiaries is expected to decrease. Although, this does not mean the subsidiaries do not 

share the same goals and values as the HQ (ibid). A fundamental characteristic mention by 

Forsgren (2013), is how the HQ is mainly an outsider which explains the reason MNE´s in 

business network are less hierarchical and a struggle for influence might arise between 

subsidiaries and also between subsidiaries and HQ. This struggle for influence can create a 

great difficulty for the communication and the transfer of knowledge (ibid). This network 

embeddedness has been presented by several scholars in order to develop a deeper 
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understanding of a subsidiaries ability to acquire competence. The fundamental idea is that 

subsidiaries which are strongly connected to one another are more capable of transferring 

knowledge and are more willing to do so, and therefore are in a more favourable position to 

learn more from each other (Lane & Lubatkin, 1998).  
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3. Methodology 
 

This chapter presents the methods that have been used as a basis to answer the research 

question and purpose of this study. 

 
 

3.1 Selection of Research Topic 
 

The focus on this study lays on the challenges a multinational enterprise have to overcome in 

order to successfully transfer their knowledge within the organization while also experiencing 

cultural barriers. It became clear that the issues of knowledge transfer and cross-cultural 

aspects are dependent on each other and should therefore be emphasized in this study. ABB 

was chosen for its multinationals appeal with its different divisions and units across borders. 

In the early stages of planning this study, an interest was gained on ABB, not only based on 

the company background but also the accessibility of fundamental contacts for the interviews.  

 

 

3.2 Research Design 
 

There are two kinds of strategies, which are often used in the collection of data: qualitative 

and quantitative data methods (Bryman & Bell, 2005). In order to collect the necessary 

information for this study, the authors have chosen to carry out a qualitative research rather 

than a quantitative research. Since qualitative research is designed to be evaluated through 

words rather than numbers, the authors considered this to be an appropriate way of collecting 

data (ibid). In order to answer the research question, the authors focus on study how the 

members of ABB perceive the process of knowledge transfer in the company. When 

analyzing the collected data from interviews, it is crucial to acknowledge that the same 

answers from the respondents might be interpreted differently by different people.  

 

 

3.3 Data Collection 
 

The case company in this study was selected on a combined basis of relevance to the research 

question and its accessibility in terms of primary data collection.  

Primary data was gained by conducting interviews with the representatives of the case 

company ABB. Bryman & Bell (2005) define primary data as being relied on information 

collected directly from the main source. Primary data of this study is based on four 

interviews, in which the first two were conducted face-to-face, while the two remaining were 

conducted through phone conversations due to time constraint and the location of the 

respondents. According to Bryman & Bell (2005), secondary data is information which 

already have been collected and processed by others. The secondary data used in this study is 

gained through literatures and as scientific articles from google scholar and E-books in 

databases. In the search of literatures, the library search engine Libris of Mälardalens 
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Högskola were used as well as the library search engine of Södertörns Högskola. In addition, 

great part of the theoretical material has been created and developed from evaluation of 

different literatures. Moreover, sources from the official website of ABB was utilized to 

provide an accurate company background.  

 

  

3.4 Research Approach 
 

The research approached by the authors, was aimed to focus on selecting theories to 

contribute with valid information in order to interpret and analyze the information gathered 

from the interviews. The central focus of this study is to analyze how knowledge is 

transferred within in a multinational organization. The empirical findings provided in this 

study are based on the research questions, which has been analyzed and correlated to the case 

company ABB.  

 

 

3.5 Theory Selection  
 

Adapted theoretical frameworks were selected on a basis of a literature review of established 

ideas in the field, these were selected to cover different aspects covered by the research 

questions. To strengthen the findings, four theoretical frameworks are provided in which the 

authors consider to be appropriate in correlation to the research questions and the case 

company. The theoretical frameworks are consisted of Knowledge Transfer, Organizational 

Culture, Business Network Theory and High Context and Low Context Communication. The 

authors believe these theories work as a useful guideline and support throughout the study and 

also are able to clarify critical aspects in the process of knowledge transfer as well as 

emphasizing the barriers which might arise during this process. The authors believe that the 

data collected from the interviews are adequate enough in order to relate them with the 

theories and to draw a conclusion. 

 

 

3.6 Choice of Method  
 

According to Bryman and Bell (2005), in researches, there are either a deductive or inductive 

method used. The difference between them is that deduction means that a research effort are 

the result of theory, while inductive method refers to the fact that theory is the result of a 

research which have been done. In order to study how the selected case company manage the 

process of knowledge distribution, the authors have focused on a qualitative and a deductive 

method. The conducted interviews were utilized as primary data collection, as the authors 

consider this to be an effective and advantageous way to gather essential and credible 

information for the study. Primary data has is based on the responses from four 

representatives working in different units of Force measurement at ABB. The authors 

consider that secondary data serve as the basis for a great part of the study and has provided 

them a deeper base and understanding in the field.  
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3.7 Interviews with representatives of ABB 

 

A semi-structured interview template was created to effectively maintain a focus on the 

overall direction and development of the interviews, while the conversation could flow freely 

within frames of the different question areas. The topic of the interview was described in 

advance to all respondents through email, however not the description of the specific 

interview questions. This was done in order to achieve spontaneous and sincere answers, as 

well as to avoid rationalisation. Bryman and Bell (2005) means that in semi-structured 

interviews, the questions usually tend to be in more general terms and the order of the 

questions can vary compared with structured interviews. 

