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INPATRIATES’ BOUNDARY SPANNING AND KNOWLEDGE SHARIN G AT THE

HEADQUARTERS: THE MODERATING EFFECT OF ABSORPTIVE C APACITY

Abstract

Viewing knowledge as primarily rooted in individsalthis study investigates
knowledge sharing in multinational corporations (@® from an individual-level
perspective. Specifically, | focus on inpatriatsigeees as a particular group of knowledge
actors in MNCs and examine their role as boundpansgers in the exchange of knowledge
between an MNC'’s headquarters and its subsididBi@sed on a sample of 286 inpatriates in
ten German MNCs, the study demonstrates that bgphatriates’ individual efforts and
perceived HQ staff efforts for knowledge sharing @ositively influenced by inpatriates’
boundary spanning activities and that perceived &li3orptive capacity moderates this

relationship.
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1. Introduction

International assignees have long been regard&tiditators of cross-unit knowledge
flows in multinational corporations (MNCs) (BonackeBrewster, 2001; Hocking, Brown, &
Harzing, 2004; Lazarova & Tarique, 2005). Key tastlargument is the notion that
international assignees serve as an important eharmn transmit knowledge between
geographically dispersed company units as thewlaleeto adapt culturally and institutionally
instilled knowledge from one context to the othArgpte & Ingram, 2000). While most
scholars have applied an ethnocentric perspedtigising on the transfer of staff and thus
knowledge from the corporate headquarters (HQh&MNC periphery (Kamoche, 1997),
more recent research has highlighted the role bsidiary staff in providing knowledge
benefits for the larger MNC. Specifically, emplogethat are transferred from a MNC'’s
foreign subsidiaries to the HQ on a temporary hasisnmonly referred to as inpatriates
(Adler, 2002), may serve as a crucial mechanisuiffase local contextual knowledge from
MNC subsidiaries into the HQ organization (Harv&peier, & Novicevic, 2001; Reiche,
2006).

Although international assignees in general andtiigtes in particular are potentially
valuable carriers of knowledge, evidence suggdsts knowledge sharing does not always
occur smoothly. The difficulty in exchanging knodtge within the organization is commonly
referred to as internal stickiness (Szulanski, 1Zg%0) and includes factors related to the
source of knowledge, the recipient, the context thiedknowledge itself. One line of inquiry
has focused on the social conditions necessary kimmwledge sharing to occur,
conceptualizing knowledge sharing between indivislas contingent upon social interaction
(Levin & Cross, 2004; Nebus, 2006; Reagans & Mcg\2I003). More specifically, scholars
have highlighted the role of social capital, rafegrto the structure and content of an

individual's network ties (Adler & Kwon, 2002), fdhe creation of human (Coleman, 1988)



and intellectual capital (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1988¢ to the information resources that are
embedded in social relationships. Consequently, |8 of social ties with potential
knowledge recipients will reduce the likelihoodtteaccessful knowledge sharing occurs, not
only in a domestic setting (Seibert, Kraimer, & émd 2001) but also in the context of
international assignments (Au & Fukuda, 2002).

Another strand of research has examined stickifaeters in terms of the recipient’s
ability to utilize the acquired knowledge, primgrilocusing on the organizational level at
which knowledge benefits may arise. Indeed, givea importance of knowledge for
sustained competitive advantage, the capacity smraband leverage new knowledge has
become a crucial organizational capability. Cohed &evinthal (1990, p. 128) call this
capability ‘absorptive capacity’, “the ability teecognize the value of new information,
assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends.’e8fically, they argue that a firm’s
capability to identify and make use of new relatefbrmation derives from the stock of
knowledge it has accumulated over the past (Cohdm\vnthal, 1990; see also Lane, Koka,
& Pathak, 2006). Empirical studies have applied dbecept to business units (Tsai, 2001),
firms (Van den Bosch, Volberda, & de Boer, 1999) dyads (Lane & Lubatkin, 1998) while
others have investigated the role of individualoextin developing a firm’s absorptive
capacity through informal information provision (lex & King, 2004). The extent to which
inpatriates’ knowledge will be successfully diffdse HQ staff may therefore depend on the
level of absorptive capacity at the HQ.

