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Abstract 

Title:  Knowledge Integration in Cross-Border Settings – Case Study on a Swedish 

Multinational Corporation in China 

Authors: Erik Morell and Fenghan Zhang 

Supervisor: Jonas Söderlund 

Date: 2013-05-27 

Background:  In nowadays economy, the only certainty is that knowledge is source of lasting 

competitive advantage. The increasing global competitive business environment triggers firms 

to establish inter-firm cooperation with cross-border partners possessing complementary 

assets. However, knowledge management is a difficult concept to put in practice. Knowledge 

integration is a complex process hindered by several sets of complications specific to 

knowledge and relations between partners. In addition, the cultural dimension seems to 

influence knowledge integration across borders. Cultural differences between partner-firms 

may have a considerable impact on the transfer and integration of knowledge. 

Aim: Researchers have mainly focused on seeking out the outcome of developing knowledge 

integration, such as innovation or product development. However, the importance of 

contextual factors, such as culture, and their potential implications on knowledge integration 

across borders remain unexplored. The contribution of this study addresses the impact of 

culture on knowledge integration across borders. In addition, the model developed along this 

study provides a ground for future research. As a spin-off, the motive of this theoretical 

research is to raise awareness of cultural factors in cross-border cooperation. 

Methodology: This thesis is based on a qualitative case study method that intends to build 

theory through iteration by analyzing literature and empirics following an inductive 

reasoning, in the specific context of Sino-Swedish cooperation. The research design builds 

upon the collection of primary data through interviews within the case company. Data 

analysis utilizes the open coding system; findings are presented through direct quotations, 

tables and models. 

Results: The results show that knowledge integration – its nature and coordination within and 

between firms – is influenced by cultural factors. The study finds that the cultural dimension 

can affect the efficiency of knowledge integration. Although literature is aware of culture, 

specific cultural factors still impact on organizations involved in cross-border cooperation at 

different levels. This creates cultural distance between partner-firms, and provokes major 

implications on group work, which in turn can potentially affect cooperation performance.  

Keywords: Knowledge, Knowledge Integration, Culture 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background  

This research builds upon knowledge as main source of competitive advantage, and 

concentrates on the process of knowledge integration. Put in the context of cross-border 

settings, this thesis investigates knowledge integration between a Swedish multinational 

corporation and Chinese partner-firms; and what implications does culture have on 

knowledge integration mechanisms.  

 “Knowledge has emerged as the most strategically-significant resource of the firm” (Grant, 

1996a, p.375). Knowledge generally appears as the main source of competitive advantage 

within organizations (Grant, 1996b; Nonaka, 1991). Knowledge management is a growing 

field of interest in nowadays’ business, and a critical source of competitive advantage (Dutta, 

1997). In uncertain market circumstances, the exploitation of knowledge provides new 

opportunities that potentially lead to business value (Kogut & Zander, 1992). Prahalad and 

Hamel (1991) suggest that firms should focus on core competence, while developing 

complementary assets through cooperation. 

Within international cooperation, knowledge plays a major role between partners. The fast-

changing environment prevents companies from exclusively relying on internal knowledge. In 

other words, external sources of knowledge can be utilized as complementary information to 

fully exploit already existing resources (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). Cohen and Levinthal 

(1990) emphasize that firms are influenced by the learning environment in which they 

operate. Nevertheless, knowledge is ‘owned’ by individuals and, thus, difficult to replicate by 

organizations (Nonaka, 1994). Thus, it requires firms to integrate individuals’ knowledge into 

organizational knowledge. This knowledge integration is widely discussed in latter literature 

and interpreted through different expressions – knowledge creation (Nonaka, 1991), 

knowledge transfer or knowledge sharing (Tiwana & McLean, 2005) etc. – and have direct 

implications on organizational and managerial responsibilities.  

As a basis for this research, we utilize Grant’s (1996a) statement that “the essence of 

organizational capability is the integration of individuals’ specialized knowledge” (p.375). 

This process of combining internal and external knowledge refers to knowledge integration, 
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defined as “a fundamental process by which firms gain the benefits of knowledge and create 

competitive advantage” (Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 1992, p.384). Hence, the literature 

emphasizes the role of the firms in generating and using knowledge. Such view suggests that 

although knowledge resides in individuals (Nonaka, 1994), the integration of knowledge is 

necessary to a collective level. There are many circumstances in which individuals with 

specialized knowledge must integrate this knowledge in groups to achieve its value (Kogut & 

Zander, 1992; Grant, 1996b). Wei et al. (2007) assert that the main objective of knowledge 

integration is to combine knowledge of different specialties into a structural knowledge 

system. These settings create an environment in which personnel can cooperate and innovate.  

Since decades, the literature sheds light on inter-organizational product innovation and its 

implications in a competitive environment increasingly heading towards knowledge-based 

economy (Clark & Fujimoto, 1991). Knowledge management has an impact on firms’ 

performance through its efficiency in establishing assets that are sources of competitive 

management (Yang, 2005). Knowledge management in international joint ventures implies 

knowledge transfer across partners, knowledge acquisition, and knowledge resulting from 

collaboration (Simonin, 1999a).  

However, knowledge integration is a complex process including patterns which can restrain 

business opportunities of partners. Although both partner-firms can draw significant benefits 

from cooperation, a wide range of external factors can potentially influence its outcome. 

Berry (2005) identifies several factors which impact on cross-border cooperation: cultural, 

economic, historical and political. The existing literature on knowledge integration has paid 

little attention to the role of the cultural dimension. Although scholars observe that cultural 

differences matter in cross-border cooperation, the circumstances under which they matter is 

yet poorly understood (Stahl & Voigt, 2008). Culture is a complex phenomenon which can 

potentially affect the flow of knowledge (Hofstede, 1993). Hence, across borders, the cultural 

dimension may constitute a key success factor (Cabrera et al., 2006) or impede the transfer 

and integration of knowledge: differences in national culture may create barriers to effective 

knowledge transfer (Khalil & Seleim, 2010). In this research, we consider knowledge transfer 

as an essential procedure to the process of knowledge integration. Knowledge transfer is a 

necessary step to knowledge integration. Hence, in this research, we utilize the term 

‘knowledge transfer’ as a part of knowledge integration process. 
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Introduction to the Case Study 

The company selected for this case is a global bearing manufacturing corporation, which is a 

leading global technology provider since 1907. To comply with the Non-Disclosure 

Agreement signed with this multinational, we refer to the firm as ‘Alpha Bearings.’ The 

fundamental strength of this firm is the ability to continuously develop new technologies, and 

use them to create products that offer competitive advantages to customers. Today, Alpha 

Bearings is a leading global supplier of bearings, seals, mechatronics, lubrication systems and 

services. Alpha Bearings is represented in over 130 countries in the world and has about 130 

production units in 32 countries, employing around 46,000 staff and some 15,000 authorized 

distributors and dealers worldwide. The annual sales reached SEK 64,575 million in 2011 

(official website).  

Within its global expansion, Alpha Bearings has a particularly long history in China. In 1912, 

it started its business in China through agents. In 1916, the first sales company was 

established in Shanghai, China. Nowadays, Alpha Bearings has more than 6500 employees in 

China, 18 manufacturing units, several service units and sales offices, and over 300 distributor 

sites to work close with the Chinese customers. In 2010, Alpha Bearings established a new 

Global Technical Centre China in Shanghai. In 2011, the Fourth Asia Fortune Forum Annual 

Conference rewarded Alpha Bearings with Asian Force Award, which underlines the 

importance of the Asian market. Alpha Bearings China head office is located in Shanghai. In 

2012, Alpha Bearings celebrates its 100 years anniversary in China (official website). 

1.2. Problem Area 

In nowadays dynamic and highly competitive environment, knowledge remains an important 

and stable basis of firms’ success, Nonaka (1991) perceives knowledge as the only certain 

source of lasting competitive advantage in “economy where the only certainty is uncertainty” 

(p.162). However, knowledge creates a positive outcome only if firms become institutions for 

integrated knowledge (Grant, 1996b). The integration process ideally leads to the 

sustainability of firms’ competitive advantage. Within cooperation, firms must develop both 

internal and external capabilities that maintain the stock of knowledge stable. Nevertheless, 

there are barriers to inter-organizational learning which prevent partners from establishing 

knowledge integration (Yao et al., 2013).  



Erik Morell & Fenghan Zhang 

4 
 

The following extended literature review shows that there exists a significant amount of 

theory regarding knowledge integration. The current complex and uncertain environment of 

high technologies enrolling tacit knowledge provides, on the one hand, new opportunities for 

firms, but; on the other hand, increases the risks of leaking critical knowledge to the 

sustainability of one’s competitive advantage.  

Current literature emphasizes knowledge integration from a performance perspective. In other 

words, researchers have mainly focused on seeking out the outcome of developing knowledge 

integration, such as innovation or product development (Clark & Fujimoto, 1991), losing 

sight on the process.  

However, the role of contextual factors, such as culture, and the implications they potentially 

have on knowledge integration remain unexplored. In fact, culture is reflected in intangible 

and illusive values (De Long & Fahey, 2000) nested in a multi-level construct: e.g. the 

individual, the group level, and the national level (Leung et al., 2005).  Although the literature 

explores the consequences of culture on international business through a wide variety of 

social phenomena (Hofstede, 1983), the potential impact of cultural factors on knowledge 

integration in cross-border settings are only vaguely mentioned. Grant (1996b) relates 

organizational culture to a form of common knowledge, of which the purpose is to facilitate 

the integration of knowledge. De Long and Fahey (2000) also link organizational culture to 

the flow of knowledge across borders. Hence, the cultural aspects seem to play a major role in 

knowledge integration at different levels. Grant (1996b) asserts that knowledge integration 

relying on common knowledge (such as language, shared meaning etc.) may lead to 

facilitated knowledge integration. The present research builds upon Grant’s (1996b) 

statement, and attempts to determine whether organizational culture or other cultural factors 

may affect, to some extent, knowledge integration in a negative way. In an attempt to fill this 

theoretical gap, the motive of the research is to explore in-depth the influence of cultural 

factors on knowledge integration. 

The rapidly growing market of China attracts Swedish multinational firms. The exploitation 

of external market and a well-understanding of culture can be substantial sources of success. 

Sino-Swedish cooperation can extend the knowledge stock of both partners. Culture could 

shape assumptions about what knowledge is and which knowledge is worth to manage (De 

Long & Fahey, 2000). In addition, culture could also shape the context for social interaction 

that determines how knowledge is used in particular situations. Culture also determines how 
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knowledge is distributed and utilized in an organization and the formation of new knowledge. 

(De Long & Fahey, 2000; Khalil & Seleim, 2010).  

In order to support our empirical research, we conduct a case study of a Swedish 

multinational which cooperates with Chinese firms. Investigating cross-border cooperation 

with China includes several types of relations to be considered. On the one hand, we analyze 

intra-organizational knowledge integration among Alpha Bearings. On the other hand, the 

study involves inter-organizational knowledge integration with partner-firms. Along this 

research, we situate ourselves from a Swedish perspective. Hence, the emphasis is put on the 

influence of the Chinese culture over knowledge integration. Analyzing culture across borders 

includes (1) the organizational culture established by the parenting firm, (2) and culture 

between countries. 

1.3. Research Purpose and Questions 

Throughout this analysis, our aim is to understand the interplay between knowledge 

integration and culture in cross-borders settings. The contribution of this study addresses the 

impact of cultural factors on knowledge integration across borders by reviewing theoretical 

literature and analyzing a single-case study. The motive of this study is to shed light on the 

importance of cultural factors on knowledge integration within the specific context of Sino-

Swedish cooperation. As a spin-off, the motive of this theoretical research is to raise 

awareness of cultural factors in cross-border cooperation, and to provide practical suggestions 

on cultural factors for firms cooperating with Chinese companies. In order to approach the 

targets of interest, we formulate the following research questions: 

Question 1: What cultural factors influence knowledge integration in cross-border settings 

between Sweden and China?  

Question 2: How do these cultural factors impact on knowledge integration between Swedish 

and Chinese firms?  

1.4. Delimitation 

Although this research involves broad concepts of study in cross-border settings, the 

fieldwork conducted is narrowed to a single-case study. This study treats knowledge 

integration across borders, but data is mainly collected from the Swedish perspective, which 
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represents a limitation. It is not the interest of this research to go in-depth in technical aspects 

of the cooperation, nor the process developments.  

1.5. Structure 

This research mainly consists of knowledge integration. Nevertheless, the cross-border 

environment of this study emphasizes the role contextual factors within the process. Hence, 

the cultural dimension represents a significant contribution to the main findings. In the 

introductory part, we state the background of this research followed by the problem area and 

the research questions. Secondly, we propose an in-depth review on knowledge integration, 

emphasizing the cross-border settings. Thirdly, the methodology gives an insight on the 

process which this research is based on. Fourthly, we conduct an empirical research based on 

data collected through a single case study. Alpha Bearing is a Swedish multinational company 

leader in the bearing and housing technology industry, and deeply involved in the Chinese 

market. Fifthly, the analysis finds connections between the empirical findings and the theory 

framework, and provides answers to the research questions. Finally, the conclusion 

thoroughly presents the findings of this research.  
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2. Theory Review 

2.1. Framework of Knowledge Integration 

In this section, we present a literature review on the theory of knowledge integration, as well 

as present the definition which this thesis builds upon. We consider Grant’s (1996b) research 

as basis to examine the concept of knowledge integration. Furthermore, in this section, we 

describe knowledge integration in the context of this study. Hence, we review several assets 

of knowledge integration primordial to the development of this study:  the importance of 

knowledge integration; the knowledge integration mechanisms, and; cross-border knowledge 

integration.  

2.1.1. Definition of Knowledge Integration 

The knowledge integration literature is an area that has been well researched in organizational 

theory. From current literature reviews, a lot of researchers (cf. Table 1) have contributed to 

develop the concept of knowledge integration, which provides a sufficient theoretical base to 

develop this research. This research study on knowledge integration focuses on major sources 

which contributed to publish studies on this concept, and selects most cited review. In order to 

give a brief overview of evolution of the concept of knowledge integration among existing 

literature, we present a historical development of knowledge integration theory in Table 1:  

Table 1: Historical Review of Knowledge Integration (Adopted from Wei, et al. 2007; Adjusted 

by the authors) 

Researchers Main Viewpoints 

K.B. Clark 

T. Fujimoto (1991) 

The integration of different types of specialized knowledge 

within the context of new product development 

B. Kogut 

U. Zander (1992) 

 

The abilities of the firms to “generate new combinations of 

existing knowledge” and “to exploit its knowledge of 

unexplored potential of the technology” (p.392) 

R. Henderson 

I. Cockburn (1994) 

Component knowledge should be integrated and linked 

together into a coherent whole, which is a source of insight 

into the ways in which innovation differ from each other 
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M.D. Boer 

H. Volberda (1999) 

Combining, or integrating different types of component 

knowledge into new architectural knowledge system 

Anh et al. (2006)  

Denotes each firm’s capability to develop routines that 

facilitate integration of existing knowledge and transferred 

knowledge 

Besides these definitions and for the purpose of this thesis, we argue that knowledge 

integration is a set of common knowledge combined with specialized knowledge (Grant, 

1996a). Robert Grant is recognized as an early user of the concept of knowledge integration. 

In relation with knowledge, Grant (1996a) views knowledge integration as the “essence of 

organizational capability” (p.375) and, thus, a determinant of firm’s competitive advantage. 

The knowledge integration theory proposed by Grant (1996a) consists of several mechanisms 

supporting the competitive advantage, which are influenced by three broad characteristics: 

efficiency, scope and flexibility. Tell (2011) present a brief and clear description of Grant 

(1996a)’s three characteristics of knowledge integration: 

“The efficiency of integration […] is determined by the level of common knowledge, the 

frequency and variability of task performance, and structure. The scope of integration is 

affected by complementarities and substitutability of specialized knowledge and causal 

ambiguity. Flexibility of integration and renewal knowledge can take place through extension 

of capabilities to encompassing new knowledge and/or by reconfiguration of existing types of 

knowledge” (Tell, 2011, p. 22). 

Organizational learning is only one way to acquire new knowledge. Firms could also integrate 

extant knowledge as new company competence (March, 1991). Wei, et al (2007) stress that 

the main purpose of knowledge integration is to combine knowledge of different hierarchies 

and specialties into structural knowledge system, and to enhance cooperation and innovation 

among individuals. Knowledge integration is considered as an important method for 

companies to acquire sustainable competitive advantage and ultimately enhance business 

value (Wei, et al., 2007).  

As an additional viewpoint, Berggren et al (2011) define knowledge integration as a process 

which combines different knowledge bases – this definition clarifies and distinguishes 

knowledge integration as a process. Hence, it is a process creating new knowledge necessary 

to the success of knowledge integration. Berggren et al. (2011) assert that “knowledge 
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integration goes beyond identifying, communicating and transferring information” (p.7). Tell 

(2011) characterizes the process of knowledge integration into three different approaches: (1) 

knowledge integration as sharing or transferring knowledge; (2) knowledge integration as the 

use of similar/related knowledge; (3) knowledge integration as the combination of 

specialized, differentiated, but complementary knowledge. Describing the knowledge 

integration process, Yao et al. (2013) denote each firm’s capability to develop routines that 

facilitate integration of existing knowledge and transferred knowledge. Combining the 

aforementioned arguments, we consider knowledge transfer as an essential procedure of the 

knowledge integration process. We argue that in order to achieve knowledge integration, 

knowledge transfer is required. Hence, in this research, we utilize the term ‘knowledge 

transfer’ as a part of the process of knowledge integration.  

The book “Knowledge Integration and Innovation: Critical Challenges Facing International 

Technology-Based Firms” (Berggren et al., 2011) consists of an abundant source and 

systematic review of previous literature on the concept of knowledge integration. It presents 

the literature from a historical point of view, which highlights significant past contributions to 

the literature. Meanwhile, it identifies the potential research gaps and difficulties that could be 

related in the book. Based on the literature review of the book, this research identifies the 

existence of the gap between the knowledge integration and innovation/ product development, 

and how they influence each other. 

2.1.2. Why is Knowledge Integration important? 

This section presents important findings from the current literature regarding the concept of 

knowledge integration. We aim to explain the importance of knowledge integration through 

analyzing empirical literature. Frost and Zhou (2005) explain knowledge integration as the 

utilization by one multinational subunit of knowledge originating in another. They stress the 

importance of integrating knowledge especially from a technical perspective. In addition, 

knowledge integration is an important source of value creation for multinationals which has 

been developed in the multinational literature (Frost & Zhou, 2005). 

The importance of knowledge integration can be recognized through its contribution to 

organizational theory. Tell (2011) distinguishes different sets of outcomes regarding 

knowledge integration and, thus, make a clear and sufficient summary of these differences 
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which can be grouped into three categories: efficiency, effectiveness and innovation as 

showed in the following Table 2. 

Table 2: Measured outcomes of knowledge integration in the literature (Adopted from Tell, 

2011) 

 

Efficiency 

 R&D productivity 

 Task completion/solution 

 Timely project completion 

 

Effectiveness 
 Effective strategic response 

 Product timeliness 

 Alliance ambidexterity 

 

Innovation 
 Team creativity 

 Innovation 

 Dynamic capabilities 

As Varadarajan and Jayachandran (1999) argue, high technology firms generally chase for 

growth through new product development, which results in unprecedented levels of new 

product introductions. Chen (2006) acknowledges that the stronger knowledge integration 

capability, the better performance of new product innovation. Moreover, Chen (2006) asserts 

that enterprises' capability of knowledge integration directly influences the relationship with 

new product development. In Yang’s (2005) research about knowledge integration and 

innovation in high-tech industry, it is argued that “knowledge integration is a fundamental 

process by which firms gain the benefits of knowledge and create competitive advantage” 

(p.122). In addition, Yang (2005) states that effect of micro-level interactions among 

individuals can result in a changed knowledge integration process and improved knowledge 

integration. Later, Yang (2008) examines several studies from different authors which 

consider knowledge integration as a potential strategy to drive innovation-based high 

technology firms as it enables them to maintain dynamic innovation capability.  

2.1.3. Knowledge Integration Mechanisms  

The current literature emphasizes the use of knowledge integration mechanisms which 

permits a firm to internalize what it has gained and reorganize the new knowledge (Tsai et al. 

2012). According to the knowledge-based view of the firm (Grant, 1996a), the role of the firm 

is to integrate the knowledge that drives the firm toward a sustainable competitive advantage. 

There are four primary knowledge integration mechanisms presented by Grant (1996a) which 
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are (1) Rules and directives, (2) Sequencing, (3) Routines, (4) Group problem solving and 

decision making. 

(1) Rules and Directives refer to a kind of coordination that utilizes ‘impersonal’ approaches 

including plans, schedules, forecasts, policy and procedures, and standardized information 

and communication systems (Tsai et al. 2012). This mechanism is mostly applicable for the 

complex activities, locations in which that activity must be replicated, and stringent 

performance specifications for the outcome of that activity (Grant, 1996b). (2) Grant (1996b) 

defines the Sequencing as individuals integrate their specialist knowledge while minimizing 

communication and continuous coordination is to organize production activities in a time-

patterned sequence. (3) Organizational Routines refers to sequential patterns of interaction 

and mutual adjustment among individuals (Tsai et al. 2012). For this mechanism, Grant 

(1996a) asserts that “Direction involves codifying tacit knowledge into explicit rules and 

instructions (…) converting tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge in the form of rules, 

directives, formulae, expert systems, and the like inevitably involves substantial knowledge 

loss” (p.379). It is the mechanism that involves transforming tacit knowledge into an explicit 

form without requiring the communication of that knowledge (Grant, 1996b). In the context 

of this research, we define routines as ways in which a firm typically addresses the aspects of 

organizing its business activities. Based on Morosini (1998) definition of routines, it includes 

a wide range of mechanisms: e.g. process of innovating, decision-making practices, R&D 

procedures, but also strategies, structure and training. To narrow down the study to one 

specific mechanism, we attempt to examine the organizational routines between Chinese and 

Swedish divisions based on empirical findings. (4) The last mechanism presented by Grant 

(1996b) is the Group problem solving and decision making. Regarding to the group problem-

solving and decision-making, such mechanisms enable for more personal interaction, which 

includes mechanisms in the field of formal meetings to liaison engineers, knowledge brokers, 

and integrated operational teams (Tell, 2011). 

Grant (1996b) argues that the implementation of mechanisms depends upon the existence of 

common knowledge for individual’s operation. Grant (1996b) further asserts the importance 

of common knowledge is to permit individuals to share and integrate aspects of knowledge 

which are not common between them. There are five types of common knowledge introduced 

by Grant (1996b): language, other forms of symbolic communication, commonality of 
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specialized knowledge, shared meaning and recognition of individual knowledge domains. In 

the Table 3, we present and describe each type of common knowledge. 

Table 3: Types of Common Knowledge (Adopted from Grant, 1996b)  

Language 

The existence of a common language is fundamental to integration 

mechanisms which rely upon verbal communication between 

individuals 

Other forms of symbolic 

communication 

A single tongue is but one aspect of commonality of language. Such as 

same computer software 

Commonality of 

specialized knowledge 

The level of sophistication which communication based modes of 

knowledge integration achieve depends upon the extent of 

commonality in their specialized knowledge. 

Shared meaning 
Tacit knowledge can be communicated through the establishment of 

shared understanding between individuals. 

Recognition of individual 

knowledge domains 
Awareness of everyone else’s repertoire 

 

Carlile (2004) states that common knowledge acts as a boundary object which for user to 

communicate across domains. Further, Reagans and McEvily (2003) assert that it is easier for 

people to absorb new ideas in areas in which they have some expertise and it is more difficult 

to absorb new ideas outside of their expertise knowledge. Therefore, the common knowledge 

could have a positive impact on knowledge transfer. It is easier for an individual to 

accumulate the knowledge in areas in which he or she has made prior investments. 