 

The authors had in consideration that qualitative research usually are time demanding and the 

material to be processed often are extensive. For that reason, the number of participants in the 

interviews were limited to four members of the company. The selected representatives of the 

interviews have different roles in the organization, which was considered to be significant 

when analyzing their different perspectives on the subject. The interview questions were the 

same for all respondents, however, the authors were prepared that the answers might differ 

depending on the representative's position in the company. Furthermore, the authors believe 

that the audio recordings of the interviews might to some extent influence the answers of the 

respondents, as it might effect on how they choose to answer the questions.  

 

 

3.7.1 Introduction of the representatives 

 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted separately at different occasions during the 

study. The estimated time set for the interviews were approximately 1 hour, however, the 

authors had in consideration that additional time might be needed for deeper discussion 

around some subjects.  

 

The first interview was conducted in person with Lars Green, senior manager of sales 

working at Force and Measurement in Västerås. The interview was held in a conference room 

at his workplace. He had a great insight and knowledge about the subjects that concerns the 

study with experience of conducting sales abroad where he has correlated with other cultures 

through his work.  

 

The second interview was conducted with Misagh Moghadasi at his office in Västerås. He 

works as an office manager in Force Measurement. He is responsible for order and 

constructions in their department, also is in charge to manage the development of 

manufacturing surfaces for their production. The conversation during this interview, had a 

less structured approach as the responder is related with one of the authors.   

 

The third interview was held with Tsuyoshi Yoshizaki which works as a local sales member 

in Force Measurement in Japan, and due to the distance of the responder, the interview had to 
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be conducted by phone. His role in ABB is within the service business in the domestic and 

South Eastern market. 

 

The last interview was conducted with Yu Chenyang working in Force Measurement in 

China. This interview was also held through a phone conversation. He has been working 15 

years in as an engineer and technical sales support, however, he made a change in his career 

and has spent the last 4 years as a manager for the local supply department. 

 

 

3.8 Credibility  
 

Reliability - Would a similar study give the same results?  

 

Reliability concerns the question of whether the outcome of a study remains the same if the 

study would be conducted again (Bryman & Bell, 2005). To ensure that no information would 

be lost during the face-to-face interviews and to prove reliability of the study, the were 

recorded throughout the interviews. Simultaneously, notes were made for better interpretation 

and understanding. When conducting this kind of interviews some aspects can affect the 

reliability in this study, it is significant to acknowledge that the respondent might not be fully 

transparent during the interview, some aspects might affect the honesty of their response since 

they represent the company and therefore might leave out sensitive information as well as 

their true opinion. Furthermore, Swedish language was used for the two interviews conducted 

in person, while English was necessary to use when having phone interviews with the 

respondents from the other countries. however, the interview questions were all described in a 

simplistic manner in order to avoid misinterpretation.   

 

Bryman & Bell (2005) argue that the quality of data derived from telephone interviews is 

inferior in compare to face-to-face interviews. The authors agree to this as during phone 

interviews the responder’s body language and face expression is not shown, which might 

hamper the interpretation of information. However, taking into consideration that the 

translation from Swedish to English might affect the interpretation of their meanings. In order 

to avoid this, all interviews were recorded, and the transcriptions were made precisely in order 

to avoid missing critical information. Afterward, the essential elements of the transcriptions 

were summarized by the authors to be applied in the study. 

 

 

Validity - Are the conclusions drawn correct?  

 

Validity concerns about if an evaluation of a conclusion generated from a study is drawn 

correctly or not (Bryman & Bell, 2005). In the early beginning of the study, the authors spent 

time in advance reading and analysing about the subject in order to increase the study's 

validity. The essential parts of the theoretical framework were created along with the method 

section, and afterwards the interview questions were designed to cover fundamental areas of 

the study. To provide background information and context, some of the questions were more 
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open, whereas others were subject specific, aiming to gain a deeper understanding in certain 

field. The authors consider the collected data work as valid and fundamental basis to answer 

the research question in a satisfactory manner. 

 

 

3.9 Limitations 
 

This study is limited to one case company, since ABB with its multinational appeal is 

considered by the authors to be a sufficient and reasonable sample size in order answer the 

research questions. The focus is exclusively on the distribution of knowledge within ABB's 

subsidiaries rather than on a divisional level. Thus, the authors have chosen to limit their 

study on knowledge transfer between the members and subsidiaries of Force Measurement 

and also directed into to the impact of culture in their knowledge distribution. However, the 

authors do not consider the study of knowledge transfer within ABB is a representation of 

knowledge management in all MNE´s in general. The study is concentrated on four 

theoretical frameworks which are considered as a fundamental base and support to in order to 

evaluate and analyze the study. 
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4. Empirical findings 
 

In this chapter, the company background is presented as well as the empirical data gathered 

through the interviews. 

 

 
4.1 Knowledge Transfer within ABB  
 

Mr Moghadasi mentions that ABB use a strategy where the knowledge requirement for the 

employees is defined by the 20-60-20 rule. This reveal what level of knowledge is necessary 

for each member in order to manage their role properly in the company. The first 20% of 

knowledge can be learned by instruction manuals and other explicit factors as an individual's 

scholar education. While 60% of the required knowledge is transferred tacitly and is referred 

as “on the job training”, this kind of guidance is provided on a day-to-day basis by colleagues 

and mentors. The remaining 20% refers to the knowledge gained while teaching and 

mentoring new members of the company. He further explains how these methods are 

advantageous ways to transfer both explicit and tacit knowledge within the company. 