Building on these ideas, the present study aimsneéstigating some of the
determinants that facilitate successful knowleduaiag between inpatriates and HQ staff in
the light of extant stickiness factors. In doing isanakes three contributions to the literature.
First, | expand the international assignment petspe by explicitly concentrating on

inpatriates. While previous research has investhahe expatriation of parent-country



nationals to foreign subsidiaries (see Harrisorgfféh, & Bhaskar-Shrinivas, 2004) and the
resulting knowledge outcomes (e.g., Hocking et2004; Riusala & Suutari, 2004), little is
known on how individuals from other countries-ofgim deal with international job
transitions into the HQ and how this affects ttadiility to exchange knowledge. Second, my
focus on the individual assignee and the role ofat@rocesses that underlie the interaction
between knowledge sender and recipient addressesath for developing the micro-level
foundations of knowledge flows in MNCs (Felin & Hedy, 2007; Foss & Pedersen, 2004)
and examinetow international assignees in general and inpatriatgemrticular can diffuse
knowledge across MNC units. Third, | incorporate tiole of absorptive capacity into the
analysis, thereby specifying the boundary conddiah when the use of such cross-unit
boundary spanners entails knowledge benefits fer MNC. While recent research has
advanced our understanding of absorptive capanitfacilitating MNC knowledge flows
(Mahnke, Pedersen, & Verzin, 2005; Minbaeva, Petter8jorkman, Fey, & Park, 2003),

studies applying the concept to the context ofri@Bonal assignments are scarce.

2. Theory and hypotheses

2.1. Inpatriates’ boundary spanning and knowledgarsg

Following the view that knowledge primarily residasndividuals (Felin & Hesterly,
2007; Grant, 1996), we need to consider that tipiiGgtion and sharing of knowledge always
occurs in the light of specific physical contexislanental models of individual counterparts.
Accordingly, knowledge can be characterized asramitey social and contextual in nature
(Davenport & Prusak, 1998), making the processhafing knowledge between individuals
contingent upon social interaction and exchangehS3ocial interaction may occur either
based on formal hierarchy- or position-based mstiips or through informal social ties that
are sustained due to the reciprocal resources etabeith them (Li, 2007). While formal

relationships may account for regular communicatftows in organizations, evidence



suggests that informal ties among organizationainbers in particular contain important
knowledge benefits (Hansen, 1999; Hansen, Morspéak, 2005).

Under conditions of low physical proximity betweactors, for example in the case of
staff in geographically dispersed MNC units, theaelepment of social ties and the resulting
access and exchange of knowledge will be morecdiffiNebus, 2006). In this vein, the
literature has emphasized the role of individudisundary spanning activities as a crucial
means to link resources across different unitss thaking them more widely available in the
organization (Tushman & Scanlan, 1981). Boundagnamg involves an important social
dimension as it enables the focal individual tabksh direct social ties with actors in other
organizational units (Kostova & Roth, 2003). Eviderindeed suggests that such cross-unit
ties facilitate the effective sharing of knowledgéhin organizations in general (Cross &
Cummings, 2004; Hansen, 2002) and MNC subsidianig@articular (Mudambi, Mudambi, &
Navarra, 2007; Tsai, 2001).

The inpatriation of foreign subsidiary staff to aNKI's HQ is a particular type of
intra-organizational boundary spanning (Harvey, idevic, & Speier, 2000). During their
assignment inpatriates are exposed to a new semi@onment in which they will establish
diverse social relationships with HQ staff. Frorbaindary spanning perspective, these ties
are only relevant if they have the potential toegate organizationally valuable resources, for
example in the form of sharing subsidiary-specKimowledge that increases HQ staff’s
understanding of the subsidiary context and leadsidre effective subsidiary management
and local market penetration. By creating theséattes inpatriates act as boundary spanners
that link previously unconnected local knowledgsorgces at the HQ and the home unit
(Burt, 1992; Kostova & Roth, 2003). Building on $ieeideas, | define inpatriates’ boundary
spanning as the development of social ties withsghblQ staff that can make use of

inpatriates’ local knowledge for the larger orgatian.



