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INTRODUCTION
The objective of this chapter is to give the 

background to our thesis. This will be followed 
by a discussion of the problem area and the 
purpose of the thesis. The chapter is then 
concluded with an outline of the thesis. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND 

“The only thing that gives an organization a competitive edge – the only 
thing that is sustainable – is what it knows, how it uses what it knows, and 
how fast it can know something new!” 

Laurence Prusak (in Allee, 1997, p. 8) 

If a corporation is to survive and succeed in today’s global environment it 
has to be able to understand and deal effectively with rapidly changing 
circumstances in multiple cultures simultaneously (Antal, 2000). In firms 
with comparable resources in global efficiency and nationally responsive 
strategies, the ability to transfer knowledge and expertise from one part of 
the organization to others worldwide, have become key for building 
durable competitive advantage (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1987). Prusak, as seen 
in the quote above, even says that it is the only sustainable competitive 
advantage. 

Organizations learn because individuals learn (Kamoche, 1997), but 
organizations tend to know far less than the sum of the knowledge held by 
all the individuals, and therefore, it is not enough for companies to have 
good training and development programs or skilled and experienced 
managers (Antal, 2000). Companies need to establish appropriate processes 
and structures in order to tap into what their employees have learned. It is a 
necessity to transform the individual knowledge into knowledge that could 
be shared by others in the organization. (Antal, 2000) 

For companies operating globally, expatriates1 represent a knowledge 
resource. When different ways of thinking, different experiences and ideas 
meet, new ideas and knowledge are created. Managers who have lived and 
worked abroad make an essential addition to the range of ideas and 
experiences that a company can make use of. Many companies have 
invested heavily in international management development, and even more 
in international assignments for their managers. (Antal, 2000) 

                                           
1 An expatriate is an employee on a long-term international assignment. The employee 
(and family) moves to another country for a specific period of time, generally between 
2-3 years. 
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1.2 PROBLEM AREA 

International corporations often send their managers and executives on 
international assignments in an attempt to develop their knowledge of the 
economic environment and their ability to work and manage effectively 
across national borders. (Tung 1998 in Lazarova and Caligiuri 2001) 
Sending expatriates is quite a heavy investment in human resources since 
an average expatriate costs about two to three times as much as he or she 
would in an equivalent position back home. A fully loaded expatriate 
package, including benefits and cost-of-living adjustments, costs anywhere 
from $300,000 to $1,000,000 annually, which probably is the single largest 
expenditure most companies make on any one individual except the CEO. 
(Black & Gregersen, 1999) However, in return, expatriates who have 
finished an international assignment have generally gained a lot of 
knowledge, and developed. According to Adler (1997), expatriates report 
that during their international assignment, they have improved their 
managerial skills, and enhanced many important professional skills, 
including those seen as critical for managing in today’s rapidly changing, 
highly competitive, global business environment. Expatriates gain first-
hand knowledge of different cultural contexts, markets and customers. 
They also understand how their company is perceived in another country 
and during their assignment, they have made new connections with people 
that could help advance the company’s business around the world. 
(Lazarova and Caligiuri, 2001) 

While going on an international assignment offers the opportunity to 
acquire knowledge, finishing one and moving on offers the opportunity to 
transfer this knowledge and utilize it in the organization. This is how the 
company can get return on their investment. According to Lazarova and 
Caligiuri (2001), expatriates have an irreplaceable role in organizational 
learning, since they can accelerate the transfer of knowledge from host 
countries to headquarters and vice versa. Managers who have been on 
international assignments usually understand the workings of both 
corporate headquarters and foreign operations. These managers are also 
capable of transferring important technology or information from the 
company's foreign subsidiaries back to the home office. They can provide 
critical coordination and control functions in the home office out to local 
operations. (Black & Gregersen, 1999) 

The things listed above are some examples of what the literature says 
expatriates can contribute with in their companies after an international 
assignment. With the examples of knowledge that expatriates said they 
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have gained in Adler’s study, there are probably more ways in which 
expatriates’ knowledge could be utilized.  However, we have not been able 
to find very much written about what companies actually do to utilize the 
knowledge for which they have paid so dearly. Hence this is an area that 
we would like to take a closer look at. 

1.3 PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The purpose of this study is to examine how a global corporation utilizes 
the knowledge its expatriates gain during international assignments. 

From this purpose we have distinguished some questions that need to be 
answered. In order to know what it is that should be utilized, the first 
question we need to ask is: 

• What types of knowledge do expatriates gain during international 
assignments? 

Another thing we need to know, in order to put the utilization of knowledge 
into perspective is: 

• Is utilization of expatriates’ knowledge an intended corporate 
objective? 

There are two parties involved in the utilization of expatriates’ knowledge, 
the expatriates and the company, hence we need to ask: 

• From the expatriates’ point of view, how has the corporation utilized 
their knowledge? 

• Which opportunities for utilization of expatriates’ knowledge does 
the corporation provide? 

1.4 TARGET GROUP 

For this thesis we wanted to interview expatriates. In order to do that we 
needed to involve a corporation since without their help we would not have 
had the possibility to get in contact with any expatriates. This also required 
an interest of the studied subject from the corporation. Hence, due to this, 
one of our target groups will be the HR managers in the corporation in 
which we have conducted our study. However, we believe that this study 
also could be of interest to other firms that work with expatriates. 
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We also believe that our thesis can be of interest to students within the field 
of business, and in specific international business. Who knows, they might 
be future expatriates.  
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1.5 DISPOSITION 

CHAPTER 6 

Reflections 

CHAPTER 5 

Tetra Pak 

CHAPTER 4 

Frame of Reference 

CHAPTER 3 

Research Procedure 

CHAPTER 2 

Scientific Perspective 

CHAPTER 1 

Introduction  

CHAPTER 7 

Conclusions 

In this chapter we have presented the
background to our study, followed by a
discussion about the problem area, and the
purpose of our thesis.  

In this chapter we will account for our view
on science and reality. In addition we will
also describe the method approach we have
chosen in our research.

The objective of this chapter is to present
our work paradigm, i.e. our course of action
and the different methods we have used
when we have conducted our research. 

In this chapter we will give the reader a
theoretical background to expatriation,
knowledge, and utilization of knowledge. We
will also form our own theoretical toolbox. 

This chapter consists of the empirical data we
have collected in this study. It starts with an
introduction of the corporation, followed by
the results from the interviews and
questionnaires. 

In this chapter we will start by providing the
reader with the context of the utilization of
expatriates’ knowledge. We will then analyze
our empirical findings by using our
theoretical toolbox. 

The aim of this chapter is to answer our
research questions in order to fulfill the
purpose of this study. 



 

 



 

 

 

SCIENTIFIC 
APPROACH 

To enable the reader to better understand how 
we have been thinking, and what has influenced 

us when working on this thesis, we will in this 
chapter describe our view on science and how we 

relate to reality in social science. In order to 
clarify our point of view we will explain from 

which scientific perspective we emanate, which 
method approach we have adopted for our 

research, and how these two conceptions are 
connected to our problem area. 
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2 SCIENTIFIC APPROACH 

2.1 SCIENCE 

One of the first questions we asked ourselves when we started this thesis 
was; what is science and what is regarded as scientific knowledge? We 
came up with many different answers, but none of them really satisfying. 
We found that the best way to answer this question might be to start with 
the ancient Greek philosophers, and their notions and thoughts, and work 
our way to modern time. That would take a lot of time and energy, and we 
believe that we still would not come up with a completely satisfying 
answer. 

However, in the literature we have read we can find at least two major 
differences to how people relate to science. Some scientists argue that 
scientific knowledge is proven knowledge. Scientific theories derive from 
experiential facts obtained through observations or experiments, it is 
objective, and has little to do with personal opinions and preferences. 
(Chalmers, 1995) Gummesson (2000) has another view on science, one that 
we very much relate to. He claims that science is an ongoing search, a 
continuing generation of theories, models, concepts, and categories. It is a 
journey, not a destination. According to Holme & Solvang (2000), people 
approach reality from a certain position, i.e. neutral and value free research 
does not exist. We all have a certain pre-understanding and we make 
choices in our scientific work. This pre-understanding and the choices we 
make, derive from our values and norms and the environment we work in.  

In our opinion Gummesson (2000) put it well, when he stated that 
scientists, who claim they know what science is, are not really scientists, 
they have stopped developing. 

We, the authors, believe that social science is not about finding the absolute 
truth. In our perspective, truth is a complex concept. Several truths might 
exist at the same time, truths that may even be contradictory, but still true 
depending on from which perspective one looks at it. We believe that, to a 
great extent, the truth is in the eyes of the beholder, and that every 
individual creates his, or her, own notion of what is true or false, real or 
unreal. To us, the purpose of social science is to create an understanding, 
not an objective truth.  
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2.2 KNOWLEDGE DEVELOPMENT 

To be able to examine, explain, and understand reality, certain assumptions 
about how we believe it is constructed has to be made. These assumptions 
then works as guidance when knowledge is developed. Knowledge 
development, according to Arbnor & Bjerke (1994), is a result of a 
complex process with several determinants. How the process evolves is 
depicted below in Figure 2:1. 

Arbnor & Bjerke (1994) argue that to obtain meaningful results when 
conducting research in social science, it is crucial that the method is in 
accordance with the fundamental conceptions of the researchers and the 
investigated problem. Fundamental conceptions on how reality is organized 
are, according to Arbnor & Bjerke (1994), something all human beings 
have. They are usually unconscious and hard to change, but they influence 
the way we view reality. Scientists have developed a “language” to 
describe the relationship between these fundamental conceptions and the 
approach on method that the researcher has. This “language” includes the 
concept of paradigm, which also is the connection between fundamental 
conceptions and the method approach. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 1994) 

FIGURE 2.1 – THE PROCESS OF KNOWLEDGE DEVELOPMENT 
Source: Abnor & Bjerke (1994, p.33) 

As is shown in the figure above, the method approach is two-folded, it 
contains certain fundamental conception and at the same time it forms the 
work paradigm, i.e. methodical procedure and methodology. In contrast to 
the paradigm, the work paradigm varies with the field of investigation (our 
work paradigm will be described in chapter 3). The work paradigm, i.e. the 
methodical procedure comprises of the researcher’s way of organizing and 
modifying already existing techniques and theories. Methodology is how 

Fundamental 
Conceptions 

Paradigm Research 
Area 

Work 
Paradigm

Method 
Approach

Scientific 
Theory 

Methodology

Opinion of reality
Scientific opinion

Scientific ideal 
Ethical/aestethical 

aspects 

Methodical 
procedure 

Methodology 
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the researcher relates to and adapts the existing techniques and theories to 
the investigation plan and the way that the research is conducted. (Arbnor 
& Bjerke, 1994) 

2.2.1 PARADIGM  

The concept of paradigm is associated with the American philosopher and 
scientist Thomas Kuhn. A paradigm represents a collection of beliefs 
shared by scientists, a set of agreements about how problems are to be 
understood. There are differences in how researchers relate to paradigms in 
natural science and social science. In natural science, which Kuhn 
represents, paradigms do not change, they shift, and the new paradigm 
replaces the old one. (Gummesson, 2000) In social science, on the other 
hand, the shift is more of a fine-tuning within the existing paradigm. 
Additionally, the new and the old paradigm can co-exist. Törnebohm (in 
Gummesson, 2000, p 20), who represent this view, points out that the 
"greater the researcher's awareness of his own paradigm, the better the 
research that he can carry out". (Gummesson, 2000) Since we hold it 
unlikely that old paradigms suddenly just cease to exist we agree with the 
evolutionary paradigm view of Törnebohm.   

2.2.2 OUR PARADIGM 

According to Arbnor & Bjerke (1994), one way to view reality is to see it 
as a social construction. It is our belief that in social science there is only a 
subjective reality. We, the authors, believe that all individuals have basic 
values and a certain apprehension and understanding of the world 
surrounding them, hence, all individuals have a personal frame of 
reference, which has been shaped since childhood. This frame of reference 
reflects the way people think and act, and how different phenomenon and 
different situations are interpreted. To exemplify: There is a tree in the 
forest, and it looks a certain way, but we as human beings can never 
express how we see this tree to another person and be sure that this person 
sees it the same way we do. Since we all see and describe the tree using our 
own frame of reference, the chances that we will ever see what the other 
person really has seen, are very slim. Thus, we have to settle for the 
somewhat subjective interpretation. The reality, just as the truth, is once 
again in the eyes of the beholder.  

Our education at Linköping University and studies at foreign universities 
have very much shaped our scientific opinion. Classes we took at 
universities abroad, on such subjects as cross-cultural management or 
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international human resource management, will probably influence us as 
we conduct our research. So will also the time we spent living abroad in a 
foreign and unfamiliar environment. There are probably numerous of 
things we have learned through this experience, knowledge we have gained 
that we are not aware of, but that will have an impact on how we relate to 
the subject of our thesis. In addition, the work we did on our bachelor 
thesis, on the subject of cross-cultural training for managers going on 
international assignments, is also something that will have an impact on 
this study.  

2.2.3 METHOD APPROACH 

The subject of paradigms is often discussed in terms of an antithesis 
between two schools of scientific ideals, the positivistic and the 
hermeneutics. Positivism was developed in the 19th century by the French 
sociologist Auguste Comte. This ideal considers reality as an objective 
construction independent of human interpretation. It is a descriptive and 
explanatory method, where the purpose is to establish reliable scientific 
facts. It is important to separate sense and sensibility. The other school, the 
hermeneutic ideal, focuses on understanding and interpretation. It is a 
subjective approach with a research process known as the "hermeneutic 
spiral", since there is no specific end or starting point for the interpretation. 
Initially, a problem is approached with a certain pre-understanding of the 
phenomenon. In order to understand the different parts, they have to be 
seen in their right context and therefore the researcher seeks to understand 
the whole of the problem, i.e. take a holistic view. Once achieved this will 
allow for separate reinterpretation of the parts, and thus a new problem 
understanding will be developed. (Patel & Davidsson, 1994) 

Within social science today, there are different opinions on when and how 
different methods ought to be used in order to understand, explain and 
improve what is being studied. These different concepts are known as 
method approaches. Arbnor & Bjerke (1994) state the existence of three 
method approaches, which are distinguished through different assumptions 
of the reality they seek to explain and understand: the analytical approach, 
the system approach, the actor's approach. 
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FIGURE 2.2 – METHOD APPROACHES 
Source: Arbnor & Bjerke (1994, p.62)  

The analytical approach is strongly associated with the positivistic ideal. 
The assumption of reality is that the whole is equal to the sum of the parts. 
It is a matter of finding causal relations and to be objective. The system 
approach has to do with causal relations, and ends up somewhere between 
positivism and the hermeneutic school. This approach considers the 
possibility that the whole is more than just the sum of its parts, and that the 
parts can be explained and understood through the characteristics of the 
whole. The actor's approach agrees with the hermeneutic school. The 
whole can be understood through knowledge about the included parts. The 
ambition is to understand rather than to explain, and the emphasis is on the 
purpose the actor has with his or her action, and what the world around him 
or her looks like. The actor’s approach claims that science is biased, and 
that the researcher brings his own personal interpretation into what is 
studied. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 1994)  

2.2.4 OUR APPROACH ON METHOD  

We associate ourselves very much with the actor’s approach and the 
hermeneutic ideal. First, because we do not believe that it is possible to see 
and analyze the world objectively. This does not imply that we will not try 
to keep as much of an open mind as we possibly can while we conduct our 
research. However, the data we have collected will be subjectively 
interpreted by us, and the pre-understanding we have about the 
phenomenon we are studying, will have great influence on us when making 
the interpretations. Second, because we share the hermeneutics’ idea that in 
order to understand the parts of a problem, they need to be put in a context. 
In our particular study that means that, in order to find out and understand 
how companies are utilizing the knowledge the expatriates gain, there are a 
number of different factors that need to be considered. We cannot look at 
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the problem as an isolated event. Examples of factors that need to be 
considered are the company’s objectives of sending expatriates, what 
knowledge the expatriates actually gain, and whether or not this knowledge 
is transferable. We also need to create some understanding of our case 
company as a whole, to better understand the expatriate and his or her 
situation.  

In our study we are interested in finding out how companies utilize the 
knowledge expatriates gain during an international assignment. Looking at 
this from a hermeneutic point of view the process the expatriates go 
through, the context in which we find him or her, as well as the expatriate 
him- or herself, are important. Hence, the opinion of the individuals, in our 
case the expatriates, are just as valuable as that of the company, if not even 
more so. The fact that we consider ourselves to be very close to the 
hermeneutic ideal will have some consequences for us when we conduct 
our research, but that will be further discussed in the next chapter where 
our work paradigm is presented. 



 

 

 

RESEARCH 
PROCEDURE 
In this chapter we will explain our work 

paradigm, i.e. the research process, course of 
action, and the methods we have used when 

conducting our research. We are of the opinion 
that knowledge of these issues will enable the 

reader to follow the development of this thesis, 
i.e. our way of thinking and reasoning, and that 
will in turn contribute to enhanced credibility of 

our findings. 
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3 RESEARCH PROCEDURE 

3.1 TYPE OF STUDY 

Since our approach on method is based on the hermeneutic ideal and the 
actor’s approach, this have had a great influence on us when choosing the 
way to conduct the research for this thesis. The hermeneutic ideal indicates 
that our study ought to have the character of a qualitative study (Holme & 
Solvang, 2000), and even though we are not exclusively using a qualitative 
method (see 3.3 Type of Method) we consider our study to be of a 
qualitative nature. The aim of our empirical study is to gain an 
understanding of how a global corporation utilizes the knowledge the 
expatriates gain while on assignment, and to gain understanding is in 
accordance with what Holme & Solvang (2000) claim to be one of the 
characteristics of a qualitative approach.  

