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Abstract
Purpose – Studies have shown that organizations that are capable of effectively transferring knowledge are
often more productive than others. At the same time, there is increasing ambiguity regarding how the nature
of knowledge transfer affects performance. The purpose of this paper is to review the literature on the nature
of knowledge transfer and to understand why it remains a hindrance to most organizations, even now. This
conceptual paper tries to identify the major debates surrounding the nature of knowledge transfer in an
organization. The challenges and opportunities facing research on knowledge transfer are also elaborated.
Design/methodology/approach – This conceptual paper is structured to ﬁrst provide a brief summary
of the construct of knowledge transfer and then provide a detailed account of research that highlights the
major ﬁndings regarding the nature of knowledge transfer and their relation to the current themes. A selective
review of the literature was carried out in this paper instead of a meta-analysis. The papers were identiﬁed
through popular databases. The authors also examined the references of selected papers to provide a
comprehensive review of the construct.
Findings – The debate about codiﬁcation of knowledge that has stimulated the academic community in
organizational studies is still in its infancy. The other debates that have been discussed in this paper have
either reached their peak or have given way to newer debates. A clear understanding of the signiﬁcance of the
nature of knowledge transfer is very important at this juncture. The model developed toward the end of the
paper assumes a path in this direction. The authors also discuss how research on knowledge has both
deepened and expanded the authors’ understanding of knowledge transfer since March and Simon (1958).
Originality/value – The debate in the ﬁeld of organizational studies around the nature of knowledge
transfer has been occurring for some time. However, there has not been any ﬁnal consensus on the nature of
knowledge transfer. While looking at these debates with a critical eye, the authors may appear to be cynical
about the prospect of an end to these deliberations. The authors conclude the paper with a model that
examines knowledge transfer from a broader perspective that encompasses the various theoretical
perspectives.
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Introduction
When Peter Drucker introduced the term “knowledge economy” in 1969, little did we know
that his emphasis was on the growing dependence of creation and transfer of knowledge on
the economic performance of individuals, organizations and countries would reach to its
current state. Over the past ﬁve decades, there is a growing recognition among scholars that
organizations that are capable of transferring knowledge effectively are often more
productive than others (de Zubielqui et al., 2019; Mostafa and Klepper, 2017; Gil and Carrillo,
2016; Argote, 2012; Hansen, 2002; Argote and Ingram, 2000; Baum and Ingram, 1998;
Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998; Kogut and Zander, 1992; Argote et al., 1990; Arrow, 1974).
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However, against this widely held belief, Szulanski et al. (2016) published a study that
showed how organizations were failing to manage their knowledge transfer mechanisms,
thereby, resulting in the loss of valuable practices and capabilities that they had gained over
the years. In accordance with their ﬁndings, other studies during the same period also
reached the conclusion that the nature of knowledge that allows for an effective transfer is
still ambiguous and elusive (Reus et al., 2016; Sarala et al., 2016). Moreover, the nature of
knowledge transfer itself opens up a plethora of question for further scrutiny when we try
distinguishing between “explicit” and “tacit” knowledge (Krylova et al., 2016).
Organizational learning scholars like Argote and Miron-Spektor (2011) had opened up
another debate around nature of knowledge transfer through their ﬁndings that knowledge
was embedded in multiple repositories such as individuals, routines and transactive
memory systems in an organization, and that transfer of knowledge between levels was
difﬁcult. With the added complexity of multi-level transfer, it becomes increasingly certain
that the nature of knowledge transfer, if not correctly understood, can in fact lead to further
confusion and that affect organizational knowledge ﬂow (Nonaka and Von Krogh, 2009).
A lot of chaos also prevails in terms of the usage commonly used terms in the knowledge
management literature, such as knowledge sharing, knowledge dissemination, and how it
differentiates from knowledge transfer. To better communicate the scope of this research, it
becomes important for us to identify the boundary that distinguishes our work from other
reviews on knowledge ﬂow. As deﬁned by Bock et al. (2005), knowledge sharing is about an
individual’s willingness to share with others his/her created or acquired knowledge. Sharing is
a voluntary act and implies a conscious move by an individual who participates in the
exchange without any obligation to do so. Knowledge dissemination is the distribution of
information among group members. It is essentially a sub-process of organizational learning
that comprises of other sub-processes, such as knowledge acquisition, information
interpretation and organizational memory (Huber, 1991). We deﬁne knowledge transfer as
exchanges of organizational knowledge between a source and a recipient (Szulanski, 1996) that
takes into consideration the fact that knowledge transfer is discretionary i.e. individuals are
selective when it comes to transferring knowledge to others. As Reagans and McEvily (2003)
rightly pointed out, “Understanding why individuals choose to transfer knowledge in some
cases but not others is an important precursor to explaining successful knowledge transfer.” It
is possible that knowledge transfer involves a cost to the knowledge source, as the source
spends time and effort in helping the recipient to understand the knowledge. Taking a broader
perspective, we agree with Guo et al. (2018) in VINE Journal of Information and Knowledge
Management Systems (VJIKMS) looked at three aspects of knowledge transfer (KT): source
and receiver of knowledge, context surrounding the transfer and receiver’s purpose of
absorbing and reusing the knowledge. The objective of this paper is to review the literature on
the nature of knowledge transfer, to resist and reassess the discussions surrounding the
debates on knowledge transfer, and to highlight emergent themes of knowledge transfer
research and its limitations. Based on a systemic review, our paper also proposes a conceptual
framework that can be used to organize the research linking nature of knowledge transfer. The
next section provides a detailed account of the methodology adopted in identifying the extant
literature on knowledge transfer relevant to our study.
Method
We conducted a selective review of the literature instead of a meta-analysis, primarily
because the construct “knowledge transfer” has been used extensively in various disciplines
from multiple dimensions. Drawing from Durst, Aggerstam and Fernhaf (2015) review and
carefully following the principles detailed in Jensson et al. (2011), a research plan was