Given their intimate understanding of both the lamarket and subsidiary context,
inpatriates are expected to share this knowledgeeapertise during their assignment with
HQ staff, thereby increasing the MNC’s chance odfiesng success and a competitive
advantage in the local market (Harvey et al., 2000addition, inpatriates are able to explain
certain culture-bound attitudes such as turnovgnitions that are prevalent among the local
workforce to HQ staff. This will enable the HQ telect culturally contingent and effective
strategies for subsidiary staff retention (Rei@@)7). As knowledge is sticky and requires a
certain degree of effort to be successfully shd&zulanski, 2000), | adopt the concept of
knowledge sharing effort in this study. Knowleddparsng effort consists of two interrelated
dimensions referring to the two parties of the exae relationship: inpatriates’ effort to
share their knowledge and HQ staff effort to acguihis knowledge. Specifically, if
inpatriates make an effort to share their knowleligeHQ staff does not reciprocate with a
corresponding effort to acquire it, knowledge widlt be successfully shared. A similar logic
applies if only the knowledge recipient exerts Hare

In order for inpatriates’ knowledge to be succdbgfiffused into and applied at the
HQ it needs to reach the appropriate recipients. @&xample, there will be no benefit in
sharing subsidiary-related knowledge with those ld@ployees who are not directly
responsible for the respective local market or dohave the influence to make use of the
knowledge and modify the MNC’s business and HRtagjias accordingly. As knowledge
sharing can be costly for the sender in termsasting time and effort to communicate what
he or she knows (Reagans & McEvily, 2003) inpatsatvill be selective in choosing
potential knowledge recipients. Specifically, treeg more likely to share their knowledge if
they know that the recipient is in the positiorafaply it and may reciprocate the knowledge
sharing, for example through reward provision (AegdMcEvily, & Reagans, 2003; Cabrera,

Collins, & Salgado, 2006). This will be the caseiripatriates have established a social



relationship with the recipient. On the other hath@, potential recipients at the HQ will only
reciprocate and accept the knowledge shared byinjhatriate if they are aware of the
available knowledge, positively evaluate the sesdenowledge (Borgatti & Cross, 2003)
and perceive the sender to be reliable (Szula@8KkiQ). Similarly, this will more likely be the
case if the recipients maintain a social relatigmstith the inpatriate. Taken together, these
arguments suggest that knowledge sharing will oedugn inpatriates build social ties with
those HQ employees that can make use of inpatriatesvledge and thus translate it into an
organizational benefit. This type of social tiesresponds to the relationships developed

through inpatriates’ boundary spanning as concéipashearlier. Therefore:

Hypothesis la: Inpatriates’ boundary spanning gesly relates to their effort to share

knowledge with HQ staff.

Hypothesis 1b: Inpatriates’ boundary spanning gesly relates to HQ staff effort to

acquire knowledge from inpatriates.

2.2. HQ absorptive capacity

Thus far, | have argued that inpatriates share tbeal knowledge through particular
social interactions at the HQ. However, for knowjedo be successfully acquired, HQ staff
needs to reflect upon, interpret and make sensleeoinformation that they obtain (De Long
& Fahey, 2000; Louis, 1980). This processing istipalarly important in a cross-national
context, where information may be instilled withltate-specific meanings (e.g., Bhagat,
Kedia, Harveston, & Triandis, 2002). At the firmvés, this ability has been referred to as
absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). Bogahe arguments of learning theorists
at the individual level, scholars argue that a frcapability to identify and make use of new
related information derives from the stock of kneelde it has accumulated over the past
(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Zahra & George, 2002).ul8mski (1996), for example,

discovered in a study of eight companies that #ok lof absorptive capacity substantially



inhibits the internal transfer of best practicesonCeptualizing absorptive capacity as
organizational members’ overall ability and motigai Minbaeva et al. (2003) showed that
the construct exerts an important influence on es&ftll cross-unit knowledge sharing. In
another study, Tsai (2001) demonstrated how elesnehtsocial capital and absorptive
capacity have an interaction effect on intra-orgamonal knowledge exchange.