Within our research area (international human resource management), there 
have been many studies of how expatriates adapt, or fail to adapt, to their 
host country (e.g. Black et al, 1991), and to a lesser extent how they adapt 
when they come home again (e.g. Black et al 1992). There have also been 
many studies regarding selection and preparation of expatriates (e.g. Webb 
& Wright, 1996, Black & Gregersen, 1999). However, in our area, which is 
a combination of expatriation and knowledge utilization, we have not been 
able to find very much research. We have found articles stating that this is 
something of a white spot and that suggest that our subject is something 
that needs research (Bonache et al, 2001).  

In our research we have taken the path of discovery. From the literature we 
have read we have developed a toolbox of theories. We have then used 
these theories when conducting our empirical study, and the findings in this 
study has in turn influenced the choice of theories in our thesis. Hence, our 
research process has been a constant interaction between theories and the 
empirical findings. This corresponds to the hermeneutic spiral we talked 
about in chapter 2.2.3.  

3.2 THE CORPORATION 

Initially our ambition was to do a more comparative study, with a few 
different companies. However, we realized that such a study, with the 
timeframe we have for this thesis, would not give us the extensive insight 
in the companies that we wanted to. Instead we decided to do a more 
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thorough study in one company. Since our study is about expatriates, it 
required a company that operates in a global arena and works with global 
mobility. When we wrote our bachelor thesis on the subject of cross-
cultural training we came in contact with Tetra Pak. Having some 
background information on how they handle international assignments, we 
found Tetra Pak to be of interest for this study.  

In cooperation with the Human Resource Management group (HRM) at 
Tetra Pak, we decided to collect the information we needed through 
interviews with some of the members of the HRM, and also run a global 
survey on the employees who had ended an expatriate assignment. This in 
order to look at the utilization of expatriate knowledge from different 
angles. 

3.3 TYPE OF METHOD 

The positivistic and the hermeneutic approach in social science have given 
birth to two main theories on method, the quantitative and the qualitative 
method. A quantitative method, which has its origin in the positivistic 
approach, is formalized and well structured. Data is usually expressed in 
terms of numbers and analyzed numerically and statistically. The 
qualitative method focuses on the researcher’s perception and 
interpretation of the collected information, in accordance with the 
hermeneutic approach on science. The advantage of this method is that it 
enables a holistic understanding of the problem area. Flexibility and 
openness towards new knowledge and new understanding characterize such 
studies. (Holme & Solvang, 2000) 

In reality, according to Trost (2001), there are hardly any studies within 
social science that are entirely quantitative or qualitative, instead they are 
almost always a mixture of both. Three stages in the process of qualitative 
and quantitative studies can be found. The first stage is the data collection, 
the second stage is the processing of the data, and the third and last stage is 
the interpretation of the data. For instance, in type E in the table below, 
only the data collection is quantitative while the processing of data and the 
interpretation are qualitative. One practically example could be a doctor 
who measures the pulse, blood pressure, etc. of a patient, analyzes these 
quantitatively collected data qualitatively by looking at different 
combinations, and then makes interpretations about whether the patient is 
healthy, or has a certain illness. (Trost, 2001) 
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Data Collection Qualitative Quantitative 

Processing/analyzing Qualitative Quantitative Qualitative Quantitative 

Interpretation Qual Quant Qual Quant Qual Quant Qual Quant

Type of study A B C D E F G H 

FIGURE 2.3 – CHARACTERISTICS OF QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE 
APPROACHES 

Source: Trost (2001, p. 20) 

In our study we have used different techniques for collecting information, 
i.e. interviews and questionnaires, and therefore the methods we have used, 
i.e. qualitative and quantitative, have also varied to some extent. Since we 
do not intend to prove statistically how things are or are not at Tetra Pak, 
our focus is on the qualitative method, but with some quantitative elements. 
This means that when we state that 15 out of 20 respondents have a certain 
opinion about an issue, we do not imply that 75% of the expatriates at Tetra 
Pak feel this way. The 15 out of 20 simply shows that there are at least 15 
people at Tetra Pak who feel this way, and it is put in relation to the total 
number of respondents to give some idea of how strong this opinion seems 
to be.  

We have divided the data collection in two different studies. First, we have 
the interviews we made with the HRM at Tetra Pak. These interviews were 
preceded by a pre-study in form of a questionnaire, where most questions 
were of a quantitative nature, but some were open questions and hence 
more qualitative. The interviews that followed the pre-study can be seen as 
purely qualitative, and so were the processing, and the interpretation of the 
data. Second, the questions to the expatriates in the questionnaire were to a 
great extent quantitative, but just as in the pre-study of the HRM, some had 
the character of open questions, and hence were of a more qualitative 
nature. The processing of the data was a mixture between the two methods, 
since we coded and compiled the answers to the fixed questions, and 
interpreted and summarized the answers to the open-end questions. The 
interpretation of the data, however, was conducted in a qualitative way. 
Our opinion is that, all in all, we have to a certain extent used a mixture of 
quantitative and qualitative methods to collect the data to our qualitative 
study. 
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3.4 COLLECTION OF DATA – HR MANAGERS 

At Tetra Pak there is an HRM group in charge of expatriation. The HRM 
consists of 10 people, the Vice President Human Resources Tetra Pak 
Group (VP HR Tetra Pak Group), four VP HR Business Areas, two VP HR 
Regions, the Director Tetra Pak International Compensation & Benefits 
(TPIC&B), the VP Competence Development, and the Director Human 
Resources ISP Programme. Six of the members in this group were, when 
asked, interested in participating in our study. Since most of them are not 
working in Sweden, the intention was to collect information by using a 
questionnaire. However, we got the opportunity to meet three of them in 
person and to conduct interviews with them. The interviews were made 
with the VP HR Tetra Pak Group, one VP HR Business Area, and one VP 
HR Region. We also conducted one interview with an HR Director at one 
of the Business Areas, and also a telephone interview with another VP HR 
Business Area.  

Since we got the chance to interview some of the members of the HRM 
group, the questionnaires we initially sent became a pre-study that we later 
built the interviews around. The questionnaire for the pre-study can be 
found in Appendix A. Due to the fact that the interviews were held with 
people at different levels at Tetra Pak, we believe that we have managed to 
get a relatively wide perspective of the company’s view of how expatriates’ 
knowledge is being utilized. 

3.4.1 INTERVIEW TECHNIQUES 

Lundahl & Skärvad (1992) classify interviews by the degree of 
standardization. Interviews are considered highly standardized, when the 
interviewer asks the same questions in the same order to all respondents. In 
a non-standardized interview, the questions are formulated and asked in an 
order that the interviewer finds suitable. This way, the interview becomes 
more flexible and adjusted to the situation. Non-standardized interviews are 
often used when collecting data or facts of more qualitative nature. Not all 
interviews are standardized or non-standardized and therefore we have the 
semi-standardized interview, where certain questions given to all 
respondents are pre-determined. Follow-up questions are used, and some 
questions are only given to certain people. The advantage of less 
standardized interviews is that the answers become more comprehensive. 
(Lundahl & Skärvad, 1992) 
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A further distinction is also made between structured and unstructured 
interviews. In a structured interview the respondent is given very little 
freedom, it can almost be compared to a questionnaire with pre-determined 
answer alternatives. In an unstructured interview, the respondent is given 
greater freedom of independent interpretations of the questions, and 
therefore the answers can be given a more personal touch. According to 
Patel & Davidsson, the standardized interview is always structured but the 
non-standardized can be either structured or unstructured. (Patel & 
Davidsson, 1994) 

3.4.2 THE INTERVIEWS 

Four of the interviews were conducted in Lund, Sweden on the same day, 
and were about one hour long. The telephone interview was conducted the 
day after the other interviews. Four of the interviews were held in Swedish 
and one in English. English is the corporate language at Tetra Pak, but it is 
neither our native language nor the native language of the person we 
interviewed. This may have caused some misunderstandings which we are 
not aware of, and might have affected the results of this particular 
interview.  

The interviews were of a semi-standardized nature, and made in an 
unstructured way. As we already have mentioned the interviews were based 
on the findings from the pre-study, and in addition to that we had prepared 
an interview guide (see Appendix B). The same interview guide was used 
at all interviews, but since the findings from the pre-study varied from 
person to person the interviews varied to a great extent, and the 
interviewees were given great freedom to elaborate on our questions. 
Another reason why the interviews varied is that the people we interviewed 
hold different positions at Tetra Pak, and therefore they have different 
views of, and input to expatriates and the knowledge they gain. For 
example, one interviewee talked a lot about the structure of the 
organization, and hence, put expatriates in that context. Another 
interviewee looked more to the different persons behind the positions, and 
a third saw it from a strategic point of view.  

Both of us were always present at the interviews (except for the telephone 
interview, which could only be made by one of us), that way we could both 
listen, interpret, and come up with follow-up questions. We started all 
interviews with a presentation of our study and the purpose of the 
interview. After receiving permission from the interviewees, all interviews 
were recorded so that we would not miss or forget any valuable 
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information. We also received their permission to use their names in the 
thesis and to contact them if we had any supplementary questions.  

The interviews were then written down from the tapes we had reordered, 
and summarized in English. We chose to put all interviews in a summary 
since it is not important to us to link certain information to a specific 
person. This summary was then sent out to the interviewees via e-mail. 
That way, all of them were given the possibility to correct, clarify, or add 
something to the information, and in the end also to approve the final 
result.  

3.5 COLLECTION OF DATA – EXPATRIATES 

To reach out to the expatriates at Tetra Pak, who are situated all over the 
globe, we had to use questionnaires. This does not completely agree with 
the hermeneutic ideal of understanding and the actor’s approach’s emphasis 
on dialogue. Also, considering the purpose and aim of this study, 
interviewing the expatriates might seem preferable. One negative side of 
using questionnaires is that it is impossible for us to ask follow-up 
questions, watch the body language etc, which is possible during a personal 
interview. However, since the expatriates are spread around the globe it 
would not have been feasible within our time- and financial budget to meet 
them all in person for an interview. The alternative, telephone interviews, 
would also have fallen outside our budget frames. To meet with Swedish 
expatriates, was also an alternative, since we, the writers, live in Sweden, 
but since Tetra Pak is a global corporation with expatriates of many 
nationalities, we think that would have provided us with a distorted image 
of the situation in the corporation. Hence, for this study, to use 
questionnaires is the best alternative.  

3.5.1 POPULATION AND SAMPLE 

The group of people or objects about which information is wanted is called 
the population. (Trost, 2001) The population we seek information about is 
employees at Tetra Pak that have been on an international assignment. The 
size of this population is hard to state. For example, we do not consider 
every expatriate ever existing within the company to be part of the 
population. How Tetra Pak utilized the knowledge of a certain expatriate 
50 years ago might not be of interest to us today. On the other hand, we are 
interested in more than those who are expatriates at Tetra Pak today. We 
needed to establish a timeframe, and decided to look at expatriates who had 
completed an international assignment during the last two years. This since 
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within this time frame the expatriates have got their experiences into 
perspective, but still not forgotten what it was like.  

A sample is the part of the population that is actually examined, in order to 
gather information. We have used what is called a strategic sample. The 
sample contains certain characteristics that are of interest to the researcher. 
Strategic samples are primarily used in qualitative studies to ensure 
variations in the answers, but they are not representative in a static sense. 
(Trost, 2001) We, the authors, found it important to have as great a variety 
as possible when it comes to the expatriates. That is, expatriates from 
different parts of the world, content expatriates, dissatisfied expatriates etc.  

The actual selection of the participants for our study was done by Tetra 
Pak. This could indicate a danger of bias, i.e. that the people responsible 
would choose only the “happy” expatriates to make the company or their 
part of the company look good. Tetra Pak made it clear that they were not 
interested in a flattering description of the company. Hence, according to 
Tetra Pak, they picked a mix of expatriates they believe are not completely 
satisfied and those they believe are satisfied. Six of the members of the 
HRM group mentioned earlier, representing different business areas and 
geographical regions of Tetra Pak, each selected ten expatriates, a total of 
60 expatriates, to be part of the study. These persons also contacted the 
expatriates before we sent out the questionnaires. 

The fact that Tetra Pak did the selection for us has probably effected our 
study in some way. What kind of effect it has had is hard to say, but it 
would have been impossible to go through with the study without the help 
from Tetra Pak.  

3.5.2 QUESTIONNAIRE 

The survey was conducted via e-mail. The respondents received the 
questionnaire via e-mail together with an introduction letter (see Appendix 
C) where we introduced ourselves, explained why we were doing this, and 
described how they should go about with the questionnaire. The 
respondents were then able to answer the questions on the computer, and e-
mail them back to us. In order for the respondents to be anonymous, we 
opened a free e-mail account which all the respondents got access to. That 
way they could e-mail us the answers without their own addresses 
(firstname.lastname@tetrapak.com) showing up when we received the 
questionnaires.  
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The questionnaire consists of a mixture of questions with fixed and open-
ended answers. There are, according to Trost (2001), two reasons why open 
questions should be avoided in a questionnaire. First, it is time consuming 
for the researcher to handle the written answers. The second reason has to 
do with the respondents and their behavior. Some might not be sure of their 
opinion and if that is the case, then it might be easier not to write anything 
at all. Some might give very extensive answers, and others just write down 
some keywords, which can be difficult to interpret. Our intention with the 
design of the questions was to make them as simple and uncomplicated as 
possible for the respondent to answer. However, despite the difficulties 
open-ended questions might bring, we chose to use quite a few them. This 
was a deliberate choice since our main interest is to get a deeper 
understanding of the expatriates’ situation, and not to do statistical 
measurements and comparisons. One consequence this might have had on 
our study is that we might not have received as many and as extensive 
answers as we otherwise might have.  

Out of the 60 questionnaires we received 24 answers. However, 3 of the 
respondents had forgotten to attach the questionnaire, and hence we had 21 
answers we could use. The reasons why 36 people chose not to answer our 
questionnaire could be many, but one reason could be that we sent these 
questionnaires just before Christmas, a busy time at many companies. 
Additionally, the respondents only got one week to answer the 
questionnaire, and, as mentioned above, there were quite a few open-ended 
questions. 

3.6 CREDIBILITY OF THE STUDY 

It is our opinion that the researcher's choice of research procedure has a 
great impact on the credibility of his or her work, and hence, our work 
paradigm has an impact on the credibility of our thesis. All methods has 
some advantages as well as disadvantages, and they all influence the 
quality and the outcome of the study.  

Throughout the thesis, from the introduction chapter to our conclusions, we 
have tried to describe our line of reasoning as thoroughly as possible. We 
have tried to let the reader take part in what, and how, we have done things, 
and also why we have done it a certain way. The reason for this is to make 
it possible for the reader to form his or her own understanding of the 
problem area. It also enables the reader to form his or her own opinion 
about our findings and conclusions. 
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Why we do things a certain way is sometimes hard to explain. It is not 
always that we as individuals are aware of our attitude or position, or why 
we have taken this position. In chapter 2.3.1 (the Paradigm Platform) we 
quoted Törnebohm (in Gummesson, 2000, p 20), who said that the "greater 
the researcher's awareness of his own paradigm, the better the research 
that he can carry out". This is why we, in chapter 2 (Scientific Approach), 
have tried to clarify our paradigm, i.e. how we understand and interpret the 
world surrounding us. The more the reader is aware of the researcher's 
paradigm the better he can interpret the findings. 

The things listed above are, in our opinion, things that in general increases 
the credibility of a research study. However, there are also other things that 
we believe have an impact on the credibility in our specific study. At Tetra 
Pak we have tried to look at the utilization of expatriate knowledge from 
two different angles, the HRM and the expatriates view of the situation. 
Within the HRM at Tetra Pak, we have also interviewed managers at 
different levels and from different areas in the organization. We are well 
aware of that every individual's situation and experience is unique, and no 
two persons are alike. Nevertheless, we believe that we, through this study 
have got a good picture of what the situation is like at Tetra Pak, and that 
our research procedure to some extent has contributed to increase the 
credibility of our study.  

For this study we had a choice of either concentrate on collecting 
information from only one global corporation, or to do a comparative study 
and examine a number of corporations. We have chosen to study only one 
corporation. Since time is limited we believe that if we concentrate on one 
firm, we will be able to do a more thorough study in that firm. A 
consequence will be that our results might not apply to all firms, i.e. not all 
firms look like the corporation in our study. However, we might be able to 
see a tendency towards how the situation can be in corporations that 
operate in a global arena. 
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4 FRAME OF REFERENCE 

4.1 EXPATRIATION 

In literature on the subject of international business, changes in the 
workforce of many companies can be seen. International assignments and 
the practice of sending expatriates is not a new phenomenon. What has 
changed over the years, and still is changing, is who this expatriate is, or 
rather where he or she comes from, where he or she is going, and also the 
purpose of the assignment. Companies send expatriates for various reasons, 
mostly depending on how internationalized the company is and what kind 
of strategy they are using. (Adler 1997) 

For companies that operate in an international environment today, the 
central issue is not to find the best international human resource 
management (HRM) policy per se, it is rather to find the best fit between 
the firm’s external environment, its strategy, HRM policy, and 
implementation. Hence, a firm operating in a global environment, using 
global strategies, also ought to globalize its HRM system. (Adler & 
Fariborz, 1990) 

Figure 4.1 describes how firms with different business strategies manage 
expatriates. The focus in this thesis will be on companies that operate in a 
global environment and are using global strategies, i.e. Phase IV in the 
figure, since that is where organizational learning is global, not merely 
local. Learning can be defined as the process of acquiring or creating 
knowledge (Allee, 1997), and that is the way we will use the word learning 
in this thesis.  