However, there are specific skills that are difficult to document, as example, in the work of 

construction, there are certain aspects that you cannot find in manuals and can only be gained 

through many years of work experience. 

 

Socialization (tacit -tacit) 

 

The company believes that the most efficient way to distribute knowledge is through 

environments where socialization occurs, this encourage their members to share and spread 

their tacit knowledge. Mr Green argues this aspect by explaining that in his department, they 

rarely interact directly with the customers, and instead work as a technical and commercial 

support for their sales staff in offices all around the world. However, in some occasions it is 

required that he and his colleagues travel abroad in order to maintain important relationships 

with their bigger customers in specific markets. The experiences from these travels are 

basically shared through socialization, or as Mr Green put it: “over the coffee table”.  

He further mentions the existing difficulties in transferring knowledge from his sales office in 

Sweden to a sales force of over 100 people working in different countries. To reduce the 

barriers, sales staff from different countries come together for training twice a year, which 

allows the managers to get to know the new members of the organization and also mutually 

exchange their experiences. Mr Yoshizaki explains how the members of his unit are 

encouraged to distribute knowledge through socialization. One fundamental manner they use 

is through the participation in regular meetings in which they share experiences from the past 

week or month with one another and also discuss the recent issues which has arisen. He 

believes that socialization between members is the most effective way of transferring 

knowledge and contributes to new ideas for innovations instead of solely relying on intra 

based systems and manuals. ABB organize a global meeting once a year, in which office 

managers from different national cultures gather to discuss their goal settings for their 
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members and the possible improvements for the organization. This gives the managers the 

opportunity to transfer their managerial experiences to one another and raise critical 

questions, which they consider are necessary for the developments of their strategies. 

 

Externalization (tacit - explicit) 

 

Mr Moghadasi describe how some of the managers at ABB rely on analogies and metaphors 

to help them describe what they want to achieve and to explain their goals to their staff. The 

idea is to provide a concept or draw an image and symbol, and then discuss the fundamental 

characteristics of them. By describing what they want to accomplish through illustrations and 

symbols, they manage to easily convey their message through to their members as well as be 

able to declare its solutions. There are leadership trainings held for managers where they are 

taught how to apply metaphors and analogies to their jobs by putting their knowledge into 

illustrations. He gives an example by mentioning that ABB which stands “power and 

productivity for a better world” is a good example of a concept which easily describes what 

the company stands for and how they want to be perceived.  

 

Combination (explicit - explicit) 

 

Mr Moghadasi describes several strategies that are used in the company to create and transfer 

organizational knowledge. He mentions one fundamental strategy, which usually is conducted 

in groups called the 4Q model. It is aimed to define, measure and provide solutions to an issue 

or a new task. The first Q implies to collect different parts of explicit information from 

different sources in the company, leading to the process of the second Q, where the collected 

data is analyzed and attention is paid to interpret them correctly for a better understanding. 

The third Q, stands for developing measures for its developments which consequently leads to 

the fourth and last Q that stands for ensuring that the results will be sustainable by monitoring 

them. Further, he mentions that the successful results from this strategy can work as a basis to 

be shared and used as a new set of explicit knowledge with the rest of the organization.  

 

 

 
Figure 4 – 4Q Model 

Source: made by the authors 

 

 

Furthermore, Mr Moghadasi describe other ways in which explicit knowledge is shared, such 

as their social network called “Yammer”. In this network, each member can create a personal 

business profile and interact in an informal manner with other members in the organization. 

The social network provides the opportunity to share knowledge and work experiences 

between members, as well as to share links and other work related documents. One informal 
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manner to communicate directly within the company is through the Lync messenger, where 

messages can be exchanged instantly and all members who are online can be reached. 

Additionally, the company maintains a phone catalogue in which all its 150 000 employees 

around the world are registered, allowing them to easily get in contact with anyone in the 

organization. Mr Green describe the communication channels of the organization further, 

explaining that the Outlook e-mail system is frequently used for regular communication 

between members and with external partners. He emphasize that it is crucial for all members 

to acknowledge that any type of communication by e-mail could be regarded as a statement 

from ABB, thus, they must be careful to not release sensitive information as it might have 

undesired implications for the company. Skype business is used for video and audio 

conferences and virtual meetings with partners and members abroad. Mr Moghadasi reveals 

that ABB provides different online trainings for its members, some of them are in health and 

safety, information management, leadership, sales personal development, supply 

management, environment etc. Each member have access to the portal and can consult with 

their manager to partake on specific trainings, by doing so the company can transfer 

knowledge to its members regardless of their global position. As a manager, he attempts to 

search for online trainings applicable for his employees in order to increase their 

competences. However, the issue arises as the trainings are on a generically scale, and thus, 

often difficult to find courses for a specific role on an individual level. He considers that the 

individual only gets a general level of education but not a deeper skills training. A solution to 

this issue would be to find qualified members to share their knowledge in form mentoring or 

find individuals within the organization who are willing to come to their department to train 

their colleagues.  