Accordingly, HQ employees that are in the posittonapply the local knowledge
shared through inpatriates’ boundary spanning méllmore able to do so, if they possess a
stock of related knowledge and share knowledge comafities with inpatriates. Indeed,
given that the acquisition of knowledge is contimgepon diverse personal, situational and
social factors (Ellis, Hollenbeck, llgen, Porter,\&est, 2003; Gruenfeld, Martorana, & Fan,
2000), it will be easier for a recipient to sucdelg acquire knowledge from its sender if
both individuals share certain knowledge commoieslitsuch as similar background
characteristics (Reagans & McEvily, 2003). In tlese of cross-cultural interaction, these
commonalities entail an understanding of the capatt's frames of reference and attitudes
(Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985). From this perspectitM€ absorptive capacity entails HQ
employees’ ability to recognize, value and proce&d#®rmation through cross-cultural
encounters and may be rooted in their experientk wross-cultural interactions or may
result from the provision of intercultural trainingspecially to those HQ employees that are
likely to interact with inpatriates (Vance & RintQ94).

We can therefore expect that in the case of high a#Qorptive capacity and thus
existing knowledge commonalities between an inptgrand his or her HQ counterparts, HQ
employees are more likely to make an effort to aegknowledge from the inpatriate through
the established social ties. However, HQ absorptapacity will not only increase the effect
of inpatriates’ boundary spanning on HQ staff dffor acquire knowledge from inpatriates

but also on inpatriates’ effort to share their kfexge. Specifically, if HQ absorptive



capacity is high, an inpatriate’s subsidiary-lekebwledge is more likely to be understood or
considered relevant by HQ employees. As a resdtirtpatriate will make a stronger effort to
share this knowledge with HQ employees throughesiablished social ties. In sum, it is
reasonable to assume that inpatriates’ boundamynapg will more likely lead to inpatriates’
individual effort and HQ staff effort for knowledgaharing if the HQ possesses absorptive

capacity. In formal terms:

Hypothesis 2a: HQ absorptive capacity moderates fgbsitive effect of inpatriates’
boundary spanning on their effort to share knowtedgith HQ staff such that the

relationship becomes stronger when HQ absorptiyecHy is high.

Hypothesis 2b: HQ absorptive capacity moderates fgbsitive effect of inpatriates’
boundary spanning on HQ staff effort to acquirewtsolge from inpatriates such that the

relationship becomes stronger when HQ absorptiyecay is high.

3. Method

3.1. Sample and procedure

To test the hypothesized relationships, an onlimeey was administered to a sample
of 643 inpatriates at 10 German MNCs’ HQs. In orttereduce potential variation due to
cultural differences of the assignment context, tiaional culture of the assignment
destination was held constant (Mendenhall & Odd®85). | selected German companies for
this study as | was interested in a non-U.S. sanpldding on evidence that European MNCs
in particular expect to increase their share ofainiptes in the future (Oddou, Gregersen,
Black, & Derr, 2001). Confidentiality of survey pmnses was ensured to all participants. A
reminder email was sent two weeks after the ingrahil.

A total of 286 completed surveys were returned 4ab% response rate). After
eliminating cases with missing data, the final skemponsisted of 260 inpatriates.

Respondents’ demographic breakdown was as folld¥wsy came from a total of 45 different
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countries-of-origin, had an average age of 37.3sya@aad had spent an average time of 20
months on their assignment. The large majority e$pondents (73%) had no prior
international assignment experience with only 6 &g completed 3 or more international
transfers before. In addition, 76% of the inpatrsatvere male and 79% were married or had a

partner. Average organizational tenure was 9.3syear

3.2. Measures

Apart from respondents’ personal and demographfornmation, all items were
measured along seven-point Likert-type scales.