One thing we would like to elucidate before continuing this chapter is that 
when reading literature on the subject international assignment, there are 
numerous variations of expatriates to be found. As we can see in Adler’s 
model above, the expatriates are addressed differently depending on where 
they come from and where they go, e.g. if they come from or go on an 
assignment to the company’s headquarter. 
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FIGURE 4.1 – BUSINESS STRATEGY AND INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENTS  
Source: Adler( 1997, p. 235) with an addition of “Motivation  

assumptions” taken from Adler & Fariborz(1990, p. 191)  
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The traditional view of an expatriate is a person that is going on an 
international assignment from the company’s headquarter to a subsidiary 
(Oddou et al, 1995, Adler, 1997, Downes & Thomas, 2000). He or she is 
sometimes also called a PCN, a Parent Country National (Torbiörn, 1995). 
According to Adler’s model, this is the only kind of international 
assignment in companies using a multidomestic strategy. In this phase 
expatriates are often sent out to start up new businesses. These people are 
home country nationals, who are known and trusted at headquarters. 
(Adler, 1997).  

Moving on to a more multinational setting, we also find employees going 
in the opposite direction, i.e. local nationals from a subsidiary going on an 
assignment to the company’s headquarter. Some researchers call them 
inpatriates (Oddou et al, 1995, Adler, 1997, Harvey & Novicevic, 2000), or 
FCN’s, that is Foreign Country Nationals (Torbiörn, 1995). The inpatriates 
generally learn about the corporate culture and how the organization works, 
Not very much time is spent on learning in the other direction, i.e. about the 
inpatriates’ national cultures and local business environments (Adler, 
1997).  

Expatriate assignments in global firms differ from those in domestic, 
multidomestic, and multinational firms. The complex global business 
environment demands executives with a wide perspective who have 
experience from working in, and with people from, other countries. Global 
firms therefore select the best employees from anywhere in the world and 
send them on assignments all over the world. This kind of expatriate is 
often referred to as a TCN, a Third Country National (Torbiörn, 1995) or a 
transpatriate (Adler 1997). 

Throughout this thesis we will use the term expatriate when talking about 
an employee on an international assignment, regardless of which country 
he or she comes from and where he or she is going. However, these 
expatriate movement patterns will be of importance to us. If we want to 
find out how the knowledge expatriates gain during international 
assignment is utilized in corporations, we need to find out how these 
knowledge “containers” move within the corporation. Where the expatriate 
goes, in some form, goes his or her knowledge too, and to utilize it, we 
need to know where it is or at least which movement patterns it normally 
follows. It is also interesting to see in which directions the knowledge is 
intended to flow. This in turn will probably depend on the purpose, or 
objective, of the international assignment. However, before we get too deep 
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into this discussion, we will need to know what knowledge actually is, and 
what kind of knowledge expatriates gain during international assignments. 

4.2 KNOWLEDGE 

The globalization of business has made it critical to transfer information 
and knowledge discovered in one part of the globe, to other widespread and 
distant parts of the company as quickly as possible. Competition is 
accelerating the use of knowledge to reduce cost, to increase speed and to 
meet customer needs. Some say that we are now living in a knowledge-
based society, where knowledge is the source of the highest quality power 
(Toffler 1990, in Nonaka et al, 2000 p. 5). By many management scholars 
today, knowledge and the capability to create and utilize it, is considered to 
be the most important source of a firm’s sustainable competitive advantage. 
(Nonaka et al 2000) Nevertheless, there is very little understanding of how 
organizations actually create and manage knowledge. According to Nonaka 
et al (2000), this is because the Western tradition of management has 
tended to look at the organization as an information-processing machine, 
taking in and processing information from the environment, and then 
adapting to it, in a rather static and passive way. Instead Nonaka et al 
(2000) want to see the organization as an entity that creates knowledge 
through action and interaction.  Hence, the most important aspect of 
understanding a firm’s capability concerning knowledge is the dynamic 
capability to continuously create new knowledge out of existing firm-
specific capabilities, rather than the stock of knowledge that a firm 
possesses at one point in time.  

4.2.1 WHAT IS KNOWLEDGE? 

What knowledge is, is a difficult question with many proposed answers. 
Greek philosophers, such as Plato, asked the question already during the 
classical antiquity. Plato asked, what is the difference between having a 
true perception or opinion, and having knowledge, i.e. really know 
something? The answer he came up with was that knowledge had the added 
aspect of having very good reasons for the opinion. (National 
Encyklopedin) We could dwell in the ancient Greece, and the development 
of alternative answers to the question posed, for quite some time, but that 
does not serve our purpose. Instead we will take a giant leap to modern 
times.  
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4.2.2 KNOWLEDGE - AN OBJECT OR A PROCESS? 

Knowledge can be seen as the sum of everything we have learned. That 
means that knowledge is a thing, and someone generally owns things, so 
they are property. Things can be stored someplace, and need to be 
maintained and retired or recycled when they get old and shabby. Hence, 
viewing knowledge as an object, impacts how it could be managed. If 
knowledge is viewed as a thing, there is often great focus on databases and 
other storage devices. The focus is also on identifying, organizing and 
collecting knowledge. From this view comes terms such as “knowledge 
transfer”, suggesting that knowledge can be passed on. (Allee 1997) 

Another way to look at knowledge is in the shape of a process. From this 
viewpoint, the focus is more on dynamic aspects of knowledge, such as 
sharing, creating, adapting, learning, applying, and communicating. 
Knowledge is more like a dynamic soup of constantly shifting, melding, 
and merging knowledge ingredients. The control and flow of knowledge 
are not as important as encouraging participation and easing 
communication. (Allee 1997) 

These ways of looking at knowledge are not mutually exclusive, but they 
are useful for understanding different qualities. It is quite similar to the 
wave/particle paradox of quantum physics. In physics, there are two ways 
of understanding the properties of light, it can either be seen as a particle (a 
photon) or as a wave. There are experiments that prove both ways. It all 
depends on what we choose to observe. How we can understand knowledge 
is similar. Knowledge has the properties of an object, in that we can 
catalogue, organize, and even measure it to some degree. However, it also 
has properties of processes since it moves continuously through creation, 
adaptation, enhancement, and application. Both views are correct 
depending on which way we choose to look at it. (Allee 1997) 

4.2.3 TACIT AND EXPLICIT KNOWLEDGE 

Nonaka and Konno (1998) claim there are two kinds of knowledge, explicit 
and tacit knowledge. Explicit knowledge can be expressed in formal 
systematic language and can be shared in the form of data, formulas, 
manuals and the like. It is fairly easy to process, transmit and store. 
According to Winter, explicit knowledge can “be communicated from its 
possessor to another person in symbolic form and the recipient of the 
communication becomes as much “in the know” as the originator” (Winter 
1987, p.171 quoted from Ambrosini & Bowman 2001, p. 812) Ambrosini 
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and Bowman (2001) claim that this is a quite common understanding and 
definition of this kind of knowledge, i.e. that it can be expressed and 
shared, but different authors have given this kind of knowledge different 
names. Hedlund (1994) calls it articulated knowledge and Corsini (1987) 
calls it verbal knowledge (Ambrosini and Bowman 2001, p. 812), but we 
will use the term explicit knowledge in this thesis. 

In his book, The Tacit Dimension, Polanyi (1983) states that “we can know 
more than we can tell.” (p. 4) One example he mentions is that we know a 
person’s face, and can recognize it among a thousand persons. Still, we 
cannot tell how we recognize a face we know.  We know something that 
we cannot put into words.  Polanyi (1983) calls this kind of knowledge tacit 
knowledge. Tacit knowledge is highly personal and hard to formalize, 
which makes it difficult to communicate or share with others. It is deeply 
rooted in the actions and experience of an individual as well as in the 
ideals, values, or emotions he or she embraces. Subjective insights, 
intuitions and hunches belong in this category of knowledge. (Nonaka et al 
2000) There are two dimensions to tacit knowledge, a technical and a 
cognitive. The technical dimension includes the kind of informal personal 
skills or crafts often referred to as “know-how”. The cognitive dimension 
consists of beliefs, ideals, values, schemata, and mental models which are 
embedded in us and that we often take for granted. It is this cognitive 
dimension that shapes the way we perceive the world. (Nonaka & Konno 
1998) 

According to Nonaka et al (2000) knowledge is dynamic, since it is created 
in social interactions among individuals and organizations. Knowledge is 
also context specific, since it depends on a particular space and time. What 
does this mean, practically? One example could be a note where ‘123ABC 
Street’ has been scribbled down. It does not say very much, we do not 
know in which country it is, which city, who lives there, why we need it 
etc, in short, we have no context. It is an example of what Nonaka et al 
(2000) call “just information”. If we put it into a context, it becomes 
knowledge: “My friend Linda lives on 123ABC Street, which is next to the 
library, and that’s where we’re staying tonight”. 

4.3 TYPES OF KNOWLEDGE GAINED BY EXPATRIATES 

Expatriates who have completed an international assignment possess first 
hand knowledge of specific cultural contexts, e.g. information about 
specific markets, customers, and business environments. (Lazarova & 
Caligiuri, 2001, Tsang, 1999) In addition to professional skills, such as 
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managerial and technical skills, personal development has been recognized 
among returned expatriates. They often show improved self-image and 
increased self-confidence. Returned expatriates are also more tolerant of 
ambiguity and for other people, and have usually developed an ability to 
use multiple perspectives to view a situation. (Adler, 1997) According to 
Baughn (in Selmer, 1995), how much knowledge expatriates gain is 
associated with the duration of the assignment. Baughn found that the 
longer the duration of the international assignment, the more the employees 
saw themselves as having developed new knowledge and perspectives 
during the assignment.  

In a study made in Germany on what kind of knowledge returned 
expatriates can offer the organization, five types of knowledge were 
identified. Four of these, the “what”, “how”, “when”, and “why” comes 
from earlier studies, and the fifth derives from the German study. (Antal, 
2000) 

Declarative Knowledge: knowing “what” 

Expatriates gain factual knowledge about the local culture. On a daily basis 
they are confronted with the fact that many things are different, and are 
done differently from what they are used to. Returned expatriates have first 
hand knowledge about the local markets, the products, and the needs and 
wishes of the local customers. Due to these experiences, expatriates have a 
tendency not to take what they previously knew for granted, and do not 
consider past models to be universally applicable. Such knowledge is 
crucial to e.g. effective international marketing. (Antal, 2000) 

Procedural Knowledge: knowing “how” 

Expatriates also gain knowledge about how things work in the foreign 
environment. Antal (2000) found three clusters of knowledge in this 
category: knowledge about general management skills, about specialist 
skills, and about learning how to learn.  The most common managerial skill 
among expatriates appeared to be effective communication, such as 
learning how to listen better, to negotiate differently, and to be aware of 
that providing information might not be enough to ensure understanding. 
This insight into the nature of communication can be transferred to the 
home context. (Antal, 2000) 

During the international assignment expatriates are confronted with new 
conditions and new situations that require them to learn rapidly in order to 
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be effective. Learning a new language is one example of challenges that 
stimulates learning-how-to-learn. Returned expatriates have an urgency to 
learn, and are usually struck by how relatively slow the organization to 
which they return, is to take up new ideas and develop new capabilities. 
(Antal, 2000) 

Conditional Knowledge: knowing “when” 

To know what to do and how to do it is not enough, it is also necessary to 
understand when to apply the newly developed knowledge. While the 
expatriate is abroad, he or she learns how to distinguish between situations 
in the culture and learns the appropriate behavior for each one of them. For 
example, a formal and informal meeting might require different behavior 
and language. Another important dimension of this type of knowledge is 
timing. Expatriates generally develop greater sensitivity to the effect of 
timing than they had prior to working in a foreign culture. Sometimes 
processes need to be speeded up, and sometimes things need time to 
mature. The value of the knowledge acquired by expatriates is that timing 
is too important to be taken for granted. (Antal, 2000) 

Axiomatic Knowledge: knowing “why” 

This type of knowledge has to do with “why” things are as they are in and 
between cultures. Living and working abroad enables the expatriate to 
develop a cross-cultural understanding, i.e. insights into different types of 
logic behind actions, decisions, and situations in the new culture. This is 
the most frequently reported achievement of an international assignment. A 
crucial learning point though, is that understanding why things are done a 
certain way does not mean automatically accepting that they should be 
done that way. Most expatriates also return home with a better 
understanding of the business and the organization as a whole, i.e. how and 
why different parts fit together.  

Relational Knowledge: knowing “who” 

During their stay abroad, expatriates significantly expand their network of 
contacts, contacts that can be useful not only during the assignment, but 
also after the return home. Such personal contacts can be shared with 
others, but cannot be fully transferred to someone else in the organization, 
since they usually are built on trust between two individuals. Even if this 
type of knowledge cannot be transferred to the members of the 
organization, it can be converted into an organizational asset if the 
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expatriate can use the network of contacts in the post he or she takes after 
returning home. (Antal, 2000) 

Now we have discussed what knowledge is and what types of knowledge 
expatriates gain during international assignments. The next thing we need 
to know is how knowledge is created and spread. 

4.4 KNOWLEDGE CREATION, SHARING, AND TRANSFER 

According to Nonaka et al (2000), Western epistemology (theory of 
knowledge) has traditionally viewed knowledge as explicit, but to 
understand the true nature of knowledge and knowledge creation, both 
explicit and tacit knowledge are needed. The two kinds of knowledge are 
complementary. Explicit knowledge quickly loses its meaning without tacit 
insights. Additionally Nonaka et al (2000) claim that knowledge is not 
created from tacit or explicit knowledge alone, but rather through 
interactions between the two kinds of knowledge. This interaction is called 
“knowledge conversion” and makes knowledge expand in both quality and 
quantity. (Nonaka et al 2000) 

4.4.1 THE SECI-PROCESS  

Nonaka et al (2000) have created a model of knowledge creation, sharing 
and transfer. There are four modes of knowledge conversion in the SECI-
process, Socialization (from tacit to tacit), Externalization (from tacit to 
explicit), Combination (explicit to explicit), and Internalization (explicit to 
tacit). To elucidate this process we will follow a story of knowledge 
conversion and transfer, borrowed from Nonaka’s article The knowledge-
creating company from 1991, and slightly adapted.  

In 1985, Matsushita was trying to build a bread-making machine, but no 
matter how hard they tried, the bread that came out of the machine was not 
evenly baked. The crust of the bread was overcooked while the inside was 
hardly done at all. 

 Socialization 

People at Matsushita had heard that the Osaka International Hotel had a 
reputation for making the best bread in Osaka. One of the engineers 
decided to apprentice herself to the master baker at the hotel. She worked 
side by side with the baker, watched him, and tried to imitate him. 
Eventually she got the hang of it. 
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In the Socialization process tacit knowledge is shared between individuals 
through shared experiences. It is called socialization to emphasize that tacit 
knowledge is exchanged through joint activities, such as working together 
and living in the same environment, rather than through verbal or written 
instructions. Socialization can also occur in informal social meetings 
outside the office, where tacit knowledge such as our view of the world, 
mental models and trust can be created or shared. (Nonaka et al 2000) On 
its own, socialization is a rather limited form of knowledge creation, since 
neither the apprentice nor the master gains any systematic insight into their 
craft knowledge. Their knowledge never becomes explicit and tacit 
knowledge is not easily leveraged by the organization as a whole. (Nonaka 
1991) 

Externalization 

After working together with the baker for six months the engineer had 
discovered the secret. It was the way the baker kneaded the dough that 
made the bread so good. She observed that the baker had a distinctive way 
of stretching the dough. 

In the Externalization process, tacit knowledge is articulated into explicit 
knowledge. When tacit knowledge becomes explicit, “knowledge is 
crystallized, thus allowing it to be shared by others, and it becomes the 
basis of new knowledge”. Other examples of externalization are when 
someone has an idea for a new product, and creates an articulated concept 
out of it, or someone working on the shop floor, who makes improvements 
on the manufacturing process, by articulating the experience he or she has 
gathered over years on the job. (Nonaka et al 2000, quotation from p. 9) 

Combination 

The engineer returned back to her team at Matsushita and told them what 
she had discovered. Her discovery, together with the team’s machine-
building knowledge, resulted in a bread-making machine with special ribs 
inside it that successfully reproduced the baker's stretching technique and 
the quality of the bread she had learned to make at the hotel. 

In the Combination process explicit knowledge is converted into more 
complex and systematic sets of explicit knowledge. Explicit knowledge, 
collected from the inside or outside of the organization is combined, edited 
or processed and becomes new knowledge. Explicit knowledge is often 
dispersed in the organization, but computer communication networks and 
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databases can facilitate this mode of knowledge conversion. One example 
is when a controller gathers financial information from different parts of 
the organization and puts it together in a financial report. The financial 
report is new knowledge in the sense that it synthesizes knowledge from 
different sources, and puts in a different context. Combination can also 
mean to break down an overall concept into parts, for example a corporate 
vision that is broken down into business or product concepts. (Nonaka et al 
2000) 

Internalization 

Finally, through the experience of creating a new product, the engineer 
and her team members enriched their own tacit knowledge base. In 
particular, they came to understand in an extremely intuitive way that 
products like the home bread-making machine can provide genuine quality. 
That is, the machine must make bread that is as good as that of a 
professional baker. This turned into something that was taken for granted 
in future constructions of kitchen appliances.  