Consequently, knowledge is more likely to be transferred between people with similar 

training and background characteristics. (Reagans & McEvily, 2003). 

2.1.4. Knowledge Integration across Borders 

In most industries, the current global business is complex and highly uncertain. The fast-

changing environment prevents companies from exclusively relying on internal knowledge. 

Firms are not self-sufficient anymore and, thus, need to integrate complementary knowledge 

to entirely exploit their own resources (Rothwell et al., 1974). This leads firms to engage in 

inter-organizational collaboration in order to transfer and integrate knowledge bases from 

partners. On the one hand, integrating external knowledge through international collaboration 

provides new business opportunities. On the other hand, it creates significant challenges of 

collaboration (Kogut, 1989). Knowledge is the asset that keeps a firm’s competitive 

advantage sustainable (Grant, 1996b; Nonaka, 1991). Along with the intensification of the 
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global competitive environment, the acquisition of new organizational knowledge becomes a 

managerial priority. Hence, new knowledge provides the basis for organizational renewal and 

sustainable competitive advantage (Inkpen, 1998). Within the context of global cooperative 

ventures, Lam (1997) affirms that governance and task structure are only partial determinants 

of partnership performance, and sheds light on the importance of focusing on the knowledge 

structures and work systems. Inkpen (1998) emphasizes the importance of knowledge as a 

way to comprehend the complexity of “acquiring, transferring, and integrating knowledge in a 

learning environment” (p.69). 

This desire for learning across borders can only be achieved through a variety of 

organizational arrangements categorized by Mowery et al. (1996). Inkpen (1998) relates 

alliances to the sharing of resources as it involves different skills and knowledge bases which 

potentially lead to unique learning opportunities. The most frequently cited motives for 

collaboration is the acquisition of new technical skills or technological capabilities (Mowery 

et al., 1996). Accessing such knowledge is not possible without the formal structure of 

alliance (Inkpen, 1998). Yao et al. (2013) shed light on International Joint Venture’s (IJV) 

organizational learning mechanisms to “acquire, manage, and create new knowledge”; such as 

adaptation mechanisms and structural mechanisms. Yao et al. (2013) also emphasize the role 

of partner firms, which “must possess a sufficient foundation of complementary knowledge 

that includes related skills, technological understanding, and language, to enable effective 

communication and overcome cognitive barriers to inter-organizational learning” (p.217).   

Knowledge integration is a process which requires a high level of complementarity (Kogut & 

Zander, 1992), so that IJV partner firms can better integrate each other’s skills and knowledge 

(Yao et al., 2013). Nevertheless, Inkpen (1998) shows “that learning through alliances is a 

difficult, frustrating, and often misunderstood process” (p.70). The main conclusion drown 

from this research on alliances is that successful learning environment is rather an exception 

than a rule. This statement underlines the fact that knowledge integration is a difficult process 

to achieve successfully, and even more difficult between partners across borders. There exists 

a wide range of characteristics/assets which may limit the outcome of knowledge integration.  

To categorize these sets of complications linked to organizational learning across borders, we 

can separate the challenges according to several characteristics. Firstly, integration of 

knowledge encompasses problems linked to knowledge characteristics; (1) ‘problems of 

coordination’ to express challenges that arise from the characteristics of the knowledge. 
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Secondly, the characteristics of international collaboration may have an impact on knowledge 

integration; (2) ‘problem of cooperation’ for challenges that arise from relationship 

characteristics. (Johansson et al., 2011).  Thirdly, contextual factors seem to impact on cross-

borders work performance, thus (3) we emphasize how cultural factors influences knowledge 

integration across borders. Although culture is a contextual factor, to understand its 

importance we incorporate culture within knowledge integration.    

2.2. Coordination Problems of Knowledge Integration  

Within cross-border collaboration, there exist discrepancies between the need to integrate 

external knowledge, and the risks of giving away valuable knowledge (Oxley & Sampson, 

2004). Therefore, coordination of knowledge is a significant process towards collaboration 

success. Along this section, the literature review attempts to examine more in-depth some of 

the knowledge characteristics advanced by Grant (1996a) which are primordial to value 

creation: transferability, capacity of aggregation, appropriability, specialization in knowledge 

acquisition, and knowledge requirement for production. The complex properties of knowledge 

render its transfer difficult and, at same time, its coordination seems to be decisive to 

performance of cross-border collaboration. Heiman and Nickerson (2004) regard the 

knowledge attributes – tacitness, complexity and uncertainty – as the origin of collaboration’s 

side effects.  

2.2.1. Knowledge Characteristics 

2.2.1.1. Knowledge ‘tacitness’ and Ambiguity  

“We can know more than we can tell” – Polanyi (1967) 

Grant (1996a) views knowledge tacitness as a determinant of knowledge integration 

mechanisms’ effectiveness, assuming that the more tacit the knowledge, the more complex 

knowledge integration. Nevertheless, few studies have verified this assumption. Nonaka 

(1991) previously introduces and popularized the notion of ‘tacit’ knowledge and defined it as 

“the valuable and highly subjective insights and intuitions that are difficult to capture and 

share because people carry them in their heads” (p.162). Preceding Grant’s (1996a) emphasis 

on knowledge as the basis for competitive advantage, Nonaka (1991) perceives knowledge as 

the only certain source of lasting competitive advantage in economy where the only certainty 

is uncertainty. Within organizations, tacit knowledge is related to intangible factors which are 
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embedded personal beliefs, experiences, and values (Inkpen, 1998). Knowledge tacitness is 

also referred to as how particular knowledge is stored with respect to three dimensions: 

human/physical, informal/formal and linguistic/formulaic (Heiman & Nickerson, 2004). 

Inkpen (1998) rather describes tacit knowledge as “hard to formalize and not easily visible, 

making it difficult to communicate or share with others” (p. 74).  

Referring to internal knowledge transfer, Szulanski (1996) examines the stickiness of 

knowledge as a barrier of replication. Some knowledge attributes, such as causal ambiguity, 

shape the stickiness of knowledge, and limits its transferability (Szulanski, 1996). Badaracco 

(1991) utilizes the term ‘embedded knowledge’, which Lam (1997) explains as: “some of the 

knowledge being created around the world is not migratory because it is highly embedded in 

complex social interactions and team relationships within organizations” (p. 974). Lam (1997) 

asserts that such migratory knowledge is easily enclosed in formulas, manuals or blueprints, 

whereas embedded knowledge is considered extremely ‘sticky’ as it moves very slowly. 

Instead of utilizing the terminology ‘migratory’, we relate to explicit knowledge. Knowledge 

articulability underlines the main distinction between explicit and tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 

1967), which permits to distinguish knowledge’s rate of transferability. In accordance, 

Nonaka (1991) sheds light on the fact that explicit knowledge is easier to transfer than tacit 

knowledge in matter of interaction. Since knowledge relates to individuals, personal 

knowledge must be transformed in valuable organizational knowledge for the company as a 

whole (Nonaka, 1991). Hence, tacitness refers to sub-conscious know-how and skills which 

are context bound and highly firm-specific and, thus, difficult to articulate and hard to share 

or transfer (Nelson and Winter, 1982; Heiman and Nickerson, 2004). In other words, 

knowledge can only be effectively articulated and transferred to some extent. Kogut and 

Zander (1992) asserts that when knowledge encounters obstacles, it remains relatively 

immobile. The main factors to knowledge transfer are its transportation, interpretation, and 

absorption (Hamel et al., 1989).  

2.2.1.2. Distribution of Knowledge 

“Because knowledge is invisible, its management – creation and use – is a major managerial 

challenge” – (Inkpen, 1998, p.79). 

The creation of organizational learning can be seen as a continuous interplay between tacit 

and explicit knowledge (Inkpen, 1998). Simonin (1999a) finds that the dichotomy between 
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tacit and explicit knowledge depends on the fact that “knowledge can, or cannot, be codified 

and transmitted in a formal, systematic language or representation” (p. 599). In fact, explicit 

knowledge is easily communicated and codified. Lam (1997) defines codifiability of 

knowledge as “the extent to which knowledge can be structured into a set of identifiable rules 

and procedures for communication, and its ease of difficulty of transfer, can vary greatly 

between organizations” (p.975). In contrast, if one is unable to articulate an organizational 

process, it implies that the knowledge involved in the process is highly tacit (Inkpen, 1998). 

In the context of cross-border collaboration, the more tacit knowledge is required to be 

integrated by partner-firms, the more difficult the collaboration (Inkpen, 1998).  

Lam (1997) examines how the nature of knowledge and its utilization within and between 

firms are interconnected to the way work is organized and coordinated. Lam’s (1997) research 

reveals how the nature of socially embedded knowledge can prevent cross-border 

collaboration and knowledge transfer.  

Table 4: Knowledge Distribution and Coordination (Adopted from Lam, 1997) 

 Professional Model  Organizational Model  

Distribution 

and Utilization 

of Knowledge 

Knowledge acquired through formal 

training, referred to as ‘knowledge of 

rationality’ by Nonaka (1994). 

Generates a knowledge structure that is 

highly individual-based and task-

specific. Risks of having much less 

overlap of knowledge across 

individuals or job boundaries, makes it 

more difficult to achieve cross-

functional integration. 

Referred as ‘knowledge of experience’ 

by Nonaka (1994), it tends to be highly 

tacit and context bound because such 

knowledge is accumulated and 

developed according to the specific 

requirements of the firm. This 

knowledge organized around a set of 

rules and a myriad of relationships which 

enable the organization to function in 

coordinated ways. 

Coordination 

and 

Knowledge 

Transmission 

Encourages individual specialization 

and ownership of knowledge stored in 

‘experts’, which makes it difficult for 

groups to accumulate common 

experience and develop shared codes.  

Coordination is achieved through mutual 

adaptation among members with 

common knowledge sharing implicit 

‘coding schemes’ gained via group 

interactions. 

Johanson and Vahlne (1977) argue that in foreign operations, basic experiential knowledge is 

missing and must, thus, be gained successively. Experiential knowledge makes it possible to 

perceive concrete opportunities and “to have a feeling about how they fit into the present and 



Erik Morell & Fenghan Zhang 

17 
 

future activities” (p.28). Incompatible knowledge and organizational structures between 

partner-firms can lead to conflicts working together, and diversity in terms of degree of 

tacitness can generate asymmetry in knowledge transfer (Lam, 1997).  

2.2.2. Issues of Integrating Specific Knowledge across Borders 

Governance structures constitute safeguards against problems of cooperation, and issues 

linked to coordination or integration of individuals’ knowledge can be anticipated through the 

use of mechanisms. As described above, the nature of knowledge is complex. The knowledge-

specific variables examined above can have important consequences between partner-firms in 

international collaboration. The difficulty to transfer and integrate individual knowledge 

generates additional problems of coordination.  

2.2.2.1. From Verification to Communication 

In the above description of knowledge characteristics, we underline the potential complexity 

of transferring and integrating knowledge between partner-firms across borders. As a negative 

consequence, costs are associated with this process. Knowledge transfer and knowledge 

integration involve mainly costs to verify whether the recipient understands properly the 

knowledge received (Heiman & Nickerson, 2004). Knowledge existing under physical, 

formal or formulaic forms represents lower verification costs than knowledge stored in 

individuals’ mind. Thus, Heiman and Nickerson (2004) state that verification costs of 

transferred knowledge increases along with tacitness of knowledge.   

The type of knowledge is decisive to its transferability: explicit knowledge versus tacit 

knowledge (Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004). Hence, the process of transferring tacit knowledge 

represents both cost and time issues, and may have a significant impact on the production. 

The speed of replication of knowledge determines the rate of growth; the goal of the firm is to 

reduce costs of knowledge transfer while preserving the quality and value of technology. This 

is known as the ‘paradox of replication’ observed by Kogut and Zander (1992). Grant and 

Baden-Fuller (2004) argue that costs of replicating knowledge are lower than the initial costs 

of discovery and creation (subject to scale of economies). In the case that such knowledge is 

not specific to a single product; economies of scale may imply scope of economies. Although 

explicit knowledge is “costly to produce, but cheap to reproduce” (Shapiro & Varian, 1999, 

p.3), tacit knowledge is considerably costly to replicate, even though it remains lower than the 

initial cost of creation (Winter, 1995).  
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In cross-border settings, individuals with specialized knowledge from different domains, have 

to collaborate within the framework of product development. Schmick and Kieser (2008) 

argue that knowledge transfer between specialists creates communication and coordination 

problems from the intensification of inter-discipline learning. The cross-learning approach, 

which still is the dominating concept, seeks high knowledge transfer to overcome cross-

disciplinary barriers. Nevertheless, high knowledge transfer and a centralized production are 

constrains to effective integration (Schmick & Kieser, 2008). Cross-functional learning 

represents costs in matter of communication and time. The organizational learning leads to an 

organizational renewal, and builds upon operating routines, history-dependency and other 

assets; which, in turn, relies on several criterions such as trust building, perspective taking, 

and common knowledge creation between collaborative partners (Huang et al., 2001).  

2.2.2.2. Problems of Interactions across Borders 

“In the global arena, the complexities increase in scope as multinational firms grapple with 

cross-border knowledge transfers and the challenge of renewing organizational skills in 

various diverse settings” –  (Inkpen, 1998, p.69) 

Although tacitness of knowledge has been connected to cost of transfer, another attribute is 

source of additional cost: complexity prevails within collaboration when distinct knowledge 

sets must be combined to create new knowledge (Heiman & Nickerson, 2004). Thus, 

problems related to knowledge transfer arise as the complexity of problem-solving increases. 

Simonin (1999a) defines complexity as “the number of inter-dependent technologies, 

routines, individuals, and resources linked to a particular knowledge or asset” (p.600). 

Knowledge complexity can be separated into two domains of complexity (Grandori, 2001). 

First, computational complexity refers to a number of elements or symbols, and the 

connections between them. Without effective abilities, knowledge transfer is rendered highly 

difficult. Secondly, Grandori (2001) refers to epistemic complexity as the difficulty of 

building reliable knowledge by judging cause-effect relations of operations. In other words, 

there is a difficulty of interpretation between knowledge and communication. Such 

interpretation problem can potentially prevent knowledge to be replicated between partner-

firms, restraining the integration of knowledge. Kogut and Zander (1992) discuss about 

inertness of knowledge as a barrier to replication. Inert knowledge is described as information 

which may be expressed but not used. This relates to the dimension of complexity of 

knowledge, when the process of understanding is different from the actual parameters to 
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define a system or problem-solving (Kogut & Zander, 1992). Differences observed between 

structures can lead to project failures, weakened relationship between partner firms in the long 

term, and also lead asymmetry in knowledge transfer (Lam, 1997). 

In order to integrate external knowledge, the process must rely on existing common 

knowledge between two actors (Demsetz 1991). Common knowledge refers to the 

intersection of individuals’ knowledge sets (Grant 1996). Within cross-border cooperation, 

the primary objective is to establish a common corporate language by integrating two 

previously separate organizations and facilitate communication (Piekkari et al., 2005). 

However, Ghemawat (2001) asserts that differences in beliefs, social norms and language are 

capable of creating distance between countries, having a strong impact on trade. It is also 

argued that “greater workforce diversity in terms of linguistic and cultural differences is likely 

to complicate communication, as a common basis of shared assumptions and experiences 

becomes harder to establish” (Piekkari et al., 2005, p.331). Language can potentially act as a 

barrier; e.g. the lack of skills to interact effectively with representatives of the other party and 

be unprepared to cope with new communication specifications (Piekkari et al., 2005). These 

language-related issues can undermine efforts or building a common vision, and may delay 

projects outcome (Piekkari et al., 2005). Language and communication challenges are 

associated with cultural differences (Piekkari et al., 2005) – examined in the last theoretical 

part.  

Communication capabilities are necessary to the diffusion of relevant information and 

knowledge components (Leung et al., 2005). Hence, this process should rely on common 

values and language. Accordingly, Simonin (2004) affirms that a learning agenda “must not 

only be clearly defined and codified in a language understood by all but it must also be 

communicated to the relevant parties” (p.411). Lam (1997) states that systematic codification 

of specific knowledge into an explicit structure is necessary to coordination and 

communication. Another important asset of the learning process concerns the amount of 

personnel involved in alliances. Simonin (2004) raises the problem of limited staffing which 

can result in “a constant struggle to solve immediate problems, leaving no leeway for 

learning” (p.411). This is a potential issue with high managerial implications on the work 

system, the learning outcome and performance.  

Communication is a primordial asset within inter-firm collaboration across borders. On the 

one hand, global organizations are operating in multinational and multicultural environments 
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where physical distance or time differences “are no longer barriers to foreign investment” 

(Tsui, 2007, p.427). On the other hand, the ‘flat world’ described by Friedman (2005) is still 

characterized by the confusion between the role of culture and national context (Tsui, 2007), 

and complex communication (Leung et al., 2005). Distance and technology enhance the role 

of computer-mediated communication to shape a cultural convergence (Leung et al., 2005) 

and facilitate work system between partner-firms. In a research among a multinational firm, 

Cabrera et al. (2006) show that problems linked to management of knowledge mostly depends 

on people, not the technology.   

2.2.2.3. Knowledge Uncertainty  

Within collaboration, the knowledge utilized in a knowledge domain of a company has to 

correspond to the knowledge requirements of the product domain, avoiding overlaps (Grant & 

Baden-Fuller, 2004). Nevertheless, there are many risks in accessing the knowledge-base of a 

partner-firm and exploiting complementarities. Uncertainty over future knowledge 

requirements represents the main challenge as the “input-output relationships between 

knowledge and products are not static but dynamic” (Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004, p.75). 

Knowledge is constantly being shaped and reconfigured into new products.  

To sum up this part, we utilize a model proposed by Simonin (1999a) in which he categorizes 

the seven aforementioned factors affecting knowledge ambiguity, and, thus, knowledge 

transfer between firms – visible in Figure 1: 

 

Figure 1: Contextual Factors Influencing Knowledge Transfer (Adopted from Simonin, 1999a, 

p.598) 
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On the one hand, as described above, tacitness, specificity, complexity and experience 

correspond to knowledge-specific factors. On the other hand, organizational distance, partner 

protectiveness and cultural distance refer to partner-specific attributes – organizational and 

cultural distances are being discussed in the following sections. (Simonin, 1999a). Although 

Simonin (2004) emphasizes in-depth regroups the effects of each attributes in ‘ambiguity’ of 

knowledge, this study does not aim to investigate in-depth this concept. 

2.3. Cooperation Problems of Knowledge Integration 

The type of collaboration involving the transaction of product or service engenders 

transaction costs of economies (TCE). According to Heiman and Nickerson’s (2004) chain of 

relationship, the transaction cost view involves a set of complications known as ‘contracting 

problems’: knowledge transfer costs, behavioral hazard from opportunism and transaction 

costs. Problems regarding transfer are generally provoked by assets specificity, which is seen 

as the ‘big locomotive’ of cooperation challenges (Williamson, 1985). Relationship 

characteristics influence problems of cooperation. The main characteristics are asset 

specificity, uncertainty and conflicts of interest (Johansson et al. 2011). In the following 

section we explain more in-depth the problems linked to cooperation, and find additional 

dimensions to transaction cost economies which can be caused by opportunistic behaviors.  

2.3.1. Relational Characteristics  

Johansson et al. (2011) assert that existing literature rather emphasizes “within-firm 

knowledge integration”, leaving inter-firm collaboration unexplored (p.149). Cross-border 

collaboration generally implies the transfer of production from one country to another. Such 

transaction, however, involves problematic factors and also costs, especially costs resulting 

from asset specificity (Williamson, 1985). Another dilemma of partner-firms explained by 

Oxley and Sampson (2004), concerns the need to integrate knowledge in order to reach 

common goals versus the need to consider knowledge leakages. The protection to this 

exposure to partners depends on several factors explained in the following parts.  

2.3.1.1. Asset Specificity 

Specificity refers to transaction cost’s asset specificity (Williamson, 1985). It encompasses 

transaction-specific resources and also assets of the production process, or services. The 

problem with specificity stems from the gap between the primary and secondary use or value 
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of the asset, or “the ease with which an asset can be redeployed to alternative uses and by 

alternative users without loss of productive value” (Williamson, 1991, p.80). Asset specificity 

can be defined as assets that cannot be redeployed to alternative uses and which require 

particular investments, causing a loss in the case of failed agreement (Demsetz, 1991). The 

higher asset specificity, the higher transaction costs are, and, thus, the risks of losses (Dyer, 

1997). Nevertheless, Williamson (1985) affirms that asset specificity has a significant impact 

on collaborative relationship between partners when combined with other factors. Simonin 

(1999a) argues that asset specificity is “source of ambiguity and a barrier to transferability, 

not an insurance against imitation or knowledge internalization” (p.600); assuming that 

specificity is positively related to ambiguity. Asset specificity is seen as an important 

determinant of governance structure, and can be acquired through learning-by-doing 

(Simonin, 1999a). Dyer (1997) states that “transaction costs are presumed to increase with an 

increase in asset specificity” (p.536). In order to illustrate transaction costs, Table 5 provides 

an in-depth understanding of each step: 

Table 5: Transaction Costs (Adopted from Dyer, 1997; Adjusted by the authors) 

(1) search costs 
costs of gathering information to identify and evaluate potential trading 

partners 

(2) contracting costs costs associated with negotiating and writing an agreement 

(3) monitoring costs 
costs associated with monitoring the agreement to ensure that each party 

fulfills the predetermined set of obligations 

(4) enforcement costs 
costs associated with ex post bargaining and sanctioning a trading partner 

that does not perform according to the agreement 

Asset specificity restrains transaction between partner-firms and increases costs. However, the 

economic dimension of asset specificity is not the only determinant of ambiguity and barrier 

to transferability. Weber et al. (1996) argue that the combination of economic and cultural 

factors shapes firm specific assets and can lead to failure. 

2.3.1.2. Uncertainty and Conflict of Interest 

Within the frame of collaboration, uncertainty is stemming from high novelty or technological 

intensity (Johansson et al. 2011). Thus, uncertainty leads to cooperation issues, and the 

collaboration is even more challenging when asset specificity is high. Taking this parameter 
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to another stage, we find a direct link between uncertainty and the risk of knowledge 

leakages. Oxley and Sampson (2004) propose a basic assumption that the broader the scope of 

alliance, the more tacit knowledge is exposed and may be appropriated by your partner firm. 

In competitive settings, knowledge sharing can trigger leakage concerns. In collaboration 

involving joint manufacturing, issues of absorptive capacity and feasibility can arise (Oxley & 

Sampson, 2004). In other words, there is a constant risk that partners acting with guile learn 

important tacit knowledge and utilize this knowledge for their own sake. Such problems go 

beyond issues of coordination and are difficult to deal with.  

In collaboration involving the transaction of a good or a service, TCE may stress some 

problematic factors within an inter-firm relationship. Tripsas et al. (1995) relate TCE with the 

potential concern of opportunistic behavior. Within collaboration, firms may be reluctant to 

unveil resources to be used in a common project. The behavior of opportunism can be defined 

as “self-interest seeking with guile” (Williamson, 1985, p.30). As Hamel (1991) explains, the 

primary benefit of international collaboration is internalization, while learning is the goal. 

However, regarding collaborators as competitors can have a considerable influence on 

partners’ relationship. Asymmetry in learning directly affects bargaining power in learning, 

which influences the sense of partnership between firms; e.g. remaining attractive becomes 

more important than learning (Hamel, 1991). Conflicts of interests are even greater in 

horizontal relationship since competitors are vulnerable to share knowledge (Johansson et al. 

2011). Tripsas et al. (1995) assume that when the levels of asset specificity, uncertainty and 

information asymmetry are high, costs of transaction are expected to be high. Information 

asymmetry can be highlighted by different protective behaviors: control of ownership, 

protection of property technology, etc. (Tripsas et al., 1995). Within cooperation, there is a 

potential risks that partner-firms’ goals overlap and creates problems of aligning objectives. 