Inpatriates’ boundary spanninginpatriates’ boundary spanning will occur along
different lines. For example, boundary spanning Wwénefit from inpatriates building as
many ties with HQ staff as possible. Indeed, theergocial ties inpatriates develop and
maintain in general, the more likely it is that Hgff can directly benefit from and apply
inpatriates’ unique local knowledge and expertiso, boundary spanning and its resulting
benefits such as the sharing of organizationallyatde knowledge will more likely occur
through continuous rather than transactional exgbsin(Kostova & Roth, 2003). This
requires the development of long-term relationshiyggween inpatriates and HQ staff.
Building on these arguments, my measurement saahsisted of five itemsa( = .78),
including “I am willing to build up long-term relianships with colleagues at the HQ.” (1 =
strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).

Inpatriates’ knowledge sharingd:ollowing extant practice in research on knowledge
transfer (e.g., Schulz, 2001; Yli-Renko, Autio, &enza, 2001), | focused on different
types of shared knowledge. In the case of inpataasignments, the knowledge expected to
be shared includes local market knowledge suchoasal and informal business norms,
knowledge on the wider political, economic and abeinvironment of the home country,

knowledge on the local subsidiary context as wsllspecific knowledge about potential

contact persons at the home unit (Harvey, Novice&iSpeier, 1999; Harvey et al., 2000). As
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a result, 1 developed two four-item scales (Respdosmat: 1 = low effort to 7 = high effort),
asking respondents to rate the extent to whichh@y have made the effort to transfer these
four types of knowledge to HQ staff € .77) and (2) they think HQ staff has made tHeref

to acquire these four types of knowledge from tlfem .86).

HQ absorptive capacityAs my data collection focused on the individualeleof
analysis, | measured HQ absorptive capacity asep@&d by the individual inpatriate. The
literature on absorptive capacity differentiatesateen two clusters of antecedents or drivers
of absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990;nM@en Bosch, Van Wijk, & Volberda,
2003). Whereas a first cluster refers to generpkes such as basic skills and problem-
solving methods as well as a shared language, dwend cluster concerns internal
mechanisms that affect a firm’'s absorptive capacfty example the character and
distribution of expertise and knowledge within tbeganization. As | was particularly
interested in HQ staff’s ability to absorb, valusarocess information through cross-cultural
encounters, | developed a three-item scale (62) that explicitly taps into this charactedst
An example item is “HQ staff can easily acquire nkmowledge through cross-cultural
encounters” (Response format: 1 = strongly disatyrée= strongly agree).

Control variables.Recent research (e.g., Riusala & Suutari, 200d)cates that
international assignees may obtain specific objestiregarding the knowledge they are
expected to share during their assignment. Wheh knowledge exchange objectives are
explicity communicated to the inpatriate prior t» during the assignment, they may
influence the scope of knowledge sharing. | theeefmcluded a two-item measure of
knowledge exchange objectives £ .85). Furthermore, | controlled for inpatriat€a&rman
language proficiency (three-item scate,= .96), gender, age, organizational tenure, the
number of prior international assignments of mawantsix months (0 = “none” to 3 = “three

or more”) and the time respondents had alreadytspetheir assignment.
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4. Results

Before testing my hypotheses, | examined the piaileftr common method bias in
the sample, conducting Harman's single-factor téRBbdsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, &
Podsakoff, 2003). Accordingly, | subjected all iterfor the variables in the study to a
principal component analysis using oblimin rotatidiis analysis revealed 4 clear factors
that together explained 62.53% of the variance @ntesponded to the expected constructs:
inpatriates’ boundary spanning, knowledge sharingiidual effort), knowledge sharing
(perceived HQ effort) and perceived HQ absorptiayeacity. The average item loading on the
hypothesized construct was .76. The absence o$-twaslings of above .40 among the items
provides confidence that common method bias isanoissue in this study. Table 1 reports
means, standard deviations and correlations amoagtudy’s variables. Control variables
were only included in the analysis if they were whao correlate with both the criterion

variable and the predictor or moderator.
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Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations and Correlatios