In the Internalization process, explicit knowledge is embodied into tacit 
knowledge. Explicit knowledge is shared in the organization and when 
people pick it up and start using it, it soon becomes tacit. For example, the 
controllers report from the combination process might cause a revision of 
the financial control system. When other people use the innovation, they 
eventually come to take it for granted as part of the background of tools 
and resources necessary to do their job. (Nonaka et al, 2000) 

It should be pointed out that this is a spiral of knowledge creation, not a 
circle. Once the internalization process has finished this can in turn lead to 
a new socialization process, but on a higher level, and on it goes. 
According to Nonaka (1991), externalization and internalization are the 
critical steps in the knowledge creation spiral. The reason is that both steps 
require active involvement of the self, i.e. personal commitment. For our 
controller above it takes more commitment and involvement to actually 
articulate the idea, than it does to just put together the financial numbers. If 
we return once more to our engineer and bread-making machine, her 
decision to apprentice herself to a master baker is one example of this 
commitment.  

What was the result of the bread-making machine one might wonder? In its 
first year, Matsushita's new product, with the unique "twist dough" method, 
set a record for sales of new kitchen appliances. (Nonaka, 1991) 
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4.4.2  THE CONCEPT OF “BA” 

Earlier (in chapter 4.2.3) we talked about knowledge needing a context, 
that knowledge without a context is “just information”. Knowledge 
creation and transfer also needs a context, and here we would like to 
introduce the Japanese concept of “Ba”. Ba was originally introduced by a 
Japanese philosopher named Nishida, and adapted to the process of 
knowledge creation by Nonaka & Konno (1998). Ba can roughly be 
translated into the English word “place”, but it does not necessarily mean 
physical space. In existentialism theories, Ba is a context that harbors 
meaning, and the recognition of the self in all. In Nonaka & Konno’s 
model, Ba can be thought of as “a shared context in which knowledge is 
shared, created and utilized.” (Nonaka et al, 2000 p. 14) It can be physical 
(e.g. office space), virtual (e.g. e-mail), mental (e.g. shared ideas), or any 
combination of them all.  

If we look at knowledge as being created and transferred in interaction 
among individuals, or between individuals and their environment, Ba is the 
context shared by those who interact with each other. Knowledge is 
embedded in Ba and acquired through one’s own experience or reflection 
of the experiences of others. If knowledge is separated from Ba, it turns 
into information, which can be communicated independently from Ba. 
There are four types of Ba, Originating Ba, Dialoguing Ba, Systemizing Ba,  

FIGURE 4.2 – DIFFERENT TYPES OF BA 
Source: Nonaka &Konno (1998, p. 46) (Revised by the authors) 
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and Exercising Ba, that correspond to the four stages of the SECI process.  

These four types of Ba are defined by two dimensions of interaction. The 
first is whether the interaction takes place individually or collectively and 
the second is the media used, that is whether the interaction is through face-
to-face contact or virtual media, such as books, memos etc. (Nonaka et al, 
2000) 

The whole concept of Ba might seem abstract and difficult to understand, 
but we hope that the descriptions of the four types of Ba that follow will 
make the concept a little clearer. 

Originating Ba is the context in which people share feelings, emotions, 
experiences, and mental models. It is mainly a context for socialization, 
since physical face-to-face experiences are key in converting tacit 
knowledge into tacit knowledge. In a company, this kind of Ba can be 
represented by open office spaces, places where employees can meet, 
interact and really get to know each other, such as a company restaurant, a 
café or even a coffee machine. The idea is that from originating Ba care, 
love, trust, and commitment can emerge, which then form the basis for 
knowledge conversion among individuals. (Nonaka et al, 2000 & Nonaka 
& Konno, 1998) 

Dialoguing Ba is defined by collective and face-to-face interactions and is 
the place where individuals’ mental models and skills are shared, converted 
into common terms, and articulated as concepts. Individuals’ tacit 
knowledge is shared and articulated through dialogues among participants. 
The role of dialoguing Ba is mainly to provide a context for externalization. 
Dialoguing Ba is more consciously constructed than originating Ba. It can 
mean to select people to create a special mix of knowledge and capabilities 
for a project team. Another example could be to send an expatriate to a 
business unit in another country. (Nonaka et al, 2000 & Nonaka & Konno, 
1998) 

Systemizing Ba is defined by collective and virtual interactions, and offers a 
context for the combination of existing explicit knowledge. By combining 
new explicit knowledge with existing information and knowledge, explicit 
knowledge is generated and systematized throughout the organization. A 
collaborative environment in the form of on-line networks, groupware, 
documentation, databases etc can be an example of systemizing Ba. Today, 
many organizations use e-mail lists and newsgroups where participants can 
exchange information or answer each other’s questions to collect and 
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distribute knowledge and information. (Nonaka et al, 2000 & Nonaka & 
Konno, 1998) 

Exercising Ba is defined by individual and virtual interactions and offers a 
context for internalization. The role of exercising Ba is to facilitate the 
conversion of explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge. Here individuals 
embody explicit knowledge that is communicated through a virtual media, 
such as written manuals or simulation programs. Examples of exercising 
Ba are mentoring programs, on-the-job training or other forms of self-
refinement. (Nonaka et al, 2000 & Nonaka & Konno, 1998) 

Being aware of the different characteristic of Ba can facilitate successful 
support of knowledge creation. The knowledge that is generated in each Ba 
is eventually shared and forms the knowledge base of organizations. 
Moreover, Ba exists at many levels and these levels can be connected to 
form a greater Ba. For example, the team is the Ba of the individual, the 
organization in turn forms the Ba of the teams, and the market environment 
can be seen as the Ba of the organization. (Nonaka et al, 2000) 

FIGURE 4.3 – THE SECI-PROCESS AND BA  
Source: Nonaka et al (2000, p.12) (Revised by the authors)  
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If we then finally combine each step in the SECI-process with its 
corresponding Ba, the whole process will look something like figure 4.3 

4.5 KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 

Knowledge management as a conscious practice is quite new; it was not 
until the 1990s that executives started talking about managing knowledge. 
However, knowledge management as a practice is nothing new, it has been 
the practice of family businesses for hundreds of years. What changed in 
the 1990s was that the foundation of industrialized economies shifted from 
natural resources to intellectual assets, which made it interesting to 
examine the knowledge that is the basis of the business and how that 
knowledge is used. The rise of networked computers also made it possible 
to codify, store, and share certain kinds of knowledge more easily and 
cheaply than ever before. (Hansen et al, 1999) Hansen et al (1999) have 
studied the knowledge management practices of companies and managed to 
discern two main strategies that they call codification and personalization. 

Codification means that the knowledge is extracted from the person who 
developed it, made independent of that person and reused for various 
purposes. With this strategy, many people can search for and retrieve 
codified knowledge without having to contact the person who originally 
developed it. With this strategy, a consulting firm could save key pieces of 
knowledge from earlier projects, such as interview guides, work schedules, 
and benchmark data in an electronic database. The next time someone else 
in the firm has to do a similar job, he or she can simply search the database 
and save some work. 

If a firm uses a personalization strategy it means that the knowledge is 
closely tied to the person who developed it and shared mainly through 
direct person-to-person contacts. The role of computers is to help people 
find each other and communicate knowledge, not to store it. Focus here is 
on dialogue between individuals, not knowledge objects in a database. 
Knowledge that has not been codified is transferred in brainstorming 
sessions and one-on-one conversations. Networks is a key word here, and 
can be fostered in many ways e.g. by transferring people between offices, 
by supporting a culture in which people e.g. are expected to return calls 
from colleagues promptly, or by creating directories of experts.  

Hansen et al (1999) also found that companies that were successful at 
managing their knowledge focused on one of these strategies and used the 
other only in a supportive role. They claim that a company’s knowledge 
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management strategy should reflect its competitive strategy. In their study, 
consulting firms that were dealing with similar problems over and over 
again benefited the most from using the codification strategy, since they 
could then offer solutions that had been fine-tuned and proven successful. 
Consulting firms that relied on more customized solutions, such as strategy 
consultants, on the other hand, benefited from the personalization strategy, 
since they had to offer their customers advice that was rich in tacit 
knowledge. 

4.6 HALFWAY SUMMARY 

To summarize what we have learned so far, we started by examining what 
knowledge is, and ended up with two ways of looking at knowledge. 
Knowledge could be seen as an object and as a process and we found that 
these two ways of looking at knowledge were equally “right” and useful, 
depending on how you choose to look at it. Hence, we will not make a 
choice between them, we will use both, depending on which way is more 
useful in each situation we come across. Then we moved on and learned 
that knowledge has two dimensions, a tacit and an explicit one, and that 
explicit knowledge is more easily transferable than tacit knowledge. We 
also learned what types of knowledge expatriates gain during international 
assignments, and that those could be divided into five types, declarative 
(“what”), procedural (“how”), conditional (“when”), axiomatic (“why”) 
and relational (“who”).  

After that we looked at a process through which knowledge could be 
created, shared and transferred, the SECI-process. We learned that tacit 
knowledge could be converted to tacit knowledge through socialization, 
from tacit to explicit through externalization, from explicit to explicit 
through combination and then finally from explicit to tacit through 
internalization. For each of these conversion processes there was a Ba, i.e. 
a context for the process. If we look at the first two steps of the SECI-
process, socialization and externalization, these steps are made possible 
through face-to-face contact. In those two steps, we will need the person(s) 
who either originally gained the knowledge or gained it through 
socialization. In the next two steps, combination and internalization, the 
knowledge is separated from the person carrying it. We could say that in 
the first two steps, knowledge is shared, and in the last two steps, it is 
transferred. This means that for a great deal of the process to take place we 
will need the person who gained the knowledge, in our case the expatriate. 
It will also be a question of putting the expatriate in the right place, 
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especially in the externalization step. This could be done by providing the 
expatriate with the right job or task.  

We also talked about two strategies for knowledge management, 
personalization and codification. Here too we can see that in the first 
strategy, personalization, the person with the knowledge is needed in the 
company to share his or her knowledge. In the codification strategy the 
knowledge is made independent from the person carrying it, and once the 
knowledge has been transferred, to put it harshly, the person is no longer 
needed. However, the first premise is still that the expatriate stays with the 
company, even for the codification strategy, since we at least need the 
expatriate long enough to codify the knowledge. Additionally, we should 
not forget that the expatriate already carries the knowledge, and hence the 
knowledge can be utilized by utilizing the expatriate. It is a matter of 
putting the right person in the right place or position. Now we have 
wandered in to the area of human resource management, and since we are 
interested in expatriates, it is the international part of HRM that is 
interesting. Lets take a look at what international human resource 
management has to say about expatriate retention, career development and 
measures that can be taken.  

4.7 EXPATRIATE MANAGEMENT 

In today’s global economy, it is not a luxury to have a workforce that is 
fluent in the ways of the world, it is a necessity. Many companies send 
employees abroad to develop, but international assignments do not come 
cheap. An average expatriate costs about two to three times as much as 
they would in an equivalent position back home. (Black & Gregersen, 
1999) It is also not self evident that it is the company that paid for the 
development that reaps the profit. According to Black & Gregersen (1999), 
one-fourth of those who finish an international assignment leave their 
company within one year after they have returned, and many of them do so 
to join a competitor. Various factors have been suggested to affect 
expatriate turnover rates, some of these factors include: being placed in 
non-challenging jobs, lack of promotion opportunities, loss of status and 
autonomy, lack of career planning and counseling, lack of support on 
behalf of managers and colleagues, and slow career advancement. 
(Lazarova & Caligiuri, 2001) 
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4.7.1 EXPATRIATE RETENTION OR TURNOVER 

Once an expatriate has finished an international assignment, there are two 
questions that need to be answered; has the expatriate performed well, so 
that the company wants to keep the expatriate; and has the company 
performed well (in terms of support, pay, job challenge etc) so that the 
expatriate intends to stay with the company?  

FIGURE 4.4 – EXPATRIATE RETENTION OR TURNOVER 
Source: Black & Gregersen (1992, p. 754) (Revised by the authors) 

If the expatriate has not performed that well, and does not want to stay with 
the company (functional turnover), there will be a “happy” divorce (if there 
is such a thing), since both parts agree. This means that after the 
assignment, the expatriate will leave the company. If the expatriate has not 
performed that well, but still intends to stay with the company 
(dysfunctional retention), the result can be twofold, either the company 
tries find him a job where he at least can do no harm, or he has to leave the 
company, a not so “happy” divorce. If the expatriate has performed well, 
but does not intend to stay with the company (dysfunctional turnover), to 
the company it means a loss, but to the expatriate it does not have to be 
negative. It can simply mean that he has found better career opportunities 
elsewhere. This is a situation where the company could have made a 
greater effort, since this means they lose out on a valuable resource in 
which a great deal of money and time have been invested. And for our last 
situation, if the expatriate has performed well and wants to stay with the 
company (functional retention), the question is where in the organization 
can he find a suitable job? Either he moves on to another international 
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assignment, and the entire expatriate cycle starts over again, or he takes up 
local employment somewhere. (Black et al, 1992) 

4.7.2 PRACTICES FOR EFFECTIVE EXPATRIATE MANAGEMENT 

According to Black & Gregersen (1999), companies that manage their 
expatriates effectively follow three general practices. First of all, when 
making international assignments, they focus on knowledge creation, and 
global leadership development. They also make sure they have very good 
reasons for sending a person, and that the expatriates themselves know the 
objectives of their assignment. This kind of information helps expatriates to 
focus on the right objectives in the right measure, and to build up realistic 
expectations on promotion after the assignment.  

Second, they send people whose technical skills are matched or exceeded 
by their cross-cultural abilities. Technical skill is often the main reason for 
selecting a person for an international assignment, but the ability to adjust 
to different cultures, customs and business practices is often overlooked. In 
short, those who are sent are often people who are capable but culturally 
illiterate. Companies with strong track records with expatriates, find a 
person’s openness to new cultures just as important as technical know-how.  

Third, they end international assignments with a deliberate repatriation 
process. When returning home after finishing an international assignment 
many expatriates expect a hero’s welcome and a reward for a job well 
done. They expect to be rewarded with a high-level job where they can 
fully utilize the skills they acquired abroad, and they expect co-workers and 
friends to be interested in hearing about their adventures. (Stroh et al, 1998) 
Many of those who expect that will be disappointed. Black and Gregersen 
(1999) found that about one-third of the repatriates were still filling 
temporary assignments three months after coming home. More than three-
quarters felt that their position upon returning home was a demotion from 
their international assignment and 61% said that they lacked opportunities 
to utilize their foreign experience. The end of an international assignment is 
a time of great upheaval, professionally and personally for expatriates. 
Companies that recognize this fact, help their expatriates by providing them 
with career guidance and by enabling them to put their international 
experience to work. (Black & Gregersen, 1999)  
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This is not that easy though, even when expatriates are guaranteed to get a 
job in the organizational unit that sent them, the right job for the expatriate 
may not turn up on the same date the international assignment is finished. 
The timing of the return is often decided by the length of the international 
assignment and/or by the conclusion of a foreign project, with little regard 
for where the expatriate will fit in back home. (Baughn, in Selmer, 1995)  

Sometimes companies may not take into account that the expatriate has 
been out of the domestic communication network for some time, or never 
belonged to it. It may take a while to not only get on the company mailing 
lists, but also to be included in less formal communications. Other 
employees, who may benefit from the expatriate’s experience may not 
know he or she is there and has such experience, and therefore it does not 
occur to them to ask. A formal debriefing process may be useful here. 
When the expatriate has finished an international assignment, he could 
meet with selected members of the organization so that they together can 
discuss what the expatriate has experienced, observed and learned abroad. 
The company could also ask the expatriate for recommendations regarding 
how it should proceed abroad. The expatriate should also be asked about 
significant frustrations or barriers experienced during the assignment. This 
information could be used to support future expatriates. The debriefing can 
also be useful when trying to find out what kind of job would fit the 
expatriate. (Baughn, in Selmer, 1995) 

Finding a suitable job for the expatriate is important, but it is not the only 
way to utilize the expatriate’s knowledge. The knowledge and perspectives 
gained abroad could be applied by including the expatriate on relevant task 
forces, or committees or as a project liaison. A company forming an export 
study team, for example, can benefit from having a team member with 
experience of living abroad. (Baughn, in Selmer, 1995) 

4.7.3 CAREER STAGES 

As mentioned above, according to Black and Gregersen (1999), many 
expatriates feel that their position upon returning home is a demotion from 
their international assignment. To get an impression of the situation in the 
company we are studying, we have chosen to use Dalton & Thompson’s 
(1986) model of four stages in a professionally trained employee’s career. 
We will use this model to measure positive and negative expatriate career 
changes. These stages derive from the needs of organizations to have 
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certain functions performed well by individuals who are competent, well 
trained, and who have earned the trust from others that allows them to 
perform these functions. Each stage differs from the other stages in the 
primary work activities of the individual, in the types of relationships in 
which they engage at work, and in the psychological adjustment they must 
make.  

Stage 1: Apprentice (learning the ropes) – The major psychological issue 
in this stage is dependence. The employee works under the direction of 
superiors as an apprentice, helping and learning from one or more mentors. 
Usually he or she is part of a larger project, does a great deal of detail work 
but without much responsibility.  

Stage 2: Independent Contributor (technical expert) – The individual has 
become more professionally qualified and is usually assigned his or her 
own projects and clients. He or she goes into depth in one problem or 
technical area, develops a reputation for a particular expertise, and begins 
to play the role of technical advisor to others. The principal psychological 
issue in this stage is independence.  