 

 

Internalization (explicit - tacit) 

 

According to Mr Chenyang knowledge is transferred and spread through training programs to 

familiarize themselves with routines and the different products. He tells that the use of job 

mentoring programs in which senior staff work together with junior staff to transfer their 

knowledge and experience, has shown to be effective in learning processes. Mr Yoshizaki 

explain that his unit focus on arranging different workshops where members can create teams 

and make experiments together and at same time exchange their knowledge and be 

innovative. Mr Chenyang explains that transferring members to other units also are crucial in 

the transfer of knowledge, and tells of an occasion where one of the engineers from his team, 

temporarily practiced as technical coordinator in to another unit and later was able to 

implement his new knowledge to commissioning on site. Similar learning by doing process 

was mentioned by Mr Moghadasi, when he in one occasion travelled together with a 

technician from his team to one of the units in Italy in order to learn about the installation of 

their systems.  

 

When asked about how successful and less successful projects are handled in their unit, Mr 

Green revealed that after an unsuccessful project the manager and members involved usually 

have discuss possible ways of improvements for future projects, in order to avoid falling into 

similar situation. There are also reports sent to HQ about the issues and barriers that have 

occurred. On the other hand, after successful projects, the members share their experiences 

during meetings or on the intranet, and in some special cases, a leaflet called “Success story” 

will be generated together with HQ and distributed across the organization. Other significant 

sources to capture explicit knowledge are according to Mr Green, through reviewing ABB 

Library in the internal website of the company, as well as participating in trainings available 
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on ABB´s online courses. However, he continues, that the use information from databases and 

evaluation of manuals, documentations, and Success stories are effective ways for a member 

to capture explicit knowledge and to develop their work and competences. 

 

 

4.2 Organizational Values 
 

According to Mr Green, ABB´s organizational culture strive for an environment to stimulate 

exchange of ideas at different organization levels in which all members can be open about 

raising questions and concerns. Mr Green emphasize that visible aspects are of high relevance 

in situations when encountering with customers and external partners, due to the fact that 

visible elements can influence how others perceive the company. He explains that ABB have 

specific requirements on how to set up meetings, launch presentations and the information 

that should not be shared with other, this is above all crucial when connecting with external 

partners and customers. Moreover, Mr Green emphasize how all type of communication from 

members, including emails are counted as a statement from the company, thus, sensitive 

information must be avoided to be sent outside the organization as it may create undesired 

consequences for the company. Mr Chenyang argues a similar statement and explain further 

that formal language is often used during communication in particular with external 

partners/customers and high awareness is paid to what kind of information is shared both 

between the units and outside the organization. Mr Moghadasi means that one crucial visible 

aspect which contributes to a motivation for its members in order to achieve a desirable 

behaviour is by publishing different Success stories throughout the organization. Other 

tangible elements encouraging organizational behaviour according to him are the signs of job 

commitment, responsibility, and respect which are often positioned on the walls or 

blackboards in offices and workshops, aiming to remind its members of the company values. 

 

Mr Green continuous describing ABB´s organizational culture, mentioning that the company 

have high requirements on how the members behave and represent themselves. He mentions 

that ABB´s ethical rules can be found in the company's “Code of conduct” which can be 

accessed by everyone through the company's official website. The standards addressed in the 

Code of conduct represent the core of ABB’s culture and commitment. “The Code of Conduct 

is more than an acknowledgment of the rules. It reflects a personal commitment to take 

responsibility for our actions and always to work with integrity” (ABB, Code of conduct, 

p.4). It defines how the company conduct themselves, and the member of the organization are 

responsible to live up to the code. This has been a critical key for the company in earning 

their reputation (ABB, integrity, 2015). Mr Moghadasi argue that the beliefs and values of the 

company are fundamental aspects which are necessary to be recognized in the daily work of 

the members. Therefore, managers strive to forward the important aspects of the company 

values through their meetings where discussions concerning integrity are raised. These 

include subjects such as avoidance of bribery, the potential of risks, working behaviour, 

importance of health, safety and environmental issues in the organization.  

 

The vision of the company is rooted in its organizational culture, and it is something that all 

members strive to work towards. Their vision is stated as “Power and productivity for a 

better world” (ABB, vision, 2015) and stands for a corporate strategy that covers the 

organizational behaviour regarding aspects such as how they create their products, commit to 

suppliers, how they face challenges and opportunities, including how the company behave in 

countries in which they operate in (ibid). Mr Moghadasi gives an example on how 

assumptions can be integrated in company, by referring to the 4Q model. He means that when 
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a successful result from the 4Q model generated by managers are repeated with a positive 

outcome a sufficient number of times, then it can eventually become a part of their working 

strategy and over time as become a pattern in their work.   

 

 
4.3 High Context and Low Context Communication 
 

Mr Green develops his view on the importance of cultural context, how people who work 

within his field of export sales must have an insight of how to conduct and act in certain 

cultures. His team focus on connecting with the locals to develop a deeper insight of their way 

of thinking. According to Mr Green, in order to handle and overcome cultural barriers, they 

continuously try to adapt their sales approaches and individual behaviour to the local culture 

when encountering with different cultures in their travels. The fundamental aspect for them is 

to understand the local culture by paying attention to its different aspects and adapt their 

behaviour towards it. Furthermore, Mr Green tell that in some situations he is forced to travel 

to clients in certain markets as the purchasing managers at the client company does not see the 

local sales member as being on the same hierarchical level as themselves, thus, they often 

expect a member on managerial level to take care of the relationship and handle the affairs. 