Das and Teng (1998) relate such uncertainty to a fundamental problem of cooperation. 

Mora-Valentin et al. (2004) assert that co-work relation is not without problems. Objective 

alignment may be an issue for partner-firms in joint ventures. There exist barriers and 

obstacles between cooperating firms which emanate from the divergence of their respective 

objectives (Mora-Valentin et al., 2004). From conflict of interest, Mora-Valentin et al. (2004) 

establish several related issues: restrictions imposed by one of the partner-firms; 

misappropriation of the results; communication in terms of transfer of the information 

between partners; and the cultural differences between institutions.  
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2.3.2. Knowledge Governance  

As discussed above, asset specificity is the main determinant among relational characteristics 

influencing collaboration. The structure of cooperation involves several parameters to keep 

under control in order to avoid additional problems. Before establishing collaboration, firms 

must agree over a set of complications, which can potentially result in significant costs 

(Tripsas et al., 1995). Nooteboom (2000) also describes problems of cooperation of 

monitoring and safeguards. Uncertainty of collaborating makes it difficult to predict all the 

conditions of a contract. Thus, uncertainty can make ex-ante contracting incomplete and lead 

to renegotiation, and monitoring and enforcement.  

Another important asset to organizational structure in a complex social environment concerns 

authority relations. To achieve cooperation, vertical hierarchy is necessary (Grant, 1996a), 

and can be realized through different coordination mechanisms, such as: market mechanisms, 

bureaucratic mechanisms, and clan mechanisms (Das & Teng, 1998). The role of hierarchy 

and the location of decision-making appear to be problematic and have important implications 

on organizational structure (Grant, 1996a). Grant (1996a) reveals problems of coordination 

and cooperation. Although hierarchy is a solution to individual conflict of interest, 

cooperating across national boundaries and cultures adds complexity. Aoki’s (1990) research 

between American and Japanese companies shows that Western hierarchy tends to solve both 

coordination and cooperation issues, whereas hierarchy in Japan mainly occurs through 

incentives to support cooperation. Hence, knowledge integration across borders involves 

problems of coordination and cooperation due to contextual factors – does culture still matter? 

2.4. The Cultural Dimension  

2.4.1. Definition and why Culture?  

Although Hofstede’s work on culture is the most cited in existence, it remains questionable 

for some researchers (Jones, 2007). Nevertheless, Hofstede’s (1993) approach to culture is 

clearly stated into the organizational context, giving an example on ‘management.’ In fact, 

management exists in any country and, yet, its meaning varies from one country to another, 

and it requires significant historical and cultural insight into local conditions to understand the 

process (Hofstede, 1993). If one word may differ in its meanings, can we expect one 

country’s theory of management to apply abroad?  
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Based on a more recent literature, we adopt Leung et al.’s (2005) definition of culture in this 

research: “a multi-level construct that consists of various levels nested within each other from 

the most macro-level of a global culture, through national cultures, organizational cultures, 

group cultures, and cultural values that are represented in the self at the individual level” 

(p.362). 

The concept of culture is often misunderstood by executives and difficult to define in practice 

(De Long & Fahey, 2000). Culture is reflected in values, norms and practices; it is not only 

intangible and illusive, but can also be recognized at different organizational levels (De Long 

& Fahey, 2000). This approach finds similarities in characteristics between knowledge and 

cultural values. In fact, De Long and Fahey (2000), state that cultural values of the deepest 

level are embedded and tacit preferences which are difficult values to articulate and even 

more difficult to change.  

Culture is not the sole factor influencing the outcome of cooperation and group performance. 

Berry (2005) identifies four contextual factors which impact on cross-border group relations: 

cultural, economic, historical and political. In international business literature, culture is a 

widely discussed concept. Nevertheless, although scholars observe that cultural differences 

matter in cross-border cooperation, the circumstances under which they matter is yet poorly 

understood (Stahl & Voigt, 2008). Within culture there exist several variables influencing 

knowledge transfer between individuals and, thus, units. As the literature review knowledge 

integration suggests, micro-level interactions among individuals can result in improved 

knowledge integration. In other words, individual knowledge influences knowledge 

integration. However, Cabrera et al. (2006) argue that culture and other human variables 

constitute key success factors to knowledge exchange, but the specific impact of such 

variables upon practices is not clear.  

Grant (1996b) argues that organizational culture may be regarded as a form of common 

knowledge which may facilitate knowledge integration within a firm. On a similar basis, De 

Long and Fahey (2000) relate organizational culture to knowledge and further argue that 

organizational culture influences the flow of knowledge across borders. However, although 

Grant’s (1996b) statement is highly relevant, along this section, we attempt to determine 

whether organizational culture also affects knowledge integration in a negative way. This 

leads us to have a better understanding on the role of culture across borders, and how culture, 

as a contextual factor, affects knowledge transfer and integration. 
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2.4.2. The Role of Culture across Borders 

As defined above, culture is a multi-layer construct involving a wide range of values deeply 

rooted in individuals. Thus, culture is a broad concept which envelops different levels of 

values. As Hofstede (1993) states in a multilevel research, that culture at the national level 

and culture at the organizational (corporate) level are two separate phenomena, and the use of 

a common term for both is confusing. Because organizations are embedded in larger societies 

in different ways, research on culture differences of cross-national business should consider 

both national and organizational cultures (Pothukuchi et al., 2002). In fact, when firms 

diversify beyond their national borders, they have to adjust to a foreign national culture, and 

have to contend both corporate and national culture (Barkema et al, 1996). According to 

Cartwright and Cooper (1993), culture differences between joint venture partners are 

considered as a main factor of influence on performance of ventures. For the purpose of this 

study, we highlight these two levels of culture based on the notion of cultural distance to 

examine how venture performance is affected by the distance on given cultural dimensions at 

both the national and the organizational levels. 

2.4.2.1. National Culture 

Cross-national settings can be viewed as individuals and group processes in which national 

culture characteristics play a major role as moderating or independent variables (Tsui, 2007). 

As readers may know, national culture is referred to as fundamental, invisible values held by 

larger groups, including values, beliefs, norms and behavioral patterns acquired from youth 

(Hofstede, 1993). In a cross-national context, it has been argued that cultural differences can 

potentially create major obstacles to achieve benefits (Stahl & Voigt, 2008). Such difference 

can be explained by the degree to which cultural values in one country differ from norms of 

another country (Javidan et al., 2006); Morosini et al. (1998) name it national culture distance. 

Weber et al. (1996) define culture distance as “the sum of factors creating, on the one hand, a 

need for knowledge, and on the other hand, barriers to the knowledge flow and hence also for 

other flows between the home and the target countries” (p.1216). According to Pothukuchi et 

al. (2002), national cultural distance has a considerable influence on the efficiency and 

competitiveness measures of international joint ventures performance. However, although 

Pothukuchi et al. (2002) and other authors state that national culture distance between partners 

negatively affects joint venture performance, the literature examines both positive and 

negative effects on venture performance. On the one hand, national culture differences 
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between partners can generate a source of admiration and positive challenge, leading 

communication to a higher level and enhancing sustained collaboration (Pothukuchi et al., 

2002). Morosini (1996) also observes a positive relationship between national cultural 

distance and cross-border acquisition performance. On the other hand, researchers generally 

find national cultural differences to cause conflicts and barriers, and a potential source of 

difficulties (Morosini, 1996; Pothukuchi et al., 2002). Based on the fact that national culture 

represents a deeper level of consciousness and is more difficult to change than organizational 

culture (Stahl & Voight, 2008).  

2.4.2.2. Organizational Culture 

Below the national level, organizational culture refers to rather shallow phenomenon residing 

in visible practices of organizations and is acquired through socialization (Hofstede, 1993). 

More specifically, organizational culture can be defined as shared basic assumptions an 

organization learnt in an environment and solving problems of two critical functions: external 

adaptation and internal integration, which are taught to new members as the correct way of 

interpreting the organization’s reality (Barkema & Vermeulen, 1997; Park et al., 2004). 

Hence, cultural distance is an important factor that affects organizational practices, and 

consequently, the flow of knowledge. De Long and Fahey (2000) revealed that organizational 

culture is largely held to be the main barrier which impedes the creating and leveraging of 

knowledge assets. The authors examine ways in which organizational culture shapes 

knowledge creation, sharing and use – these terminologies are related to knowledge transfer 

and integration. De Long and Fahey (2000) perceive culture as a silent broker or mediator 

between individuals, groups and organizational knowledge. In other words, culture mediates 

the relationship between levels of knowledge.  

Leung et al. (2005) underline the complexity of multilevel contexts which are characterized 

by local organizations sharing common values proper to the national culture, but varying in 

terms of organizational cultures. The deeply rooted national cultures make such values 

relatively more difficult to change compared to organizational cultures. How multinational 

companies cope with this particular difference between both types of culture is the basis for 

successful cross-border cooperation. Hofstede (1993) examines this relationship through a 

study on employees of a multinational corporation, and states that “what keep them together 

is a corporate culture based on common practice” (p. 92). To some extent, this statement can 

be related to what Grant (1996b) defines as organizational culture: “a form of common 
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knowledge, one of the functions of which is to facilitate knowledge integration within the 

company” (p. 380). Gupta and Govindarajan (2000) support the fact that organizations must 

adopt common rules to communicate across cultural borders. Nevertheless, this section 

demonstrates that deeper values of national cultures potentially affect organizational cultures 

and, thus, common knowledge, which in turn may limit knowledge integration. As a 

complement to Grant’s (1996b) argument, we believe that organizational structure can 

potentially have a negative influence on knowledge integration in a cross-border context 

(Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2: The Effect of Organizational Culture on Knowledge Integration 

In figure 2, according to Grant (1996a), the language, other forms of symbolic 

communication, etc., are seen as different forms of common knowledge. He further argues 

that organizational culture is regarded as a form of common knowledge as well, which 

facilitates the knowledge integration (Grant, 1996a). However, we argue that there is another 

alternative effect from organizational culture, which might influence negatively knowledge 

integration across borders. In the following section, we investigate in-depth the relation 

between the culture and knowledge integration and present further arguments for the negative 

effects of organizational culture on knowledge integration.  
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2.4.3. Relation between Culture and Knowledge Integration 

It is important to assert that organizational culture plays an important role in interacting with 

knowledge of an organization. Yang (2007) asserts that an effective organizational culture is a 

crucial component influencing organizational abilities to survive and succeed in the long 

term. He further argues that organizational culture consists of openness and incentive themes 

successfully facilitate the integration of individual competencies, such as knowledge, into 

organizational knowledge through learning, creating and sharing (Yang 2007). In order to 

create a good flow of integrating knowledge (learning, creating and sharing) within the 

organization, it is important to shape an appropriate organizational culture which should 

support and encourage knowledge- related activities (Zhao & Zhang, 2008). To do so, 

managers must first understand how culture actually influences knowledge- related behaviors 

(De Long & Fahey, 2000). 

To create an appropriate organizational culture, Al-Alawi et al. (2007) argue that trust 

building, such as interpersonal trust or trust between co-workers, is an extremely essential 

attribute in organizational culture which has a strong influence over knowledge sharing. 

According to Al-Alawi et al.’s (2007) study, interpersonal trust refers to an individual or a 

group’s expectancy in the reliability of the promise or actions of others, so that team members 

require the existence of trust to respond and share their knowledge. As mentioned above, De 

Long and Fahey (2000) argue that culture mediates relationships between individual and 

organizational knowledge (see Figure 3). The authors argue that culture represents what 

knowledge belongs to the organization and what knowledge remains in control of individuals. 

Individuals share their knowledge and convert the knowledge into more a structured 

knowledge, so that the organization can control it. (De Long & Fahey, 2000). 

 

Figure 3: Culture mediates relationships between organizational and individual knowledge 

(Adopted from De Long & Fahey, 2000, p.118) 
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Organizational culture has the ability to influence the employees’ attitude to knowledge, and 

the way of acquiring and spreading new knowledge within an organization (Zhao & Zhang, 

2008). In addition, communication can enhance the knowledge transfer within an organization 

(Al-Alawi et al., 2007; Zhao & Zhang, 2008). Al-Alawi et al. (2007) assert that 

communication between staff is important way of transferring knowledge. Social networking 

enhances the human interaction in the workplace. Such form of communication is 

fundamental in encouraging knowledge transfer. (Al-Alawi et al., 2007). Zhao and Zhang 

(2008) state that organizational culture should stress the communication between employees 

to share different views; and argue that interaction and cooperation are important for diffusing 

implicit knowledge and transforming tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge, same as to 

transform individual knowledge to organization knowledge. However, organizational culture 

may be a disadvantage for the organization. Yang (2007) argues that when an organizational 

culture is incompatible with the wider cultural environment of its employees, then the 

organizational culture becomes an obstacle to staff members effectively pursuing their tasks.  

One may ask: how does organizational routine link to the organizational culture? As we 

presented previously, an effective organizational culture determines the organizational ability 

to survive and succeed in the long term (Yang, 2007). Yang (2007) further emphasizes that 

collaborative organizational culture – which is mutually sharing norms of behavior among the 

individuals – enables the organization to initiate the knowledge sharing. Morosini (1998) 

asserts that routines are often dependent on the multinational corporation's unique institutional 

and cultural environment; therefore other firms cannot easily imitate them. Organizational 

routines are rooted in organizations and, thus, difficult for others to apply; routines are 

embedded in the organizational culture (Morosini, 1998). Some routines vary significantly 

between organizations, which is not due to the institutional environment in which firms 

operate, but linked to the national cultural distance. In international strategic cooperation, 

cultural differences raises additional difficulties and challenges for managers, who must 

allocate more time on development of common managerial approaches, communication and 

design of compatible work routines (Simonin, 1999a).  

In such a multilevel context, the development of organizational routines and practices seems 

difficult. Hence: “How can people of different cultural backgrounds encounter each other, 

seek avenues of mutual understanding, negotiate and compromise on their initial positions, 

and achieve some degree of harmonious engagement?” (Berry, 2005, p.698). Expanding 
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activities across borders have led organizations to adjust their employees to foreign cultures 

for learning purposes (Parker & McEvoy, 1993). Such practice is seen as intercultural 

adjustment, which Black and Gregerson (1991) describe as “the degree of psychological 

comfort with various aspects of a host country” (p. 463). At the individual level, it involves 

changes in employees’ behaviors through learning, sharing and mutual adaptations built 

around culture (Berry, 2005). Working in an intercultural setting includes adjustment to job 

responsibilities, supervision and performance expectations; and the more different host-

country culture is from the home country, the more difficult the adjustment process is (Parker 

& McEvoy, 2005).  

2.4.4. How Culture Impacts on Knowledge Integration? 

Although the influences of cultural distance on national and organizational cultures are 

explained above, the consequences and implications of cultural differences on IJV 

performance have not been described. Pothukuchi et al. (2002) suggest that growing cultural 

differences between individuals, groups or organizations can trigger difficulties through cost 

and risks associated with cross-cultural relationship.  

Previous research on mergers and joint venture emphasize the negative effects that potentially 

emanate from organizational culture distance, due to differences in values of organizational 

practices and behaviors (Pothukuchi et al., 2002). Such differences may lead to conflicting 

expectations, misunderstandings or interaction problems that can prevent or limit the progress 

of cross-border operations. Nevertheless, organizational alliances often fail to fulfill the 

requirements because cultures of each partner are incompatible – creating different 

psychological environments for the parent or the joint venture company (Cartwright and 

Cooper, 1993). Other aspects typically involved in cross-national joint ventures are 

communication, cooperation commitment and conflict resolution problems (Pothukuchi et al., 

2002). Such issues stem from differences in value and behaviors, and cause interaction 

problems affecting joint venture performance. These complex circumstances may result in 

strategic and managerial issues, which emanate from the unobtrusive influence of national 

culture on behavior and management systems, and often create unresolved conflicts 

(Pothukuchi et al., 2002). Methods of resolving conflicts may also differ across cultures.  

Such uncertainty triggered by cultural differences and, thus, interaction problems, provokes 

cost of negotiation and complicates the transfer of management practices (Pothukuchi et al., 
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2002). Although cultural distance is mainly represented and at organizational level, national 

culture is perceived to be the fundamental differential factor in joint venture performance 

(Pothukuchi et al., 2002). To avoid such risks, intercultural adjustment appears to be an 

efficient mechanism to share and learn new cultures between organizations. Yet, an 

inadequate adjustment can provoke new challenges in the working environment and dealing 

with people from different cultures, such as cultural conflict and stress; which may result in 

lower organizational and individual performance (Parker & McEvoy, 1993; Berry, 2005).  
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3. Methodology 

In the present chapter about the research method, we provide a description of the kind of 

research approach adopted; including design, data collection and analysis methods. It 

provides an overview to the readers on how the research was conducted.  

3.1. Nature and Story of the Problem 

As observed above, knowledge integration is critical and getting increasingly complex as it 

involves more and more knowledge-bases across countries. In existing literature, we adapt 

theory to the business environment accordingly to the intensification of internationalization 

and its implication on inter-organizational relationship. In addition, the theory on knowledge 

transfer and integration briefly includes culture. However, the circumstances under which 

cultural factors matter are yet poorly understood (Stahl & Voigt, 2008). In cross-border 

settings, the cultural dimension is still difficult to cope with. Grant (1996a) proposes common 

knowledge to facilitate knowledge integration. The aim of this research is to try to investigate 

how cultural factors influence knowledge integration across borders, providing an 

‘empathetic’ understanding for the reader (Stake, 1995, p.39).  

The path towards this research topic was not a long and quiet process, but rather a path full of 

pitfalls. Although our cultural diversity naturally conducted the study to the framework of 

Sino-Swedish cooperation, its evolution was challenging. On the one hand, Sweden is among 

the world leaders in environmental technology, especially in Cleantech. On the other hand, 

China’s fast growth triggers environmental awareness, increasing demands for imported 

Cleantech to meet global standards. However, few Swedish firms within this business area are 

actually established in China. The challenge risen by our initial research questions included 

two Swedish companies with the following criterion: (1) operations in China; (2) two 

different kind of innovation, one incremental-based and another radical-based (Clark & 

Henderson, 1990). The purpose of this research was to conduct a comparative study. At an 

early stage, we entered in contact with a firm and seemed to agree on mutual terms. 

Nevertheless, before signing an agreement, it appeared that no cooperation with Chinese 

parties was run, besides distributors or suppliers.  
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The searching process of companies, both willing to participate in a study and corresponding 

to our research topic, was a journey. Between 10-15 Swedish companies within Cleantech 

were approached, but all lacked perspective of knowledge integration within the business 

process. Every attempt to reach a potential case-study did not materialize. Some CEOs stated 

clearly the reason why they decided not to cooperate with Chinese firms. Hence, the 

expectations of the research questions and the time limit of a Master Thesis were conflicting. 

The renouncement of comparative a comparative case-study stimulated us to rather focus on a 

single company cooperating with China. In fact, these implications conducted the study 

towards bigger firms, generally difficult to contact. With considerable motivation and efforts, 

we managed to enter in contact with Alpha Bearings. Although the process was long-lasting, a 

first meeting in a regional factory created a good relationship. Another meeting in the 

headquarters created trust between Alpha Bearings and us, and enabled us to gather 

significant information to build the research’s empirics. 

3.2. Research Approach 

Purely theoretical research is no longer a common approach as it does not involve 

experimentation or fieldwork in data collection (Murray and Hughes, 2008). Both theoretical 

and empirical approaches share a common goal though, which is to provide a new insight and 

contribute to the field of study. There is a growing need for firms to integrate knowledge from 

foreign companies. Hence, knowledge integration across borders emphasizes the cultural 

aspect as a central dimension. The fact that knowledge integration and culture are two topics 

that have been widely discussed but rarely combined from a theoretical perspective renders 

the methodological approach difficult. This research mainly borrowed some theory issued 

from established organizational literature and applied an inductive reasoning, which involves 

using evidence from observation to support a general conclusion where facts are used to 

dictate a particular conclusion (Murray & Hughes, 2008). This approach gives a better 

understanding of the complex characteristics of knowledge integration at the organizational, 

group and individual level, with the purpose of identifying the implication of culture on 

knowledge integration. Hence, this practical approach is theory generating and builds upon a 

recurrent concept by continuously utilizing both data and theory (Bryman & Bell, 2007).  

According to Bryman and Bell (2007) research strategies are broadly categorized into two 

paradigms: qualitative and quantitative. The qualitative approach emphasizes the 

importance of investigating the natural setting of variables in which they exist (Eisenhardt, 



Erik Morell & Fenghan Zhang 

35 
 

1989). Qualitative research can be seen as organizing data into one or several cases, and using 

the replication logic to build theory (Eisenhardt, 2007). The reason why a qualitative 

approach was conducted is that a new investigation often starts with qualitative studies 

exploring new phenomena – at the latter stage, quantitative studies are meant to test the 

validity of the propositions formulated by the qualitative research (Blumberg et al, 2005). 

Since few attention has been paid on the study of how cultural factors influence knowledge 

integration, the research on such topic remains to explore. In order to explore it and build the 

theory from this area, the qualitative approach is favoriable for our research. A qualitative 

approach treats uniqueness (Stake, 1995), or specialness (Siggelkow, 2007) of individual 

cases and contexts are important to understanding.  

The variables in this thesis work utilize an exploratory and revelatory study instead of putting 

the emphasis on numerical quantification. Since the research strategy of this study is 

qualitative, the approach is defined as a scientific research that consists of an investigation 

that looks for answers to questions (Blumberg et al., 2011) by the means of words instead of 

quantitative features in the data collection and analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Qualitative 

researchers seek to understand the “complex interrelationships among all that exists” (Stake, 

1995, p.37). Through the use of a qualitative method, we investigate and develop information 

of the complex relationship between knowledge integration – which includes knowledge 

characteristics and its transferrability –  and culture. This approach enabled us to be in close 

interactions with the study participants, and gave us flexibility in shaping and adjusting our 

inquiry to each individual. As a matter of fact, qualitative inquiry is subjective and can lead to 

procedural issues (Bryman & Bell, 2007). In addition, qualitative research are characterized 

by long time studies and complexity of understanding; potential of personalistic behavior; 

limited scope because of in-depth data collection (Stake, 1995; Bryman & Bell, 2007).  

3.3. Research Design 

“Case Study - The detailed examination of a single example of a class of phenomena, a case 

study cannot provide reliable information about the broader class, but it may be useful in the 

preliminary stages of an investigation since it provides hypotheses, which may be tested 

systematically with a larger number of cases” (Abercrombie, Hill & Turner, 1984, p. 34, cited 

in Flyvbjerg, 2006, p.220). 
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This investigation aims to build the theoretical model by analyzing realistic findings 

combined with theoretical support. The case study is a research strategy which focuses on 

understanding the dynamics present within single settings (Eisenhardt, 1989). Such procedure 

is a common and popular research design in business research (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). 

Blumberg et al. (2005) argue that “case study research emphasizes the embeddedness of a 

phenomenon in its real-life context” (Blumberg & Bell, 2005, p.190). As we mentioned 

previously, our aim is to investigate how cultural factors influence the knowledge integration. 

Moreover, we want to put such research in a particular context: Sino-Swedish cooperation. 