Stage 3: Mentor (contributing through others) – The individual takes on 
more and more responsibility for projects, and starts working in more than 
one area. He or she stimulates others through ideas and information, and 
takes on a mentor role for those in the apprentice and independent stages. 
The relationship extends beyond technical context and involves personal 
and career support and advice. The major psychological issue is assuming 
responsibility for others.  

Stage 4: Sponsor (leading through vision) – In this stage the major 
psychological issue concerns the exercising of power. The primary 
activities for the individual is to provide direction for the organization, 
recognize and sponsor key people, represent the organization to external 
entities, and exercise power, both formal and informal, for the benefit of 
the firm. 

4.7.4 MENTOR 

To help with the career development, some companies assign the expatriate 
a mentor (also referred to as company contact, sponsor, or “godfather”).  
Researchers (e.g. Feldman & Thomas, 1992) have suggested that a mentor 
can be critical for expatriates who have finished an assignment, to keep 
them on the fast track in terms of subsequent career advancement, and 
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increase the likelihood that their career plans and goals will not fall through 
the cracks in the expatriates absence. The mentor could also play a part in 
the debriefing and evaluation of the expatriate performance (Black et al, 
1992). The mentor is usually in a more senior position than the expatriate, 
works in the sending unit, and knows the expatriate personally (Dowling et 
al, 1999). His role is to give social support, protecting the expatriate’s 
interests while he/she is gone, and scouting out potentially desirable next 
assignments (Feldman & Thomas, 1992).  

4.7.5 ORGANIZATIONAL AND INDIVIDUAL CAREER 
MANAGEMENT 

It should be pointed out though that career management is not a task for the 
company only. A career can be defined as a sequence of related work 
experience and activities, directed at personal and organizational goals, 
through which a person passes during his or her lifetime, that are partly 
under their control and partly under that of others.  (Hall 1986, 1990 in 
Selmer et al, 2002) Career planning can provide insight and direction and 
be a means for handling ambiguous role requirements and organizational 
demands, and identifying career opportunities (Selmer et al, 2002). 
According to Selmer et al (2002), a fast emerging realization is that the 
responsibility for career development does not lie solely with either the 
individual or the organization that employs him or her, but is a joint 
responsibility. This implies that both parts should share responsibility for 
the individual’s career, and is based on the assumption that the employee’s 
career will be more effectively managed if both parties help. (Hall 1986, 
1990 in Selmer et al, 2002)  

Inkson et al (1997) heavily criticizes the literature on expatriate 
assignments, and says that it attributes a rather demeaning powerlessness to 
the expatriate and that the causes of success or failure, and the remedies for 
failure, are made out to be in the company's hands alone. We somewhat 
agree with this point of view, but can at the same time understand the extra 
“fuss” with expatriates (compared to “normal” employees). First of all 
since people with global experience are an important strategic resource that 
is scarce in supply (Gregersen et al, 1998, Black et al, 1999). Second, the 
magnitude and breadth of changes are greater when going on an 
international assignment than it is in a “normal” change of jobs (Black et 
al, 1991) and hence the extra support may be necessary. Third, 
international assignments often have a certain duration. A “normal” job 
position has conditional tenure, while an expatriate assignment is an 
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appointment on a temporary basis. However, as mentioned earlier, the 
termination of an international assignment may not necessarily coincide 
with the availability of a suitable job. Therefore an expatriate might need 
some help in the job-hunting process, and the extra fuss might be 
motivated. 

4.8 OUR TOOLBOX 

Since we have combined two fields, international human resource 
management and knowledge management, we have provided some context 
for each field, i.e. Adler’s Business Strategy and International Assignments 
table, and the general discussion of what knowledge is and different types 
of knowledge. We have then chosen to look at utilization of knowledge on 
two levels, the individual level (utilizing the knowledge by utilizing the 
expatriate) and the organizational level (making the expatriate’s knowledge 
available to other people in the organization so they can utilize it too). On 
the individual level, from the company’s point of view, it is very much a 
question of putting the right person in the right place. The tool we will be 
working with here is management of expatriates, i.e. retention problems 
and how to solve them, and career issues. On the organizational level, once 
again from the company’s point of view, it is a question of providing ways 
for the expatriate to share and transfer the knowledge and here we will use 
the SECI-process and Ba together with the strategies of personalization and 
codification.
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The objective of this chapter is to present the 
empirical data we have collected during this 

study. We will start with a brief presentation of 
the Tetra Pak organization. This is followed by a 
description of expatriation at Tetra Pak, from an 
HR point of view. The information in this section 
of the chapter comes from the five interviews we 
have made. The chapter is then concluded with 
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derives from the 21 questionnaires we received. 
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5 TETRA PAK 

5.1 THE ORGANIZATION 

Tetra Pak Group is one of two autonomous industrial groups within the 
Tetra Laval Group. Tetra Pak was established in Lund, Sweden in 1951, 
and has since kept growing throughout the world. Today Tetra Pak has over 
18,900 employees and is the world’s leading supplier of liquid food 
processing and packaging systems. The group produces packaging material 
at 68 plants and has 77 market companies round the world. Every year 
more than 89 billion Tetra Pak packages are distributed in over 165 
countries. In 2001, net sales amounted to 7,7 billion EURO. The Tetra Pak 
headquarter is today situated in Lausanne, Switzerland, however, there are 
also headoffice functions in Lund, Sweden. (Tetra Pak Homepage) 

Tetra Pak has the structural characteristics of a matrix organization. The 
corporation is organized in four different business areas, Carton Ambient, 
Carton Chilled, Plastics, and Processing Systems, and in two regions, 
Europe & Africa and Asia & Americas. Within the two regions the market 
companies are organized in clusters in order to speed up decision-making 
activities and to meet customer, and product development demands more 
effectively. (Tetra Laval 2001) 

FIGURE 5.1 – TETRA PAK ORGANIZATION  
Source: Tetra Pak Homepage 
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5.2 EXPATRIATION AT TETRA PAK 

Expatriates have been very important for the growth and development of 
Tetra Pak, and even if the corporation today has reached a more mature 
stage, expatriates are still key for the development. During the first 20 
years the expatriates were primarily Swedes, moving from Lund to another 
country to start up new markets and plants. However, during the late 1980s 
and early 1990s as more and more companies matured, this pattern changed 
and the transfer of expatriates between subsidiaries increased significantly. 
Today Tetra Pak has approximately 550 expatriates, and even though 
Swedes are still dominating, the balance has evened out and the expatriate 
population now consists of a more international group. Expatriates are no 
longer only moving from headquarters to subsidiaries, but also in the 
opposite direction, and between subsidiaries, from subsidiaries to business 
areas, and from business areas to regions and subsidiaries.  

5.2.1 OBJECTIVES OF INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENT 

According to the Tetra Pak Expatriate Policy and the interviews we have 
made at Tetra Pak, the main objectives for having expatriates at Tetra Pak 
are individual development, organizational development, knowledge, 
competence, and culture transfer. However, not all four of them are equally 
important on every international assignment. Depending on the nature of 
the assignment, the objectives for sending an expatriate differ. It is 
important though, to be explicit about the reasons for appointing an 
expatriate to a vacant position.  

During the first 20 years expatriates were sent out from Sweden to establish 
Tetra Pak on the foreign market or to develop existing businesses. 
Generally, they were expatriates who moved from country to country, 
transferring knowledge, competence, and the Tetra Pak culture. Today, 
these are still main objectives for sending expatriates at Tetra Pak. 
However, start-ups are less common today since Tetra Pak is already 
established in all major countries in the world, and does not grow in the 
same pace anymore. Instead, these globetrotting expatriates are to a greater 
extent sent out to develop different functional areas such as 
marketing/sales, financial functions and technical services. Additionally, 
these expatriates are not necessarily Swedes anymore, to an increasing 
extent they come from all over the world.  

The individual development of employees has become more and more 
important, and today employees are sent on expatriate assignments to gain 
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international experience and to develop. The opinion of one of the 
interviewed HR managers was that individual development can be divided 
into two categories, personally related, and job related. For a company with 
businesses in many different countries, an important part of the 
development of a manager is to be able to understand, cope and manage 
people who come from different environments, and have different 
backgrounds and habits. This competence or skill is gained from living and 
working in a new and unfamiliar environment. In a small company it might 
be difficult to find the space to make a person grow, or to give him or her a 
certain position so that he or she can develop. If instead the picture is 
enlarged, and the whole organization is included, it is easier to find the 
right place and position that will fit the needs of one specific individual. 
Generally, expatriates that are sent out for individual development return 
home after a completed assignment. Even though this group of expatriates 
has increased over the years, most common at Tetra Pak are still the 
globetrotters, i.e. those expatriates that after completing an international 
assignment goes on to another expatriate assignment in another country. 

For career advancement, international experience is today a must within 
Tetra Pak. High potential employees are often sent on expatriate 
assignments to key positions all over the world.  

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the market companies 
within the two regions at Tetra Pak are organized in clusters. As Tetra 
Pak’s environment is changing so does the organization. Mergers and 
acquisitions among Tetra Pak’s customers, over geographically dispersed 
areas, have lead Tetra Pak to group countries into clusters. Within these 
clusters there is a need to transfer people, hence a different type of 
expatriate has emerged, cluster expatriates. These expatriates might not 
have as extensive needs as “normal” expatriates since they move within a 
more limited geographical area. In Tetra Pak Nordic, the countries are 
culturally quite similar and for example within the EU people can bring 
their national social insurance with them.  

5.2.2 CAREER PLANNING 

“It is important that expatriate assignments are recognized as valuable to 
the company. A person who accepts an assignment shall know that this is 
positive for his/her career in Tetra Pak, and that his/her job security is not 
less than if he/she remained in the home country.” (Tetra Pak Expatriate 
Policy, 1997) 
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Tetra Pak has developed a Management Planning and Development process 
(MPD) for monitoring the planning of expatriates’ careers. At every MPD 
meeting between a company and its regional management, expatriate 
performance and potential are reviewed. (Tetra Pak Expatriate Policy, 
1997) The ambition is also to make plans for the expatriates’ career 
development, i.e. not to decide the exact position or assignment, but in 
what direction the next step ought to be. The MPD process is where people 
of high potential, and their needs for development, are identified. Included 
in the MPD process are all expatriates at Tetra Pak and every employee at 
management level, a total of 1200-1300 people. Every person is reviewed 
once a year. 

For managers at Tetra Pak, the individual objectives of the year are 
expressed in a Balanced Score Card (BSC). This BSC also forms the basis 
for the evaluation that takes place every year. Four main areas are included 
in the BSC, Customer and Innovation, Business Processes, Organization 
and Learning, and Financial Perspective. At the review it is discussed how 
the individual have managed to reach the objectives set in all four of these 
areas. Knowledge transfer and competence development are included in 
Organization and Learning.  

5.2.3 CAREER RESPONSIBLE 

“When someone accepts an expatriate assignment he/she should know 
which company and which person are responsible for finding his/her next 
assignment.” (Tetra Pak Expatriate Policy, 1997) 

Every expatriate should have someone responsible for his or her career 
while on assignment. The idea is that there should be one career 
responsible with a long-term responsibility, and one with a more short-term 
responsibility. Long-term responsibility means that a person with business 
responsibility, e.g. a technical director, should identify the needs of his or 
her part of the organization in terms of people with certain qualities, future 
leaders etc, and identify suitable people, and make sure they get the 
training and experience they need. The short-term responsible is then 
someone in the company, e.g. a subsidiary, that the expatriate arrives in. He 
or she should look after the more short-term career goals that the long-term 
responsibility established for the assignment. Along with the expatriate 
contract there should be a career letter signed by the career responsible, 
where it is written what the expatriate can expect from the career 
responsible. These persons are responsible for the planning of the 
expatriate’s career after the completion of the international assignment. 
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They are supposed to keep in contact with the expatriate during the 
assignment, and help to prepare for the next career move. Hence, the career 
responsible should be like mentors and give advice on what might be the 
next appropriate step, and how to prepare for it. They are people who know 
all the formal channels, but they also have informal networks, hence, they 
know not only how the organization is developing in other countries, but 
also where the competence and knowledge of the expatriate best can be 
utilized. How often and how much contact the career responsible have with 
the expatriate varies, there are those who keep a relative close contact, and 
those who talk once or twice a year. If, at the end of the assignment, it is 
not possible to find a new position for the expatriate within the Tetra Pak 
Group, the region or business area that has authorized the international 
assignment is responsible for the financial consequences related to this 
problem.  

How many expatriates who leave the organization after a completed 
assignment, due to dissatisfaction with the new assignment, is not 
documented at Tetra Pak. However, previous expatriate surveys show that 
expatriates are relatively satisfied with the company. Expatriates are 
carefully selected, only those with a high development potential are sent 
out, and there is generally a high demand for them both at home and in 
other countries. 

5.2.4 KNOWLEDGE  

According to the pre-survey and the interviews with the HR managers, 
expatriates gain new knowledge to a great extent during an international 
assignment. What kind of knowledge, differs from one assignment to 
another. Some examples of knowledge they gain are knowledge of the local 
culture, local markets, and local customer needs. Sometimes the knowledge 
of the particular culture, market, and customer needs are of value to the 
expatriate, for instance if the next position or assignment is directly related 
to that country. However, more often the value of this kind of knowledge is 
the understanding of that things are done differently in different countries. 
Expatriates learn how to see things from a new perspective, and learn to 
understand that different things are important in different countries and in 
different markets.   

Depending on the position the expatriate has during the assignment, some 
expatriates also gain leadership skills and cross-cultural negotiation skills. 
These skills are generally not directly linked to a specific country or 
culture, it is more that the expatriate learns how to function in various 
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cultures, and learns how to manage people from different cultures and with 
different backgrounds. Greater cross-cultural communication skills and a 
greater understanding of Tetra Pak as an organization are something most 
expatriates gain, and that are useful on a more general level. 

Most of the knowledge the expatriates gain during the international 
assignment is considered to be on the more general level and hard to 
transfer, it is carried by the individual. Knowledge about cultural 
understanding is hard to document, and at this point Tetra Pak does not 
have a good system for doing it. However, one question HRM has raised is 
can it be done at all? And if so, should it be done? It is considered to be a 
matter of how the individual has developed as a person during the time 
abroad and that is hard to measure.  

5.2.5 UTILIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE  

In some parts of Tetra Pak there might be a tendency towards the  “not-
invented-here” syndrome. However, this varies from country to country, 
and company to company, some companies are less open to influences 
from other cultures than other companies are. For instance, in Lund, 
Sweden, there might have been a tendency to think that outside advice is 
not necessary, since the organization there is quite large and one of the 
most experienced, and also since this is where Tetra Pak was founded. 
However, this is changing, only ten years ago there were no expatriates in 
Sweden, today there are many. This sudden change is partly due to a shift 
of core activities. Some core activities were moved to Lund, where they 
lacked certain competences, and hence expatriates were needed. Another 
example of where it might be hard to implement fresh ideas and new 
approaches is large market companies that were successful at an early 
stage, and that have strong market positions.  

Among the interviewed HR managers, the opinion about who is responsible 
for the transfer of the expatriate’s knowledge within Tetra Pak differ to a 
great extent. The answers we have received are, the expatriates, the 
expatriate and the career responsible, and the career responsible together 
with a representative from HRM, and last but not least nobody.   

Informal networks are generally the best way to transfer the knowledge 
expatriates have gained from an international assignment at Tetra Pak 
today. However, there are other ways too. Tetra Pak has something they 
call Tetra Pak Academy, which is considered to be a great tool for 
knowledge sharing. The academy started as a marketing sales academy, but 
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has now expanded into different faculties. The academy is a virtual 
university where the resources and the people that is used for different 
forms of training, come from the organization. Web sites have been 
developed, and on these web sites there are libraries of different projects 
that have taken place in Tetra Pak. One example of how the academy has 
been used is the development of a new way to work with key customers. 
Training seminars is another way of transferring knowledge in a more 
formal way.  

To open up for learning and to spread knowledge is one of the priorities in 
Tetra Pak right now. In 2001 and 2002, these are among the main factors in 
the group’s Balanced Score Card. Tetra Pak is in the process of 
implementing a knowledge transfer system. In order to change the attitude 
towards knowledge sharing, the way Tetra Pak’s core values2 are written 
has been changed. Knowledge sharing is also discussed at almost all 
conferences, and there are articles on the subject in the Tetra Pak 
Management Magazine.  

Tools and systems are made available to all companies within Tetra Pak to 
exchange experiences. Tetra Pak get more and more virtual organizations, 
networks, with members from all over the world, hence, there is a great 
need for communication and transfer of knowledge without them meeting 
in person. For example, people from different parts of the world can work 
together on a project for several years. These people form a network, they 
talk, exchange ideas and documents. Networks of this kind are related to 
marketing activities, sales, technical development, and HR. These networks 
are listed in the knowledge sharing web sites. In October 2001, Tetra Pak 
also started working with e-rooms, these e-rooms are combined database 
and chat rooms where e.g. important information about customers or types 
of product can be stored and followed up on by Tetra Pak employees. After 
only two months Tetra Pak had 63 e-rooms, which after three months had 
turned in to 110, which was the number of e-rooms at the time this was 
written.  

                                           
2 Tetra Pak’s core values are: Freedom with accountability, Partnership with customers, 
suppliers and colleagues, Long-term perspective, Innovation and creativity, and 
Commitment and fun 
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5.2.6 HRM SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVED KNOWLEDGE 
UTILIZATION 

The general opinion among the HR managers is that Tetra Pak is relatively 
good at utilizing the expatriates’ knowledge. This however, is to a great 
extent thanks to good informal networks, and not so much the formal 
processes. The HR managers believe that Tetra Pak is good at utilizing the 
knowledge when the specific purpose of the assignment is to develop, and 
then come back to take on a higher position. However, the HR managers 
had some ideas on how to make better use of the knowledge expatriates 
gain during the assignments.  