developed and the four-step approach that helped us in deﬁning the scope of the study and
ensuring a representative coverage of relevant studies (Phelps et al., 2012). As the ﬁrst step,
our focus was on taking stock of what we knew about the nature of knowledge transfer, we
followed previous reviews with a similar objective. We limited our review to studies in
economics, management, psychology and sociology published until August, 2018. Second,
we limited our research to studies published in top-ranked journals. We developed this list
by identifying top-ranked journals in the relevant ﬁelds in published journal rankings.
Third, we searched the titles and abstracts of these journals by using the combination of
keywords indicative of the term “knowledge transfer.” The search yielded 254 articles.
Fourth, using independent reviewers, we assessed the articles for relevance, and we
removed 156 articles from the original shortlist. Finally, we performed a detailed content
analysis of each study to conﬁrm relevance, resulting in a set of 89 articles. We also made it
a point to examine the references of the selected articles to locate highly cited papers and
books that the journal databases might not have captured.
The remainder of the article is organized as follows. In the next section, we provide a
review of the construct “knowledge transfer,” and some of the important debates
surrounding knowledge transfer. We then examine each of these debates and how various
factors affecting knowledge transfer have contributed to these debates. Finally, we provide
recommendations on how research should proceed to address the unexplored topics and
other limitations of extant research on knowledge transfer. Through synthesis and critical
evaluation of six decades of research, we hope to foster a better understanding of and
increased knowledge about knowledge transfer.
Knowledge transfer
To understand the “nature of knowledge transfer,” one needs to know how knowledge has
been deﬁned by organizational theorists. At one end of the spectrum, scholars deﬁned
knowledge as subsisting in the actions of the organization – including routines, standard
operating procedures, processes, products, databases and technologies (Levitt and March,
1988). At the other end, other theorists took the view that knowledge exists as the beliefs and
values of the members of the organization and is context-speciﬁc and dynamic (Kogut and
Zander, 1992). For Davenport and Prusak (1998), knowledge was:
[. . .] a ﬂuid mix of framed experiences, values, contextual information, and expert insights that
provides a framework for evaluating and incorporating new experiences and information. It
originates in and is applied in the minds of knowers (p. 5).

As seen here, knowledge is a concept difﬁcult to deﬁne, particularly when scholars take
polar opposite positions (Hargadon and Fanelli, 2002). The deﬁnitional ambiguity that
surrounds the concept of knowledge was not something new and had started with the early
writings of March and Simon (1958). They held the view was that organizations accumulate
knowledge through the process of organizational learning and that it was beyond the
individual embodiment of knowledge. Though there were opposing views to this line of
reasoning, it took three decades for Simon (1991) to formally proposed counter-argument
that knowledge resides exclusively in individuals, contradicting the beliefs of former
organizational theorists. Grant (1996) further extended this argument by stating that
knowledge being a scarce resource in organizations, it was costly to replicate and difﬁcult to
transfer, and hence, organizations could only integrate the knowledge residing within the
individuals rather than transfer, which made it less efﬁcient. To further illustrate this, let us
take the case of two researchers – one a psychologist and another an economist. They come
together to write a scientiﬁc paper together. It is quite likely that the psychologist has no
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understanding of the mathematical equations and that the economist has little
understanding of psychological theories. According to Grant (1996), the efﬁciency was
maximized, not by the psychologist learning everything that the economist knew and the
economist learning everything that the psychologist knew; instead, both reached their peak
efﬁciency when the economist’s knowledge in the domain of economics was integrated with
the psychologist’s knowledge of psychology through meaningful interactions and detailed
discussions that lead to elaborated experiences (Majchrzak et al., 2012). Most importantly,
the shared mental models thus, created minimized the time spent in transferring the
knowledge between them through reading papers and documents that were in codiﬁable
form (Huang et al., 2014). It is important to distinguish here the difference between codiﬁed
and tacit knowledge for better understanding of the construct knowledge transfer.
Debates around tacit knowledge transfer
In 1966, Polanyi wrote a classic article about the moot point that a person knew more than
what was told. Though it seemed rather obvious at the beginning, on further contemplation
it became clear that Polanyi was recognizing the fact that individuals had knowledge that
was non-verbalized, unable to be articulated, intuitive and hard to express. Polanyi (1966)
called this knowledge “tacit.” Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) later deﬁned tacitness as the
personal knowledge embedded in individual experiences and intangible factors such as
personal belief, perspective and value systems. Nonaka and Kanno (1998) further extended
this logic by distinguishing explicit knowledge from tacit by emphasizing the tangible and
codiﬁable nature of explicit knowledge. This set the stage for an ongoing debate on codiﬁed
and uncodiﬁed knowledge. The debate started with the publication of an article in a special
issue of Industrial and Corporate Change by Cowan, David and Foray in 2000. Their
argument stemmed from Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1996) Socialization, Externalization,
Combination, Internalization (SECI) model that if people invest time, effort and resources, it
is possible to transform tacit to explicit. This article later turned out to be the cornerstone of
all subsequent discussions on the topic of tacit knowledge transfer, although it was later
criticized for creating a divide between tacit and codiﬁed knowledge and making it a
necessary condition to distinguish both (Balconi et al., 2007). Those opposing the
contribution of Cowan et al. (2000) included Johnson et al. (2002), who argued that it was
difﬁcult to separate tacit (uncodiﬁed) and explicit (codiﬁed) knowledge and held the view
that it was impossible for a body of knowledge to be completely converted to explicit form
without losing some of its original characteristics. Nonaka and von Krogh (2009) made it
more intriguing through their ﬁnding that explicit and tacit knowledge were certainly not
two distinct types of knowledge. When we looked back at the earlier works of Williamson
(1975), we could ﬁnd some merit in these arguments. Taking cues from bounded rationality
theory, Williamson (1975) had constructed his argument that individuals were restricted in
two ways when it came to knowledge transfer. Firstly, neuro-physiological limits put a cap
on the amount of information received, stored and processed by an individual. Secondly,
language limits the ability of an individual to articulate all their knowledge and feelings.
One can safely assume that Williamson was referring to the tacitness of knowledge in his
arguments. For example, if someone tried to manufacture a low-end mobile phone based on
available expertise, the knowledge required would be less tacit than making a highly
sophisticated high-end smartphone (Chuang et al., 2016). Referring back to the work of
Polanyi (1966), Williamson (1975) did not see tacit and explicit as independent but as
complementary. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) classic work, “The Knowledge-Creating
Company” brought this debate into active discussion through their proposition that tacit
knowledge can get converted to explicit knowledge through a process of standardization