Variable Mean St. d. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1 Inpatriates’ boundary spanning 5.28 1.00 (.78)
2 Knowledge sharing: Individual effort 481 1.24 32 (.77)
3 Knowledge sharing: HQ effort 3.78 137 .25 .57  (.86)
4 Absorptive capacity 402 115 .20 15 .36 (.62)
5 Knowledge exchange objectives 357 1.70.24 A1 .25 .33 (.85
6 German language proficiency 3.94 202 .09 .00 .0403 . .03 (.96)
7 Gender 1.24 43 .02 .09 .05 -.08 -01 -.03 -
8 Age 3733 7.03 -30 -.10 -.07 -.04 .00 -11 -.24 -
9 Organizational tenure (months) 111.182.33 -.12 .01 .02 .02 .03 .08 -.15 .63 -
10 Prior international assignments 48 .98 -.08 .02 02-. -.02 -.03 -.08 .01 .27 .25 -
11 Time on assignment (months) 23.98 18.01 -.06 -0304 . .07 -07 .23 -.07 .28 39 -01

Significant correlations in italicy < .05, all two-tailed, N = 260. Alpha reliabilisere presented along the diagonal.



To test my hypotheses, | conducted four hierart¢hiegression analyses. First, the
main effect of inpatriates’ boundary spanning oa tWwo dimensions of knowledge sharing
was examined. The results for Hypotheses la aratelpresented in Table 2. In the case of
inpatriates’ individual effort to share knowledgaly a single regression model was run due
to a lack of controls that were significantly céated with both the predictor and the criterion
variable (see Table 1). As expected, inpatriatesindlary spanning has a significant positive

effect on both dimensions of knowledge sharing;eby supporting Hypotheses 1a and 1b.

Table 2: The Main Effect of Inpatriates’ Boundary Spanning

Knowledge sharing: Knowledge sharing:
Individual effort HQ effort

Variables Model T'p Model 1 Model 28
Knowledge exchange objectives 24xx* 9%
Inpatriates’ boundary spanning 29%+* .20%*
R .29 24 31
R-square .09 .06 .10
A R-square LQQ*** 06*** .04**
Adj. R-square .08 .06 .09
F-value model 24.08*** 16.05%** 13.50%**

** n<.001, *p< .01, *p < .05, all two-tailed, N = 260.
Model 1: controls entered onl{yOnly one model was run due to a lack of signiftazomtrols (see Table 1).

Second, | tested the two moderator hypotheses usoderated multiple regression
analysis. In a first step, | entered knowledge arge objectives as a control variable (only
for knowledge sharing: HQ effort). In the secondpstthe main effects were entered as
centred variables. In the final step, the inteoacterm of the centred components was entered
into the equation (Aiken & West, 1991). Table 3 whothe results for Hypothesis 2a,
indicating a significant synergistic interactiorfeet of inpatriates’ boundary spanning and

perceived HQ absorptive capacity on inpatriatefgirefo share knowledge.
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Table 3: Interaction Effect of Absorptive Capacityand Inpatriates’ Boundary Spanning
on Knowledge Sharing: Individual Effort

Knowledge sharing: Individual effort

Variables Model 14 Model 2
Absorptive capacity .10 .09
Inpatriates’ boundary spanning 29%** 30%**
Absorptive capacity*Inpatriate A1x
boundary spanning

R .32 .34
R-square .10 12
A R-square 0% 01*
Adj. R-square .10 A1
F-value model 15.70*** 11.90***

** n<.001, *p< .01, *p <.05, all two-tailed, N = 260.
Model 1: main effects entered only, Model 2: intti@n effect added.

| plotted the significant interaction effect followg procedures suggested in the
literature (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003).Ufgg 1 shows the regression equation at
high and low levels of perceived HQ absorptive céggone standard deviation above and
below mean). Post-hoc analyses (Aiken & West, 198%¢aled that inpatriates’ boundary
spanning is positively related to inpatriates’ indual effort to share knowledge with HQ
staff when perceived HQ absorptive capacity is bowh (b = .09,t = 2.55,p < .05) and high
(b = .10,t = 4.88,p < .001) and that the relationship is stronger wipenceived HQ

absorptive capacity is high.
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Figure 1: The Relationship between Inpatriates’ Bondary Spanning and Knowledge
Sharing: Individual Effort at High and Low Levels of Absorptive Capacity
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The regression results for Hypothesis 2b are ptedein Table 4. Again, the
interaction effect is significant, thus supportagynergistic interaction effect of inpatriates’
boundary spanning and perceived HQ absorptive dgpac perceived HQ staff effort to

acquire knowledge.