Increase the communication about expatriate assignments, i.e. why, what, 
etc. Challenge assignments that are not directly related to personal 
development. Increase the commitment from the sending company to take 
the expatriate back. There ought to be fewer cases where the person only is 
sent out because his or her expertise is needed in a country, there should 
also be a plan for the next step after the assignment. Increase central 
management of these resources. Improve the matching of people to 
positions using good and well-established data.  

Use and transfer knowledge in a more structured way. Make the career 
responsible, together with the expatriate, responsible for the knowledge 
transfer. The career responsible has an interest in the functional 
competence of the expatriate, and ought to have an interest in developing 
this competence. Create networks that work with knowledge management 
in different areas, e.g. marketing directors, service managers. Could use 
more opportunities for coaching and mentoring. 

5.3 EXPATRIATES AT TETRA PAK 

The typical expatriate that we got in touch with at Tetra Pak was male, 
between 31-40, and of Swedish nationality. All in all, Tetra Pak has 
expatriates of approximately 50 different nationalities, of which nine are 
represented among our respondents. The respondents had worked for Tetra 
Pak between 6 and 26 years. Half of the respondents had been on one 
international assignment, and the other half had been on more than one, 
with seven being the highest number of finished assignments.  

5.3.1 OBJECTIVES OF INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENTS 

The majority of the respondents said that one of the company objectives of 
their assignment was knowledge and competence transfer. About half of 
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them listed organizational development as an objective of their assignment, 
which made it the second most common objective. Individual development 
was, according to the respondents, the third most common objective for 
sending expatriates at Tetra Pak. One of the expatriates described the way 
he had developed through his assignment: 

“I am well aware that before I took this assignment, there were a number 
of managers at Tetra Pak who felt that it would be a risk to put me in 
situations where cross-cultural skills were required – the change is a direct 
result of my international assignment and constant exposure.” 

The expatriates also gave their personal objectives for going on an 
international assignment, and they were of various kinds. The most 
common motive was individual- and career development. The challenge of 
going on an international assignment, to experience a new culture, to start a 
new job, the host country itself, and money were also mentioned. Other 
interesting reasons were adventure, to challenge and strengthen the family 
relations, fun, and just “it was the natural thing to do”.  

5.3.2 CAREER DEVELOPMENT 

Less than half of the respondents had a person who was responsible for 
their careers while on assignment. Most common was that the career 
responsible, was either a line manager or an HR manager. Two of the 
expatriates, however, had two persons responsible for their careers. How 
often the expatriates and career responsible were in contact with each other 
during the assignment, differed to a great extent.   The responses show 
everything from almost daily contact to contact four times in two years. 
Also, the expectations the expatriates had on their career responsible 
varied: 

“…a mentor to offer help and guidance.” 

“I expected guidance in how to properly work in the multi-cultural 
atmosphere.” 

“Honest feedback on performance and setting of future career path.” 

“To listen to my ideas about the organization of the work of the group I 
was coordinator for.” 

“To be able to judge my work for the results I achieved in my job.” 
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“To be the reference in case of problems related to my 
assignment/transfer.” 

“Providing support when needed.” 

Only three of the respondents had had a debriefing after the latest 
expatriate assignment. The person conducting the debriefing differed in all 
three cases. They were the line manager, the line manager and his manager, 
and an HR manager and the Vice President responsible for the country of 
the expatriate’s next assignment. During the debriefing the respondents 
gave and received feedback on what had gone well, and not so well, during 
the assignment. They discussed what kind of experiences they had gained, 
and the results they had achieved. The expatriates also got suggestions for 
future career possibilities. However, none of the debriefings were 
documented. 

After their international assignments, half of the respondents returned to 
their home country to work for Tetra Pak. The other half moved on to a 
new assignment in another country, except for one expatriate who took up 
local employment in his host country, and one person who took up local 
employment in another country. Most respondents reported that their new 
assignment included frequent contacts with people of other nationalities 
than their own. The new work generally included occasional contact with 
the former host country, and also, most of the respondents were, from time 
to time, consulted by the organization regarding their former host country. 

From a career point of view, the international assignment was, for the 
expatriate, generally either on the same level as, or on a higher level than, 
the previous job. Only one respondent reported that the expatriate 
assignment was a step down on the career ladder. Also the position after 
the assignment was usually either on the same level as the assignment, or 
one step up. Two respondents reported a step down the career ladder 
compared to the position held during the expatriate assignment. After the 
international assignment, almost three-quarters of the expatriates had taken 
at least one step up the career ladder compared to their starting point. 

One of the respondents made this comment on career planning at Tetra 
Pak:  

“We are still quite weak in the area of international career planning and 
follow-up, even though we have seen improvements over the last years.”  



TETRA PAK 

67 

5.3.3 KNOWLEDGE 

In the questionnaire we gave some example of what kind of knowledge the 
expatriates might gain during an international assignment, most expatriates 
claimed they had gained the types of knowledge suggested, and mostly to a 
quite high level. Knowledge of the local culture and general cross-cultural 
understanding, were gained to the highest degree, with no one below the 
level of “fair”. In addition, all expatriates said they had extended their 
network of contacts during the international assignment. The results of all 
types of knowledge can be found in figure 5.2. “Other” in the diagram 
(figure 5.2) indicates knowledge of multiple cultures, and people skills.  

5.3.4 UTILIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE 

Before ending the international assignment, the expectation among the 
respondents that Tetra Pak would, in some way, make use of the 
expatriates’ newly gained knowledge, was relatively high. In two-thirds of 
these cases, Tetra Pak managed to live up to the expectations of these 
expatriates, and in a few cases Tetra Pak managed to exceed the 
expatriates’ expectations. One respondent, however, reported that his 
knowledge had not been utilized at all. Here are some examples of how the 
knowledge was utilized: 

“Participation in global initiatives, and coordination of processes in more 
than one country/company.” 

“In different ways 1) Through consider experience/knowledge when 
assigning new position 2) Through knowledge sharing during 
Seminars/Conferences 3) Through participation in international projects” 

“There was no plan to implement my experience from the international 
assignment in my home company.” 

“New assignment” 

“In my new job, I will work with global questions” 

“It has been based on more sporadic events than planned and wanted one. 
Different responsibility assignments” 

“Involvement in more or less all projects linked to my last international 
assignment” 
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FIGURE 5.2 – KNOWLEDGE GAINED BY TETRA PAK EXPATRIATES 
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 “I am still working internationally…” 

“By offering positions to me in markets where there was a great need for 
experience and international networking. Including me in cross border 
projects.” 

“By working as process owner in a company, there is no other alternative 
than working “through” local staff and thus build knowledge and 
competence.” 

“Current responsibility builds on previous knowledge” 

The responses to how well Tetra Pak in general utilizes expatriates’ 
knowledge were very mixed, but still on the positive side. More than half 
of the respondents thought Tetra Pak generally did a good job on utilizing 
expatriates’ knowledge. 

Most expatriates said that they had managed to transfer some of the 
knowledge they had gained during the international assignment, although 
some made a distinction between having “tried to” and actually “managed 
to”.  

“There is one way to transfer this kind of knowledge: to communicate 
using different tools. Like Memo, report, meeting, etc., but you should 
consider that sometime people doesn’t listen. So if you see that people 
doesn’t care, you stop.” 

“At least I tried to do it. The way to transfer it is show with your own 
experience what you’ve learned.” 

Knowledge had been transferred through the daily work by practicing what 
they had learned, when interacting with colleagues, and by sharing 
experiences with them. Knowledge had also been transferred through 
discussions, meetings (before, during, and after), reports, workshops, 
presentations, training sessions, chats, mentoring, and coaching. 

“After my return home, I promoted trips and meetings between the 
assignment’s company and my home company.” 

“It is part of my daily work when I interact with colleagues.” 

“Constant mentoring and sharing of experiences with colleagues as 
problems arise, particular cross-cultural communication and interface 
issues that may not seem on the surface to be related to cultural 
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differences. I am constantly looking for opportunities to transfer my 
experiences and knowledge.” 

“By employing other expats and transfer my gained knowledge.” 

“…mostly through informal discussions with personal network.” 

“Very very very little transfer of knowledge about the work. Sometimes, in 
my new group we discuss working procedures and sometimes I have the 
possibility to say: ”while in Swedish group we were doing things in X 
way”. But this discussion is kept not in a managerial level, just within my 
colleagues. About the assignment practical matters, I had the opportunity 
to discuss about it only with the Unions. My current boss asked just a 
couple of questions, but no more. Nobody else wanted me to discuss.” 

“When talking about international assignments.” 

“Exposing/including my colleagues and subordinates to the international 
network. Introducing best practices from other markets. Applying a wider 
view in problem solving. Supporting the core values and spirit of Tetra 
Pak.” 

Only three of the expatriates had experienced resistance within the 
organization when trying to implement knowledge they had gained during 
the international assignment. One of them had worked in an organization 
with a minimum level of bureaucracy during his assignment and tried to 
implement these ideas when he returned home to his more bureaucratic 
home organization. “I faced a wall when I tried to sell those arguments 
when back in…” Another expatriate had faced problems due to not-
invented-here thinking, but said that this was not something that happens 
often at Tetra Pak, and that people in general are open to “international” 
thinking. The third expatriate had a different opinion of the openness at 
Tetra Pak. He analyzed the situation at Tetra Pak as follows:  

“Within each organization you deal mainly with three kinds of characters:  

1) People with seeking spirit. 2) People that are more or less neutral to 
what you tell'em (they have their interests outside the company). 3) People 
with no seeking spirit, or else people that have a negative attitude to 
whatever is shared with them, just because they do not know or because 
they do not accept someone else's opinions by principle. I think it has to do 
with different human beings more than different organizations. What 
changes among different organizations is the split between the 3 types of 
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characters listed above and my feeling is that in our specific case there is 
much more of the third and second kind of characters compared to other 
companies.” 

5.3.5 EXPATRIATE SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVED KNOWLEDGE 
UTILIZATION 

The respondents, with a few exceptions, gave a positive impression of 
expatriation at Tetra Pak and utilization of their knowledge. Most of them 
had suggestions for improvement though. The two most common 
suggestions were better career planning and a more formal, systematic way 
of finding out what the expatriates have learned and experienced, and some 
kind of documentation of it. Some suggested questionnaires that would 
result in something measurable, others suggested documented exit 
interviews. 

“Improved career planning, hence better utilisation of gained experience 
and knowledge.” 

“More systematic approach to competence tracking and development. 
Longer term career planning.” 

“I think it would be extremely worthwhile to make a small, easily 
manageable formal process whereby at the end of an expatriate assignment 
there is a requirement of the expatriate to identify a legitimate knowledge 
transfer goal for the benefit of the company. The expatriate should then be 
required to fulfill this goal. In this way, we could get a better formal, 
objective understanding of the value we add from the knowledge transfer 
perspective.” 

“Perhaps ask leaving expats to write a de-brief for publication on our 
intranet, about the country, the way of doing business there, cultural 
differences, surprises, ways of taking advantage of the differences, advice 
on how to succeed there.” 

Other suggestions were to clarify the role as ”knowledge builder” in the 
assignment, to prepare the return well in advance, including overlapping of 
activities before and after ending the assignment, in order to provide clear 
hand over documentation, and to set up a network of ex-expatriates.  

A final thought by one of the respondents:  
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“In Tetra Pak we are mostly focused on Individual Development when we 
make international assignments and this we do a reasonably good job of on 
the whole. I believe that the knowledge transfer days of Tetra Pak as 
slowing down and if they are not, they should slow down a bit. We are 
maturing over the globe and we should turn our focus to the strong and fast 
development of local knowledge and skills. Of course, expatriates will 
always play a significant role in Tetra Pak, but for me, the more clear 
benefit for our company today is the Individual Development component 
and as such, we should continue to focus in this area.” 
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6 REFLECTIONS 

6.1 TETRA PAK OBJECTIVES 

Before we get to the heart of our thesis, i.e. how the expatriates’ knowledge 
is utilized, we would like to put the utilization of knowledge in its context. 
We started our frame of reference with Adler (1997) who said that a global 
strategy should be matched by a global HRM system. We also presented a 
table with Adler’s different strategy phases. By applying this table on Tetra 
Pak, we should be able to form a suitable context.  

The first factor in Adler’s table was in which directions people move. We 
could see in the chapter about Tetra Pak that people are moving in all 
directions, from headquarters to subsidiary, from subsidiary to headquarters 
and also increasingly between subsidiaries. These movement patterns 
correspond to the expatriates, inpatriates and transpatriates in Adler’s table. 
One interesting observation though, is that at Tetra Pak there is a fourth 
movement pattern, the cluster expatriates, who move between countries in 
a limited geographical area (a cluster of countries). These different 
movement patterns represent possible directions for knowledge flows. 

The second factor in Adler’s table was who is sent. At Tetra Pak those who 
are sent as expatriates are considered “high potentials”, they do not send 
people to simply test their abilities, they have to be proven in advance. As 
we learned in chapter 5.2 (Expatriation at Tetra Pak), the majority of the 
expatriates are still Swedes, i.e. home country nationals (even though it can 
be discussed what the “home country” of Tetra Pak is these days, since the 
formal headquarters are located in Switzerland). However, the mix of 
nationalities is changing, but it will probably take a couple of years before 
it is completely evened out.  

The purposes, or objectives as we have called them, for sending expatriates 
at Tetra Pak are individual development, organizational development, 
knowledge-, competence-, and culture transfer. The focus today seems to 
be more and more on individual development, using expatriation as a 
means of widening the range of available job positions that fit the 
development needs of an employee. Tetra Pak has matured, therefore the 
start-ups are becoming more rare, hence also the need for start-up 
expatriates. If we return to Adler’s table and compare it to what we have 
learned about Tetra Pak, we can see that career development is not 
expressed as an objective of expatriation at Tetra Pak’s, but it is implied in 
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the individual development. People are sent as expatriates to develop, both 
professionally and personally to be able to eventually take on higher 
positions in the company. Another name for this could be career 
development. The objective “to get the job done” can also be found at Tetra 
Pak, in that they never send anyone for testing, there has to be a valid 
business reason. Organizational development according to Adler has to do 
with keeping the dispersed organization together, to form the “glue” of it. 
This can partly be seen in Tetra Pak’s objective culture transfer, since the 
organizational culture can be seen as the glue. 

The Tetra Pak expatriates’ own motivation for going on an international 
assignment mostly had to do with development, that is personal- and career 
development, but challenge and curiosity of new cultures, and what it is 
like to live abroad were also common. What we can conclude is that money 
was not the main reason for going, it was more for the challenge and 
opportunity.  

At Tetra Pak, international assignments have a great impact on the career. 
First, according to the HR managers, international experience is essential 
for career advancement (see chapter 5.2.1 Objectives of International 
Assignments). Second, for most of the expatriates who responded to our 
questionnaire the international assignment seems to have been a good 
career move. Hence, international assignment seems to impact the career 
positively, and be a prerequisite for high positions in the organization. 

Professional reentry in the global phase should be easy according to Adler 
(1997), that is the company stays in close contact with their expatriates 
while they are abroad and carefully fit them back in when they return 
home. This factor does not really suit our study, since the expatriates we 
have studied, i.e. expatriates who have finished an international 
assignment, do not necessarily return home after their assignment. 
However, we can see that Tetra Pak makes an effort to stay in touch with 
their expatriates through the career responsible. The career responsible can 
also help the expatriate to find a suitable job after the assignment, and that 
should make it easy for the expatriate to fit back in to the organization. 
However, only about half of our expatriate respondents said they had a 
career responsible. In addition, one of the most common suggestions 
among the expatriates for improvements was better career planning, 
something that suggests that the professional reentry at Tetra Pak might not 
be frictionless. 
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Global organizational learning is the last factor in Adler’s table, and in the 
global phase it should be extensive. We have focused on only a part of this 
factor at Tetra Pak, and that is how the knowledge that expatriates gain 
during international assignment is utilized in the company. Therefore if 
global organizational learning can be considered extensive at Tetra Pak is 
very difficult for us to say.  

BUSINESS STRATEGY PHASE IV 
GLOBAL 

TETRA PAK 

GLOBAL ASSIGNMENTS Expatriates, Inpatriates, 
and, Transpatriates 

 

Expatriates, Inpatriates, 
Transpatriates and Cluster 

Expatriates 
 

WHO SENT Any passport; sent from 
any country to any other 

country 
 
 
 

High potential managers, 
and top executives 

 

Still a majority of Swedes, 
but it is changing. Today 

people with any passport is 
sent from any country to 

any other country 
 

Proven high potentials 
 

PURPOSE Project, career 
development, and 

organizational development
 

Project, individual 
development, 
organizational 

development, knowledge-, 
competence-, and culture 

transfer 
 

MOTIVATION 
ASSUMPTIONS 

Challenge and opportunity 
motivate 

Personal- and career 
development, challenge and 

curiosity motivate 
CAREER IMPACT Essential for executive 

suite 
 

Essential for executive 
suite 

 
PROFESSIONAL REENTRY Easy 

 
Fairly easy 

 
GLOBAL 

ORGANIZATIONAL 
LEARNING 

Extensive  

FIGURE 6.1 – BUSINESS STRATEGY AND INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENTS AT 
TETRA PAK 
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6.2 TYPES OF KNOWLEDGE GAINED BY TETRA PAK 
EXPATRIATES 

Before we move on to how Tetra Pak utilizes expatriates’ knowledge, we 
will also need to know what kind of knowledge expatriates gain during 
international assignments that could be utilized. It is not the purpose of this 
study to examine what kind of knowledge expatriates gain during an 
international assignment, but we need it as a point-of-departure.  