expounded through their knowledge conversion model. Davenport and Prusak (2000)
further triggered this debate with their assertion that tacit must become explicit to get
captured. Notwithstanding, Lubit (2001) brought some fresh light into this debate with their
viewpoint that each type of knowledge served a different function and that it was not
necessary to convert one to other. To illustrate further, let us consider a case in LeonardBarton’s (1995) study. It discussed the case of EL products (Cummings, 2003), a company
that manufactured electro-luminescent lamps. EL products was in search of the latest
technologies to remain competitive. Keeping this focus, it acquired another company,
Grimes, which had a strong reputation for its dust-free lamp-making technology. After the
acquisition, equipment, documents and other physical assets of Grimes were transferred to
the acquirer. EL products then felt that they had successfully transferred the dust-free lampmaking technology. They were soon to realize that they had failed to replicate the routines
used by Grimes employees to reduce dust in the production process, which was integral to
the success of Grimes’ dust-free lamp-making technology. What became evident from this
case was that sometimes tacitness may present itself as identiﬁable offerings or in routines,
structures, procedures or processes (Teece, 2000). In the case of EL products, they
discovered the importance of tacit knowledge to Grimes dust-free lamp making technology
when they started experimenting with the explicit complement. In Polyani’s (1966) words,
the tacit is known only through an experience of the explicit component. The failure of EL
products was in gaining access to Grimes’ internalized knowledge. In other words,
knowledge transfer would take place when “[. . .] the norm [routine] is imported and the
absence of disagreement and miscues implicitly afﬁrms that all members accept it” (Gersick
and Hackman, 1990, p. 76). In the case of EL products, its management failed to recognize
that knowledge transfer was not restricted to transfer of explicit knowledge alone, but tacit
knowledge too. This raised the question of what inﬂuences individual’s motivation to invest
in codiﬁcation, thereby affecting the case and efﬁciency of knowledge transfer. In other
words, to better understand how the tacit-explicit dimensions inﬂuence knowledge transfer,
researchers need to endogenize this aspect of knowledge as a variable to be explained by
other dimensions of knowledge. Extant research provides little insight into these questions,
making this area ripe for future research.
Debates around the parties involved in knowledge transfer
We now turn our attention to the research examining the relational properties of the source
and recipient of knowledge transfer that have found trust in tie strength, proximity/
similarity between the two parties to be the prominent factors.
Trust
Research has proven that trust is a necessary requirement for knowledge transfer (Park and
Lee, 2014; Lewis and Weigert, 1985) and there is considerable evidence that supports the
idea that relationships based on trust lead to greater knowledge transfer (Chen et al., 2014;
Dirks and Ferrin, 2001). Though trust was also found to reduce the cost of knowledge
transfer (Sankowska, 2013; Zaheer et al., 1998), it was observed by Borgatti and Cross (2003)
that transfer, took place at the benevolence of the source because the donor decides whether
to transfer the knowledge or not. Similarly, the knowledge seeker was taking a risk by
putting his reputation at stake when admitting ignorance to the source. These two costs
involved can act as a deterrent to trust building between the source and recipient. To further
support this argument, Edmondson (1999) had found that defensive behaviors from both the
donor and recipient owing to lack of trust can block the transfer of knowledge. Although
trust had shown to positively correlate with effective knowledge transfer (Tsai and Ghoshal,
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1998), the reasoning for this anomaly may come from the work of Levin and Cross (2004)
that established trust as a multi-level construct – benevolence-based trust and competencebased trust. The importance of competence-based trust becomes important when we look at
the cost involved for knowledge transfer from the information seeker’s perspective. The
seeker’s trust in the donor’s competence will make it easy for the seeker to approach the
donor.
Tie strength
Studies have also shown that the existence of strong formal ties between the donor and
recipient added to informal exchanges and that these informal knowledge exchanges were,
in turn, more effective than formal exchanges in knowledge transfer (Ensign and Hébert,
2009). This corroborated the general ﬁnding that a strong relationship between recipient and
donor would facilitate knowledge transfer (Szulanski, 1996). Hansen (1999) took a different
route to study the relationship between formal ties and knowledge transfer. He approached
it from the type of knowledge being transferred and the presence of strong versus weak ties.
He showed that when transfer involved explicit knowledge, the presence of weak ties
(against strong ties) ensured rapid transfer, whereas when the transfer involved tacit
knowledge, the transfer was faster when stronger ties were involved.
Proximity/similarity
Previous research has shown that similarity among the partners of knowledge transfer
inﬂuences transfer through attraction (Darr and Kurtzberg, 2000). When the source and the
recipient are socially proximate, it increases the individual’s willingness to transfer and
absorb knowledge (Kachra and White, 2008). The similarity in expertise can make
communication more efﬁcient because of the expectation that the knowledge transfer costs
will not exceed beneﬁts (Reagans and McEvily, 2003). When coming to social status
differences, the person with the lower-status will be more motivated to transfer knowledge
than higher status person (Thomas-Hunt et al., 2003). Personality similarity between the
source and recipient can increase trust, respect and motivation to transfer knowledge (Allen
and Eby, 2003). Though geographic proximity can increase the efﬁciency of knowledge
transfer, the knowledge transferred tend to be less novel because of the homogeneity within
the geographic region (Bell and Zaheer, 2007).
Debates around motivational and cognitive challenges in knowledge transfer
The motivational challenges stem from the varied and sometimes, conﬂicting interests of
partners involved in the knowledge transfer. The cognitive challenges arise from the
asymmetries in the knowledge residing in the parties involved in transfers. For a better
understanding of the cognitive challenges involved in knowledge transfer, it is necessary to
revisit the concepts of codiﬁed and uncodiﬁed knowledge. As discussed earlier, codiﬁable or
explicit knowledge is a consequence of the abstraction and establishment of a cause-effect
relationship, whereas uncodiﬁed or tacit knowledge has a strong reliance on local
experience, is context-dependent and is embodied in individuals involved in the experience.
What it implies is that the organizations that have higher proportion of uncodiﬁed
knowledge would ﬁnd it difﬁcult to transfer because it becomes costly.
It is also true that organizations are often forced to choose between the two-tacit and
explicit when it comes to knowledge transfer. In other words, organizations must either
articulate and convert their uncodiﬁed knowledge into codiﬁed knowledge, and thus,
decrease the cost of knowledge transfer or continue to depend on costlier direct
communication channels for understanding the uncodiﬁed knowledge. In this context, the