We believe that this case study as a method of conducting research is the most suitable for our 

study. Moreover, the type of case selected along this investigation is a single organization 

study (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

As we mentioned above, our research is a revelatory study.  This category of inquiry is based 

on the reality that “investigator has an opportunity to observe and analyze a phenomenon 

previously inaccessible to scientific investigation” (Yin 1984, p.44). However, it is not always 

necessary to restrict it solely to situations that have not been previously studied. There are few 

studies on the relationship between culture and knowledge integration, however, there is poor 

understating about this topic. We want to examine how culture influence knowledge 

integration across borders. We believe this research could contribute to fill the theory gaps of 

current literature. There are a number of qualitative case study researches that have been 

conducted with a predominantly inductive approach to the current theory, which results in a 

broader ‘revelatory’ single case study (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

This research selected a single case method as an approach of case study. Single-case 

research typically exploits opportunities to explore a significant phenomenon under rare or 

extreme circumstances (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Compared to the multiple case 

methods, single case study rather concentrates on certain situations or phenomenon. If an 

investigator is able to access information or data rarely accessible to researchers, a single case 

study is sufficient as it offers yet unknown insights (Blumberg, et al., 2005). Readers might 

wonder: can you generalize single case study? As Blumberg et al. (2005) argues a single case 

is adequate when the intended case study research provides the closing critical study to a 

longer series of case studies. Another argument for selecting a single case study is that single 

cases can enable the creation of more complete theories than multiple cases – the reason is 

that single case study can apply the theory more precisely to the findings (Eisenhardt & 
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Graebner, 2007). In our study, we specify knowledge integration to a cross-borders context. 

We argue in such specific context, it is easier to find specific cultural factors that influence 

knowledge integration between China and Sweden. The detailed observations help us to 

conduct a more in-depth study, which eventually leads to a more précises analysis. However, 

there are challenges and drawbacks of conducting a single case study. To conduct a critical 

case requires previous studies and a well-developed theory, and it should be based on one 

acceptable real-life example of the circumstances where the theoretical propositions need to 

be investigated (Blumberg, et al., 2005). Moreover, single case study provides a broad scope 

for researchers’ own understanding and interpretations (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  

 

In this study, we defined the research as a positivism research study. Positivism is known as 

an epistemological position associated with the position which affirms the importance of 

imitating the natural sciences (Bryman & Bell, 2011). By choosing positivistic approach, 

which means research will assume that interview transcripts and data are objective 

information, and the author plays independent role (Blumberg et al., 2005).  The positivistic 

approach permits author to treat empirical data objectively. From the time dimension, this 

research has been carried out once. Thus, it is a cross-sectional analysis that deals with the 

issues and represents a snapshot of one point in time (Blumberg, et al., 2005; Bryman & Bell, 

2011). A further in-depth research gives new insight to the field of study. However, since 

there are limited time and available resources, we are not able to extend the depth of unknown 

academic findings. We do believe this kind of study is suitable for our case.  

3.4. Access and Permission 

“Almost always, data gathering is done on somebody’s home grounds” (Stake, 1995, p.57). 

Although Stake (1995) emphasizes the role of individuals in the procedure for gaining data 

access, each company develops policies to constraint the flow of information revealed. Actors 

of the study can express plans for distribution of the final report before publishing and plans 

to “anonymize” (Stake, 1995, p.57). The approval of an agreement signed with the company 

in addition to protections provided by the research organization, are meant to prevent bias 

towards respondents (see Research Ethics for further details).  

In this study, the gathering of data has been permitted under the circumstances of a NDA 

(Non-Disclosure Agreement) signed with the participating firm. Hence, we refer to the 

participating firm as ‘Alpha Bearings’, in order to protect the information revealed by each 



Erik Morell & Fenghan Zhang 

38 
 

respondent. Further details regarding the conditions of the agreement can be found in the 

appendix. 

3.5. Case Progress and Data Collection   

According to Eisenhardt (1989), case studies are well adapted to fields of research which 

lacks consistent theory. As stated in theoretical review, there is a theoretical gap between 

culture and knowledge integration. Hence, a case study is appropriate and valuable in our 

attempt of building theory within the context of the field of interest. The thesis is based on a 

single-case study conducted among a multinational manufacturing company located in 

Sweden. The headquarters and main offices are located in Gothenburg, whereas other 

divisions of interest are situated in Katrineholm, Shangai and Beijing (China). In this case 

study, each respondent contributes to the research objective by adding personal knowledge, or 

‘context-dependent knowledge and experience’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This expertise provided 

central information and contributed to the achievement of core competence within the field of 

interest. The purpose of conducting this investigation is to explore the research questions 

through different cooperation and relationship among Alpha Bearings. Although the study 

actors stem from a single company and share the value instituted by this organization, the 

participants are engaged in different divisions from different countries.  

As Blumberg et al. (2005) observe, the unit of analysis is an important step of the research 

design and must be applied at a specific level of study. For this study, the organization 

represents the main unit of analysis, involving knowledge integration within intercultural 

settings. This requires gathering data from different organizations. However, to explore the 

specific circumstances by which cultural knowledge integration is handled by the company 

requires a ‘lower’ level of unit of analysis. Studying specific group work across borders 

provides an understanding of the complex but critical role of culture in international 

cooperation. However, Grant (1996a) recognizes that ‘knowledge absorption’ may take place 

at both individual and organizational levels; assuming that knowledge creation is an 

individual activity (Grant, 1996a). Hence, we understand knowledge integration within this 

research to be a multilevel process, where individual exploration and creation occur in a 

collective context, and where collaborative processes play an important role (Berggren et al., 

2011).  

To conduct this investigation, the research utilizes the sampling methods by Blumberg et al. 
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(2005). Although probabilistic sampling offers a technical superiority, the criterion of the 

qualitative study run directs us towards a non-probabilistic sampling procedure. More 

specifically, the purposive sampling method was chosen, Blumberg et al. (2011) define it as 

an approach to sampling problems with a specific plan in mind. Although the potential of 

subjective bias arises, this procedure allows a purposive selection of participants, depending 

on their ability to contribute to the understanding of the fieldwork (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 

Alpha Bearings which represents this case study is growing on the international stage, putting 

the emphasis on Chinese relationship. Therefore, conducting a purposive sampling method 

responded to the expected result of this study.  

The purposive strategy chosen to explore the unit of analysis conducted us to utilize primary 

data. The main advantage of primary data is that they are gathered to match the specific 

project of interest (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005). The gathering of data within qualitative 

research involves: ethnography/participant observation; qualitative interviewing; focus group; 

language-based approaches to the collection of data; and collection of qualitative analysis of 

texts and documents (Blumberg et al., 2007). To address the research question, the data was 

collected through interviews, which enabled us to create an atmosphere of closeness and 

confidence with each respondent. Interviews demand real interaction between researcher and 

respondent, and require knowledge of last-named background, values and expectations 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005). The typology of interviews advanced by these authors regrouped 

interviews in three categories: by mail, by phone and personal (Ghauri & Grønhaug, p.132). 

Since our unit of analysis concerns the integration of knowledge-bases across countries – 

from a cultural dimension – it was necessary to collect data from different organizations. 

Depending on the background of the respondent we utilized different types of interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews were selected to prepare interviews. The advantage with the 

semi-structured type is that interviewees are determined beforehand and often permits to 

obtain personal, attitudinal and value-laden material (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005). 

Nevertheless, although the semi-structured interviews provided prepared questions based on 

an organized map, the interviews took sometimes a rather unstructured form. As a matter of 

fact, the inability to collect a precise background on respondents constrained us to have more 

opened questions in addition to pop-up questions. This unstructured form of interview is 

“considered advantageous in the context of discovery” (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005, p.132). 

These unstructured questions were mostly utilized among a particular interview during which 

the organized map could not be followed.  
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The bigger the company, the more difficult it is to enter in contact with the right person. In 

multinational corporations as Alpha Industry, managers rarely accept students’ study inquiry, 

but rather give research proposal. Hence, the process of persuading managers was long but 

worth the matter. Narrowing down our research study to the field of Chinese cooperation 

conducted us, in the first place, to the city of Katrineholm, where one of Alpha Bearings’ 

divisions is located. The reason which conducted us towards this division is an ongoing 

sourcing project with the objective of finding Chinese manufacturing companies to cooperate 

with. This division – which we name ‘Division M’ for the purpose of our study – is currently 

working internally together with the Chinese offices to find potential partner firms. However, 

since this project is yet under process, the search for knowledge integration is highly limited. 

Hence, we moved our attention towards the headquarters of Alpha Bearings, where 

cooperation with Chinese firms has already been run. As a consequence, the head offices in 

Gothenburg became the target for the study research. We entered in contact with two 

experienced managers involved in cross-border relationship. Through the headquarters, we 

have been able to set up further interviews with globally located employees: an Italian 

manager and a Chinese manager.   

Along our empiric section, five interviews lasting from one hour till two hours were 

conducted with employees from different departments and locations of Alpha Industry. Three 

interviews were personal whereas two were conducted by phone conferences, due to 

geographical restrictions. However, we promote face-to-face interaction as our main 

alternative. Table 6 provides a brief description of the interviewees’ current positions, 

locations and the type of interviews conducted. We organize the table in chronological way, 

according to the gradual progress of our research study within this global company. 

Table 6: Interviewees’ Description 

Interviewees Position Location Mode 

    

Respondent 1 Sourcing Manager Katrineholm, Sweden Face-to-face 

Meeting 

Respondent 2 Supply Quality Assurance 

Manager 

Gothenburg, Sweden Face-to-face 

Meeting 

Respondent 3 Global Commodity 

Manager A 

Gothenburg, Sweden Face-to-face 

Meeting 
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Respondent 4 Global Commodity 

Manager B 

Saint-Cyr-sur-Loire, 

France 

Phone 

Conference 

Respondent 5 Regional Purchasing 

Manager 

Shanghai, China Phone 

Conference 

In order to clarify the concrete implications of knowledge integration at Alpha Bearings, we 

draw the following model:  

 

Figure 4: Cross-Border Relations in Alpha Bearings 

There are two types of relationships described in the case study: (1) the relation between 

Swedish and Chinese offices of Alpha Bearings; (2) and the relation between Alpha Bearings 

‘as a whole’ and external Chinese firms (see Figure 4). The purpose of the research is not to 

investigate the interdependency between each relation, but rather to understand how 

knowledge is transferred and integrated between two different divisions of the same company, 

and how a similar procedure is achieved between partner-firms – both in cross-border 

settings. 

3.6. Data Analysis and Presentation  

The purpose of qualitative data analysis is “to identify, examine, compare and interpret 

patterns and themes” (Hair et al., 2007, p. 291). Firstly, in this research, we organize the data, 

such as interview transcripts, in a logical flow. Secondly, we categorize and filter the gathered 

data into themes by editing and applying theories. Finally, we present findings combined with 

our own interpretations. The outcome of the research is clearly stated through the 
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development of a theoretical model which was made possible along the development of the 

case study. 

Bryman and Bell (2007) assert that open coding is the process of breaking down, examining, 

comparing, conceptualizing and categorizing data and is a key process in grounded theory. 

We chose open coding as our data analysis approach since it helps to build a theoretical 

prototype model. In order to implement the coding technique, we follow Bryman and Bell’s 

(2007) recommendation on coding principles: Firstly, at an early stage of the research, we 

coded our interview transcripts. While organizing the interview transcripts we attempt to 

build and complete our initial theoretical framework. As Bryman and Bell (2007) state, an 

early coding may sharpen author’s understanding of the data and help the theoretical 

sampling. Secondly, the stage of reviewing the codes is necessary to present the study in a 

clear and understandable way. This leads us to avoid using repeatedly the same words or 

expressions that describe the same phenomenon, and instead utilize synonym terminologies. 

Finally, it is important to keep coding in perspective. Coding is a mechanism for thinking the 

meaning of the data and for reducing the large amount of data (Bryman & Bell, 2007). We 

interpret the research’s findings in our own way, it is important to keep coded material from 

our own perspective, which reflect on the overall importance of our findings for the research 

questions, and the research literature that drives data collection (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 

Miles and Huberman (1994) define data display technique is a means of organizing, 

compressing the gathered information in a way that permits findings to lead to a conclusion. 

The open coding as one of the data display technique that sets up the structure of collected 

data. In our study, the data is collected from interviews which generate a wide range of 

information. Without having ‘Open Coding’ as a mechanism, we might encounter difficulties 

of sorting out the considerable amount of data collected. As Bryman and Bell (2007) argued, 

inductive research is often iterative which involves tracking back and forth between theory 

and data, it would suggest author should go back and more theory to enable them to make 

sense of their data. But practical constraint can make this difficult. We believe that ‘Open 

Coding’ is suitable for our case because open coding constructs directly from raw data which 

establish validity of the research (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
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3.7. Research Ethics  

In the research’s ethical treatment, we generally claim that the investigation is not funded. 

Authors of this study have the liberty to choose the topic which attracts their interests. No 

deception tricks were used, the main interaction between the participants is through 

interviews, observation. Moreover, there are no potential conflicts of interests in financial or 

organizational arrangements between authors and participants. 

Based on the principles of a NDA, all interviewees are fully respected in terms of personal 

and other private or confidential information. The interviewees are informed before 

investigation, and the explanation of the research purpose and methods was made clear. 

Furthermore, the recording of interviews is permitted by the interviewees. The end results 

have been reviewed by the participating organization before publication. To avoid 

confidential information leakage, we keep company name anonymous. All participants were 

treated in an ethical way, which means that there is no misunderstanding among we and 

respondents, all the information collected is protected and respected. Respondents have the 

right to withdraw from the study at any time.  

Last but not least, it is important to claim that there is no place for plagiarism, data 

falsification, fake analysis or other unethical behavior from the authors of this study.  

3.8. Validity, Reliability and Standards of Quality  

Research validity is concerned with the integrity of the conclusions generated from a piece of 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2011), it is the extent to which findings accurately represent the 

phenomena that is examined (Hair et al., 2007; Saunders et al., 2007). In order to ensure the 

reliability and validity of research, it is recommended to use respondent validation as a way of 

conducting this qualitative research. It means that researchers provide the people involved in 

the research with the study findings (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Based on the chosen research approach, case study, authors admit that there exist certain 

limitations of the results. The qualitative research is usually much less rigorously structured 

than the quantitative study, which results are more likely to ignore some information 

(Blumberg et al., 2005). Moreover, the interpretation of qualitative data is relatively 

subjective to a certain extent which can affect the reliability of the conclusions. Bryman and 

Bell (2011) state that “in qualitative research, there is an emphasis on greater generality in the 
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formulation of initial research ideas and on interviewees’ own perspectives” (Bryman & Bell, 

2011, p.466). It is important to stress that the major source of empirical data emanate from 

interviews, which potentially contains the bias of interviewee’s own interpretation. But it does 

not mean that the validity of the study is low. Researcher’s purpose is to claim their own 

positions, propositions or other interpretations.  

Research reliability refers to the extent to which the data collection method or analysis 

procedures chosen for the research will provide consistent findings (Saunders et al., 2007). In 

order to maintain high research reliability, all primary data presented in this research was 

gathered with using voice recorder during interviews. The interviewees are highly involved in 

the topic of interest within the company, which provides more valuable information to draw 

practical and reliable conclusions. In order to avoid any kind of bias and other subjective 

interpretations, we aimed to interview respondents from different divisions, different 

countries and continents. However, the access for information and further contacts was 

restricted, which creates some limitations stated in the concluding part of this thesis. Since the 

thesis was conducted under limited time and resources, the amount of companies reached was 

highly restricted and, thus, potential companies were out of scope. 
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4. Empirics 

In this chapter, we gather and present the primary data of our research. Readers are able to 

understand Alpha Bearings’ background. We provide an in-depth description of the current 

relation between Alpha Bearings and China. In addition, we further explain the macro-

perspective of the industry environment the company operates in through a series of 

interviews assiduously collected.  

4.1. What Alpha Bearings does 

Alpha Bearings has a wide range of the technology and products. The sourcing projects and 

cooperation developed between Sweden and China involve specific types of products, which 

are presented in Figure 5:  

Bearings Housings Seals Rings 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Sample of Alpha Bearings Products (Source: Official Website) 

Alpha Bearings vision is to equip the world with Alpha Bearings knowledge. Alpha Bearings 

knowledge can be defined as the combination of the following three dimensions: the customer 

dimension, the geographic dimension and the technology dimension. To take all the 

knowledge gained over the years to develop and deliver products, services and solutions 

which enable customers today to develop their businesses successfully and profitably. The 

geographic dimension is important. In fact, Alpha Bearings is a global company with a local 

presence. Wherever customers are situated, local expertise, supported by global industrial 

specialists and technical experts, combine their skills to make specific offer for customers, 

which meet their local needs. The global experts draw upon knowledge and successes from 

similar industries worldwide (Official website). 
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4.1.1. When Alpha Bearings goes to China 

Several of Alpha Bearings respondents are sourcing managers from different factory sites in 

Sweden. Hence, their main task is to find production sites abroad in order to move product 

lines from Sweden. All participants are unanimous in emphasizing the importance of the 

Chinese market.  

“The market has moved from Europe to Asia. The Asian market is growing by 8-

10% per year, and the growth will continue for another 15-20 years. If we are in 

the market but do not get the shares, we lose the business. Hence, we have moved 

the money to buy factories and new machines to China for the moment.” 

(Respondent 1) 

Although the official website on the Chinese divisions sheds light on the power of knowledge 

engineering, little information is available regarding the integration of knowledge. It became 

clear that we need to narrow down our field of research, and seek information of Chinese-

related activities from Sweden and China. One of the managers located in China confirms that 

there exist over 20 manufacturing locations today in the country. Sourcing global 

commodities also affects the Chinese division, which must seek local partner-firms.  

We try to know more about the flow of internal communication between divisions of Alpha 

Bearings. Depending on the internal organizational structure of projects and other kinds of 

interactions, we wonder about the development and evolution of specific projects or 

cooperation run with external partners.  

“After the reforms of 1986, we went back to China. However, during that time, the 

only way to enter the country was through Joint Venture with State-owned 

companies” (Respondent 3). “We have some kind of Joint Venture between Alpha 

Bearings and local bearing makers, and also we have some kind of joint program 

with the Chinese Government” (Respondent 5). 

To summarize, we observe that there is a lot of activities between Swedish and Chinese 

divisions, which we describe more in-depth in the following parts.  



Erik Morell & Fenghan Zhang 

47 
 

4.2. Challenges of doing Business in China 

When Alpha Bearings expands its market in China, challenges come along with the growth 

and expansion (Swedenabroad, 2013). Since the business of Alpha Bearings crosses different 

national boundaries, does this cross-border setting render organizational problems more 

difficult? There are different factors causing such challenges, e.g. geographical distance; but 

does geographical distance still matter?  

“The Chinese suppliers I proposed are already approved suppliers, already 

supplying rings to Alpha Bearings outside China, so they are reliable. Now the 

problem is that my colleagues in [a factory in] Gothenburg they are scared to buy 

from Asia: Because they do not know, maybe quality is not good, or the flexibility, 

there is a long distance, there could be supply issues etc.” (Respondent 4). 

A big challenge arises from the Chinese market, which is the protection of intellectual 

property right. While cooperating with Chinese suppliers, there exist potential risks of 

technology leaking: 

“This is very big problem which we fear. We have lots of discussion internally in 

Division M: what shall we do to protect the products and the brand name? We 

have some problems in China, because if you go to competitors, they produce the 

same products. We go to them and ask: can you produce this product for Alpha 

Bearings, because you know how to produce? They said: yes, no problem. Then 

they start to produce for Alpha Bearings. So we have an agreement with them: do 

not tell anybody you produce products for Alpha Bearings for example. But 

couple of months later, they go to our customers and tell them: why do you buy 

these Alpha Bearings components? We produce this components in our factory, 

you can get 40% lower price from our factory. It is not Alpha Bearings product, 

but the same quality. Then we have problem: we had an agreement but they broke 

it anyway. That is a very tricky problem” (Respondent 1).  

4.3. How Alpha Bearings operates in China 

The core object of this thesis is based on the exchange of information and knowledge across 

borders and, thus, across cultures. Alpha Bearings chosen for this study represents an 

interesting case as it involves the exchange of knowledge between divisions from different 
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countries (cooperation between the Swedish and the Chinese offices), as well as the flow of 

knowledge between Alpha Bearings and external Chinese partner-firms. Hence, the first step 

of gathering data conducted us to question about internal activities to understand how 

knowledge is carried between divisions. In order to avoid highly theoretical vocabulary we 

utilized terms which rather fits to the working environment. The first Sourcing manager 

linked this kind of exchange to risks of cooperating and knowledge protection. ‘Division M’ 

is relatively new in cooperating with the Chinese offices as the project was launched recently: 

“We started this project on January, 1
st
 (2013). Therefore, we started to find 

potential companies to be our partner in the future. A colleague in China helps 

me doing this. Before summer we have to test production in every factory to look 

if they have good quality, prices etc. We have started to build a list of companies 

who can be our partner” (Respondent 1).   

Managers from Swedish divisions need to gather information through a Chinese counterpart. 

In order to better understand the tasks of this specific role, the Global Commodity manager B 

provides a detailed description on the cross-border organization:  

“If we take now China, Alpha Bearings organization in terms of purchasing is such 

that we have the global commodity manager having the global responsibilities, and 

in the region we have a Regional Purchasing who is helping the commodity 

manager. The commodity manager does not know necessarily the local market, the 

business rules, the regulations, the rules etc. Then, the commodity manager needs 

the regional manager to help him/her to take right decisions and handle correctly 

the commodities in these regions. I am using the regional resources in Shanghai, I 

have a team of regional Chinese buyers, and they have a task to first of all know the 

market for this commodity: know the suppliers, the business culture, who are the 

key players, what are the main constraints and conditions, what benefits Alpha 

Bearings could have by buying from this suppliers, knowing regulation, tax rules 

and so on. So they must know exactly everything about the Chinese ring market. 

Second task is to support the Chinese factory, and also the factories abroad buying 

from Chinese suppliers” (Respondent 4).  
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4.3.1. Coordination of Resources and Knowledge 

Independently from the type or cooperation or joint venture, there is a procedure that each 

partner-firm must follow. Agreements, contracts and other conditions must be respected by 

each participant. In the manufacturing industry, and dealing with China, quality is one of the 

main criterions of cooperation: 

“Before we start any business, we have to sign a NDA (Non-Disclosure 

Agreement). Otherwise, we do not fully understand what we can share and what 

we cannot share. It is necessary to protect ourselves” (Respondent 5). “Quality 

system is a very critical thing. ISO 9000 standards is required in all the 

companies, we cannot have that without meeting quality system” (Respondent 1). 

“To be a supply to Alpha Bearings, being ISO certified is a minimum. Then we 

make our own audits with higher requirements specific to our company” 

(Respondent 2).  

These specifications constitute the first step of cooperation, but say little regarding the 

structure of work between the Swedish divisions (Division M and Gothenburg) and their 

Chinese counterpart, not external partners. Thus, we were curious to know more about the 

flow of information and know-how works both between divisions and with partner-firms. The 

reactions were rather skeptical as some managers knitted their brows: 

 “I do not see how this integration happens. Because today, to my knowledge, 

there is no process for that – to integrate each other’s knowledge. If we take, for 

example a Chinese factory with a French product development department, I do 

not know any formal process aiming to integrate knowledge of the one in the 

other. There are meetings, common rules, teamwork, vehicle structure and team 

structure. But the aim of this structure is to develop a product and sell it to China, 

on the local market. I do not know integration process as such” (Respondent 4).  

Surprised by the answers, we continued the investigation with the objective to know more 

about the structure of Alpha Bearings – what kind of company is it?  

“I would say it is very much individual, Alpha Bearings as whole not only in 

China. It’s quite relation based company, if you compare Alpha Bearings to, for 

example, Volvo cars, Volvo cars almost has a defined process for everything. 

They have role description for each position in the company, but we do not. So 
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you have title and scope, what you are responsible for. We can say that we are 

less structured in that way, not only in China but globally. I do not say it is good 

or bad, but we are moving to more process oriented. We want to control and 

standardized. We want to make business same way in different countries. We are 

moving towards a process oriented structure and a less relation-based structure” 

(Respondent 3).  