Knowledge of local markets, cultures and customer needs were part of 
Antal’s (2000) declarative knowledge. Both the HR managers and the 
expatriate respondents agreed that these were types of knowledge 
expatriates gain. Knowledge of local culture was something that almost all 
the expatriates had gained, and to a high extent. According to the HR 
managers, the main value of these types of knowledge was not the factual 
knowledge, but that it creates a general understanding of different cultures. 
This brings us to the general cross-cultural understanding, which 
according to Antal (2000) is the most frequently stated achievement of an 
international assignment. In our study, this was something that every 
expatriate had gained and about three-quarters of the expatriates had gained 
“good” or “excellent” knowledge. How excellent “excellent” is can of 
course be a matter of discussion, since different people often have different 
yardsticks to measure by. 

According to Antal (2000), expatriates gain a better understanding of the 
organization as a whole, and both the HR managers and the expatriates at 
Tetra Pak seem to agree. Almost all of our expatriate respondents had 
gained “good” or “excellent” understanding of the organization. The HR 
managers claimed that cross-cultural negotiation skills and leadership 
skills might be gained by expatriates but if they do or not depends on the 
position they have during the assignment. None of the expatriates claimed 
to have gained “excellent” negotiation skills, but still more than half of 
them said they had gained “good” knowledge in this area. Most expatriates 
had also gained leadership skills, and to quite a high level too.  

The HR managers claimed that knowledge of products and specialist skills 
were not something that was typically gained during an international 
assignment. The expatriates disagreed, all of them had gained knowledge 
of products and four out of five claimed to have gained “good” or 
“excellent” knowledge in this area. Only one expatriate claimed not to have 
gained any specialist skills, and of those who had, half had only gained 
“fair” knowledge. Additionally, all our respondents said that their network 
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of contacts had been extended during the international assignment, which 
was part of Antal’s relational knowledge. 

Our results, as seen above, indicate that the types of knowledge in Antal’s 
study that we have covered in the questionnaire fit quite well and represent 
types of knowledge that expatriates gain during international assignments 
also at Tetra Pak.  

In chapter 4.2.3, we talked about tacit and explicit knowledge. To make it 
easier to follow in the subsequent discussions we will need to put those tags 
on Antal’s five types of knowledge that expatriates gain. The declarative 
knowledge, the “what”, is for the most part factual knowledge, e.g. 
knowledge of markets and customer needs, and is to a great extent possible 
to express, hence we could call it explicit. The procedural knowledge, the 
“how”, could be seen as somewhat possible to express, e.g. specialist skills 
(knowing how to fold paper into a milk carton), but also difficult to 
express, e.g. how to be a better listener. Hence, we could look at it as a mix 
of tacit and explicit knowledge. The conditional knowledge, the “when”, is 
to a great extent about timing, and that is more of a gut feeling, and 
probably hard to express. Even though it is possible for an expatriate to 
express to another person that it takes time to reach a decision in Japan, it is 
probably hard for the other person to get a feeling of how long that really 
is, and when to be pushy and when to be patient. Conditional knowledge 
could hence be seen as mainly tacit. The axiomatic knowledge, the “why”, 
is about insights and understanding, and could fit with the cognitive 
dimension of tacit knowledge, among those factors that influence the way 
we perceive and understand the world, and could hence be seen as tacit 
knowledge. The relational knowledge, the “who”, can be seen as quite 
expressible. The expatriate should be able to say to a colleague “if you 
need help with that, Sven, you should contact Lisa”, hence it could be 
considered explicit. However, it is not sure that Sven will get help in the 
same amount as the expatriate who knows Lisa would have, since he does 
not have the trust based personal relationship with her. Hence there is 
another aspect to this kind of knowledge, relationship, and maybe that 
could be considered tacit in the sense that there is some inexpressible 
knowledge that makes Lisa feel closer to, and trust the expatriate more than 
Sven. 

From this we can see that most of the knowledge that the expatriates at 
Tetra Pak gain during international assignments is tacit, and this has 
consequences for how this knowledge could be utilized and probably also 
for how it is utilized.  
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6.3 UTILIZATION OF EXPATRIATES’ KNOWLEDGE 

In the frame of reference we looked at utilization of knowledge on two 
levels, the individual and the organizational. To utilize expatriates’ 
knowledge then became a question of putting the right person in the right 
place and making his or her knowledge available to as many people in the 
organization as possible to utilize. In chapter 5.3.4 (Utilization of 
Knowledge) we could see that most of the examples the Tetra Pak 
expatriates gave of ways their knowledge from international assignments 
had been utilized were related to their subsequent jobs (i.e. “New 
assignment”, “In my new job I will work with global questions”). The 
expatriates had also been able to transfer their knowledge though (see 
chapter 5.3.4), and hence our way of looking at utilization of knowledge 
seems to be applicable to the situation at Tetra Pak.  

6.3.1 INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 

The first prerequisite we had for utilizing the expatriate’s knowledge was 
that he or she stayed in the organization. In chapter 4.7.1 we talked about 
expatriate turnover or retention and that it is a common problem for 
companies to keep the expatriates after they have finished their 
international assignment. According to the HR managers, this is not a 
problem at Tetra Pak (see chapter 5.2.3). They do not have statistics on this 
issue, but there have been expatriate surveys that show that expatriates are 
relatively satisfied with the company. One of the reasons for high turnover 
rates, according to Lazarova & Caligiuri (2001) is slow career 
advancement. Black & Gregersen (1999) found in their survey that a great 
deal of the expatriates who had finished an international assignment felt 
that their subsequent position was a demotion. We used Dalton & 
Thompson’s (1984) model of career stages to see if that was the case also 
at Tetra Pak. Most of the expatriates took at least one step up the career 
ladder compared to the job they had before the international assignment. 
There were a few expatriates though who had had to take a step down the 
ladder. From this it is not easy for us to say if expatriate turnover rates is a 
problem at Tetra Pak or not, but since Tetra Pak does not perceive it as a 
problem, we will assume that most expatriates stay, and move on with our 
discussion.  

The main tool used at Tetra Pak to find out how an expatriate develops is 
the MPD-process. Through this yearly review of expatriates’ 
accomplishments, experience and development, the next step in the 
expatriate’s career is planned. There were also a few expatriates who had 
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had a debriefing after their international assignment. Another tool to keep 
track of what expatriates have learned is the career responsible. As we 
could see in chapter 5.2.3 (Career Responsible), the responsibility of the 
career responsible is to guide the expatriate to his or her next assignment 
and make long-term career plans. However, less than half of our 
responding expatriates said they had a career responsible, which shows that 
this is either an emerging- or a partly ignored tool at Tetra Pak. The 
expectations the expatriates had on their career responsible were in some 
ways also different from what the expatriate policy says, and how the HR 
managers described the career responsible’s task during our interviews. 
One expatriate expected “guidance in how to work properly in the multi-
cultural atmosphere”, another expected that the career responsible should 
listen to his ideas about the organization of the work of the group he was 
responsible for, and this is not part of the career responsible’s task as 
mentioned above. There was also a great variety as to how often those who 
had a career responsible were in touch with him or her. Those who are in 
touch more often, probably know each other better, and the career 
responsible can better judge how much the expatriate has developed and 
what assignment that would fit for him or her next. Properly used, the 
career responsible could be a tool for examining both what the expatriate 
has learned and how this can be utilized in the organization.  

Now then, what are the results of these measures, i.e. the MPD-process and 
the career responsible? Do expatriates get assignments where their 
knowledge can be utilized? In chapter 5.3.2 (Career Development) we 
could see that a great deal of the expatriates moved on to another 
international assignment, which should provide ample opportunities to 
utilize among other things the cross-cultural knowledge. Many of the 
expatriates said that the way they had utilized their knowledge was 
somehow linked to their new job. Most expatriates also said they had 
frequent contact with people of other nationalities than their own in their 
new job, and at least occasional contact with the former host country, 
which also could be considered a way to utilize cross-cultural abilities. As 
mentioned above, many of the expatriates took a step up the career ladder, 
which probably gave them opportunity to utilize their leadership skills. 

6.3.2 ORGANIZATIONAL LEVEL 

Many of the expatriates said that they had transferred their knowledge to 
other people at Tetra Pak by practicing what they had learned and being a 
role model, but also through seminars, reports and meetings. In the frame 
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of reference we talked about sharing and transfer of knowledge. Until now 
we have used “transfer” and “sharing” interchangeably, but now we will 
make a distinction between sharing knowledge and transferring knowledge. 
When a person shares something with someone he is somehow still 
attached to it. To share a bottle of wine with someone is different from 
giving it away. When a person shares it, he gets some of it himself, and he 
is still “attached” to the bottle. When he gives it away it is made 
independent from him. It should be pointed out though, that to share 
something tangible, like a bottle of wine, means that the person sharing it 
has less left for himself, but intangible things such as thoughts, dreams and 
knowledge do not have this downside.  

This is how we have chosen to make a distinction between sharing and 
transferring knowledge. Sharing of knowledge is done by the person 
carrying it, while transfer of knowledge makes the knowledge independent 
from the person. To make the knowledge independent from the person, it 
has to be expressed, hence made explicit. When knowledge is shared, it 
could be done by letting someone observe the behavior of the knowledge 
carrier, and hence both tacit and explicit dimensions of the knowledge 
could be gained. This means that there is also a distinction on the receiving 
side. When a person receives knowledge from another person (knowledge 
is transferred) he would gain mainly explicit knowledge. However, by 
experiencing knowledge (knowledge sharing) also the tacit dimension 
could be gained. One example to clarify could be an expatriate who has 
lived in Japan, who writes a report where he says that in Japan decision-
making takes time. Another person who reads the report gains the explicit 
knowledge that decision-making takes time in Japan, but does not gain the 
tacit knowledge of how much time “time” is, and hence does not know 
when to be patient and when to push, by just reading the report. If he 
instead had worked side-by-side with the expatriate and maybe observed 
him in situations with Japanese people, he could have unconsciously picked 
up the tacit knowledge. We can see more of this in the SECI-process, 
where the first two steps depend on the person carrying the knowledge, 
while the knowledge is independent in the following two steps.    

Socialization and Originating Ba 

In the socialization process, tacit knowledge is shared between individuals 
through shared experiences. The expatriates said that sharing knowledge 
was part of their daily work and that they had shared knowledge with other 
people by practicing what they had learned, interacting with their 
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colleagues, and being role models. Examples of originating Ba we can see 
here are the informal networks that the HR managers talked about (see 
chapter 5.2.5 Utilization of Knowledge), which make people meet and 
create trust, and share the ways they view the world etc. Other examples of 
this kind of Ba at Tetra Pak could be before and after meetings, and the 
every day work place. One of the expatriates said he promoted trips and 
meetings between his current company and former host company. The 
informal meetings that these trips probably result in are also examples of 
contexts where tacit knowledge can be shared, and could hence be 
considered originating Ba.  

Externalization and Dialoguing Ba 

In the externalization process, tacit knowledge is articulated into explicit 
knowledge. Examples of this part of the process could be to write a memo 
or report, since the expatriate then has to form his thoughts into something 
explicit on a paper. Other examples could be a debriefing or discussion 
with other people, such as the expatriate who had shared knowledge by 
discussing it with his personal network. This is a more deliberately set Ba 
than the originating Ba, and is intentionally created to crystallize 
knowledge. The examples of dialoguing Ba that we can find at Tetra Pak 
are moving people between countries, regions, business areas, and 
companies (expatriation), the formal networks and projects. Additional 
examples of dialoguing Ba are during meetings, workshops and the e-
rooms. According to Nonaka et al (2000) the dialoguing Ba should be a 
face-to-face context, but e-rooms do not live up to that premise. However, 
chatting is still a dialogue even if people cannot see each other (unless they 
have a web camera), but the body language and tone of voice is missing. It 
is difficult to draw a line here, what is considered face-to-face these days. 
Since the line is quite fuzzy, we have chosen to include the e-rooms in both 
dialoguing- and systemizing Ba. 

Combination and Systemizing Ba  

In the combination process, explicit knowledge is converted into more 
complex and systematic sets of explicit knowledge. An example one 
expatriate mentioned is the introduction of best practices from other 
markets. When best practices are introduced, they are probably combined 
with the knowledge the receiving company already has, and hence 
converted into a more complex set of knowledge. The systemizing Ba that 
Tetra Pak provides for this process is the web part of the Tetra Pak 
Academy, where people can meet in e-rooms, and search and contribute to 
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the database. These contexts provide opportunities for both exchanging and 
combining of explicit knowledge.  

Internalization and Exercising Ba 

In the internalization process, explicit knowledge is embodied into tacit 
knowledge. Examples of ways of doing this that the expatriates mentioned 
are presentations, training sessions and mentoring. When a person makes a 
presentation he communicates explicit knowledge that the audience pick up 
(if they are listening), and some listeners might make it part of their 
everyday tools, and eventually the explicit knowledge can become tacit. 
Training sessions and mentoring can work in a similar way. The Ba that 
Tetra Pak provides for this process is the Tetra Pak Academy, and the 
training sessions that are held there, workshops, seminars, conferences and 
mentoring programs. 

In practice, the different contexts might not fit into the Ba boxes as neatly 
as it is made out to be here though. There are different aspects of each 
context, and it might have one main purpose that makes it fit into one box 
of Ba, but the same context could be used in more than one way, and could 
hence fit into more than one box. One example of exercising Ba that 
Nonaka et al (2000) mention is mentoring programs. Mentoring can be a 
context where a more experienced employee can tell a new employee how 
things work in the company, but it can also be a context to get to know 
each other, and for the new employee to watch the behavior of the mentor, 
and that would make it an example of originating Ba as well. However, the 
SECI-process and Ba can still be practically applicable as a way of thinking 
about, and to put words to, the different ways of creating and transferring 
knowledge in a company. 

6.4 BARRIERS 

No matter how good the available processes for utilization of knowledge 
are, there are always factors that can deter. According to Black & 
Gregersen (1999) (see chapter 4.7.2), expatriates might experience 
resistance within the organization when they try to use what they have 
learned during international assignments. According to the questionnaires, 
only three expatriates had experienced resistance, and one of them said that 
it was more of an exception than a rule. The HR managers on the other 
hand said that there was a tendency towards the not-invented-here 
syndrome in some parts of the organization. However, to open up for 
learning and to spread knowledge is something of a priority at Tetra Pak 
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today, and they are actively working to change the attitude towards 
knowledge sharing. 

Another problem that can arise is when nobody feels responsible for the 
sharing and transfer of expatriates’ knowledge. As we could see in chapter 
5.2.5 (Utilization of Knowledge), there are many opinions about who is 
responsible, ranging from the expatriate, career responsible, someone from 
HRM, to nobody. The conclusion seems to lie close to the latter alternative, 
nobody. If nobody is responsible, the matter of sharing and transferring 
expatriates’ knowledge can easily be overlooked, since nobody feels that it 
is their responsibility. 

6.5 WHAT KNOWLEDGE IS VALUABLE TO WHOM? 

The different types of knowledge that expatriates gain during international 
assignments might not be valuable to the same parts of the organization, 
and furthermore might not be valuable to the organization outside the 
person carrying it. The technical knowledge that expatriates gain 
(knowledge about their job function) is most valuable to the part of the 
organization that performs that activity, e.g. accounting knowledge is most 
valuable to an accounting department, but might in some cases also be 
valuable to other functions.  

Knowledge about the host country culture and living conditions is 
something that could be valuable to expatriates-to-be. Furthermore, there is 
one type of knowledge that expatriates should gain that we have not 
covered yet, and that is knowledge about what it is like to be an expatriate. 
These are types of knowledge that could be valuable to the Human 
Resources department, when sending expatriates. It should be pointed out 
though, that this would be preparatory knowledge, to form realistic 
expectations among expatriates, not knowledge that can replace the 
international assignment. It is like a travel guide, it can never replace the 
trip itself, it can never tell everything, or prepare you for everything that 
might happen, but it can be useful to form realistic expectations and inform 
about the sights worth seeing and the ones to avoid.  

The more personal knowledge, like cross-cultural understanding, 
understanding of the organization, improved self-image, and the ability to 
use multiple perspectives to view a situation, is probably most valuable to 
the person who created it and who is carrying it. It can still be of interest to 
the organization though, since the organization consists of people and if 
people change, the organization changes, i.e. if the members of the 
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organization learn to use multiple perspectives to problem solving, the 
organization has in a way learned it too.  

Since different types of knowledge are valuable to different parts of the 
organization this might form a natural divide of responsibility for 
utilization, and hence we could overcome the responsibility barrier we 
talked about earlier.  

6.6 PERSONALIZATION OR CODIFICATION 

Hansen et al (1999) found two main strategies for knowledge management, 
personalization and codification, and said that a company should focus on 
one of these strategies and use the other one as a complement. At Tetra Pak 
today we can see that most of the expatriate knowledge is shared and 
transferred in an informal, non-systematic way, through informal networks. 
The expatriates seem to agree, since most of the examples they have given 
are situations that either come up spontaneously (e.g. in interaction with 
colleagues), or are organized, but with another main purpose than 
knowledge utilization (e.g. meetings, conferences).  