distinction between common and partitioned knowledge opens up and their debate
surrounding the cognitive challenges in the knowledge transfer process. Studies have shown
that the knowledge in an organization can either remain common to everyone or be highly
localized (partitioned). The debate has been whether the partitioned knowledge should be
transferred to the common domain and, if so, at what cost. Scholars in favor of the common
repository highlight the communication and search cost involved, if not codiﬁed and
transferred to a common pool. In contrast, studies opposing the move to integrate the
partitioned or localized knowledge into the common domain point out that such a
move could turn out to be costly because the parties to the knowledge transfer might have
knowledge gaps within themselves. In other words, the parties involved in knowledge
transfer may not be able to reach a shared understanding after they commit to the
knowledge transfer process. This means that either the source or the recipient – or both –
would have to make considerable investments to render the partitioned knowledge
understandable. This is not to say that codiﬁed knowledge is easier to transfer; rather,
codiﬁed knowledge is more like a double-edged sword. Codiﬁcation can increase the risk of
imitation; but if not codiﬁed, the communication and search costs could increase. Future
research needs to untangle the effect of partitioned and common knowledge on the
relationship between the source and recipient during knowledge transfer.
Studies have shown that the motivation and commitment of the parties involved in
transfer also become critical for the successful transfer of knowledge. Whether it is intrinsic
or extrinsic or both has been a matter of contention among organizational scholars.
Researchers such as Osterloh and Frey (2000) argued that intrinsic motivation was an
enabler for the transfer of tacit knowledge. The intrinsic motivation came from nonmonetary rewards such as recognizing individuals for their good work and opportunities for
doing challenging work. The importance of extrinsic motivation in knowledge transfer has
been the focus for scholars like O’Dell and Grayson (1998), who found evidence for senior
manager’s role in reinforcing and rewarding employee behaviors facilitating knowledge
transfer. While much of the research emphasizes the need for either extrinsic and intrinsic
motivation or both in knowledge transfer, Jewels and Ford (2006) came up with a
contradictory ﬁnding that individuals are neither motivated to transfer knowledge when
promised ﬁnancial reward nor are they inhibited from transferring knowledge when they
believe that their status would decrease in the process.
Debate around levels of knowledge transfer
Till now, the rhetoric about knowledge transfer in an organization has been broadly about
individuals involved in the transfer, i.e. interpersonal transfer. However, studies have shown
that knowledge transfer is not limited to an individual level and it extends to higher levels of
analysis, including groups, departments, divisions and even between organizations.
Although ample research has focused on interpersonal knowledge transfer, research
examining multiple levels is scarce.
Individual level
At an individual level, it is accepted that knowledge exists in tacit form, mostly embedded in
individual members. Scholars in the psychological domain such as Bandura (1977) spent
considerable time understanding how knowledge gets transferred from one individual to another.
According to Singley and Anderson (1989, p. 1), individual-level knowledge transfer occurs when
“knowledge acquired in one situation applies (or fails to apply) to another.” To cite an example,
consulting and law ﬁrms rely primarily on the knowledge embedded in individuals (Starbuck,
1992). At the same time, it is important to note that individuals may not transfer the knowledge
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they possess with others (Stasser and Titus, 1987). For example, a person who has attended a
training program may be less inclined to transfer his knowledge to others who he does not value
(Borgatti and Cross, 2003). Szulanski (1996) looked at it from the source’s end and reasoned that
individuals’ difﬁculty in knowledge transfer may come from his/her inability to communicate,
and therefore, it is more of a dysfunction at the individual level. From the receiver’s end, Cohen
and Levinthal’s (1990) discussion about absorptive capacity as “[. . .] the ability to recognize the
value of new, external information, assimilate it and apply it” (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990, p. 128)
becomes useful in understanding the difﬁculty it has. To illustrate this further, consider a
situation where a donor is highly advanced in the use of a particular technology as compared to
the recipient. In this case, a large part of the knowledge that has to be transferred would be
beyond the understanding of the recipient. This ultimately restricts the amount of knowledge
transferred. In other words, the recipient’s absorptive capacity places an upper limit on the size of
knowledge transfer. The literature on sense-making gives much credence to this argument.
Teece’s (1998) reasons that only in those circumstances where knowledge was fully understood
and appreciated by both the donor and recipient would transfer be a simple and inexpensive
transaction. If not, the absorptive capacity would be low, knowledge stickiness[1] would be high
and the costs linked with the transfer would also be high.
Group level
Jane Zhao and Anand (2009) distinguished group level knowledge transfer from individual
level based on nature, strategic importance and level of difﬁculty. Though group level
transfer is most valuable, it is more difﬁcult and prone to error, as the knowledge remains as
tacit among the group members. Coming to the group level of knowledge transfer, tie
strength between group members was found to be a good indicator of transfer (Borgatti and
Cross, 2003). Following Granovetter’s (1973) deﬁnition of tie strength in terms of frequency
of interactions, reciprocity, mutual conﬁding and emotional closeness, studies have shown
that weak ties provide access to a wide range of information, while strong ties, delve deep
into the understanding of information. Hansen (1999) found that strong ties were more
conducive for complex knowledge[2] transfer, while weak ties allowed simple knowledge[3]
transfer. Contrasting these beneﬁts, studies have highlighted that cost of maintaining strong
ties in a group can diminish knowledge transfer. The greater the strength of ties between
members in a group, the higher the search cost that further autonomy and accessibility to
diverse information sources (Hansen, 1999), and thereby group performance. Tsai (2001)
provided another framework for understanding the nature of knowledge transfer among
group members based on absorption capacity and network position. The structural
positions occupied by group members in the network can both be an antecedent and
consequence for opportunities and constraints when it comes to knowledge transfer among
group members (Reagans and McEvily, 2003).
What Burt (1992) called structural holes, provides the group member with information
from being a broker and makes him/her the only link between the other groups. The range
of information accessible to the member from other groups is greatly enhanced through the
broker role. While Darr et al. (1995) concluded from their studies that the nature of
knowledge transfer was highly dependent on group membership, Lapré and Wassenhove
(2001) observed that management “buy-in” and diversity inﬂuenced knowledge transfer
within the organization’s units.
Organizational level
Taking an organizational level perspective, studies have shown that it is difﬁcult to transfer
knowledge across different organizational contexts (Inkpen and Tsang, 2005). In support of