This piece of information regarding the company’s structure was not expected. To avoid any 

subjectivity from our own reasoning, we tried to understand whether Alpha Bearings seeks 

short or long term project development with Chinese partner-firms, from the perspective of 

skills and know-how: 

“Inquires also come from global companies (…). But in the long term, if the 

knowledge transfer is successful, then there will be more expert knowledge in 

China than Europe” (Respondent 3).  

Why is it so difficult for managers to express how the knowledge is exchanged between the 

Swedish and Chinese divisions? Thus, we concentrate on the stock of knowledge and wonder 

if Chinese partner-firms had any knowledge – including product, technical, market knowledge 

etc. – before cooperation. And if not, how is knowledge conveyed in cross-border settings?  

“They had some knowledge, but they only act on deviation. The knowledge of 

manufacturing bearings was at a pretty low level. When they have experience 

from other companies manufacturing similar products the knowledge increases” 

(Respondent 2). “We did not have any product development” (Respondent 3).  

As a matter of fact, product development is not the aim of such cooperation. In the 

manufacturing industry, the rate of innovation is low:   

“Alpha Bearings products are not like mobile phone process because lock nuts 

last for many years. Everything in bearings is the same design as it was 100 years 

ago, but the tolerance and material quality are better” (Respondent 1). “The 

product is already developed, but we work a lot in competence development. We 

need better quality on purchasing components” (Respondent 4). 
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In other words, Alpha Bearings does not aim to implement co-development of products with 

partners, but rather seeks to globally promote its knowledge with the vision to equip the world 

with Alpha Bearings knowledge (official website).   

4.3.2. Methods for Knowledge flow across Divisions 

We observe that Alpha Bearings implement education programs for employees or even 

international students with the potential of working in this large multinational corporation. 

Such trainings can be realized through different mechanisms described in Table 7:  

Table 7: Alpha Bearings’ Intra- and Inter-Practices  

Type of Training Description 

Student International 

Trainee Program 

“We also have the concept of international trainees. The purpose of 

these international trainee programs is to select those students by 

different manager here, so only few of them stay here in Europe. I 

think the concept of such training is very good. But there are some 

problems. One problem is that when persons come to Chinese 

organization, it is not always easy for them to integrate. Because he 

is seen as some special treated personnel by the company, having 

foreign education and worked in the foreign company for two years. 

The purpose of this person is that he will be the change agent, 

coming into the Chinese division” (Respondent 3) 

Chinese Education in 

Sweden 

“Move Chinese employees to Sweden to be in the production and 

learn them how to produce housing for a couple of weeks and learn 

them how to measure, discuss about quality and things like that. 

Once educated, they can return to China. We did that for Indian 

people, training and learning. The trainee program can go on for 

two months, especially for construction, in order to be integrated and 

have physical contact, so much easier when you have met people” 

(Respondent 1) 

Education by 

suppliers 

“We had to put a lot of effort in education. We did buy education 

from our suppliers, for them to educate the Chinese operators in 

Alpha Bearings” (Respondent 2)  

International 

Assignments 

“It was an international assignment for 1.5 year program. It is a 

good opportunity at Alpha Bearings to have these assignments 

abroad; your network gets much wider” (Respondent 2). “A 

company can create culture in a foreign country, which can be very 
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unique. If you work in Alpha Bearings Sweden, then you go to Alpha 

Bearings China, in some areas you can recognize yourself. It is not 

Swedish culture, and it’s not Chinese culture. It’s company culture” 

(Respondent 3) 

Hence, we observe several ways by which knowledge is transferred between employees from 

the Swedish division and the Chinese division. We decide to have a more in-depth 

understanding about one this last kind of training mentioned by focusing on International 

assignments. Thus, the Supply Quality Assurance manager describes his contribution to the 

Chinese division, including his position and responsibilities in one of the Joint Venture 

currently run in China: 

“I was working as project-leader; I was stationed in Nankou (China). We have an 

Alpha Bearings Joint Venture factory over there. I was working for 1.5 years in 

an international assignment. I had a lot of training courses in operating machines 

and technology for all operators in our plants (…). Concerning the production, 

my job was to explain a lot to my engineers that the appearance can be like this if 

something happens and then I have to do some written papers and they re-

presented this to the inspectors. If he was satisfied with the answer, we could start 

production again. Otherwise we had to do some corrective actions. So a lot of 

time was to explain and convince that this is normal” (Respondent 2).  

The Supply Quality Assurance manager underlines that the knowledge of manufacturing 

bearing was not high – both among employees the Alpha Bearings China and among workers 

of the partner-firms. Swedish employees are responsible for teaching Chinese workers about 

specific actions in building new production lines in China:   

“We had a big project here in Gothenburg when we started with new type of 

machines and equipment and the project-leader for that project went over to 

China to implement. I was asked to join and help to implement the new equipment 

in China” (Respondent 2). “In that sense, we introduced new technology and 

product knowledge” (Respondent 3).  

The Global Commodity manager A rather emphasizes the long term objective of these 

international assignments and underlined the role of local employees:  
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“The long term target is to establish local knowledge about Alpha Bearings 

products and solutions” (Respondent 3). But the management plan in almost all 

our factories is to have a local management: Chinese persons who can be the 

general manager. In many places we already have Chinese people in high 

positions now. I think this is a must, because a Chinese employee knows how to 

deal with another Chinese. You must know the culture and history to do business, 

to have this relationship; it is not only about written contracts” (Respondent 2).  

Nevertheless, short terms goal must be carried out successfully, in order for Alpha Bearings to 

achieve these long term goals. Precise information on the daily work between the Swedish 

and Chinese divisions was difficult to collect. We wondered though how much contact with 

the Swedish offices the managers had during their time abroad:  

“Because our MDC (Manufacturing and Development Center) is located in 

Gothenburg, they have a global function to support all worldwide factories with 

expert knowledge. We had a lot of phone conferences, almost every week. 

However, the persons who worked in this global network, they travelled a lot” 

(Respondent 2).  

Another objective of these international assignments concerns the value of Alpha Bearings. 

During the discussion on long term goals, the creation of values specific to the company 

across borders was mentioned.   

“If you have certain value in a company, such as openness, team work etc., this is 

what is coming out globally in the company. At a certain degree you will have 

differences in the countries, but you can have a company culture. The company 

culture can be much more important than the country itself. Different cultures in 

different countries, but I think company culture can be a little unified” 

(Respondent 3).  

4.3.3. Project Description and Performance 

The projects usually involved about 10 engineers working in different departments, building 

everything from the ground. The first step, as mentioned above, is to arrange the sourcing for 

product lines to be manufactured. The search of an adequate company is a long process which 

Swedish and Chinese employees achieve together. However, the respondents mention 
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different criterions that there are criterions which influence the outcome of the discussions 

between units:  

“We need to ask a lot of different companies, then we start to discuss about it. We 

have different targets, lowest price versus long term projects. ‘Who has reliable 

quality?' My Chinese colleagues and I have a lot of discussion about whether the 

initial price is important, or the full life is cost important” (Respondent 3). 

Once the partner-firm is found, teams from the Chinese division ensure the management of 

the cooperation. Nevertheless, Alpha Bearings has limited interaction with external partners. 

In fact, it mainly involves the higher level of management and surveillance actions from the 

partner-firm. Most of the employees involved in the cooperation belong to Alpha Bearings, 

not the manufacturing firm.  

“There are top management meeting every month. Also, the deputy manager and 

general manager from the other firm were sitting in the main building in the office 

next to our general manager. So they would interact a lot” (Respondent 2). 90% 

of the staff was Alpha Bearings employees (…).The Government is controlling 

[Alpha Bearings China], and this company maintains surveillance over 

production” (Respondent 2).  

Another kind of cooperation involves suppliers only. Cooperating with suppliers is different 

than sourcing a whole production line. Suppliers provide part of the final product by 

manufacturing components only. Nevertheless, workshops involving both Swedish and 

Chinese divisions, and suppliers are held.  

“The aim of the workshop is to reduce the costs from a technical point of view 

with technical solutions. But it is very difficult to get the Chinese supplier team. I 

am in a meeting; I have the product manager, design manager, general manager, 

quality manager, the boss of the company and the supply chain manager – all 

duties gathered. But at the end of the day, the result will be very low. When we 

speak about technical development, design development or process development; 

then it is a journey” (Respondent 2).  

Difficulties of dealing with Chinese workers arose in all conversation with European 

managers, for various reasons. Although the managers do not consider these projects as 
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failures, it is difficult for Alpha Bearings to apply the same procedure which are successful 

for European suppliers in China. Since the expected results are not met, other actions are 

necessary to lower savings: 

“If the process of the design, logistic etc. is not fruitful, I run the commercial 

discussion. I tell suppliers they are too expensive now. Then the suppliers will 

think commercially, and commercially they are very skilled. Chinese people are 

very good businessmen. So if I tell them that they are too expensive and that I we 

will move the volume to their competitors in China, then they will react and give 

me some savings” (Respondent 4). “Now when I have time to think about this, I 

realize that they taught us a lot of knowledge about marketing, how the market 

works etc. As foreigners, we did not understand what mechanism decides that you 

will get more or -less the market share” (Respondent 3).  

Along with the skepticism of the interviewed managers on this topic, our investigation 

progressively leads to relevant information. In addition to market knowledge, we wonder 

whether Alpha Bearings utilized further know-how and skills from suppliers within projects: 

“Maybe not any specific machining technology but their knowledge about 

computer system and software competences was very high (autoCAD); how to 

make drawings, simulation programs, doing macros in excel for example. They 

were very skilled. So this is also a way of integrating knowledge within the 

cooperation” (Respondent 2).  

At this point, we realize that collecting further information regarding exchange of knowledge 

between divisions and/or partner-firms across borders is rather difficult. Hence, we intend to 

investigate the role of common rules, plans and blueprints at Alpha Bearings. 

“We have specifications, from technical point of view, e.g. company requirements, 

deadline of products we buy. Then we have quality agreement, we have supply 

chain agreement as well, how many they should be delivered, etc. We have 

different agreements; it can be commercial, technical and logistical. When all the 

agreements are verified, they should fulfill the necessary requirements. When we 

have deviation, then we send the claim to them to ask for action plan, then we 

solve the problem. (Respondent 4) 
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These requirements are proper to the industry and should, thus, be respected by each partner. 

However, many questions arise surrounding the specifications and agreements signed. Are 

these requirements enough to keep each partner on the same page? Does communication 

across borders require a special treatment?  

“We do not have any communication plan; it is handled at the individual level. My 

manager has some kind of systematic monthly review with regions. If you call it 

communication plan, I do not know. It is a way to get a view over the results. The 

key activities that are happening, what is the blocking point etc; we have monthly 

meeting with China, India, Europe and U.S” (Respondent 3). 

Besides requirements and the firm-specific specifications, we also wonder whether the work 

system executed for one division can be applied for another:  

“You cannot use the same to deal with different people. You do not have handbook 

to follow. You have to see, then use different ways to deal with different people” 

(Respondent 5). What valid for China, is not valid for others. My way of dealing 

with Chinese supplier will not be the same when I deal with Korean suppliers, 

Japanese suppliers” (Respondent 4).  

Sourcing strategies applied in one country does not apply in another. However, the procedure 

is specific to the individual level. Now that the flow of information and the work system 

between divisions and partner-firms have been described, we focus our attention on the 

impact of several variables influencing the work across borders at Alpha Bearings. 

4.4. How to deal with Chinese? 

For different reasons, Swedish companies, such as Alpha Bearings are reluctant of doing 

business with Chinese partner-firm. Alpha Bearings considers the leakage of information, 

especially from the technological perspective. Even the patents of the products do not protect 

the company benefits in a sufficient way. The ‘Division M’ is initiating cooperation with 

Chinese firms. However, the first step to avoid such problem is to make a list of companies 

with good reputation. Then, Division M will select one of them to cooperate with: 

“We want to cooperate with a company that is serious with technology, patents 

and trust. This is a list form that Alpha Bearings in China has decided are good 

enough. China is a big country with lots of companies and all are not serious. 
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Then, I get this list of future partners, and I go to visit them with Chinese 

colleagues to see what they want them to produce, have a deal. It is a tricky thing 

because we are afraid of this ‘copy-thing’. Maybe we will have to pay a little bit 

more for the products than we have agreement and we can trust this company. We 

do not want to see that weeks later they are producing our products”. 

(Respondent 1) 

The sourcing manager still considers whether this could be a safe solution to avoid knowledge 

leakage. Furthermore, this sourcing manager emphasizes the different way of doing business 

in Sweden and China: 

 “I have been explained from a colleague in China, that if you look to prices: in 

Sweden you decide 10kr for a product, then it is up to the company to find out in 

the process how to go down to 9.90kr. In China it is the same, but from 10kr they 

go down to 7kr. But then they start to change components, iron or things you need 

to have. The quality is very weak and that is a big problem because it creates high 

variation in the metal quality. The Chinese firm earns money on that, but for 

Alpha Bearings it is a huge problem” (Respondent 1).  

The Global Commodity manager B asserts an important fact from his experience. He believes 

that even within Europe and the U.S., not all nations act in the same way when it comes to 

trust. Compared to some European countries, Sweden has higher concerns of buying products 

from China: 

“We have Swedish companies used to purchase in Europe, exposed to harder 

competition – having the need to decrease the costs to remain competitive in the 

market and asking purchasing to decrease the costs. Then the purchasing propose 

them to buy in China. But they are scared to buy from Asia, and still want to buy 

locally. So here there is a work to do, this is our task and the suppliers’ task to 

convince ‘Company Y’ that it will be fine – they will get good rings, good price 

with good flexibility. We have a starting point which is mainly cultural” 

(Respondent 4).  

Another problem mentioned concerns the loyalty between Alpha Bearings and its employees. 

In this cross-border context, long term objective lies on skilled employees with experience of 
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international work and communication. Since China has been developing rapidly, there are a 

lot of opportunities attracting talented people.  

“I got three international trainees during my time, one each year, unfortunately, 

they all left now. I think it is normal that you can change job more often in China, 

if you have good education, you can gain so much more by changing companies. 

But unfortunately, these 15 new engineers that I hired during the time when I was 

in China, they have left Alpha Bearings. There is a different movement. Here, 

Gothenburg is not a big city compare to any city in China, but here if you start to 

work in a big company like Alpha Bearings, you have the opportunity to move 

within the firm, normally, you stay more than 3~4 years. It depends if there is any 

opportunity created in the company, or you leave to something else”. (Respondent 

3) 

Although the Supply Quality Assurance manager has a similar experience regarding the 

loyalty of the employees, but understands this issue in a different way. In China, since the 

economy grows rapidly, it brought a lot of opportunities to get better jobs. He believes that 

this could be a factor to build loyalty in China: 

“I feel it is much easier for Chinese to change job than it is for a European 

person. One question that I got is -“How long have you been at Alpha Bearings?” 

-“10 years” -“Oh why, cannot you get another job?” They feel pity for me that I 

have to be at Alpha Bearings for a so long time”. It is a normal way. All the 

persons I have worked with, at the engineering level, and I was there from 2008 

till 2009, they have quitted Alpha Bearings now and started in other companies” 

(Respondent 2). 

In addition to build trust, the respondents mention another important approach of doing 

business in China: to build personal relations (Guanxi). The Global commodity manager A 

has been living in China for five years and was deeply involved in the business environment 

in China. His perception on the differences of doing business in China and Europe is striking. 

He emphasizes relation building as an extremely important tool before cooperation starts: 

“We can say that trust in Chinese industry is much lower, to build trust, you need 

to build the personal relationship. If I work here as a factory manager, then if you 

want to work with a company, you send the drawing and get contact through 
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email. Then you can meet very formally, then “let’s start to cooperate”. But in 

China, it is the other way around. It is important to get the relation first, and start 

to work together after. I think some Chinese companies look at American or 

European companies and feel it is a bit rude. It is much more important to 

establish relation and to know each other to discuss something which is not 

related to the work, you can come to the business side of it then. In Europe, it is 

complete the opposite. Here, you start business, then establish relationship”. 

(Respondent 3) 

The Supply Quality Assurance manager also shares his understanding of building 

relation in China. Relationship at work cannot be compared to the working environment 

in Sweden:  

“The main thing I learnt about the Chinese culture was how important 

relationship is. It was new to me because we are maybe a bit shallow here, not so 

into relationship here. Family is also a strong part of their culture. First I found it 

pretty hard to get deeper connection to people. But after a time, when I open 

myself and they open themselves, they become more than friends. You have a 

really nice relationship when you have mutual trust. I try not to be over them, I try 

to be on an equal level. That is how I want to do things. I don’t want them to look 

up to me. I want us to be a team instead of having me pointing what to do”. 

(Respondent 2).  

When we asked the Global Commodity manager A if such relation building is time 

consuming, or if there is any positive or negative impact on business, he answered: 

“It is just a different way, I do not see if it is good or bad. If you start to build trust 

with your business partner, you also have personal relation too, if some problems 

happen, then it is maybe some time easier to solve compared to Europe. It is a 

different attitude”. (Respondent 3) 

Business social activities are very important in China. To build personal relation, people need 

to have wider contacts. From the managers’ experience, building relationship before starting 

business is vital. However, the process of these ‘meetings’ took very unfamiliar and strange 

forms. Social dinners represent a very sufficient approach to build and enhance the 

relationship with their Chinese partners: 
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“I worked too much on facts, too little on relationship. The partner helps me, 

actually, with the relation, because they are actually connected to the customer. 

Working together with partner, and I say ‘do not worry, do not talk too much 

about facts’. I will arrange a meeting, then we will have a dinner.” market came. 

Then we get orders, we got things solved. At least with State- owned company, 

how dynamics work. I think for private companies, maybe also little bit like that, 

but not so much working with government” (Respondent 3). 

According to all managers interviewed, relation building in China is rather long-term oriented. 

To build a good relation, foreigners need to spend time and efforts on the relation. The supply 

quality assurance manager further states that the business dinners in China could be much 

more efficient than negotiations:  

“If we have couple of dinners with the JV-company, these dinners are more 

important than the negotiations when you are sitting in the office. The whole 

business climate was based on dinners, not only for Alpha Bearings but a lot of 

other people from other companies had the same reflections. The structure of 

authority is much more visualized in China” (Respondent 2) 

4.5. When Swedish meet Chinese 

4.5.1. Communicating with Chinese 

In our investigation, we wonder whether language could impact on communication. We 

gather some facts through the Supply Quality Assurance manager from the time of the 

international assignment: 

“It was mainly European equipment so it was not so much in contact with the 

Chinese company except for construction companies and so on. But the level of 

English knowledge was not so good, so most of the direct contact was held by 

Chinese colleague. I was a project-leader but I also had a Chinese colleague 

project-leader because of all the written in Chinese and the daily communication 

with operators. Not all of them know how to speak or read English. You always 

had to have a translator” (Respondent 2). 

According to the respondents, the negotiation process is time consuming in China when 

Alpha Bearings works together with Chinese partners. It is common to hire a translator while 
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meeting Chinese partners. The Global Commodity manager B describes his experience 

working with Chinese suppliers:  

“When I visit and meet Chinese suppliers, most generally, they do not speak 

English. So then my regional colleague speaks Chinese and makes the translation. 

However, some Chinese suppliers have English speaking people; in that case I 

can directly speak in English. Mainly it is salesmen or customer service 

employees. This person translates in Chinese to the management, and then people 

take decisions in the Chinese company. It is a whole process. This process is quite 

long for negotiations, it takes some time” (Respondent 4).  

The Global Commodity manager A further asserts that there is a problem of interpretation. 

For some circumstances, even the use translator there is also problems of misunderstandings:  

“There is necessarily interpretation problem. For example, I had a meeting last 

week, we are trying to develop Chinese supplier to deal with some problems, 

nothing serious. We call it a supplier action plan. These suppliers are pure local 

Chinese suppliers, not English speaking people, so everything was translated. 

When we use translator, this is unique in China, we got the action plan translated 

from Chinese to English. We read that together with a team of people, we were 

reading what is writing in English, but we did not understand very well. Then I 

ask my Colleague in China, to read what was written in that Chinese version. The 

Chinese version of the action plan was not telling the same thing. This happens 

very often. When it is translated from Chinese to English and read the translation, 

you always have problem of interpretation. If you find something, which is strange 

and not logic, then ask the question again, ask suppliers to repeat and reformulate 

the questions”. (Respondent 3) 

From the interviews, language causes problems between the two divisions at Alpha Bearings. 

It creates both confusion and time consumption. From all the information gathered, language 

is a shallow difficulty to deal with. Hence, what are the in-depth challenges due to cultural 

differences? 
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4.5.2. Different ways of working, 

When Swedish managers came to China, they felt a bit “shock” by way of working in Chinese 

company. The Supply Quality Assurance manager recalls the organizational structure when 

he was project leader of the Chinese offices: 

“The structure of authority is much more visualized in China, for example the 

general manager has his own driver. The engineers they will not do the dirty job, 

then the operators need to do it. There was a high hierarchy. This was also a 

difficulty in the beginning because I am used to do all different kind of jobs, to 

handle the daily work since we are not many people here”. (Respondent 2) 

He provides an example from his experience working with Chinese colleagues. This 

interesting story reflects some obvious differences, through the lenses of the Supply Quality 

Assurance manager: 

“When an electrical engineer was working one week, and then the supplier will 

come on Monday to install the machines and we had a lot of things to do. I asked 

him: ‘can you help me to unpack the machines and we put all the cables out so it 

is prepared for Monday?’ He said: ‘no I won’t do this, I am an engineer. We need 

to have operators for this’. But they were also shocked because I like to climb on 

the machines and do part of the practical tasks myself”. (Respondent 2) 

Unlikely, the Global Commodity Manager A has a different view of seeing Chinese society, 

while working with Chinese colleagues. He made mistakes since he attempted to introduce 

the “Swedish management style” into the subsidiary in China. After spending five years in 

China, he believes different culture and society are not the only factors that make foreigners 

difficult to integrate, individual personality matters as well: 

“In Sweden, you do not have to be an expert when you are a manager. But in 

China, if you are a manager you are an expert in decision making. At the 

beginning, I used my Swedish management style too much, in the end of my 

international assignment after one or two years, I think I adopted the Chinese way 

of working. I used Swedish management style at start, I made mistakes, I learned 

from that. I adapt to that, but in the end, you learned: ok, for this person, I can 

release a lot of responsibility to whom can do everything with results. For this 



Erik Morell & Fenghan Zhang 

63 
 

person, you need to have everyday checking. It is more individual based. It is 

really depending on persons. It is not about the different countries, we have same 

thing happen in Sweden as well. Different culture in different country, but I think 

company culture can be a little unified. It is really depending on individual 

competence and knowledge”. (Respondent 3) 

Besides releasing a lot of responsibility, the attempt of implementing the Swedish 

management style became a strategic issue for the Global Commodity manager A. In 

fact, at the group work level, some employees are reluctant to adopt a new way of 

working. This situation requires a lot of efforts:   

“With the micromanagement, I did not have any plan. I was really frustrated. The 

more micromanagement, the more resisting group I get. It was not really a 

positive way and absorbed a lot of energy from me. Now when I look back, I 

would not be so personally frustrated. I would just choose another solution 

instead of putting all energy into something that would not benefit to the company. 

My ambition on the group work was that we would have management team 

discussions in meeting about strategic things. But the group work was affected, 

the meeting was for two hours, we spent one and half hour to go through the task 

list. It affects the group work in a sense. We did not have time to spend on long 

term goals. We lost the long term view” (Respondent 3).  

The sourcing manager shares his experience about the Chinese culture. He perceives the 

problems of working with Chinese, since Swedish people are used to a “flat” society system, 

people do not actually need to go through different levels of hierarchy before taking any 

action. The Sourcing manager believes the reason causes such different mindset is the 

education: 

“Swedish people do not have hierarchy system, we have flat system. I think the 

Chinese system is more hierarchical. They want to hear from what they should do. 