A lot is happening at Tetra Pak right now regarding knowledge 
management. Most of the formal tools for knowledge transfer that we have 
covered above, such as the Tetra Pak Academy or e-rooms, are not made 
especially for expatriates, but they can still take part, just as any other 
member of the organization. Some of the emerging tools, such as the e-
rooms, are there to help people find each other and make the knowledge 
visible in the organization, and some have a focus on knowledge transfer, 
such as the database of the Tetra Pak Academy. Hence, Tetra Pak seems to 
work with both the codification and personalization strategy. For 
expatriates’ knowledge, codification might not be the ideal strategy, since it 
is rich in tacit knowledge, but does that mean that Tetra Pak as a 
corporation should focus on the personalization strategy? As mentioned 
above, Hansen et al (1999) said that a company should focus on only one 
strategy to be successful. Hansen et al studied consulting firms, and there it 
makes sense, since in a consulting firm they have one main activity, they 
assist other firms, and they are often focused in one consulting area, such as 
strategy or accounting, hence there is a focus on one type of knowledge, i.e. 
either tacit or explicit. In a corporation like Tetra Pak there are many 
activities, e.g. production, accounting, HR and strategy. In accounting a 
database may be the most valuable tool, since the knowledge they deal with 
is mainly explicit, while in HR, the networks of people may be more 
important since they deal with for example expatriates and their 
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knowledge, which is very much tacit. Hence, different parts or functions in 
the organization might require different knowledge management strategies 
in a corporation like Tetra Pak. 

 



 

 



 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
This final chapter aims at presenting the 

conclusions of our research findings. By outlining 
our conclusions, we enable for the reader to 
judge whether or not we have fulfilled the 

purpose of the thesis. We will end this thesis with 
some suggestions for future research. 
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7 CONCLUSIONS 

When talking about knowledge transfer through international assignments, 
there seems to be a great focus on the knowledge that can be found in the 
corporate headquarters and that expatriates should be sent out from 
headquarters to spread that knowledge in the rest of the organization, or an 
inpatriate from a subsidiary should come to headquarters to learn (see for 
example Tsang, 1999, Downes & Thomas, 2000). However, knowledge 
can be found in all parts of the organization. In a global firm like Tetra Pak 
that is quite mature, and where the traditional knowledge transfer through 
start-ups might not be as applicable as it used to be, there are still many 
opportunities for knowledge transfer by using expatriates to cross-pollinate 
between subsidiaries. 

The types of knowledge that we have seen that expatriates gain in this 
study seem to correspond to the five types of knowledge Antal (2000) 
found in her study, i.e. declarative, procedural, conditional, axiomatic and 
relational knowledge. We have also seen that it is mainly tacit knowledge 
that expatriates gain (e.g. cross-cultural understanding), but also some 
explicit (e.g. products and markets). 

Knowledge management is highly topical at Tetra Pak right now.  To open 
up for learning and to spread knowledge are priorities. Tetra Pak is in the 
process of implementing a knowledge transfer system right now, and they 
are also working with the attitudes towards knowledge sharing. Tools and 
systems are made available to all companies, and people within Tetra Pak 
to exchange experiences, and are hence not targeted on expatriates and 
their knowledge. However, this has only just started, and therefore we have 
not been able to see much of the results of it in this study. What we can say 
though is that utilization of knowledge in general is very much intended, 
but there is no focus on expatriates’ knowledge. Expatriates at Tetra Pak 
seem to try to make the most out of the opportunities for knowledge 
sharing they get. However, these are exchanges that seem to more or less 
“just happen”, it is a matter of learning by accident rather than intent, and 
the expatriate is the one who has to make it happen.  

When it comes to utilization of expatriates’ knowledge, we looked at it on 
two levels, the individual- and the organizational level. On the individual 
level the knowledge was utilized by utilizing the expatriate, i.e. by putting 
the expatriate in a place where he or she could make use of his or her 
knowledge. At Tetra Pak this was done through the MPD-process, where 
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the expatriates’ performance and potential are reviewed, and by making 
someone responsible for the expatriates’ careers. However, only about half 
of the expatriates said they had a career responsible, which indicates that it 
might not work that well. For most of the expatriates the next job seems to 
provide an opportunity to utilize their knowledge. As most of the 
knowledge expatriates gain seems to be tacit, the next job(s) becomes very 
important. Since tacit knowledge is attached to the expatriate, if he is not 
put in the right place so that he can utilize it, or put in such a wrong place 
that he decides to leave the company, the knowledge development 
investment might have been wasted. 

On the organizational level, the knowledge was utilized by making the 
expatriates’ knowledge available to other people in the organization. There 
we made a distinction between sharing knowledge and transferring 
knowledge, where the difference was that shared knowledge is still 
somewhat attached to the expatriate, while transferred knowledge is 
independent. This distinction could also be seen in the SECI-process. The 
examples of situations the expatriates gave were mostly of socialization 
processes, e.g. by being a role model, interacting with colleagues etc. 
However there were also examples of externalization, e.g. discussions, 
writing memos, reports etc., internalization, e.g. mentoring, presentations 
etc., and to a lesser extent combination, e.g. introduction of best practices. 

The opportunities for knowledge utilization that the corporation provided 
were, as we have seen above, to see to it that the expatriate gets the right 
next assignment, but also through the different Bas they provide. Examples 
of originating Ba were before and after meetings, the every day work place 
etc., dialoguing Ba were expatriation, formal networks and projects, 
systemizing Ba were the database of the Tetra Pak Academy, and finally 
exercising Ba were presentations, training sessions and mentoring. 

The knowledge management strategy at Tetra Pak seems to be mixed; they 
use both personalization and codification. According to Hansen et al (1999) 
a company should focus on only one strategy to be successful. However, in 
a large corporation like Tetra Pak there are many activities, e.g. production, 
accounting, HR and strategy, and hence we believe that different parts or 
functions in the organization might require different knowledge 
management strategies. 

For future research it would be interesting to look at how a global 
corporation should utilize its expatriates’ knowledge for maximum 
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effectiveness. It could also be interesting to look at the problem from an 
organizational learning perspective. 
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APPENDICES 

QUESTIONNAIRE HUMAN RESOURCES 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

PERSONAL INFORMATION 

1) Which country do you work in?       

 

2) Do you have personal experience of living and working abroad?  

 Yes  No 

 a) If yes, how many years?      

 

 b) Was this an international assignment within Tetra Pak? 

  Yes   No 

DEPARTMENT INFORMATION 

3) What is the average number of expatriates circulating through the part of 
the organization that you represent per year?        

 

4) What, in your opinion, are the main objectives of having expatriates at 
Tetra Pak? 

  Personal Development 

  Organizational Development 

  Knowledge/Competence Transfer 

  Culture Transfer 

  Other       
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5) Are the expatriates and their families within your part of the 
organization offered cross-cultural training prior to international 
assignments?  

 Yes  No 

 If yes, do most of the expatriates participate?  

 Yes  No 

 If yes, do most families participate? 

  Yes  No 

6) Do expatriates have a person responsible for their career while on 
assignment? 

  Yes  No 

 How often do they have contact (in general)?       

 Who are they in contact with?  

 Line Manager HR Manager Other 

UTILIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE FROM INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENTS 

7) Do you arrange for a debriefing for expatriates after an international 
assignment?  

 Yes  No 

a) If yes, who participates (HR manager, line manager etc)? 
      

b) What do you discuss?       

c) Is it documented?  

 Yes  No 

d) If yes, who has access to this information?       

8) In your opinion, do expatriates gain new knowledge during an 
international assignment that is valuable to the organization?  
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No, not at all  Yes, but only to some extent   Yes, to a great extent  

If yes, what kind of knowledge? (Please check one or more 
alternatives) 

 Knowledge of the local culture 

 Knowledge of local markets 

 Knowledge of products 

 Knowledge of local customer needs 

 Leadership skills 

 Specialist skills 

 Cross-cultural negotiation skills 

 Cross-cultural communication skills 

 General cross-cultural understanding 

 Greater understanding of Tetra Pak as an organization 

 Other  

 

9) Is this knowledge transferred to other people at Tetra Pak? 

 Yes  No 

 If yes, how is this done?       

 

10) Who is responsible for the transfer of expatriates’ knowledge within 
Tetra Pak? 

 Nobody 

 The Expatriate 

 The HR Manager 
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 Somebody else, namely       

11) Do you believe that the knowledge that expatriates gain from 
international assignments is utilized in the organization?  

Not at all To a minor extent To some extent To a great extent  

 

 If it is utilized, in what way is it done?       

 

12) In your opinion, what could Tetra Pak do to make better use of 
expatriates’ knowledge?       

 

If you have any additional comments, please feel free to add them here: 
      

 

Thank You for Your time! 

Marie Bengtsson & Elisabeth Lund
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INTERVIEW GUIDE 
BACKGROUND 

What is your role in the organization in general and in the management of 
expatriates? 

OBJECTIVES 

The main objectives for having expatriates: 

• Personal Development 

• Organizational Development 

• Knowledge/Competence Transfer 

• Culture Transfer 

What do these objectives mean in practice? 

How can the organization develop through expatriates? 

In which directions (HQ-sub, sub-HQ, sub-sub) should the 
knowledge/competence transfer go? 

Why is culture transfer important to Tetra Pak? 

DEBRIEFING 

Who is responsible for the debriefing? 

 When does it take place? 

 What do you discuss? 

 Why is it not documented? 

If no debriefing, why not? 

CAREER 

What is the role of the career responsible? 

Is there a formal description of what this person should do? 
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Is there a long-term career plan for each expatriate? 

 How long-term is long-term? 

The Management and Planning Development Process, what is it? 

Do many expatriates leave the company after finishing an international 
assignment? 

 What do you do to keep the expatriates in the organization? 

KNOWLEDGE 

What kind of knowledge do expatriates gain during international 
assignments? 

 How have you noticed that they gain this kind of knowledge? 

How do you utilize this knowledge? 

 Is it transferable? How? 

Who is responsible for the transfer of expatriate knowledge? 

Is Tetra Pak in general open to new ways of thinking/new ideas/influences 
from other countries? 

 Do you actively seek to create such a culture? 

Do you actively work to create opportunities for knowledge 
utilization? 

Are you good at utilizing expatriates’ knowledge at Tetra Pak? 

 If yes, in what way? 

 If no, why not? 
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COVER LETTER 
Dear Expatriate, 

We are two students at the International Business Programme at Linköping 
University in Sweden. This is our final semester at the university, and we 
are now working on our Master Thesis. Our topic is utilization of expatriate 
knowledge.  

For companies operating globally, expatriates represent a resource for 
organizational learning. When different ways of thinking, different 
experiences and ideas meet, new ideas and learning are created. Managers 
who have lived and worked abroad make an essential addition to the range 
of ideas and experiences that a company can make use of.  

Some of the main reasons why Tetra Pak has expatriates are for 
knowledge/competence transfer and individual/organizational 
development. But how does Tetra Pak transfer this individually gained 
knowledge and development to an organizational level? What we want to 
do is to examine how a global corporation utilizes the knowledge 
expatriates gain during international assignments. With support from the 
Tetra Pak Corporate HR Function, we are making a survey on the subject, 
and we need your help. 

Attached to this e-mail is one of about 60 questionnaires that have been 
sent to expatriates at Tetra Pak. To make sure that your answers are 
confidential, and cannot be traced back to you, we have set up an e-mail 
account on Hotmail, where you can log in and send your answers. The 
reason why, is that if you would use your own e-mail account, your name 
would appear via the e-mail address of the returned questionnaire. With 
this method, all questionnaires will be anonymous. Additionally, no names 
will be used in our thesis or in our report to Tetra Pak. 

If you have any questions, you can contact us via e-mail or phone: 

Marie Bengtsson Marbe739@student.liu.se +46-13-4739098 

Elisabeth Lund Elilu046@student.liu.se +46-13-4730320 
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Since time is scarce, we would be most grateful if we could get your 
answers by December 21st 2001. 

Thank you for your help. 

Kindest regards 

Elisabeth Lund & Marie Bengtsson 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR EXPATRIATES 
INSTRUCTIONS 

TO FILL OUT THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

Open the attached file. In the questionnaire there are two modes of 
answering the questions, either there is one or more boxes ( ) to check or 
there is a gray field (     ) where you type your answer. To check a box, 
just click on it, and if you check a box by mistake, just click on it again and 
the X will disappear. To type in a gray field, just click on it (it will turn 
black) and start writing. Use the tab key or the mouse to move between 
questions and please do not press enter, since that makes the text move 
around. When you have answered all the questions, save the file on your 
desktop. 

TO SEND THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

Open Internet Explorer or Netscape and go to  

www.hotmail.com 

Log in with the username: xxx and password: xxx 

In the upper part of the site there will be a menu, with four tabs, “Home”, 
“Inbox”, “Compose” and “Address Book”, click on “Compose”.  

Next, click on  “SurveyReceiver” to put our e-mail addresses in the To-
field. You will find it just below the blue square that says “Quick Address 
List”. 

After that you need to attach the questionnaire, and you do that by clicking 
“Add/Edit Attachment”, then “Browse…” and find the questionnaire on 
your computer. When you have done that, you click on “Attach” and the 
questionnaire file should come up in the Attachments field. Then click 
“Ok” and when you are back on the Compose site, click “Send”. When 
you are done, sign out by clicking on “Sign Out” in the upper right corner. 

Thank you for your time! 

Marie Bengtsson & Elisabeth Lund 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

1) Gender 

 Female  Male 

2) Age group 

     – 30  

 31– 40  

 41– 50  

 51– 61  

 61–    

3) Nationality       

4) Home country       

5) Number of years employed at Tetra Pak       

6) Number of international assignments       

7) Average duration of international assignments       

8)  Which countries have you been assigned to?       

THE LATEST ASSIGNMENT 

9) Country of assignment       

10) Duration of assignment       

11) What were the company’s defined objectives for the international 
assignment?   (Please check all that apply)  

 Individual Development  

 Organizational Development  

 Knowledge/Competence Transfer  

 Culture Transfer  
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 Other        
12) What were your motives for going on an international assignment? 
      

13) Did Tetra Pak offer any cross-cultural training/briefing prior to the 
international assignment? 

 Yes  No  

 If yes, did you participate? 

    Yes  No 

14) Was there a person responsible for your career while on assignment? 

 Yes  No  

 If yes, who were you in contact with?  

 Line Manager HR Manager Other 

 How often did you have contact during your assignment?  
      

 What were your expectations on this person?       

15) What did you do after your latest international assignment? 

 I returned to my home country to work for Tetra Pak 

 I went on a new international assignment for Tetra Pak in (country) 
      

 I took up local employment at Tetra Pak in the host country of my 
latest assignment 

 I left Tetra Pak 

 I did something else, namely       
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LEARNING 

16) During your international assignment(s), did you gain:  

  No Poor Fair Good Excellent 

Knowledge of the local culture      

Knowledge of local markets      

Knowledge of local customer needs      

Knowledge of products      

Leadership skills      

Specialist skills      

Cross-cultural negotiation skills      

Cross-cultural communication skills      

General cross-cultural understanding      

Greater understanding of Tetra Pak       
as an organization  

Other            

17) During the international assignment, did you extend your network of 
contacts?  

 Yes   No 

UTILIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE FROM INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENTS 

18) After the latest international assignment, did you have a debriefing? 

 Yes  No 

a) If yes, with whom (HR manager, line manager etc)?       

b) What was discussed during the debriefing?       

c) Was it documented?   

  Yes  No  Don’t know   
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19) Does your present job position include:  

a) contact with people of other nationalities than your own? 

 Never  Seldom  Occasionally Often    Very often 

b) contact with your former host country? 

 Never  Seldom  Occasionally  Often   Very often 

c) the organization consulting you regarding your former host country? 

 Never  Seldom  Occasionally  Often   Very often 

20) Have you managed to transfer the knowledge you gained from your 
international assignments to other people at Tetra Pak?  

 Yes  No 

 
  If yes, how did you transfer it?       

  If no, why?       

21) Have you experienced resistance within the organization when trying to 
implement knowledge gained on an international assignment? 

 Yes  No 

 If yes, please elaborate       

22) Please read the following career stage descriptions: 

I. Apprentice (learning the ropes) – You work under the direction 
of others as an apprentice, helping and learning from one or more 
mentors.  

II. Independent Contributor (technical expert) – You are usually 
assigned your own projects and clients, and have begun to develop a 
reputation for technical expertise. You have also begun to play the 
role of technical advisor to others. 

III. Mentor (contributing through others) – You work with those in 
the apprentice and independent stages as a mentor. The relationship 
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extends beyond technical context and involves personal and career 
support and advice. 

IV. Sponsor (leading through vision) – You provide direction for the 
organization, recognize and sponsor key people, represent the 
organization to external entities, and you exercise power, both 
formal and informal, for the benefit of the firm. 

Which description does best describe your career stage: (I, II, III or IV) 

a) before you went on the latest international assignment? 
       

b) during the latest international assignment?       

c) today?       

23) Before ending your latest international assignment, to what extent did 
you expect that Tetra Pak would utilize the knowledge that you had 
gained? 

 Not at all  To a minor extent  To some extent  To a high extent 

24) To what extent do you feel that Tetra Pak has utilized the knowledge 
you gained during your international assignment(s)? 

 Not at all  To a minor extent  To some extent  To a high extent
  

If Tetra Pak has utilized your knowledge, please describe how 
      

If the answer is “Not at all”, why do you think Tetra Pak has 
not utilized the knowledge you gained abroad?       

25) In your opinion, how well does Tetra Pak, in general, utilize the 
knowledge of expatriates? 

Not sufficiently Sufficiently Well  Very well No opinion 

26) In your opinion, what could Tetra Pak do to make better use of 
expatriates’ knowledge?       

If you have any additional comments, please add them here:       