this ﬁnding, Huckman and Pisano (2006) showed that surgeons who performed the same
procedure in different hospitals ended up having different outcomes. In other words, their
procedure experience in one hospital did not transfer to their experiences at other hospitals.
What it clearly illustrates is the signiﬁcance of organizational context in the knowledge
transfer process that leads us to organizational culture. Previous studies have indicated that
culture holds the key in effective knowledge transfer (Demarest, 1997). Organizational
culture that included elements of trust, communication, reward system, and structure, was
found to be a major facilitator of knowledge transfer (Rutten et al., 2016; McEvily et al.,
2003). However, the debate that has sparred among cultural theorists revolves around the
question – whether organizations should have uniform or various local cultures for effective
knowledge transfer choices. Organizational culture is an amalgamation on many – it
encompasses artifacts, values, norms, beliefs and basic assumptions shared among
members in the organization (Schein, 1996). Some scholars have argued for cultural
integration that involves alignment of assumptions, values and norms of the participating
organizations involved in knowledge transfer. They believe that unless there is convergence
(where ﬁrms’ culture becomes similar) or cross vergence (where new culture evolves), it
becomes difﬁcult for employees to understand the knowledge that resides in the ﬁrms and
develop a shared understanding (Sarala and Vaara, 2010). Also, knowledge transfer
becomes difﬁcult in the organization when the culture does not allow cooperative
behaviors – tendency to share and collaborate with each other (Goh, 2002).
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Results and discussion
Our review of knowledge transfer literature indicates that a large part of human knowledge is
highly organization-speciﬁc, context-speciﬁc and tacit in nature (Figure 1), which poses limits
to its effective articulation and transferability. Our lengthy discussion on tacit (uncodiﬁed) and
explicit (codiﬁed) knowledge indicates that there is still no consensus on whether organizations
should strive toward converting all embedded (tacit) knowledge into explicit form or whether
they should retain knowledge as tacit itself or whether an organization should strike a balance
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between the tacit and explicit knowledge contained in it. In our observation, one of the factors
that inﬂuence this decision is cost. If the organization decides to transfer all its tacit knowledge
into explicit knowledge (which might not be even possible), the costs incurred would be so
exponentially high as to defy economic sense. This decision can also be challenged later if the
codiﬁed knowledge remains in the organization without any utility for its members after
considerable expenditure on its conversion. On the contrary, if the organization decided not to
transfer its tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge, the tacit knowledge within the employees
remains uncaptured and it would be easily lost when employees transferred, retired or left the
organization. The case of departing employee leaving with years of knowledge because of a
lack of conversion from tacit to explicit knowledge in an organization was best illustrated by
the author’s own experience in a private sector bank in India. The bank had consistent growth
rate for more than three decades and was an inﬂuential voice in the banking industry. The
bank had a loyal and committed workforce that was the driving force behind their success
story. The top management came in for a shock when they realized that two-thirds of their
employees were due to retire in the next four to ﬁve years. The bank went on for a recruitment
drive to capture young talent in a bid to offset its lack of planning for the future. Although they
were successful in attracting talent, the younger folks did not stay with the bank for long as it
was just another pit stop for them. On one hand, the bank was ﬁnding it difﬁcult to retain the
newly-recruited workforce and the other hand, retirements were fast approaching. The bank
was facing a crisis-like situation: the top management realized that it had failed to transfer the
best practices that had made it the industry leader. The experience that older employees had
garnered over the years was about to go when they retired from the bank. The bank tried a few
interventions to control the damage. One of the tools that they employed was using storytelling
to capture employees’ knowledge that was unknown to the larger community. It became clear
from these experience sharing sessions through storytelling that tacitness can only be captured
through highly interactive conversations and must be intentional. When the culture of the
organization was protective in nature, trust becomes a critical factor in determining the extent
of tacit knowledge transfer, as it became evident in this case (Argote and Guo, 2016). The older
employees found it difﬁcult to share or disclose their tacit knowledge to the new recruits
because they were still considered outsiders and their attrition did not help either.
Regarding how causal ambiguity affects the nature of knowledge transfer, a small
incident that happened at a leading fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) company would
make it clear the need to further explore the cause-effect relationship. An employee of the
soap manufacturing unit of the FMCG company had inadvertently left his machine running
during the lunch break. On returning back, the employee found a frothy mixture unseen in
the soap business. As none of the inputs and processes had changed, the company marketed
the “foamy” product along with the other products. After several months, the company was
inundated with offers for this new soap. Having forgotten about the incident that had led to
the formation of foamy soap months back, the company was unclear to what ingredient
(input) and processes (causal factor) would have resulted in such a frothy mix. After a lot of
experimentation, they discovered that the presence of extra air was responsible for this
“ﬂoating” soap. When the company was completely ignorant about what combination of
inputs and processes resulted in the ﬁnal outcome, their knowledge became causally
ambiguous. In such a situation, knowledge transfer ceased. A widely accepted deﬁnition of
causal ambiguity is that it is the uncertainty that “[. . .] stems from a basic ambiguity
concerning the nature of the causal connections between actions and results” (Lippman and
Rumelt, 1982, p. 420). Simonin (1999) and Reed and DeFillippi (1990) indicated that tacitness
and complexity could be antecedents to causal ambiguity. The more tacit the knowledge, the
greater the associated causal ambiguity (Wilcox-King and Zeithaml, 2001). Szulanski (2000)