Then, you have to decide ‘you do this, you do that’. From beginning in school, 

Swedish children learn to be active. That is very normal for Swedish people to 

decide things. If you ask Swedish people about something, you get answer. It is 

not so easy to get answer directly, because you have to discuss, like manager. 

That is something you have to learn about the culture. I think it is very easy to 
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deal with Swedish people, friendly. This is good thing to work with Swedish 

people. Swedish people are not so determined, we want to discuss things with 

everybody. When we discuss thing, we get all involved, not manager decide what 

should happen. That is different things, that you can feel Chinese people stand 

there wait for things happen” (Respondent 1). 

However, the Global Commodity manager A considers the problem of being in such “flat” 

society who points out the drawbacks when it comes to problem-solving and discussions in 

Alpha Industry. This typical Swedish style is time consuming, especially for the foreigners: 

“Before I went to China, I was a manager in Sweden for 6 years. I went to a lot of 

trainings where you need to discuss with people, if one person is not satisfy with 

the solution, then u have to even discuss more. Someone make decision in end, 

then people start to do it. In Sweden, discussion can be forever sometimes. 

Foreigners in Sweden sometimes feel quite frustrated” (Respondent 3). 

The Supply Quality Assurance manager shares his experience of the culture shock. He 

emphasizes the fact that Chinese people have different ways of solving problems 

compare to Swedish people; he believes that Chinese people most likely short term 

oriented when comes to the action:  

“The mindset to solve problem was a big challenge at beginning. You have to cut 

the problem into 5 pieces for them to realize that we need to do this in an 

organized way to solve the problem. Because you cannot give them the solution 

immediately, they could not see the effect of small things. So if you told them the 

whole answer, it was hard for them to act. But if you divide this problem-solving 

in five pieces they understood better the process. Yeah, it was time-consuming; 

you must be humble to other cultures because you cannot expect something is 

“normal” from the Swedish point of view” (Respondent 2).  

It is interesting to see that the Chinese manager seems not very satisfied with such time 

consuming way of working. He states that Chinese people prefer to apply a more direct and 

efficient approach: 

“Local suppliers, when they are working on projects are very direct. They just do 

things directly”. When it comes to make business in China, he describes the 
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Chinese way of working; I think about, “you know when we go to suppliers, most 

of the case the suppliers want to see the business itself in very simple way. How 

big is this business, When you would like to start mass production, ‘what 

questions do you have currently, why would you like to transfer project’, these 

kinds of things. But sometimes you know the foreigner when they go to suppliers, 

they were prepared with time schedule very carefully, then sit down to show the 

presentation. But in most of case, especially in private companies, they have no 

presentation and just go to the questions directly” (Respondent 5).  

As we can see, both the Swedish and Chinese have different ways of working. Based on the 

fact that “if you are manager, you are an expert in decision making”, the Supply Quality 

Assurance manager has an additional opinion: 

“You have to act with more authority when you talk to staff because they expect 

you to tell you what to do. Not in bad manners, this is their culture; they go to 

work and expect that a manager/leader tell them what to do. These are the 

expectations. When I worked in the production here in Sweden, we handled out 

the task to a team of operators and they could manage the problem by themselves 

and present the solution. But in China you have to point with the hand and tell 

them this is what I expect them to do, this is how I want you to do, and this is 

when I want you to deliver the result” (Respondent 2).  

4.5.3. Experience of working in China, 

“Anyone who has lived in a foreign culture knows how difficult it is to successfully adapt to 

the local way of doing things. One can spend many months learning how to behave, only to 

find it all too easy to still commit tremendous faux pas” (Steidlmeier, 1999). 

The Supply Quality Assurance manager recalls the difficulties of adapting a new working 

environment: 

“It was a cultural shock at the beginning I must say. I think the mindset is one of 

the parts I found most hard to understand. We have another way of addressing 

problem or solving problem in Sweden and Europe, maybe mainly for the older 

generation. The history does not allow them to take own decisions and work by 

themselves, so it was frustrating at beginning to tell them what to do instead of 
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handing out the tasks and the team solves it. You have to tell everyone “you do 

this, you do that”. What I was told from my Chinese colleagues that in the past, 

they had no problem-solving at school, just book reading and had examination on 

the content of the book, nothing else” (Respondent 2). 

The same experience was shared by the Global Commodity manager B. He believes that 

Chinese people lack the initiatives to take action; furthermore, he points out the fact that 

Chinese business partner limited themselves into short term thinking: 

“My experience is that, in the Chinese culture, people are not taking so many 

initiatives. My understanding is that Chinese people - Chinese culture means that 

the employees have a task and do it. But they do not go outside this task. This 

means that they can take initiatives inside this task. But if I ask the Chinese 

supplier to think outside the box, then it is a journey, a real discussion that can 

take some times. Chinese suppliers, for rings only, are not taking initiatives for 

cost reduction. When we ask them for technical cost reduction programs they 

propose a discount which is based on commercial agreement” (Respondent 4). 

In addition, this manager shares his understanding of doing business in Asian countries. 

Comparing Swedish and Asian, he asserts that it is important to keep the “timing” in mind. 

Running business across continents implies being aware of the culture dimension, as well as 

the ways of working: 

“Not only Chinese. Even for Japanese suppliers, Indian suppliers, Korean 

suppliers, the time spending period is not the same. If you are used to deal with 

American about the time spending, when you are dealing with Asian, then you 

have to change your clock. The clock works differently. It takes time, but it takes 

time also to build capability to understand the culture, understand how they work. 

If you understand how things work, it becomes quicker. Because you take the right 

point at the beginning and you ask the question in the right way. You speak to the 

right person, then it goes quicker. This is my experience” (Respondent 2). 

The Chinese manager recognizes the same fact about “timing” after working with 

European people for some years: 
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“To establish relationship is very important. The other main aspect is to establish 

trust with customers, this is very important. Once we started projects, we need to 

be – you know, the speed here in China is must quicker compared to the speed in 

Europe” (Respondent 5). 

From the managers’ experience, some parts of culture are more obvious than others. 

According to the Global Commodity manager B, cultural difference is something that people 

expect and take for granted, but is hard to identify:  

“The business structure is different, they are very good business people, they can 

do business. They are very competitive. The main challenge is that culture is 

different. Maybe in Europe we know there are differences in culture, but we do 

not know what the differences are. If you ask 10 European living in China, very 

few people will be able to describe what is the difference, we know the difference, 

but we cannot really tell the difference and how does it impact the business 

relation. The best thing is that you go there, and you deal with them. Only way is 

to deal with them. I think it is good to have trainings, to be aware of the 

difference” (Respondent 4). 

As concluding remark, the Global commodity manager A highlights an interesting finding 

regarding the importance of culture:  

 “I think there is a difference between country culture and company culture. A 

company can create a culture in foreign country, which can be very unique. If you 

work in Alpha Bearings in Sweden, then you go to the subsidiary China, in some 

areas you can recognize yourself. It is not Swedish culture, and it is not Chinese 

culture. It is the company culture” (Respondent 3). 

4.6. Working with Chinese State-owned Companies 

When we first started investigating at Division M, we did not have a clear image on the type 

of cooperation between Alpha Bearings and Chinese firms. That is why we were curious and 

willing to know more about such cooperation. Although the Sourcing manager, our first and 

main contact, was not involved in this existing cooperation, we managed to collect further 

data at the headquarters: 
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“In the past, we wrote contract for joint venture in the end of the 90s. It was the 

only way to sign business in China. The government did not allow foreign 

companies to have their own facilities” (Respondent 2). “So we have this 51% 

and 49% split (the State is 49%) for three joint ventures, one in Dalian, one in 

Beijing and one in Shanghai” (Respondent 3).  

4.6.1. Is a State-owned Company particular? 

When we first heard about such entry mode we were skeptical. After having read significant 

literature about opportunism and bargaining power, in such international business 

environment we felt potential risks of cooperating. Although the name of the partner-firm 

cannot be revealed, the government is controlling: 

“The railway industry is controlled by the Government in China. So the Ministry 

of Railway was our own customer, we were delivering only to the ministry. It was 

a strange situation, you have the government as customer and they have their own 

control function in the factories, they have authority to stop the production etc.” 

(Respondent 2)  

Hence, in order for readers to understand the situation, we asked the managers for a more 

detailed explanation over joint ventures’ conditions and requirements:  

“The deal is that the State-owned company provides facility; they have old 

machines and workers. With their 49 percent, they provide the infrastructure and 

labor force. The investors usually come into China with product knowledge and 

investments in terms of cash. They buy new equipment and introduce new product 

in China. In our case, if you take the Beijing case, the partnership is with the State 

and the part of state-owned company is linked to the Ministry of Railway. So we 

make partnership with customer in a sense. We are partner with the Chinese 

Railway manufacturing; we sell products to the Chinese railway” (Respondent 3).   

According to the Global Commodity manager A, the initial goal of Alpha Bearings and the 

state-owned company diverge. On the one hand, market share is a tremendous opportunity for 

Swedish firms. On the other hand, the lack of product technology is a way to attract MNCs 

with the aim to learn from them. But how did this Joint Venture start? 
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“In that sense, when we introduce new technology, the factory was running in 

same technology and same products from 1986 to 2005. For 20 years, it is just 

handling after the market. Then the Chinese Government decides to upgrade the 

technical standard of Chinese Railway. Different companies go to bid the project, 

the deal was that if the company can provide technical solution, you will get the 

share of the market. Alpha Bearings has the product developed for the solution;’ 

we give you this and you give me 50% percent of the market share’. In the end, 

Alpha Bearings won the bid. This factory going from two shift running old type of 

bearing machine to new type of machine, new knowledge and new everything” 

(Respondent 3).  

One party is attracted by a growing market and greater manufacturing costs; whereas the other 

is rather looking for technical knowledge or ways of improving local living conditions. We 

asked the Global Commodity manager A about the implications these deviations can have on 

the cooperation:  

“Alpha Bearings and the state-owned firm have complete different targets. They 

have a state-owned company culture; all young students graduating from school 

should be guaranteed a job in the local place. When we make the dividends, we 

take the profit and share. They get 49%, we get 51%. We want to take all the 

profit and invest. But they want to take 49% to cash out and build the sport arena, 

school, buildings etc. If you talk to local people in that town, Alpha Bearings was 

seen as some kind “blood sucking” global company, while the partner was seen 

as good company who share the profit with local needs. This is learning also, 

when Alpha Bearings establishes something and cooperates with some partners, it 

is very important that when money is invested from the company - if it is shared 

the money or the shared profit that is invested – equal recognition sends to both 

the partners and global investor. In this case, Alpha Bearings did not want to 

guarantee every young people to be employed. We wanted to take the money to 

buy new machines. We have different targets with this state owned company” 

(Respondent 3).  

This particular context of cooperation prevents Alpha Bearings from building a strong image 

in China. Although the firm   
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“It was a problem, because then if people talk to each other in this way in the 

local town, then I think the loyalty towards the company will be low, even if 

people has not started to work there. If we do not treat them well, they would say 

‘they were right, they are bad people because they only care about making money 

for investment.’ This joint venture set up is very complicated” (Respondent 3).   

Along the conversation we realized that these circumstances of cooperation are difficult to 

deal with. Nevertheless, Alpha Bearings emphasizes local management on the long term as a 

solution based on the fact that “they (local employees) can manage this much better since they 

know the feeling of Alpha Bearings and can get sense out of this situation” (Respondent 3).  

According to the information gathered on the state-owned companies, the respondents shared 

both negative and positive arguments for cooperating with Chinese State-owned firms. The 

following table gives an insight of pros and cons in cooperating with a Chinese state-owned 

company, through quotes from managers:  

Table 8: Pros and Cons in Cooperating with a Chinese State-owned Company  

Drawbacks of Cooperation Advantages of Cooperation 

 “Alpha Bearings and Chinese state-owned 

company have completely different targets” 

(Respondent 3).  

 “The Ministry of Railway was in total 

control. And they have inspectors at all 

these companies with the authority to stop 

production or punish if something is not 

going in the right way. So they have 110% of 

the power. The Government is very strong 

in China” (Respondent 2).   

 “Since I was in the context of old state-

owned company, I think that coming from 

Swedish management style into that was 

huge difference. Especially, in JV, you have 

partner in the North of China, then they 

have certain kind of state-owned company 

culture. That is coming from the history, 

when everything was state-owned the 

efficiency is low. Everyone only focuses on 

his own task; they do not care about other. 

They have life employment contract…” 

(Respondent 3).  

 “For the state-owned companies it is much 

easier to get the ‘big projects’ compared to 

private companies. Especially when our 

government runs some projects. For the 

state-owned companies it is easier to get 

projects” (Respondent 5). 

 “Company X is the biggest steel maker in 

China. Once we succeed with this project, 

we can show example to other steel makers 

and can expand our market, I mean the 

market share on the metal segment. It is a 

very good example for us” (Respondent 5). 

 “When you work with state-owned 

companies, it is better compared to private 

company. For state-owned companies, it has 

nothing do with any individual, they have no 

intent to copy or steal some knowledge from 

you. But when you work with private 

companies, if it is very much related to their 

personal interest we should be very careful” 

(Respondent 5). 
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 “There was request coming from the 

government to share the knowledge process 

of making a product. But we said no. The 

deal was the product, not the process. So 

there was a conflict” (Respondent 3).  

 

 

To summarize the table above, one may say that cooperating with the Chinese Government is 

a “tricky” relationship. On the one hand, state-owned company acts as a reliable safeguard in 

matters of knowledge protection and information leakages compared to private firms. On the 

other hand, dealing with a state-owned partner leads to high authority and control over the 

production process and a constant attempt from the Government to access this knowledge. 

Nevertheless, the managers generally see Chinese state-owned firms as powerful and are 

satisfied with the partnership: 

 “In the context of old state-owned company, I think that coming from a Swedish 

management style into that was huge difference. If I moved to the green field, new 

established company, new hired people from university etc., then you can create 

the company culture at the beginning. The difference of culture would be less. I 

made a lot of mistakes because I did not understand the old state-owned company 

culture (…). A specific example could be that I gave away too much responsibility 

to Chinese employees” (Respondent 3).  

4.6.2. How to collaborate with a Chinese State-owned firm?  

We were already aware of cultural issues between Swedish and Chinese employees within the 

same firm. However, cooperating with a state-owned company triggers further issues:  

“So when I came there I delegated more or less all of the operational tasks to 

employees. So I did not go around in the factory. I did not do anything of that 

because as a manager in Sweden you do not, but in the state-owned company 

culture you expect leaders to be very precise. So I came there and started to work 

on more strategic issues. At same time, the production and maintenance managers 

were reporting to me. They asked about all the daily problems. If it is something 

you cannot solve yourself then you can escalate it to me and then I will involve 

myself. But they expect me to directly go in and take a decision. That was 
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different, but I would not say it is Sweden and China. It is a private company in 

Europe compared to a State-owned company in China” (Respondent 3).  

As the previous quotes emphasize, the state-owned company culture is a specific asset which 

is ignored by foreign managers. In our case, the Global Commodity manager A admits that 

not having knowledge about the company culture of the partner-firm leads to failures. The 

way of working in China is already different compared to Sweden; does working with a 

Chinese state-owned company also differ? 

“This is the first mistake I made. There are supervisors in different levels. This is 

a little bit naïve from my point of view, I did not know the state-owned company 

culture, so I said what we need is a manager for each area, and then you can have 

a chief leader, nothing else. You can take away all these supervisors, because we 

would not need different leaders like this. This is not a smooth way of entering, 

because those people working for years to get promoted to be supervisors” 

(Respondent 3).  

This issue was meant to be solved. The Swedish manager tried to cope with the rigidity of the 

state-owned company by shaping a new ‘company culture’: 

“First I hired 15 engineers from university. I was thinking it will take a lot of time 

to change these people’s mind setting, so we need to have some new blood. But 

since they are external, it is not easy for them. And those people already in the 

company do not want these young students to be successful. But I think we made 

some changes. The senior managers have different approach to do it. Some of 

them decided to change their old way of doing things, then it became more and 

more productive. Now everything is completely handled by local management” 

(Respondent 3).  

We can see that the complexity of the environment negatively affects the relationship between 

Alpha Bearings and the state-owned companies. According to the two managers involved in 

the international assignments, the Chinese state-owned firm even made an attempt to access 

product knowledge through deviations, with a purpose of national importance: “They claimed 

that the purpose of this team of chief engineers was to ensure the safety of Railway in China” 

(Respondent 3). Although Alpha Bearings had to find a compromise, the internal process 

equipment was blocked.  
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5. Analysis 

In this chapter of the thesis, readers discover the analytical part preceding the final thoughts 

and conclusion. The analysis envelops both the theoretical framework and the empirical 

findings from the single case study. The aim of this part consists of answering the research 

questions built on an organized reasoning. Based on the structure adopted in the theoretical 

framework, we identify valuable themes to construct a solid basis responding to the question. 

First, we aim to describe knowledge integration based on the empirical findings. We put the 

emphasis on knowledge-specific characteristics and the flow of knowledge across border. 

Second, we analyze what external cultural factors influence knowledge integration between 

Sweden and China. Finally, we distinguish and examine in what ways these cultural factors 

influence the knowledge integration. As a concluding statement to the analytical section, we 

provide a framework representing the major findings of this research. The conclusions and 

discussion will be presented in the final chapter. 

5.1. Knowledge Integration and Organizational Culture  

As explained in the literature review, knowledge generally appears as the main source of 

competitive advantage of firms (Nonaka, 1994; Grant, 1996b). However, knowledge is 

characterized by a wide range of specificities which can either enhance or impede knowledge 

integration between firms. Along the case study, we notice organizational structure to be a 

major variable of knowledge transfer between divisions and partner-firms. Therefore, the 

present parts analyze (1) the characteristics of knowledge transferred and integrated (2) the 

methods of transferring knowledge between institutions, and; (3) the role of organizational 

culture.  

5.1.1. Knowledge Characteristics  

Explicit vs. Tacit Knowledge  

Understanding the type of knowledge involved in cross-border cooperation is crucial. In fact, 

specifications proper to the industry are fundamental to Alpha Bearings and its partner-firms, 

as a basis for cooperation. When these conditions are met, Alpha Bearings creates higher 

requirements specific to the company: “To be a supply to Alpha Bearings, being ISO certified 

is a minimum. Then we make our own audits with higher requirements specific to our 
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company” (Respondent 2). In addition to these types of certifications, Alpha Bearings 

establishes other kind of agreements such as quality, logistical, commercial or technical 

agreements. In order to fully respect this structure, we asked if there are common rules or 

blueprints utilized by each partner-firm, to verify if the work system is standardized: “we do 

not have a handbook to follow” (Respondent 5). Hence, the information and knowledge 

transferred between Alpha Bearings unit does not seem to be standardized or easily 

communicated. In other words, explicit knowledge does not seem to be dominating among 

Alpha Bearings. Lam (1997) defines explicit knowledge as easily codified knowledge. The 

specifications which each partner-firm must cope with are rather seen as rules and directives 

to follow (Grant, 1996a). 

The ambition of developing operations in China includes moving production lines to Chinese 

firms. Such sourcing involves significant knowledge of the product, the production process, 

potential risks etc. On the one hand, Alpha Bearings’ Chinese division must support and 

provide considerable resources to develop cooperation with partner-firms. On the other hand, 

Chinese engineers at Alpha Bearings lack important technical knowledge. Such knowledge 

cannot be transferred through blueprints or video conference: “We introduced new technology 

and product knowledge (…). The knowledge of manufacturing bearings was at a pretty low 

level [in China]” (Respondent 3). For Swedish engineers possessing the expert knowledge, 

training the Chinese workers is primordial but also a challenge. The expert managers have 

partly acquired knowledge through formal trainings and along their education, which relates 

to what Nonaka (1994) names ‘knowledge of rationality’. Nevertheless, considerable 

fieldwork experience at Alpha Bearings increases the value of insights and intuitions of these 

Swedish managers which are difficult to capture and to share as they are deeply rooted in their 

heads (Nonaka, 1991). In other words, it refers to highly tacit and context bound knowledge 

accumulated and developed accordingly to the particular specifications of the firm (Nelson 

and Winter, 1982; Lam, 1997).  

Knowledge Distribution 

As a consequence, the Swedish managers were sent to the Chinese divisions with the purpose 

to teach their knowledge to a group of individuals who would, in turn, master this knowledge. 

Yet, the distribution of such knowledge cannot be done within a short time period: “I was 

working for one and a half years in an international assignment. I had a lot of training 

courses in operating machines and technology for all operators in our plants” (Respondent 
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2). Hence, the type of knowledge transferred between divisions at Alpha Bearings can be 

characterized as ‘knowledge by experience’ (Nonaka, 1994). In this context, Lam (1997) 

asserts that coordination of experiential knowledge “is achieved through mutual adaptation 

among members with common knowledge sharing implicit ‘coding schemes’ gained via 

group interactions” (p.978). These characteristics limit the efficiency of knowledge 

transferred and integrated, and this context creates a knowledge structure which is highly 

individual-based and task-specific, limiting cross-functional integration (Lam, 1997). 

Therefore, we found that tacit and specialized knowledge of Swedish managers transferred 

through experiential knowledge is efficient in the sense that it allows Chinese engineers to 

‘have a feeling’ about how they fit into the present and future activities (Lam, 1997), 

enhancing their in-depth knowledge. Nevertheless, the transfer and integration of knowledge 

between individuals or groups through mutual adaptation requires common knowledge 

(Grant, 1996b). This process is facilitated if people can absorb new ideas and knowledge in 

areas where they have some expert knowledge (Reagans & McEvily, 2003). In the case of 

Alpha Bearings, at first sight, it does not seem that the common knowledge is well established. 

At Alpha Bearings, we find that the Swedish division transfers specialized knowledge, and 

renders it articulable and receivable for Chinese employees who, in turn, must integrate this 

knowledge and utilize it. Distribution of knowledge is not an easy process though. In an 

attempt to discover how knowledge is coordinated between divisions, the reactions we 

confronted were surprisingly sceptical: “I do not see how this integration happens. Because 

today, to my knowledge, there is no process for that – to integrate each other’s knowledge. 

(…) I do not know any formal process aiming to integrate knowledge of the one in the other” 

(Respondent 4). Since Alpha Bearings is successful in China since a century, we can assume 

that the flow of knowledge between divisions becomes embedded in the daily work and 

practices. Inkpen (1998) states that organizational tacit knowledge involves intangible factors 

embedded in personal beliefs, experiences, and values. He further asserts that “when 

individuals in organizations are asked to describe how and why things are done in a certain 

way, they often say ‘I am not sure, it’s just the way things are done around here’” (p.70). This 

inability to explain or articulate an organizational process indicates that the knowledge 

supporting the process is highly tacit (Inkpen, 1998). This leads us to suggest that – to some 

extent – the knowledge characteristics described coincide with the knowledge among Alpha 

Bearings. On the one hand, some codified procedures are well in practice; on the other hand, 
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it is not systematically fluent across organizations as the high specificity of knowledge 

constrains its transfer and integration between divisions.  