Additionally, this creates an issue when managers at ABB retire, or change jobs. Selecting a 

successor and to ensure the relationship stays intact, means rebuilding this relations, which 

might take several years. However, one way to reduce the cultural distance between sales 

team and customers, are done through local sales people that are familiar with the business 

culture of their market. 

 

Mr Moghadasi also emphasize that cultural aspects play a major role when doing business by 

telling “When working with people from cultures such as Japan, the communication is on a 

formal level and more strained compared to the Europeans, while Europeans tend to be 

progressive and clear in their way of communication”.  He gives examples of cultural 

distance between South Asia and European countries in their way of working. In the Asian 

culture, they are often reluctant to say what they do not understand during trainings and 

therefore might not reveal when they need more knowledge or more information about e.g a 

specific product or subject. By experience, this has led to misunderstandings when they later 

visit customers to present the product as they might lack the necessary information about its 

different aspects. In some occasions there has been a need to send experts to the customers in 

order to explain how to use the products correctly. On the other hand, he explains how during 

the trainings programs, Europeans tend to be straightforward with disclosing when something 

is unclear and are used to work individually. Mr Chenyang recognize the same pattern about 

the Chinese culture being more implicit as not to raise too many questions, which may 

influence the quality of knowledge transfer. He further emphasizes that in his culture they see 

themselves as a group and are always striving towards a common goal and solution for 

everyone, and not only for themselves. Mr Yoshizaki mentions a similar behaviour, how they 

view themselves as a group and how team work and frequent communication in the group is 

of high importance in the Japanese business culture.  

 

Mr Moghadasi explains that they often get in contact with local sales offices with different 

national cultures to discuss the status of their work and urgent matters. He explains that when 

having meetings with the Japanese office, they usually expect everything well prepared in 

detail and in advance, with a clear agenda of the meeting and its specific subject. While the 

meetings with the Italian office have a more informal guideline where the conversation flows 

more spontaneously and are not as structured as their sales offices in Japan expects it to be. 
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Mr Moghadasi means “You simply have to feel and adapt”. He further explains that same unit 

located in Sweden can differ in various aspects from the unit in China due to the differences 

of their cultures. 

 

 

4.4 Managing relationships within ABB  
 

When asked about the main cultural differences in the way of doing business during his career 

in ABB, Mr Green explained how the Asian culture of conducting business still intrigues him. 

His unit has been working with companies in China and other Asian countries for more than 

20 years, however, it took his team several years to build the trust and loyalty needed to be 

where they are today. Loyalty is of high importance he explains, emphasising the difficulty 

experienced by other competitive companies trying to take over in the Asian market. 

Competitors might offer the same product with cheaper prices, but his buyers are not 

interested in conducting business with strangers, despite the fact that it might serve economic 

benefits for their company. Their business culture is about doing business between people not 

between companies. Mr Moghadasi mention how the relationship with their biggest customers 

are built through many years of trust and loyalty. He experience how this relationship affects 

their sales numbers in a positive manner, and mention that customers purchase from an 

specific unit because of the trust they have to them and not entirely because of the actual 

product offered.  

 

According to Mr Green, one the biggest challenge lies in the organizational structure of the 

company, there are some obstructions in the internal way of communication between units, 

since the unit can compete for the same customers. ABB handles such inconveniences by 

referring the clients to the local country seller, expressing the importance of warranties and 

technical support. However, the problem arises when the units tend to withhold information 

from each other in order to gain the sales commission for their own achievement.  

 

To create a common project knowledge between units, ABB take use of a software called 

ProSales. According to Mr Green, this software is a remarkable way for the HQ to keep track 

on ongoing and upcoming projects. Although all units are encouraged to share their projects 

in ProSales, they are only required to upload information about the project above the 

budget/price one hundred thousand US dollars.  

 

The work of the HQ and the divisions are to keep track of company's processes and quality, as 

well as providing support in form of tools and trainings for its units. They are also responsible 

to assure that the units work within the frames of ABB's policy. The organization is consisted 

of various Global Business Units working under the divisions and have their locations 

geographically spread. They are in turn, responsible to follow up the work and achievements 

of the units. Mr Moghadasi mentions that his unit “Force measurement”, belongs Global 

Business Unit which control their budget, set up economic goals and monitor the 

developments which they are expected to achieve. However, since they are globally spread 

and often far from the activities of the units, it creates a difficulty to fully comprehend the 

local culture of each unit.  

Mr Yoshizaki describes the structured decision making as strict top-down. The Global 

Business Units have great influence in the decision-making process of its local units. If the 

business in the local unit grows, their level of influence will also increase. Therefore, the 

network embeddedness between the Global Business Unit and the local units are considered 

stronger compared to the relation to the HQ.  
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5. Analysis & Discussion 
 

In this chapter, the empirical material and findings are analysed based on the previous 

presented theoretical frameworks. 

 
 

5.1 How Knowledge is distributed at ABB 
 

Based on Nonaka and Takeuchi spiral model of knowledge transfer, tacit and explicit 

knowledge can be interplayed with four modes of knowledge conversion; (1) socialization, 

(2) externalization, (3) combination and (4) internalization. The model claims that knowledge 

conversion begins with socialization, which transform ones tacit knowledge into another tacit 

knowledge. During this process, individuals have the opportunity to exchange experiences 

with one another and develop a new tacit knowledge. Mr Green explains the importance of 

socialization in their work with their customers, as it improves and strengthens their 

relationship by sharing tacit knowledge with each other through face-to-face communication. 