suggested that under conditions of high causal ambiguity, trustworthiness, status and social
capital might be less effective in knowledge transfer than currently assumed.
A completely different case would be when people willingly transfer knowledge and how
to measure the effectiveness of the transfer (Argote and Ingram, 2000). Baum and Ingram
(1998) used a performance approach to measure the degree to which hotels in a vicinity
survived by learning from other hotels that belonged to the same chain. Nonetheless, as
Argote (2012) rightly mentions, the problem with such performance approach is controlling
for factors that affect performance other than the experience of other units in the chain.
Another way to measure knowledge transfer is to measure changes in the knowledge of the
beneﬁciary. The problem here is that the knowledge gained can remain tacit, as seen in the
bank case. The same issue was highlighted by Berry and Broadbent (1984, 1987) in their
study where they found that people who had signiﬁcant experience with a management
simulation in the initial iteration could transfer their experience to the second iteration and
they were better off than the participants who had no experience in the second iteration. The
presence of knowledge in multiple repositories poses another big challenge for measuring
effectiveness of knowledge transfer. Walsh and Ungson (1991) paper talked about the
various repositories, such as individual members, roles and structures, standard operating
procedures, culture and physical layout of the organization, where knowledge is stored.
The nature of the transmission channel also affects the quality and quantity of the knowledge
transferred. The transmission loss associated with tacit knowledge is higher; hence, it has been
suggested that the use of rich communication media such as face-to-face and informal talks (Daft
and Lengel, 1986) can reduce transmission loss. Some of the researchers have also relied on
communications theory (Shannon and Weaver, 1949) to understand the factors that make the
transfer of knowledge difﬁcult. According to communications theory, knowledge transfer is akin to
a message transfer from source to the recipient within a context. The properties of the message, as
well as the context, can put constraints on knowledge transfer that make it stickier. Recently, there
has been a move toward organizational learning theories, which look at knowledge transfer as more
of an ongoing process rather than a static communication sequence (Szulanski, 2000). A metareview conducted by Flores et al. (2012) in the Journal of Management found that the articles
published in premier journals such as the Academy of Management Journal, Academy of
Management Review, Journal of Management, Journal of Management Studies and Organization
Science between 1970 and 2007 mostly adopted a process approach to organizational learning,
which was viewed through a knowledge-transfer lens. In their review, organizational learning was
deﬁned as a process composed of information acquisition, information distribution, information
interpretation, information integration and organizational memory (Flores et al., 2012).
Implications for research and practice
Our study has implications for both theory and practice. From a theoretical standpoint, we
would like to consider our paper positioned as a contribution to a more holistic view of the
nature of knowledge transfer that helps to overcome some of the inherent limitations among
reviews that looks at the construct from a unilateral perspective. As we complete this
review, it seems that the debate about codiﬁcation that has spurred the academic
community in organizational studies is still in its infancy. The other debates that we
discussed have either reached a climax or it has given way to newer debates. Nevertheless,
the need for further development of knowledge transfer construct from a theoretical, as well
as methodological perspective remains. As Kumar and Ganesh (2009) note, the dimensions
that seemed the most prominent in the authors’ perspective may open newer thoughts and
can lead to the emergence of other perspectives in the ﬁeld of knowledge transfer. Scholars
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can also consider adding new disciplines to the study of knowledge transfer, and thereby,
develop a holistic understanding and better insights into the different facets of the topic.
We feel our work holds signiﬁcance for practitioners. Our study highlights some of the possible
consequences for managers of being unaware about the various debates discussed in this paper. If
managers do not proactively design a strategic approach to knowledge transfer, they may not be
able to manage and transfer knowledge that gives them an edge over their competitors.