Table 4: Interaction Effect of Absorptive Capacityand Inpatriates’ Boundary Spanning
on Knowledge Sharing: HQ Effort

Knowledge sharing: HQ effort

Variables Model 14 Model 24 Model 34
Knowledge exchange objectives 26%** A2 A1
Absorptive capacity 29%** .28***
Inpatriates’ boundary spanning J19** .20%*
Absorptive capacity*Inpatriates’

boundary spanning A1

R .26 43 44
R-square .07 19 .20
A R-square 07> 2% .01*
Adj. R-square .06 .18 19
F-value model 19.65%** 20.69*** 16.68***

*** p<.001, *p < .01, *p < .05, all two-tailed, N = 260.
Model 1: controls entered only, Model 2: main eféeadded, Model 3: interaction effect added.
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Figure 2 plots this interaction effect at high aod levels of perceived HQ absorptive
capacity. However, in contrast to inpatriates’ dffor knowledge sharing, post-hoc analyses
demonstrated that inpatriates’ boundary spanningpsstively related to perceived HQ staff
effort for knowledge sharing only when perceived BElf3orptive capacity is high € .11,t =
4.11,p < .001) but not when perceived HQ absorptive capasilow (b = .10,t = 1.60,p >
.05). This suggests that low HQ absorptive capaeityoves the positive effect of inpatriates’

boundary spanning on HQ staff effort to acquirewiealge.

Figure 2: The Relationship between Inpatriates’ Boandary Spanning and Knowledge
Sharing: HQ Effort at High and Low Levels of Absorptive Capacity
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5. Discussion

This study highlights the roles of both inpatriatescial relationships at the HQ and
HQ absorptive capacity for their knowledge sharittigreby complementing the mostly
conceptual understanding of inpatriates as knovdegents in the literature (e.g., Harvey et
al., 2001). While inpatriates’ boundary spanning l@adirect positive influence on their
knowledge sharing with HQ staff, this effect is general more substantial if the HQ

possesses absorptive capacity. These findings bekl and above the existence of
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knowledge exchange objectives that inpatriates pvided with as part of their HQ
assignment.

The findings with regard to the moderating effetH® absorptive capacity suggest
that whereas inpatriates’ boundary spanning andribeerator enhance inpatriates’ effort to
share knowledge, low levels of perceived HQ absarptapacity do not result in a positive
relationship between inpatriates’ boundary spannamgl HQ staff effort to acquire
knowledge. There are three explanations for thésilteFirst, it is possible that inpatriates’
effort to share knowledge with HQ staff entails arenexplicit process of sharing knowledge
in which the mere existence of social ties witlevant HQ staff is sufficient for inpatriates to
exchange their local resources and explicate tiaeit knowledge (Nonaka, 1994) to HQ
staff. On the contrary, HQ staff effort to acqukowledge may encompass a less explicit
process of knowledge sharing in which HQ staff mfits to make sense of the tacit
information received from inpatriates without exfily addressing possible
misunderstandings. Only if an adequate level obgditve capacity exists among HQ staff
they may be able to successfully interpret and rstdied the obtained information. Second, it
is important to recall that the absorptive capanigasure used in this study tapped into the
perceived ability of HQ staff to absorb knowledgecross-culturalsettings. These cross-
cultural aspects correspond to what Lane et al0gRQnderstand as the characteristics of
learning relationships that drive absorptive cdyadiVe can assume that inpatriates, in
making an effort for knowledge sharing, are likedybe more aware of and will explicitly
take into account potential cross-cultural barri@wen the marginal number of inpatriates at
the companies’ HQs, the cross-cultural nature efdkchange relationships with inpatriates
may be less evident for HQ staff and, if not appiadply taken into account, may not result in
successful knowledge sharing. Third, it is possibbt HQ staff with a low ability to absorb

knowledge in a cross-cultural context is simply molling to make an effort to acquire
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knowledge from inpatriates. Overall, these resuvitfine the boundary conditions for the

relationship between social conditions and knowdedgaring and extend our understanding
of which types of social structure interact withsaiptive capacity to create knowledge
benefits. Indeed, it is not only an organizatiomait’s network position (Tsai, 2001) but also

individuals’ boundary spanning activities betwedffedent organizational units that gain

from existing absorptive capacity.