Mr Yoshizaki means that new ideas and improvements are created through socialization 

between members, and to encourage this way of distributing knowledge, their unit in Japan 

strives to arrange regular meetings where members can discuss their recent experiences and 

issues with one another.  

 

The externalization process involves converting tacit knowledge into explicit means through 

the creation of new concepts. Mr Moghadasi explains how they work in this process, 

mentioning that images and concepts are often used by the managers to in a simple way 

describe and diffuse their goals for other members and explain what they aim to accomplish.  

The next step in the knowledge conversion process is combination, which involves the 

conversion of explicit knowledge held by individuals into more complex sets of explicit 

knowledge. Mr Moghadasi explains one tool the company uses to combine different bodies of 

explicit knowledge is through a model called 4Q. He mentions that the members from all 

organizational levels can gather to collect and measure different sources of explicit 

knowledge in order to solve an issue, later these are combined and the results of their 

collected data is evaluated. Afterwards, new improvements or solution can be suggested in 

relation to the task or issue. These are eventually assorted into documents and databases to be 

shared as new explicit knowledge in the organization. According to the combination process, 

individuals combine different sources of explicit knowledge and transfer it through the use of 

documentation, communication networks. Mr Moghadasi further mentions that information 

technology enhances this type of conversion process. Their social network “Yammer” 

facilitate the sharing of explicit knowledge between registered members no matter 

geographical distance, in which members can share job related links and articles, ideas and 

other sources of explicit knowledge with each other. Mr Green explain other computerized 

communication systems that are frequently used by the members such as the Outlook email 

system, this is considered a crucial tool when exchanging knowledge both within and across 

borders in the organization. Another crucial system being utilized regularly throughout the 

organization is Skype business, which is often used for phone conversations and virtual 

meetings between units across borders. 

 

The process of internalization in the Spiral model is related to the level of individual learning. 

Here, explicit knowledge can be carried out into tacit form through activities of learning by 
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doing, but also by reflecting documents and manuals to embody explicit knowledge as the 

individual's own tacit knowledge. According to Mr Chenyang, learning by doing in their 

workplace is done through trainings and job mentoring programs in which new staff work 

side by side with senior staff to experience their work. Mr Moghadasi explain by experiencing 

this process, where he participated in learning by doing activities by traveling abroad to Italy 

where he worked on site temporarily to learn a specific task. According to Mr Yoshizaki, his 

unit occasionally arrange workshops where experiments can conducted in groups, which also 

contributes to facilitating exchange of experiences between members. Mr Green explains that 

one fundamental way to learn explicit knowledge is by attending and studying ABB's online 

courses and accessing ABB´s library through the company's internalized website. Members of 

the company can also internalize experiences by reviewing documents and manuals as well as 

success stories, which has been collected from previous successful experiences.  

 

 

5.2 The Organizational Culture of ABB 
 

Based on the theory of organizational culture, the first level of its surface are the artifacts 

which include all tangible elements in an organization that can be seen, heard, and felt. 

According to Mr Green, ABB has specific demands in the way members should behave, 

maintain relationships and communicate. These aspects are fundamental and are expected to 

be followed by every member, it is also defined and shared in the company's Code of conduct. 

He further stresses that tangible elements are especially crucial to be considered in situations 

when a member present the company to external partners, as these can affect how they 

perceive the company. Mr Green mentions that there are specific aspects to be considered in 

how to attend meetings, such as being well prepared, on time, as well as being aware of what 

you can and cannot tell. He further explains that all written communication in emails and 

other sources are counted as a statement from the company, therefore, members are well 

informed about this aspects in order to avoid undesired implications for ABB. Business 

language is crucial to use and should be adapted depending on the culture of the receiver as 

information can be misinterpreted by those who do not understand the implications of the 

spoken and written words. Mr Chenyang describe that when communicating with external 

partners, often a formal language is used and the exchanged information is of high importance 

as they represent the company for others.  

 

When asking about the tangible aspects of the organization, Mr Moghadasi describe that the 

working environment of the company are consisted of workshops and office landscapes, 

where one usually can see signs acknowledging responsibility, commitment and respect in the 

offices of the company, since these words are fundamental pillars for the behavior of 

members working in ABB. The company also strive to encourage its organizational behavior 

in a positive manner by printing and publishing “Success Stories" from successful 

implementations at customer sites from different events.  

 

According to the second level of the framework of organizational culture, the espoused beliefs 

and values of the organization often starts from the leader and work as a guidance for the 

organizational behaviour. Mr Moghadasi explain that managers continuously attempt to 

acknowledge the espoused values of the company to its members in different manners. The 

most common being through arranged meetings where organizational behavior is informed 

and evaluated to members, above all for new members. This includes aspects such as how to 

make business in a good manner avoiding bribery, and how to give high value to human 

health, environment and safety. The espoused values can also be reviewed in ABB´s code of 
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conduct where it reflects the organizational behavior in a responsible and ethical way towards 

individuals and the environment.  