420
Conclusion
We sought to contribute to an understanding of the various debates on knowledge transfer –
tacit versus explicit transfer, multi-level transfer, parties involved in transfer – by conducting a
systematic analysis of research published on this topic in leading management, psychology,
sociology and economic journals. We developed a comprehensive framework (Figure 1) that
organizes the knowledge transfer literature, which we used to review extant research within
and across multiple disciplines and levels of analysis. This framework can be considered as the
most important contribution of the paper. We identiﬁed parts of coherence and conﬂict in
theoretical arguments within and across levels and identiﬁed emerging themes for future
research. By synthesizing and critically evaluating six decades of research about knowledge
transfer across multiple ﬁelds and multiple levels, we hope to have contributed to a greater
understanding of knowledge transfer and to have stimulated increased attention about
knowledge transfer. Our hope is that it would spark further deliberations and discussions
among scholars about the various debates in knowledge transfer and translate to interesting
themes in the knowledge management literature.
Notes
1. Szulanski (1996) was credited with introducing the term “stickiness”. In fact, it was Von Hippel (1994)
who introduced the notion of knowledge as a sticky asset, meaning that it was diﬃcult to transfer
and costly to acquire. He deﬁned stickiness as “[. . .] the incremental expenditure required to transfer
that unit of information to a speciﬁed locus in a form usable by a given information seeker” (Von
Hippel, 1994, p. 430). Szulanski (1996) talked about stickiness as a function of absorptive capacity,
causal ambiguity and the relationship between source and recipient.
2. Complex knowledge includes a wide variety of interrelated parts that cannot be easily grouped. It
requires greater volume of information and skills to be transferred.
3. Simple knowledge requires a low volume of information and is easily transferred.

References
Allen, T.D. and Eby, L.T. (2003), “Relationship effectiveness for mentors: factors associated with
learning and quality”, Journal of Management, Vol. 29 No. 4, pp. 469-486.
Argote, L. (2012), Organizational Learning: Creating, Retaining and Transferring Knowledge, Springer
Science and Business Media, New York, NY.
Argote, L. and Guo, J.M. (2016), “Routines and transactive memory systems: creating, coordinating, retaining,
and transferring knowledge in organizations”, Research in Organizational Behavior, Vol. 36, pp. 65-84.
Argote, L. and Ingram, P. (2000), “Knowledge transfer: a basis for competitive advantage in ﬁrms”,
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, Vol. 82 No. 1, pp. 150-169.
Argote, L. and Miron-Spektor, E. (2011), “Organizational learning: from experience to knowledge”,
Organization Science, Vol. 22 No. 5, pp. 1123-1137.

Argote, L., Beckman, S.L. and Epple, D. (1990), “The persistence and transfer of learning in industrial
settings”, Management Science, Vol. 36 No. 2, pp. 140-154.
Arrow, K.J. (1974), “Limited knowledge and economic analysis”, American Economic Review, Vol. 64
No. 1, pp. 1-10.
Balconi, M., Pozzali, A. and Viale, R. (2007), “The ‘codiﬁcation debate’ revisited: a conceptual
framework to analyze the role of tacit knowledge in economics”, Industrial and Corporate
Change, Vol. 16 No. 5, pp. 823-849.
Bandura, A. (1977), “Self-efﬁcacy: toward a unifying theory of behavioral change”, Psychological
Review, Vol. 84 No. 2, p. 191.
Baum, J.C. and Ingram, P. (1998), “Survival-enhancing learning in the Manhattan hotel industry
1898-1980”, Management Science, Vol. 44 No. 7, pp. 996-1016.
Bell, G.G. and Zaheer, A. (2007), “Geography, networks, and knowledge ﬂow”, Organization Science,
Vol. 18 No. 6, pp. 955-972.
Berry, D.C. and Broadbent, D.E. (1984), “On the relationship between task performance and associated
verbalizable knowledge”, The Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology Section A, Vol. 36
No. 2, pp. 209-231.
Berry, D.C. and Broadbent, D.E. (1987), “The combination of explicit and implicit learning processes in
task control”, Psychological Research, Vol. 49 No. 1, pp. 7-15.
Bock, G.W., Zmud, R.W., Kim, Y.G. and Lee, J.N. (2005), “Behavioral intention formation in knowledge
sharing: examining the roles of extrinsic motivators, social-psychological factors, and
organizational climate”, MIS Quarterly, Vol. 29 No. 1, pp. 87-111.
Borgatti, S.P. and Cross, R. (2003), “A relational view of information seeking and learning in social
networks”, Management Science, Vol. 49 No. 4, pp. 432-445.
Burt, R.S. (1992), Structural Holes, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, MA.
Chen, Y.H., Lin, T.P. and Yen, D.C. (2014), “How to facilitate inter-organizational knowledge sharing:
the impact of trust”, Information and Management, Vol. 51 No. 5, pp. 568-578.
Chuang, C.H., Jackson, S.E. and Jiang, Y. (2016), “Can knowledge-intensive teamwork be managed?
Examining the roles of HRM systems, leadership, and tacit knowledge”, Journal of Management,
Vol. 22 No. 2, pp. 524-554.
Cohen, W.M. and Levinthal, D.A. (1990), “Absorptive capacity: a new perspective on learning and
innovation”, Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 35 No. 1, pp. 128-153.
Cowan, R., David, P.A. and Foray, D. (2000), “The explicit economics of knowledge codiﬁcation and
tacitness”, Industrial and Corporate Change, Vol. 9 No. 2, pp. 211-253.
Cummings, J. (2003), Knowledge Sharing: ALiterature Review, The World Bank, Washington,
DC.
Daft, R.L. and Lengel, R.H. (1986), “Organizational information requirements, media richness and
structural design”, Management Science, Vol. 32 No. 5, pp. 554-571.
Darr, E.D. and Kurtzberg, T.R. (2000), “An investigation of partner similarity dimensions on knowledge
transfer”, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, Vol. 82 No. 1, pp. 28-44.
Darr, E.P., Argote, L. and Epple, D. (1995), “The acquisition, transfer and depreciation of knowledge in
service organizations: productivity in franchises”, Management Science, Vol. 41 No. 11, pp. 1750-1762.
Davenport, T.H. and Prusak, L. (1998), Working Knowledge: How Organizations Manage What They
Know, Harvard Business Press.
Davenport, T.H. and Prusak, L. (2000), Working Knowledge: how Organizations Manage What They
Know, Harvard Business School Pres, Boston.
Demarest, M. (1997), “Understanding knowledge management”, Long Range Planning, Vol. 30 No. 3,
pp. 374-384.