Unexpectedly, the control variable measuring inpss’ German language
proficiency did not significantly influence any thfe hypothesized relationships despite some
evidence that inpatriates’ lack of language fluen@y limit their ability to share knowledge
(Reiche, 2006). This indicates that the use of @iquéar company language or technical
terms that are common across different languages compensate for inpatriates’ lack of
host language fluency in maintaining work-relatetéiactions at the HQ. There is, however,
another explanation for this finding. As one respert commented in the space provided at

the end of the survey:

“I believe the most challenging and important bariduring the transition from a
country to the other is the language barrier. Tlemple are usually friendly and patient
but in the day-to-day work they like to talk in @@mn and this can be very stressful and

limit the interaction during the first months.”

Accordingly, language barriers may be most cruciathe very early stages of the
assignment but then decrease in relevance asdlgnas becomes more proficient in the host
language. Unfortunately, given the low number gpaitniates who had just started their

assignment, the study’s sample does not allow & metailed investigation of this argument.

6. Limitations and Conclusions

The study entails a few limitations that deservéerdion. While the study’'s

individual-level focus is instrumental in advancitig micro foundations of MNC knowledge
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flows (Foss & Pedersen, 2004), the resulting measant of the firm-level constructs as
perceived by inpatriates constitutes a main linatat For example, the occurrence of
knowledge sharing between inpatriates and HQ staff only captured through inpatriates’
perceptions of extant knowledge sharing efforthoterms of their own efforts and those of
HQ staff. This may be particularly problematic wittgard to the latter measure. Although the
similarity of the empirical results across both Wedge sharing dimensions suggests that the
perceptions are fairly robust, the study implicélgsumes that (1) inpatriates’ perceptions of
their own and HQ staff efforts for knowledge shgrare reasonable and (2) that knowledge
sharing efforts translate into new knowledge cogatiThus, the study only indirectly
measured a change in the stock of knowledge ati@eFuture research would benefit from a
more direct measure of knowledge outcomes. Given ithportance of individual-level
determinants for MNC knowledge flows, this will aittthe use of cross-level data sets and
analysis tools.

Additionally, the specific characteristics of myngey population and research context
necessarily limit my findings to inpatriates in @an MNCs. However, despite the inherent
restrictions, we would assume the study to be cable in various other contexts. Most
importantly, given the cross-disciplinary naturetwé social network concept (Kilduff & Tsai,
2003), its role as a main vehicle for knowledgerisigain organizations in general and MNCs
in particular appears to be a highly generalizainteling, especially in the context of
individuals’ boundary spanning between dispersedamizational units. From this
perspective, all international assignees serve @asdary spanners and thus offer the
opportunity to initiate knowledge flows through ithdevelopment of host-unit social ties.
Considering organizational boundary spanners aweearching unit of analysis therefore

extends the scope of this study’s findings.
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In conclusion, my study indicates that inpatriatkeowledge sharing is a highly
reciprocal phenomenon that depends upon the edtai@dint of social ties and the knowledge
sharing efforts of both parties to the exchangatiaiship. In this vein, the stock of prior
knowledge and experience among HQ staff acts asderating condition for HQ staff to be
able to absorb, value and leverage new knowledgeir@el from inpatriates. As a result, the
mere movement of inpatriates to the HQ is a necgsbat insufficient condition for
knowledge sharing to occur. Future research woladrly benefit from a more detailed
analysis into the social and knowledge factors guery knowledge sharing through

international assignments in general and inpateagiggnments in particular.
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