 

The third level of organizational culture theory is underlying assumption, which is defined as 

an unconscious aspect of a culture. The underlying assumption is created when a solution to a 

problem works good enough repeatedly, so that it becomes to be taken for granted. As the 

ABB´s vision is cited “Power and productivity for a better world” in the company's official 

website, it stands for assumptions about the company's corporate strategy which covers 

critical aspects such as how they manufacture their products, commit to suppliers, how act 

towards risks and opportunities, and how the company behave towards one another in 

communities in which the company operate. These assumptions are embedded in as the way 

things are managed and done in the organization.  

 

 
5.3 Communication across borders  
 

Hall's framework highlights crucial factors which needs to be considered when 

communication between individuals from a low-context and a high-context cultures occur. 

Fundamental aspects are explained such as, how the same message might be interpreted 

differently and have distinctive meanings in different cultures. A lack in understanding the 

difference in ways of communication increases the risk of miscommunication. Mr Green 

mentioned a fundamental aspect for them is to pay attention to local culture and try to adapt 

their behavior towards it. Since they are aware of the implications of cultural context, to 

handle and overcome cultural barriers, they attempt to adapt themselves to the local culture 

both in terms of sales behavior and individual behavior when traveling across different 

countries for business.  

 

Hall´s describes the cultures to have distinctive directness approaches and thus, a deeper 

insight of the way of communicating can serve as an advantage during training, sales and 

negotiations. Mr Moghadasi explains by experience that the Asian culture are perceived to be 

more reserved and indirect in their way of communication. He means that this creates a hinder 

in the information flow as they prefer not to ask for help when they face challenges of 

interpretation of meanings or when something is not completely understood during the 

learning processes. Mr Chenyang supports his argument by explaining similar pattern where 

Chinese workers can be reluctant to freely raise opinions and questions when it is necessary.  

However, both Mr Yoshizaki and Mr Chenyang mentioned the importance of common 

welfare in a group and how they highly value teamwork and frequent interactions with others 

in the group in their business culture. This consequently, leads them to be able to faster and 

more effectively exchange their knowledge with eachother. 

 

Since time perception is culture-specific according to Hall, monochronic cultures view time 

as an essential phenomenon and are therefore concerned with its planification in order to 

promote efficiency. Mr Moghadasi noticed the differences in informalities used and the 

different requirements of the meetings between the Japanese office in compare to the Italian 

office. He experienced the meetings with the Japanese office to be well prepared with a clear 

agenda of the meeting and details in advance while the Italian office had a more informal 

approach, where the agenda was not as important as the flow in the conversation between the 

people involved. This is a clear example of how the different cultural context can have an 

impact on the relationships between business partners.  
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5.4 Structure of ABB's Business Network  
 

The business network theory stresses the fact that each subsidiary is involved with their own 

connections and business opportunities, leading to its own business network. The network of 

ABB is constructed in a similar way involving a less hierarchical approach, where the HQ of 

the divisions have limited power and control over the units in their decision-making. Their 

overall focus is often laid on providing appropriate tools and support to the units. On the other 

hand, the Global Business Units are closely connected to the units they are responsible for. 

Their work is to set targets and economical goals for the units and follow up their 

developments. Consequently, this means that the Global Business Units have their own 

network with specific units in which they are directly connected to, thus, facilitating the 

information flow.  

 

The theory also emphasize the fact that business relationships are considered to be equally or 

even having greater significance than the product itself or the service offered. Business 

relationships are built and developed through the investment of both time and resources. Mr 

Green states that “Business culture is about doing business between people, not between 

companies”. Therefore, trust and loyalty has been the central key for the strong relationship 

between his team and the customers in the Asian market. Even though, competitors often can 

offer cheaper prices for similar products, their customers consider their relationship to be 

more important and are less likely to change business partners. Mr Moghadasi strengthens this 

assumption by mentioning that good business relationship has created loyalty between his unit 

and the customers, which consequently has led to increased sales for their unit.  

 

The business network theory emphasize that a subsidiary might seek power in order to 

influence the organization for their own good or attempt to operate independently from the 

rest of the organization. This can create discordance between subsidiaries associated in strong 

business network connections. ABB considers that the importance of communication between 

the units is therefore crucial, this is something the company continually strives to improve. 

For the knowledge to be transferred, the units must be willing to share their information with 

others. ABB encourages the units to communicate in a frequent manner, however, problems 

can arise when they withhold information from each other in order to gain sales commission 

for their own personal achievement specially when competing for the same customers. 

However, the units with a closer relationship have more tendencies to create opportunities for 

the transfer of knowledge between themselves than those with a distanced relationship. 
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6. Conclusion 
 

In this final chapter, the conclusion of the study is presented based on the research question 

concerning the transfer of knowledge in ABB and also suggestions for future research are 

included.  

 
 

ABB have various ways of transferring knowledge across the organization, however, as much 

as importance it is given to their different methods in knowledge management, the authors 

have as well recognized crucial aspects hampering the transfer of knowledge.   

Effective ways of transferring explicit knowledge in the organization is relied on information 

technology, which facilitates the distribution of knowledge both within and across borders. 

Computerized systems contribute to effective and fast communication and exchange of 

information, which reduces both time and distance barriers. Because of the geographical 

distances, the meetings are usually carried out virtually which facilitates the communication 

with customers, partners and between the units of the organization.  

The company converse explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge held by individuals by 

allowing members to practice the related task or issue through i.e. workshops, learning by 

doing and job mentoring programs. This way of transferring knowledge to members might 

also require a temporarily transfer of individuals to different units in order to learn specific 

related tasks on site. Explicit knowledge found in documentations, manuals, databases and the 

intranet of ABB are knowledge sources which are used on a daily basis in the work of the 

members to develop their own knowledge base. These can later be developed to a more 

complex set of explicit knowledge or even be used as members own tacit knowledge. 