5.1.2. Cross-Border Practices 

5.1.2.1. Intra-organizational Practices 

Having analyzed the specialized knowledge transferred between Swedish and Chinese 

divisions, the complexity of its coordination remains unexplored. The identification of 

organizational mechanisms within Alpha Bearings leads us to a wide range of procedures that 

can be considered as routines, from daily work actions to broader practices, e.g.: “There are 

meetings, common rules, teamwork, vehicle structure and team structure” (Respondent 4). In 

cross-border settings, the outcome of joint work between divisions depends on the 

relationship of Swedish and Chinese counterparts: “I am using the regional resources in 

Shanghai, I have a team of regional Chinese buyers (…). So they must know exactly 

everything about the Chinese ring market. Second task is to support the Chinese factory, and 

also the factories abroad buying from Chinese suppliers” (Respondent 4). To establish a 

performing cross-border work, it is important for managers from different divisions to rely on 

practices holding them together through organizational routines. As organizational routines 

we comprehend larger procedures such as sourcing strategies, training programs, searching 

for partner-firms etc. Based on Morosini’s (1998) definition of routines, we relate it to 

decision-making practices, stakeholder relationships, strategies, structure and training. As 

described in the theoretical framework, coordination of knowledge and its transmission 

between organizations across border requires common knowledge. The level of common 

knowledge determines the efficiency of knowledge integration, e.g. achieved through 

organizational routines (Grant, 1996a). In her empirical research on cross-border cooperation, 

Lam (1997) asserts that enhanced individual specialization of knowledge stored in experts 

prevents groups from accumulating common experience and developing shared codes.  

To increase the performance of the cross-border work, Alpha Bearings implements four 

different kinds of training: 

o International Trainee Program for students 

o Education at Alpha Bearings Sweden 

o Education by suppliers in China 

o International Assignments  
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In order to narrow down our analysis, we put the emphasis on the structure of international 

assignments. The main responsibility of Swedish managers working in China relates to 

teaching Chinese employees. International assignments are important assets of Alpha 

Bearings as it enhances the opportunities for the company to shape the transfer of knowledge 

across borders. The context provides a twofold learning structure. The main division 

distributes and transfer knowledge to counterpart divisions and external partners, and 

subsidiary divisions integrate knowledge from the main divisions. In order to analyze the data 

collected from the training program, we identify the type of knowledge involved, and how its 

coordination is processed after education. Table 9 is based on concepts and approaches from 

the theoretical framework.   

Table 9: Cross-Border Knowledge Integration Mechanisms (Adopted from Lam, 1997; Adjusted 

by the authors) 

 
Knowledge 

Characteristics 

Coordination 

Problems 

Inter- 

national 

Assignment 

In this case study, knowledge 

corresponds to ‘knowledge by 

experience’ Nonaka (1994) as it is 

highly tacit context bound (Winter & 

Nelson, 1982). Such knowledge 

remains difficult to distribute. Lam 

(1997) asserts that tacit knowledge 

that coordination of experiential 

knowledge across borders requires 

mutual adaptation including common 

knowledge to enhance group 

interaction.  

The replication of the knowledge 

acquired, and its verification are 

difficult. Knowledge is hardly 

codifiable and, thus, hard to 

articulate (Inkpen, 1998). 

Communication is hindered by the 

workforce diversity in terms of 

language and other distances, 

which makes it difficult to establish 

a common basis of shared 

assumptions and experiences 

(Piekkari et al., 2005).  

Within this kind of routine, transferring and integrating knowledge represent both time and 

cost issues, which may have implication on the production. Nevertheless, the international 

assignment permits managers to build a knowledge basis fundamental to the cross-border 

cooperation. Replication of knowledge is a demanding process, which may be considered as 

rather slow at Alpha Bearings as it involves highly specialized knowledge. The trainings are 

generally developed for years before the outcome is perceptible. Tacit knowledge is 

considerably costly to replicate (Winter, 1995). The problems of interpretations stated by 

Swedish managers seem to limit the efficiency of knowledge integration. Grandori (2001) 
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asserts that the difficulty of interpretation between knowledge and communication potentially 

prevents knowledge to be replicated between partner-firms, restraining the integration of 

knowledge. Although these training programs seem efficient, we found that several factors 

influence the outcome of cross-border and cross-cultural knowledge transfer and integration. 

Such mechanism is meant to facilitate knowledge integration between Alpha Bearings 

divisions. When projects with external partner-firms are launched, Swedish and Chinese 

divisions must cooperate: “We started to find potential companies to be our partner in the 

future. A colleague in China helps me doing this” (Respondent 1). This procedure is 

necessary for each project, but long and costly. This stage of transaction can be related to 

search cost, which Dyer (1997) defines as cost of gathering information to identify and 

evaluate potential trading partners. Huang et al. (2001) distinguishes different steps towards 

knowledge integration building upon operating routines, which represent cost in matter of 

time and communication. Although we are aware that costs of replicating knowledge, e.g. 

through routines, are lower than the initial costs of discovery and creation (Grant and Baden-

Fuller, 2004), we do not aim to prove this statement. In fact, the purpose of developing 

organizational routines across borders is to shape common knowledge, which determines the 

efficiency of knowledge integration (Tell, 2011). However, in intra-organizational settings, 

variables of knowledge characteristics and coordination issues influence the level of common 

knowledge and, thus, potentially limit the efficiency of knowledge integration across borders.  

5.1.2.2. Inter-organizational Practices 

As the empirical findings show, to complete the searching stage of partner-firms, and before 

the contracting stage, Alpha Bearings must verify the production: “We have to test production 

in every factory to look if they have good quality, prices etc. We have started to build a list of 

companies who can be our partner” (Respondent 1). Once this step is achieved, Swedish and 

Chinese Alpha Bearings employees work together to establish the contract with respect to the 

industry and company specifications. Production tests and settings requirements to partner-

firms are time-consuming but decisive to ensure trust between partners. Dyer (1997) relates 

this step to contracting costs, or costs associated with negotiating and writing agreements.  

The initial purpose of this study was to know whether innovation and co-development of 

products is a common objective of partner-firms. However, the case study rapidly took us out 

of this track: “The product is already developed” (Respondent 4); “We did not have any 
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product development” (Respondent 3). In the literature on cross-border cooperation, 

researchers mainly focus on the results of developing knowledge integration, such as 

innovation and development (Varadarajan & Jayachandran, 1999; Chen, 2006; Johanson et 

al., 2011). However, in the manufacturing industry, the rate of innovation remains low as 

product design remains basically intact for decades. Surprisingly, managers were unanimous 

stating that co-development with partner-firms is neither a short nor long term objective.  

In such circumstances, mutual learning between firms seems to be unbalanced as Alpha 

Bearings possesses all the technical knowledge on the product and production process. In 

contrast, the Chinese partner-firms promote remarkable market and computing skills: “They 

taught us a lot of knowledge about marketing, how the market works etc. As foreigners, we 

did not understand what mechanism decides” (Respondent 3); “Their knowledge about 

computer system and software competences was very high” (Respondent 2). Hence, 

cooperation relies on asymmetric learning in terms of core competence; the scope of 

knowledge to transfer is constrained. “They had some knowledge, but they only act on 

deviation” (Respondent 3). As Lam (1997) asserts, differences between structures can lead to 

project failures, deteriorate relationship between partner-firms in the long term, and leads to 

asymmetry in knowledge transfer. Indeed, knowledge integration is a process that requires a 

high level of complementarity (Kogut & Zander, 1992). Yao et al. (2013) also emphasize the 

role of the partner-firms which must possess necessary knowledge in technological 

understanding and language, to allow an effective communication and inter-organizational 

learning.  

The fact that Alpha Bearings exclusively sign partnerships with state-owned companies in 

China is an important empirical finding of this research. Although there are some advantages 

to cooperate with a state-owned company, the Chinese Government has a strong authority 

over the work between partner-firms: “The Government is very strong in China. They have 

110% of the power” (Respondent 2). This context could prevent procedures and mechanism 

from Alpha Bearings from being run efficiently: The Ministry of Railway was in total control. 

And they have inspectors at all these companies with the authority to stop production or 

punish if something is not going in the right way” (Respondent 2). The complexity of this 

context tends to add uncertainty on decision-making. Grant (1996a) asserts that the location of 

decision-making appears to be problematic and have significant implications on the structure 

of organizations, creating problems of coordination and cooperation.   
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Another characteristic of cooperating with partner-firms refers to the divergence of goals. In 

fact: “Alpha Bearings and Chinese state-owned company have completely different targets” 

(Respondent 3). In this case study we notice that differences could affect the reputation of 

Alpha Bearings, regarded as a “blood-sucking company” by the Global Commodity manager 

A; but differences occasionally resulted in uncertainty regarding the scope of knowledge to 

transfer and integrate between partners: “There was request coming from the government to 

share the knowledge process of making a product. But we said no. The deal was the product, 

not the process. So there was a conflict” (Respondent 3). In this context of asymmetric 

learning, the more tacit knowledge exposed, the more it risks to be appropriated by the 

partner-firm. In highly competitive settings, transferring knowledge can trigger leakage 

problems (Oxley & Sampson, 2004). Related to transaction costs, opportunistic behaviors 

may be hard to predict (Tripsas et al., 2005). Within cooperation, different goals between 

partner-firms may create problems of aligning objectives (Das and Teng. 1998). This 

uncertainty is a fundamental problem between collaborative firms which can have significant 

consequences on performance. Mora-Valentin et al. (2004) explains how conflict of interest 

triggers several related issues: restrictions by one partner, misappropriation of outcomes, 

communication etc.  

To avoid these consequences which jeopardize the transfer and integration of knowledge, 

Alpha Bearings regularly supervise the production of partner-firms: “We (…) have a check, 

controls for 1 a year, product, quality control and we have to meet the partner. We have an 

employee in charge of that in Sweden. He will go to China too to discuss quality system, then 

we have to control the products before they go to customer, not all the time” (Respondent 1). 

This step of cooperation directly relates to Dyer (1997) definitions of monitoring costs as 

costs associated with monitoring the agreement established between the partner-firms.  

5.1.3. Creation of Organizational Culture  

5.1.3.1. Alpha Bearings Organizational Culture  

“Alpha Bearings is now a knowledge company. We would like to have this ‘Alpha 

Bearings knowledge company’” (Respondent 2).  

In our investigation, we notice few issues related to the work structure between the Swedish 

and Chinese divisions of Alpha Bearings. In some specific situations, different goals can lead 

to time-consuming discussions in the search process: “We need to ask a lot of different 
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companies, then we start to discuss about it. We have different targets, lowest price versus 

long term projects” (Respondent 1). These negotiations are important; Al-Alawi et al. (2007) 

argue that interpersonal trust or trust between co-workers is an extremely essential attribute in 

organizational culture. Nevertheless, issues of objective alignment may emanate from the 

search process. Mora-Valentin (2004) asserts that co-work relation is characterized by 

obstacles between cooperating units which stem from objective divergence. Although these 

issues can have severe implication on performance, are they caused by organizational culture 

differences?  

At first glance, we were rather surprised to discover the lack of a clear knowledge structure in 

terms of transfer and integration, which seems to contradict the long-term objective of Alpha 

Bearings: “In the long term, if the knowledge transfer is successful, then there will be more 

expert knowledge in China than Europe” (Respondent 3). However, the long-term objective 

of the intra-organizational mechanisms seems congruent: “The long term target is to establish 

local knowledge about Alpha Bearings products and solutions” (Respondent 3); “The 

management plan in almost all our factories is to have a local management: Chinese persons 

who can be the general manager. You must know the culture and history to do business, to 

have this relationship” (Respondent 2). If the organizational learning through routines is 

successfully achieved among Alpha Bearings, it means that the transfer and integration of 

knowledge is efficient. The local management in the Chinese division must be able to utilize 

the knowledge learnt by Swedish managers. Taking this statement to another level, the 

objective of Alpha Bearings is to create a single culture in each division across the world: “A 

company can create culture in a foreign country, which can be very unique. It is not Swedish 

culture, and it is not Chinese culture. It is company culture” (Respondent 3). We notice, thus, 

that creating a unique company culture across borders is a main asset of Alpha Bearings: “If 

you have certain value in a company, such as openness, team work etc., this is what is coming 

out globally in the company (…). Different cultures in different countries, but I think company 

culture can be a little unified” (Respondent 3). Grant (1996a) sees organizational culture as a 

form of common knowledge which aims to facilitate knowledge integration in a company. 

Gupta and Govindarajan (2000) also emphasize the importance of having common rules 

between organizations to permit communication and knowledge transfer across national and 

cultural borders. Thus, organizational culture can enhance organizational learning. More 

specifically, organizational culture refers to shared basic assumptions an organization learnt in 

an environment, but also problem solving of two critical functions: external adaptation and 
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internal integration (Barkema & Vermeulen, 1997; Park et al., 2004). Along this case study, 

we analyze the external adaptation of Swedish managers working abroad, and the outcome of 

this process of teaching to Chinese members the correct way of interpreting the reality of 

organizations (Barkema & Vermeulen, 1997; Park et al., 2004).  

Part of Alpha Bearings organizational culture is highly based on individuals: “It is quite a 

relation based company” (Respondent 3). Compared to other Swedish multinational which 

have a defined process for everything, e.g. role descriptions, Alpha Bearings is “less 

structured in that way, not only in China but globally. I do not say it is good or bad, but we 

are moving to more process oriented” (Respondent 3). All mechanisms described above 

generally apply for one “You have to see, then use different ways to deal with different 

people” (Respondent 5). What valid for China, is not valid for others” (Respondent 4). The 

long-term objective of Alpha Bearings is to become more process oriented and, thus, be able 

to control and standardize the mechanisms.  

5.1.3.2. State-owned Company Culture  

“That was different, but I would not say it is Sweden and China. It is a private 

company in Europe compared to a State-owned company in China” (Respondent 

3). 

In Alpha Bearings case, most of IJV partner-firms are state-owned companies. As described 

in the empirical section, partnerships with state-owned firms is the only entry mode in China, 

which creates complex cooperating set settings: “It was a strange situation, you have the 

government as customer and they have their own control function in the factories, they have 

authority to stop the production etc.” (Respondent 2). The Swedish managers, who already 

experience evident differences working and living in China, now face additional differences 

between organizational structures. This situation leads to working problem between 

individuals and groups: “In the context of old state-owned company, I think that coming from 

a Swedish management style into that was huge difference. I made a lot of mistakes because I 

did not understand the old state-owned company culture” (Respondent 3). Yang (2007) 

underlines the importance of organizational culture which plays an important role in 

interacting with knowledge of an organization. To shape an organizational culture, De Long 

and Fahey (2000) assert that managers must first understand culture’s influences on 

knowledge-related behaviors. Lam (1997) states that incompatible organizational structures 
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between partner-firms potentially lead to conflicts working together, especially in settings 

characterized by asymmetry in knowledge transfer. 

This organizational distance leads to further issues which Swedish managers struggled to fix: 

“When everything was state-owned the efficiency is low. Everyone only focuses on his own 

task; they do not care about other” (Respondent, 3). In fact, Swedish managers experienced 

the rigidity of the state-owned company as a barrier to efficient working conditions. Things 

that are usually taken for granted for Swedish must be reconsidered before it takes significant 

negative consequences with Chinese state-owned firms: “I gave away too much responsibility 

to Chinese employees (…). I came there and started to work on more strategic issues” 

(Respondent 3). In order to reduce the rigidity and facilitate cooperation between 

organizations, the Global Commodity manager A hired freshly graduated students: “I was 

thinking it will take a lot of time to change these people’s mind setting, so we need to have 

some new blood” (Respondent 3). Efficient practices in one organization may not apply in 

another – Morosini (1998) asserts that routines generally depend on the unique cultural assets 

of multinational corporations, which are difficult to reproduce as they are embedded in 

organizational culture. In international alliances, Simonin (1999b) observes that managers 

experience additional difficulties due to cultural distance and must allocate time on 

developing new common managerial approaches, communication and compatible routines.  

The structural changes and the flexibility conflicted with the assumptions of old experienced 

managers in the partner-firms: “The senior managers have different approach to do it. Some 

of them decide to change their old way of doing things, there is one group of manager change 

the way, then it became more and more productive” (Respondent 3). De Long and Fahey 

(2000) revealed that organizational culture is largely held to be the main barrier which 

impedes the creating and leveraging of knowledge assets. Although we do see further cultural 

factor affecting work performance across borders, organizational culture strongly affects the 

rate of external adaptation and internal integration (Barkema & Vermeulen, 1997). To work in 

intercultural settings includes adjustment and job responsibilities which are increasingly 

difficult as cultural distance between countries is important (Parker & McEvoy, 2005). In case 

of incompatibility between organizational structure and the wider cultural environment, the 

organizational culture becomes an obstacle to staff members (Yang, 2007). Differences in 

values of organizational practices and behaviors may lead in conflicting expectations, 
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misunderstanding, problem-solving, commitment or interaction problems that may prevent 

the performance of cross-border operations.   

To sum up, the managers sent to Alpha Bearings China to run the cooperation with state-

owned company met a set of complications partly due to organizational rigidities between 

structures. This distance restrains the productivity of group work, and deteriorates relations 

between individuals. The Swedish management style utilized at beginning of cooperation 

resulted in several considerable mistakes: “I did not do anything of that because as a manager 

in Sweden you do not, but in the state-owned company culture you expect leaders to be very 

precise.” These differences leads to long discussions: “they expect me to directly go in and 

take a decision. That was different (…) the senior managers have different approach to do it.” 

(Respondent 3). In this case-study, the difference at the individual, group and organizational 

level, and cultural distance is visible at any level; Pothukuchi et al. (2002) suggest that 

growing cultural differences between individuals, groups or organizations potentially provoke 

difficulties through cost and risks associated with cross-cultural relationship. Uncertainty 

triggered by cultural differences provokes challenging negotiation and mostly complicates the 

transfer of management practices (Pothukuchi et al., 2002). The long-term objective of Alpha 

Bearings is to standardize the company culture across divisions by transferring the culture to 

local managers. In fact, having local management enhances the relationship with Chinese 

state-owned companies and avoids conflicts: “There is no foreigners there, they can manage 

this much better since they know the feeling of Alpha Bearings and can get this sense out of 

this situation” (Respondent 3).  

Through the empirical findings we discover that differences in terms of organizational culture 

can have negative consequences on the working structure between employees and groups of 

Alpha Bearings. Connected to the theory, we believe that such differences may impede 

knowledge integration across borders. Nevertheless, the findings reveal another type of 

cultural factors which may even have deeper consequences.  

5.2. Does National Culture still Matter? 

In this section, based on the empirical findings, we categorize five different culture variables 

from the case: geographic distance, trust, relationship building, language, and hierarchy. 

Combining empirical data with theory, we analyze how knowledge is integrated between 
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Alpha Bearings divisions and its external Chinese partner, as well as how cultural factor 

influence the cooperation.  

5.2.1. Geographical Distance  

Although the empirical data mainly concentrated on problems of interactions caused by 

cultural dimension, there is another rather evident factor that rose by the national difference. 

In fact, one might ask: does geographical distance matter? “I think it works till 60-70%, but I 

think it is important to meet in person as well. If you have an agenda with 5 points and you 

have a physical meeting you have 5 other points that you will discuss anyway. It is much 

easier to get an understanding, otherwise they might be misunderstandings. But the tools 

today are getting better and better” (Respondent 2). Although researchers tend to converge 

towards the fact that the world is becoming increasingly flat and that technology shrinks the 

world (Friedman, 2005; Tsui, 2007), Ghemawat (2001) argues that distance is still a problem 

for companies which must explicitly consider it while expanding globally. In fact, according 

to Ghemawat (2001), several dimensions of distance influence business and opportunities in 

foreign markets: cultural, administrative, geographic and economic. To avoid these risks, at 

Alpha Bearing, Swedish and Chinese managers have weekly meetings through efficient video 

conference. But, is this sufficient? As a response, frequent physical meetings are organized. 

Hence, such distance is not a preoccupation for any of the managers interviewed: “The 

persons who worked in this global network they travel a lot. I think they travel a lot, about 

250-280 days a year. So they were in China almost every month anyway” (Respondent 2). 

According to the empirical findings, the modern telecommunication permits to overcome 

geographic distance between Alpha Bearings’ Chinese and Swedish divisions. Nevertheless, 

there are other national cultural variables that might negatively impact on knowledge transfer 

and integration. 

5.2.2. Trust 

Alpha Bearings has some concerns cooperating with Chinese firms. As the sourcing manager 

points out: “we are afraid of this ‘copy-thing’” (Respondent 1). Such stereotype creates the 

barrier of building trust at very early stage of cooperation. Further, as sourcing manager 

explained, Chinese are likely to have a different mindset when it comes to cut the cost. He 

states that Chinese firms intend to cut down the costs by replacing components, which results 

in a bad quality. Such different way of working raises the difficulty of building trust. As 
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mentioned by the Global Commodity manager B, compared to other European countries, such 

as France, Italy etc., Sweden have more concerns of buying product from China, as one of 

manager state that “Sweden is scared to buy from Asia, and still want to buy locally” 

(Respondent, 4). Zaheer and Zaheer (2006) present that national differences in value systems, 

culture, and institutions are likely to influence initial trust between partners. Moreover, 

depending on the nationality of the counterpart, Zaheer and Zaheer (2006) state that alliance 

partners from certain nationalities may trust their counterparts to greater or lesser degrees. 

From this case, Alpha Bearings have much low trust on Chinese firms.  

Before cooperate with Chinese firms, Alpha Bearings has a lot of concerns regarding the 

intellectual property protection. “This is very big problem which we fear. We have lots of 

discussion internally in Division M: what shall we do to protect the products and the brand 

name?” The Sourcing manager asserts, “We have some problems in China, because if you go 

to competitors, they produce the same products” (Respondent 1). The uncertainty of 

cooperation rose when Alpha Bearings decide to outsource their production to Chinese 

partners. Because technology leakage of cooperating with Chinese firms happened before, 

sourcing manager said: “we have an agreement with them: do not tell anybody you produce 

products for Alpha Bearings for example. But couple of months later, they go to our 

customers and tell them: why do you buy these Alpha Bearings components? We produce this 

components in our factory, you can get 40% lower price from our factory” (Respondent 1). 

Alpha Bearings has suffered from such “copy” issues before, it becomes more difficult and 

time consuming to select a good partner to cooperate with. It requires a lot human resource 

and investment to start the new production with Chinese firms. Sourcing manager said: We 

want to cooperate with a company that is serious with technology, patents and trust” 

(Respondent 1). Doney et al. (1998) argue that trust is valuable contributor to exchange. In the 

interfirm cooperation, trust lower transaction costs in more uncertain environments (Doney et 

al, 1998). Zaheer and Zaheer (2006) argues that institutional basis of trust which comprises 

the legal, political, and social systems, might be the most critical determinant of trust in 

society. The institutional basis of trust support the monitoring and sanctioning of social 

behavior. Moreover, specific national cultural norms and values relate to the creation of trust 

(Zaheer and Zaheer, 2006). In China, the national institution basis somehow lacks of 

intellectual property protection, which challenges Alpha Bearings to establish cooperation 

with Chinese firms.  
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As a minor finding, we recognize that the employee loyalty somehow becomes challenge for 

the Alpha Bearings. The Supply Quality Assurance manager states: “Some people quit during 

the project so that is the problem. It is a lot about the payment; salary is a really big asset in 

the cultural aspect. Money is higher than loyalty. I can understand money is very important” 

(Respondent 2). He believes that Chinese employees are willing to change their job as long as 

they get better offer. He said: “I feel it is much easier for Chinese to change job than it is for a 

European person. One question that I got is –‘How long have you been at Alpha Bearings?’ –

‘10 years’ –‘Oh why, cannot you get another job?’” (Respondent 2). Niehoff et al. (2001) 

define Union loyalty as one’s pride in union membership, positive attitudes toward the union 

and its values, and one’s realization of the benefits of being in the union. In Alpha Bearings, it 

seems that it is lacking of such union loyalty. The Global Commodity manager asserts: “I 

think it normal that you can more often in China, if you have good education, you can gain so 

much more by changing companies. Unfortunately, these 15 new engineers that I hired during 

the time when I in China, they have left the company. Moreover, once I hired an experienced 

maintenance manager, he worked for 8 months, then he left to other company who offer him 

double salary” (Respondent 3). In order to create positive attitudes toward the union, what 

Alpha Bearings needs to consider is the incentive system for their employees. We do not link 

such phenomena to Chinese culture, because there is no significant linkage, and there is no 

literature or theory can support such conclusion. However, we believe that Alpha Bearings 

need to find solution for incentives or alternatives to motivate employees. 