ABB give high value to interactions through socialization as it contributes to a better and 

closer relation between members and to customers, in which they can in an social manner 

their exchange ideas and experiences. This leads consequently to new ideas and innovations 

in the organization. Therefore, it is significant for the company to create circumstances which 

allows individuals socialize more often. ABB gives great value to long term relationships and 

try to develop bond of trust and loyalty through frequent communications with their 

customers/partners. Although, socialization across borders might need some planning and 

create additional costs for the company, it will contribute to the effectiveness of the company 

through the investment of its relationships.  

The units of ABB work independently under the requirements of their Global Business Unit, 

consequently, in some circumstances they run into internal competitiveness between 

themselves. It might therefore be difficult to encourage cooperation between units during 

sales opportunities, since they are able to compete for the same customers. Today, the units 

focus more on their own achievements and success, and thus, might not act as an integrated 

organization. In order to avoid this issue, it is critical for the units to improve their 

communication flow and strive for a common goal. In order to reduce internal 

competitiveness, their goal should be to commonly develop and provide complete solutions 

for the buyers rather than just offering their own separate components. ABB should therefore 

invest in developing systems which contribute to a better internal work and encourage 

effective interaction between the units which might result in the sharing their business 

networks with each other.  
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The company mean that there should be given high importance to the cultural aspects such as 

how individuals from different cultures tend to communicate and behave, and consider these 

are aspects that should be paid attention to during interactions. Some experiences has shown 

how the distance between high context and low context cultures have hampered the learning 

process, in comparison between Europeans and Asian cultures. Europeans are perceived as 

straightforward and often communicate in an informal manner, which facilitates the 

communication flow as meanings can be easily understood without silent hints. On the other 

hand, the Asian culture tend to use an indirect manner of communicating and are often 

reluctant to express themselves freely. This has led to hinder in the transfer of knowledge 

when encountering with other cultures. In order to avoid misinterpretation of meanings and to 

reduce other cultural barriers in the knowledge flow, members must try to understand the 

culture they encounter with and adapt their way of behavior and communication towards it. 

The organizational culture of ABB emphasizes the importance of the use of language and the 

exchange of information. While paying attention to the different cultures, it is also crucial for 

the members to act upon the organizational culture. However, holding one organizational 

culture in a multinational company as ABB can be challenging considering the different sub-

cultures existing among the different units as they are geographically spread. Thus, for a 

correct interpretation of the organizational culture, the members should analyse the meanings 

of the tangible elements, its espoused beliefs and values, and the underlying assumptions. 

Understanding these aspects facilitates the understanding of why the company act and behave 

as they are doing. 

 

 

 

6.1 Future research  

 
For future studies in the field of knowledge transfer within an organization, the authors 

suggest that a deeper analysis should be done about KM over a long period in the 

organization. Due to the time constraint it was not possible to study how the knowledge of 

senior members can be reused to contribute to the company´s efficiency. Should senior 

members engage their last year of carrier mentoring others? 

It would also be interesting to find out if the same approaches used for knowledge transfer in 

ABB could be used for another organization in a different industry in order to find out their 

differentiations. Furthermore, the authors believe possible studies could be in examining the 

fundamental factors that are required to encourage the units of ABB to become more 

integrated with one another.  
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Appendix  

 

Interview questions 

 

1. Can you introduce yourself short? What is your role in ABB? 

2. How would you describe ABB's organizational structure? 

3. Can you describe the network connection between ABB´s units and its Headquarter?  

4. How great influence does HQ have in the decision-making of its units/subsidiaries? What 

advantages/disadvantages does it bring for the work of the units? 

5. How is knowledge transferred and diffused between employees in the organization? Can you 

describe this aspect further? 

6. What tools are used for the transfer of knowledge which all employees can take part of? What 

do you consider are the advantages/disadvantages of these tools? 

7. From experience, can you explain effective strategies used in knowledge management; 

considering the transfer and conversion of Tacit and Explicit knowledge? Can you develop your 

answer through examples? 

8. Can you describe the computerized communication tools that are used for knowledge 

distribution between ABB´s units and employees? How do they influence the information flow? 

9. Is there any information expressed through symbols, metaphors etc., to facilitate the 

interpretation of its meanings? 

10. How does the company learn from successful projects, and how do they move ahead with 

it? 

11.Are there any "lessons learned" program used? If yes, can you describe it? 

12. How does good business relationships influence the communication and the cooperation of 

the company? 

13. What obstacles or issues do you believe might arise in the distribution of knowledge 

between subsidiaries and it’s members? 

14. Can you describe the the organizational culture of the company, considering its tangible 

elements, its beliefs and values and the assumptions? 

15. What impacts does the cultural differences across borders have on the flow of information 

throughout the organization? 

16. How does cultural differences affect the communication within the organization? Have you 

experienced such obstacles in the communication and knowledge flow at ABB? If yes, please 

describe further.  

17. How is the communication driven between members/partners during meetings? Can you 

give examples of this both within and across borders in the organization? 

18. What is being done to encourage the members of the organization to exchange and share 

knowledge? 

19. As and ending, is there anything else you would like to add to this interview? 