5.2.3. Relationship Building 

From the empirical data that we collect, managers assert that relationship building in China is 

an important and common approach to establish business in China. Both Global Commodity 

A and Supply Quality Assurance managers point out that relationship building is an important 

lesson to learn while doing business in China. With five years’ experience working in China, 

the Global commodity manager A states: “We can say that trust in Chinese industry is much 

lower, to build trust, you need to build the personal relationship” (Respondent 3). The 

hierarchical relationships exist in different forms in China; each of them aims to centre on 

deference and respect for the dominant figure in the relationship. The structures of the 

relationships are very important to the Chinese culture as a whole, which influence how the 

Chinese behave (SecondChina, 2013). Relationship in Chinese is “Guanxi.” A considerable 

amount of studies has been contributing to the concept of “Guanxi,” Luo (2000) defines 
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“Guanxi” as a “concept of drawing on connections in order to secure favors in personal 

relations. It forms an intricate, pervasive relational network which the Chinese cultivate 

energetically, subtly, and imaginatively. It contains implicit mutual obligations, assurances, 

and understanding, and governs Chinese attitudes toward long-term social and business 

relationships” (p. 2).  

The Global Commodity Manager A states: “If you start to build trust with your business 

partner, you also have personal relation too, if some problems happen, then it is maybe some 

time easier to solve compared to Europe” (Respondent 3). Luo (2000) argues that connections 

and personal relationship is an important factor influence business performance while 

cooperating with Chinese firms. Further, Chinese firms utilize guanxi to manage 

organizational interdependence and to make up the weakness of the organizational structure, 

institutional disadvantages and other negative factors (Park & Luo, 2001). Galaskiewicz and 

Wasserman (1989) argue that firms intend to use networks to lower external dependence for 

key resources, and to overcome uncertainty. 

Similar thoughts stem from the Supply Quality Assurance manager who believes that mutual 

trust could enhance the relationship: “The main thing I learnt about the Chinese culture was 

how important relationship is. It was new to me because we are maybe a bit shallow here, not 

so into relationship here” (Respondent 2). China is a collectivist country compared to 

Sweden; Hofstede (1994) presents that in a high collectivist country, people from birth 

onwards are integrated into strong and cohesive in-groups, share resources and are prepared to 

sacrifice personal interest for collective interests. This is one of the reasons that Chinese 

believe relation is beyond the business and intangible capital for the future, as well as a 

mechanism for Chinese firms to expand and accumulate social capital (Park & Luo, 2001). 

McDermott and O’Dell (2001) present that people could use existing networks in their daily 

life to achieve smoother and more efficient transfer of knowledge. Guanxi becomes an 

organizational asset as personal relationships are contributing for organizational using (Park 

& Luo, 2001). 

The Global Commodity Manager A said: “I worked too much on facts, too little on 

relationship. The partner helps me, actually, with the relation, because they are actually 

connected to the customer” (Respondent 3). (Park & Luo, 2001) asserts that firms develop 

guanxi to fill structural gaps and alter the existing network structure while uncertainty and 

confusion rise in China. According to the empirical findings, relation building in China is 
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rather long-term oriented. To build a good relation, foreigners need to spend time and efforts 

on the relation. Social dinners as one of the approaches can enhance the relationship with their 

Chinese partners. The Supply Quality Assurance manager further states that the business 

dinners in China could be much more efficient than negotiations: “If we have couple of 

dinners with the JV-company, these dinners are more important than the negotiations when 

you are sitting in the office” (Respondent 2). Inkpen (1998) presents that formal and informal 

relationships between individuals and groups can create knowledge connections.  

We found that the importance of relationship building goes beyond our expectation. The 

relationship building takes an important role. The good relationship can accelerate the matter, 

as well as overcome the difficulties and uncertainty. 

5.2.4. Language 

Communication is a difficulty for both Alpha Bearings and Chinese firms to deal with. In this 

cooperation, language becomes a barrier that makes communication inefficient in some 

particular circumstances. To solve such language problem, Alpha Bearings hires translator to 

overcome the communication problem. However, both managers from Sweden stress that 

“some Chinese suppliers have English speaking people; in that case I can directly speak in 

English. Mainly it is salesmen or customer service employees. This person translates in 

Chinese to the management, and then people take decisions in the Chinese company. This 

process is quite long for negotiations, it takes some time” (Respondent 4). In addition, another 

manager shares the same experience, “I was a project-leader but I also had a Chinese 

colleague project-leader because of all the written in Chinese and the daily communication 

with operators. Not all of them know how to speak or read English. You always had to have a 

translator” (Respondent 2). Based on the fact that people who work with Alpha Bearings in 

China has relatively lower knowledge of English compared to Sweden, it triggers time 

consumption. Most importantly, the potential interpretation problem exists even with the help 

of translators. Grant (1996b) stated that a common language is fundamental as one of the 

integration mechanisms which rely upon verbal communication between individuals. Gupta 

and Govindarajan (2000) suggest that in global settings, organizations must adopt common 

rules to communicate across cultural borders through a common language. Further, Grant 

(1996b) stresses that the lack of a common language could create barrier to integrate intensive 

manufacturing techniques. In the Alpha Bearings and Chinese firms’ cooperation, such 
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communication difficulties happen very often, which is time consuming and decrease working 

efficiency. 

In addition, “When it is translated from Chinese to English and read the translation, you 

always have problem of interpretation” (Respondent 4), the Global Commodity manager B 

asserts even with help of translators, the interpretation problem exist (quote). Such issue could 

be recognized as lack of common knowledge. The level of common knowledge determines 

the efficiency of knowledge integration (Grant, 1996b). Further, Grant (1996b) argues that 

common knowledge permits individuals to share and integrate aspects of knowledge which 

are not common between them (Grant, 1996b). In Alpha Bearings case, there is a lack of 

common language and common knowledge which causes, to a certain extent, inefficient 

communication. Even Alpha Bearings uses translator to do the talk, however, the translator 

might not be able to fully understand since he/she might not have knowledge of management 

or any kind of technology. Reagans and McEvily (2003) assert that it is easier for people to 

absorb new ideas in areas in which they have some expertise. However, it is more difficult to 

absorb new ideas outside of their expertise knowledge (Reagans & McEvily, 2003).  

From the empirical findings, language causes problems between the Alpha Bearings and 

Chinese partner. It creates both confusion and time consumption. However, based on the 

empirical findings, language does not lead to failure of projects, but cause some inefficiencies 

of cooperation. 

5.2.5. Hierarchy  

Alpha Bearings Swedish managers have experienced a ‘culture shock’ working with Chinese 

firms. Managers from Alpha share a lot their experience about the Chinese culture and 

society. However, the problem occurs when people from different national culture 

backgrounds work together. The Supply Quality Assurance manager perceives the hierarchy 

in the society and company, people in higher position are not willing to do the labor and 

physical tasks. He said: “There was a high hierarchy. This was also a difficulty in the 

beginning because I am used to do all different kind of jobs, to handle the daily work since we 

are not many people here” (Respondent 2). Further, the sourcing manager had the same 

experience; he explained the reason of having such difference is the education: “Swedish 

people do not have hierarchy system, we have flat system. I think the Chinese system is more 

hierarchical. They want to hear from you what they should do. Then, you have to decide ‘you 
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do this, you do that’” (Respondent 1). According to Hofstede’s (1993) view on cultural 

dimension, China is seen as a large power distance country. The power distance is defined as 

the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and organizations within a 

country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally (Hosftetede 1994). The country 

has higher power distance, the higher hierarchical society is. The Sourcing manager assets: 

“From beginning in school, Swedish children learn to be active. That is very normal for 

Swedish people to decide things. If you ask Swedish people about something, you get answer” 

(Respondent 1). However, working with Chinese employee, he thinks the hierarchical culture 

makes it difficult to get respond, because Chinese employees always need to ask their 

supervisors’ permits. “The history does not allow them to take own decisions and work by 

themselves, so it was frustrating at beginning to tell them what to do instead of handing out 

the tasks and the team solves it” (Respondent 2). Said the Supply Quality Assurance manager, 

who asserts such mindset is buried deep down inside Chinese culture. In order to understand 

such behavior, Alpha Bearings need to understand the national culture, which are invisible 

values held by larger groups, including values, beliefs, norms and behavioral patterns 

acquired from youth (Hofstede, 1993).  

Because of the misunderstanding of Chinese hierarchical society, Global commodity manager 

A once fell into the problem that he implemented ‘Swedish management style’ into the Alpha 

China division. He was delegating too much responsibility to his subordinates. However, in a 

large power distance country like China, Subordinates expect to be told what to do and the 

‘boss’ usually has an autocratic leadership (Hofstede, 1994). It takes time to understand and 

adapt to the business environment when Swedish managers go to China. In a cross-national 

context, it has been argued that cultural differences can potentially create major obstacles to 

achieve benefits (Stahl & Voigt, 2008). Such difference can be explained by the degree to 

which cultural values in one country differ from norms of another country (Javidan et al., 

2006). It seems that the Chinese culture is relatively conservative when it comes to take 

actions; people expect their superior to control and guide them. This could be one of the 

reasons why Swedish managers always have ‘shock’ working with Chinese people. On the 

other hand, the Chinese manager who works in Alpha Bearings had the same experience but 

in opposite way. The Chinese manager found it is time consuming when it comes to decision 

making or negotiating. He prefers more direct and efficient way. Even Swedish manager 

realize it takes very much time to discuss in Sweden: “Before I went to China, I was a 

manager in Sweden for 6 years. I went to a lot of trainings where you need to discuss with 
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people, if one person is not satisfy with the solution, then u have to even discuss more. 

Someone make decision in end, then people start to do it. In Sweden, discussions can be 

forever sometimes. Foreigners in Sweden sometimes feel quite frustrated” (Respondent 3). 

Some researchers find national cultural differences cause conflicts and barriers. It is a 

potential source of difficulties (Morosini, 1996; Pothukuchi et al., 2002). Both Swedish 

managers and Chinese partners should aware such national culture difference, and should be 

open and willing to accept and adapt into each other’s way of working. In the Alpha Bearings 

case, in order to create a unified organizational culture both in Alpha Bearings Sweden and 

Alpha Bearings China, the company needs to have a good understanding of national culture. 

As Stahl and Voight (2008) state, national culture represents a deeper level of consciousness 

and is more difficult to change than organizational culture. 

5.3. Theoretical Model 

This analytical section is structured in a manner that provides a basis for answering the initial 

research questions. In order to understand how cultural factors may affect knowledge 

integration, we found important to distinguish what are these factors. Having determined 

which cultural factors impact on cross-border knowledge integration, we analyze in-depth 

organizational culture and national cultural variables, and their influence on knowledge 

integration.  

Along this research, the emphasis is put on the multilevel of culture: national and 

organizational culture. Although these constructs are well-known and often taken for granted 

by managers (Hofstede, 1993), their influence on cross-border cooperation is potentially 

significant. The present case study research permits to have a clear understanding on the 

differences between the two factors. On the one hand, we study how knowledge is integrated 

and transferred between divisions of the same company, Alpha Bearings, but in different 

countries. The analysis shows that although there are difficulties between Swedish and 

Chinese managers, these issues are mainly due to, or enhanced by, deeper cultural values such 

as language, hierarchy, mindsets etc. In other words, we find that only national differences 

affect the transfer and integration of knowledge between the Swedish and Chinese divisions. 

On the other hand, we also analyze how Alpha Bearings transfer and integrate knowledge in 

cooperation with Chinese partner-firms. In addition to similar national cultural differences 

experienced among Alpha Bearings China, Swedish workers also confronted organizational 

cultural differences mainly due to the distance of the state-owned company culture. Figure 6 
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represents in what circumstances the cultural factors prevail; these findings are critical to the 

development of the research’s model, and answer the first research question.  

 

Figure 6: Cultural Factors Influencing Alpha Bearings’ Cross-border Cooperation  

Organizational culture refers to a shallow phenomenon residing in practices and assumptions 

learnt in an environment, critical to external adaptation and internal integration (Hofstede, 

1993; Barkema & Vermeulen, 1997). Distance between organizational cultures can affect 

organizational practices and, thus, the transfer and integration of knowledge between firms. 

De Long and Fahey (2000) associate organizational culture with a barrier to knowledge 

transfer, affecting knowledge at the individual, group and organizational level. Since local 

organizations vary in terms of organizational cultures, global organizations put effort in 

developing common rules and cultural values that enable to create synergy between different 

units of a multinational company (Leung et al., 2005) – which is the case at Alpha Bearings. 

Over time, these global rules and values are filtered down to each local division, and shape 

the culture. In order to facilitate knowledge integration, organizational culture must rely on 

common practices (Hofstede, 1993) or common knowledge (Grant, 1996b) which keeps 

employees together, especially in terms of communication across borders (Gupta and 

Govindarajan, 2000). Hence, we discover that organizational routines were efficient among 

Alpha Bearings, and not hindered by differences of organizational structure. However, little 

has been said in situations of organizational distance between partners. The empirical findings 

show that Alpha Bearings experiences difficulties of cooperating with Chinese state-owned 

firms. In fact, differences in terms of organizational culture influence task performance and 
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create problems of interactions between employees. This organizational cultural distance 

prevents organizations to establish and shape common base for knowledge, which, in turn, 

impede the knowledge integration. Indeed, organizational culture may become a disadvantage 

when organizational culture is incompatible with the cultural environment (Yao et al., 2000). 

Organizational cultural distance emanates from differences in values of organizational 

practices and behaviors (Pothukuchi et al., 2002), or from managers’ lack of understandings 

(De Long & Fahey, 2000). Thus, in cooperation involving two distant types of organizational 

cultures, the transfer and integration of knowledge may become a hassle. Alpha Bearings’ 

partnerships with Chinese state-owned companies present two organizational cultures at first 

sight incompatible (structure rigidity, different practices and behaviors, inflexible senior 

managers etc.). We do not cast doubt on the success of this cooperation; however, the 

different organizational structures limit the flow of knowledge between individuals and 

groups. Hence, the more distant the organizational culture between partners- and parent firm, 

the more difficult the knowledge transfer and integration. Grant (1996a) argues that 

organizational culture through common knowledge may facilitate knowledge integration. In 

this research, this statement is highly relevant. Nevertheless, we find that distance between 

organizational cultures may restrain the level of common knowledge, having a negative effect 

on cross-border knowledge integration.  

In this thesis, we present and analyze five national cultural variables which influence the 

knowledge integration at Alpha Bearings. As an additional finding, we believe that national 

culture influences the knowledge integration at a different levels compared to organizational 

culture. Although cultural distance is mainly represented and at organizational level, national 

culture is perceived to be the fundamental differential factor in joint venture performance 

(Pothukuchi et al., 2002).  In this Sino-Swedish cooperation, national culture creates barriers 

and challenges that affect cooperation between Alpha Bearings Sweden and Alpha Bearings 

China, as well as influences between Alpha Bearings and Chinese firms. Negative effects 

appear when firms lack a well-understanding of the partner’s national culture. As Grant 

(1996b) asserts, the common knowledge is the base of integrating knowledge. In Alpha 

Bearings case, the national culture influences the organizational culture by different language, 

behavior and values, which eventually leads to changes of organizational routines. As a 

response to the second research question, in Alpha Bearings’ case, we argue that the cultural 

factors influence the shaping and implementation of organizational practices in order to 

influence the knowledge integration between China and Sweden. As we Morosini et al (1998) 
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argue that the organizational routines that lead to a firm's sustainable competitive advantage 

tend to be constrained by national culture. However, it does not mean that Alpha Bearings 

fails its business in China, in fact, they are operating profitably. We argue that Alpha Bearings 

could perform better, if they can address the national culture issues in a better way. National 

culture represents a deeper level of consciousness and is more difficult to change than 

organizational culture (Stahl & Voight, 2008), if even possible (Hofstede, 1993). National 

culture roots deeply in people’s norms and values, which requires firms to have good 

understanding of national culture in order to achieve efficient knowledge integration. 

To sum up our findings, we represent them in a figure of knowledge integration (Figure 7), to 

which we add the cultural factors developed in the theoretical framework. Hence, our findings 

show that beyond organizational culture differences, national culture creates additional 

distance between firms across borders. The case study allows us to verify and complete the 

cultural factors more in-depth, and giving a better understanding on how these cultural factors 

influence knowledge integration between organizations across borders.  

 

Figure 7: Influence of the Cultural Dimension on Knowledge Integration across Borders 

(Adopted from Berggren et al., 2011, p.8; Adjusted by the authors) 
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6. Conclusion 

In a global and highly competitive environment, knowledge remains a certain source of 

competitive advantage. The thirst for knowledge and new opportunities increasingly urges 

companies to cross borders to access external knowledge. Nevertheless, contextual factors 

influence the transfer and integration of knowledge between organizations. The fact that the 

cultural dimension is yet unexplored in this context, although culture is crucial to cross-border 

knowledge integration, triggers inspiration to research this area.  

The findings of this research can be categorized into three main areas as follows: (1) the role 

of the cultural dimension on knowledge integration across borders; (2) the importance of the 

cultural dimension on knowledge integration through findings a case study in a Swedish 

multinational company, and; (3) the creation of a theoretical model representing the influence 

of cultural factors on knowledge integration.  

Firstly, the research on knowledge integration across border put the emphasis on the influence 

of culture and, in particular, the circumstances under which cultural differences matter. We 

uncover the importance of two main cultural factors: (1) organizational culture and; (2) 

national culture. Partner-firms across borders must deeply consider these values as they 

influence knowledge integration. Organizational culture based on efficient common 

knowledge tends to facilitate knowledge integration. Nevertheless, the findings of this study 

show that if the level of common knowledge is low, this organizational culture distance tends 

to influence negatively knowledge integration. In addition, integrating knowledge beyond 

borders involves national cultural differences which are deeply rooted in each individual and, 

thus, mediates the knowledge flow at the group and organizational level. The research 

findings show that even in a flat world characterized by technology to erase distance, national 

culture still matters. Highly embedded individual values and beliefs act as a barrier or 

decrease the well-functioning of common knowledge. In fact, distance between partner-firms 

in terms of national culture limits the flow of common knowledge. Hence, if national cultural 

differences prevent the efficient establishment of common knowledge and, thus, 

organizational culture – knowledge integration is negatively affected. The findings of this 

study show that the role of cultural factors matters as both national and organizational cultures 

can affect negatively knowledge integration across borders. 
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Secondly, the process of leading a case study permitted to reveal the significance of the two 

cultural factors on knowledge integration across-borders. The findings of the case research 

identify five variables to national culture: (1) Geographical Distance; (2) Trust; (3) 

Relationship Building; (4) Language, and; (5) Hierarchy. The analysis shows that these 

national cultural variables affect – to different extent – the flow of knowledge between 

organizations across borders. The findings show that some of these variables are yet difficult 

to overcome for partner-firms culturally distant (nationally and/or culturally). E.g. the case 

study findings discovered that Alpha Bearings Sweden experiences difficulties to establish a 

common language with its Chinese division and partner-firms, which impede the transfer and 

integration of knowledge. In addition to shed light on these national cultural variables, we 

find organizational culture as being a factor restraining the capacity knowledge integration. 

The findings of the case study show that distance shaped by different organizational cultures 

influences task performance and structure, which determine the level of common knowledge.  

Indeed, when Alpha Bearings – or other companies – cooperates with partner-firms 

profoundly distant in organizational culture, it impedes knowledge transfer and integration. 

As a managerial spin-off, this research raises awareness on the importance of culture while 

cooperating across borders, especially within the perspective of Chinese companies. 

Thirdly, in cross border knowledge integration, the cultural dimension appears to be a 

significant factor that comes along with the knowledge integration process. The theoretical 

model we develop along this research highlights the influences of cultural factors in the 

literature on knowledge integration, as well as provides a base for developing further in depth 

relation between culture and knowledge integration. The cultural dimension is the key 

element in this study on knowledge integration; both national culture and organizational 

culture play an important role of influencing the knowledge integration process to certain 

extent. The theoretical model indicates that the cultural dimension in the knowledge 

integration process needs to be taken into consideration. 

To sum up, we believe that adding the cultural perspective into studies on knowledge 

integration meets the trends of globalization. Cooperation across borders becomes a common 

phenomenon which requires the integration of knowledge. Through the case firm, this 

research confirms our initial assumption that the cultural dimension matters by either 

enhancing or impeding knowledge integration. The overall findings reveal the negative 

influences of the cultural dimension on knowledge integration.  
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Closing Comments  

Theoretical Implications 

The research findings permit us to propose certain implications to the theory. In fact, since 

knowledge integration literature has paid little attention on the cultural perspective, we 

consider that this research was able to shed light on the importance of the cultural dimension 

in cross-border knowledge integration; and contribute to theory-building by filling the 

academic literature gap identified in the first chapter.  

The influence of culture on knowledge integration covers a wide range of theoretical area and 

yet, there is still a lack of theory in this field of research. We believe that this research 

provides a theoretical base for developing more in-depth theory on the influence of cultural 

dimension on knowledge integration by bringing evidence of how national and organizational 

cultures impact on cross-border knowledge integration. 

Practical Implications 

Although this research is mainly grounded from a theoretical perspective, the findings 

obtained through the case also constitute implications for practitioners. Firstly, at Alpha 

Bearings, Swedish managers working closely with their Chinese counterparts should have a 

better understanding of the Chinese culture. As practical recommendations, we would suggest 

Swedish managers to attend formal courses or short trainings in order to know about the main 

national cultural differences and most importantly, to know how to cope with them. 

Understanding relationship building and hierarchy in China would avoid managerial mistakes 

such as the replication of practices proper to the Swedish management style. This knowledge 

should help to reduce the negative consequences of national cultural differences from a 

managerial perspective, and facilitate the adaptation of Swedish managers in the Chinese 

working environment. Secondly, since most of Alpha Bearings joint ventures are established 

with state-owned companies, Swedish managers should have some knowledge about this new 

organizational culture. Understanding the state-owned company culture would trigger 

managers to take better-fitted managerial decisions and avoid conflicts, and, as a result, 

facilitate knowledge integration.  
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Although we do not aim to draw generalization out of a single case, as a spin-off to this 

research, such recommendations apply to all Swedish firms running business in China. This 

research raises awareness on the importance of the cultural dimension. Managers are 

generally aware of cultural differences, but do not know what they are or how to cope with 

them. One of the respondents said the following: “In Europe we know there are differences in 

culture, but we don’t know what the differences are” (Respondent 4). Hence, multinational 

corporations should spend more attention teaching managers involved in cross-border 

cooperation about cultural factors and its managerial implications.  

Limitation 

Firstly, this research is constrained in a matter of time and resources, which makes it difficult 

to go in depth to study each projects regarding Alpha Bearings cooperation with Chinese 

firms. Secondly, we experienced constrains of cooperating with a multinational company. 

Although the signature of a non-disclosure agreement is meant to facilitate the collection of 

data, some respondents were reluctant answering specific questions. Multinational firms are 

difficult targets to approach within the scope of a Master Thesis, especially without having 

any contact in Alpha Bearings. In addition, we surprisingly experienced difficulties of 

entering in contact with the Chinese divisions. We only managed to contact one Regional 

Chinese manager who, for some reasons, delivered less data than his Swedish counterparts. 

Because of such reasons, we are not able to present a systematic view of how cultural factors 

that engage with knowledge integration. 

Future research 

As a suggestion for future research, we believe that researchers should concentrate more in-

depth on the culture variables; examine the significance of each variable. Another suggestion 

for future study is that researchers can identify the extent to which national culture and 

organizational culture impact on cross-border knowledge integration. The theoretical 

framework can serve as a ground for future research. Hence, the model should be verified and 

completed, to better understand the importance of cultural factors in knowledge integration.  
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