The nature of
knowledge
transfer

421

VJIKMS
50,3

422

de Zubielqui, G.C., Lindsay, N., Lindsay, W. and Jones, J. (2019), “Knowledge quality, innovation and
ﬁrm performance: a study of knowledge transfer in SMEs”, Small Business Economics, Vol. 53
No. 1, pp. 145-164.
Dirks, K.T. and Ferrin, D.L. (2001), “The role of trust in organizational settings”, Organization Science,
Vol. 12 No. 4, pp. 450-467.
Edmondson, A. (1999), “Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams”, Administrative
Science Quarterly, Vol. 44 No. 2, pp. 350-383.
Ensign, P.C. and Hébert, L. (2009), “Competing explanations for knowledge exchange: technology
sharing within the globally dispersed R&D of the multinational, multidivisional ﬁrm”, Journal of
High Technology Management Research, Vol. 20 No. 1, pp. 75-85.
Flores, L.G., Zheng, W., Rau, D. and Thomas, C.H. (2012), “Organizational learning: subprocess
identiﬁcation, construct validation, and an empirical test of cultural antecedents”, Journal of
Management, Vol. 38 No. 2, pp. 640-667.
Gersick, C.J. and Hackman, J.R. (1990), “Habitual routines in task performing groups”, Organizational
Behavior and Human Decision Processes, Vol. 47 No. 1, pp. 65-97.
Gil, A.J. and Carrillo, F.J. (2016), “Knowledge transfer and the learning process in Spanish wineries”,
Knowledge Management Research and Practice, Vol. 14 No. 1, pp. 60-68.
Goh, S.C. (2002), “Managing effective knowledge transfer: an integrative framework and some practice
implications”, Journal of Knowledge Management, Vol. 6 No. 1, pp. 23-30.
Granovetter, M.S. (1973), “The strength of weak ties”, American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 78 No. 6,
pp. 1360-1380.
Grant, R.M. (1996), “Toward a knowledge-based theory of the ﬁrm”, Strategic Management Journal,
Vol. 17, pp. 109-122.
Guo, Y., Jasovska, P., Rammal, H.G. and Rose, E.L. (2018), “Global mobility of professionals and the
transfer of tacit knowledge in multinational service ﬁrms”, Journal of Knowledge Management,
available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-09-2017-0399
Hansen, M.T. (1999), “The search-transfer problem: the role of weak ties in sharing knowledge across
organization subunits”, Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 44 No. 1, pp. 82-111.
Hansen, M.T. (2002), “Knowledge networks: explaining effective knowledge sharing in multiunit
companies”, Organization Science, Vol. 13 No. 3, pp. 232-248.
Hargadon, A. and Fanelli, A. (2002), “Action and possibility: reconciling dual perspectives of
knowledge in organizations”, Organization Science, Vol. 13 No. 3, pp. 290-302.
Huang, X., Hsieh, J.J. and He, W. (2014), “Expertise dissimilarity and creativity: the contingent roles of
tacit and explicit knowledge sharing”, Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 99 No. 5, pp. 816-830.
Huber, G.P. (1991), “Organizational learning: the contributing processes and the literatures”,
Organization Science, Vol. 21 No. 1, pp. 88-115.
Huckman, R.S. and Pisano, G.P. (2006), “The ﬁrm speciﬁcity of individual performance: evidence from
cardiac surgery”, Management Science, Vol. 52 No. 4, pp. 473-488.
Inkpen, A.C. and Tsang, E.W. (2005), “Social Capital, networks, and knowledge transfer”, Academy of
Management Review, Vol. 30 No. 1, pp. 146-165.
Jane Zhao, Z. and Anand, J. (2009), “A multilevel perspective on knowledge transfer: evidence from the
Chinese automotive industry”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 30 No. 9, pp. 959-983.
Jewels, T. and Ford, M. (2006), “Factors inﬂuencing knowledge sharing in information technology
projects”, e-Service Journal, Vol. 5 No. 1, pp. 99-117.
Johnson, B., Lorenz, E. and Lundvall, B. (2002), “Why all this fuss about codiﬁed and tacit knowledge”,
Industrial and Corporate Change, Vol. 11 No. 2, pp. 245-262.
Kachra, A. and White, R.E. (2008), “Know how transfer: the role of social, economic/competitive, and
ﬁrm boundary factors”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 29 No. 4, pp. 425-445.

Kogut, B. and Zander, U. (1992), “Knowledge of the ﬁrm, combinative capabilities, and the replication of
technology”, Organization Science, Vol. 3 No. 3, pp. 383-397.
Kogut, B. and Zander, U. (1993), “Knowledge of the ﬁrm and the evolutionary theory of the
multinational corporation”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 24 No. 4, pp. 625-645.
Krylova, K.O., Vera, D. and Crossan, M. (2016), “Knowledge transfer in knowledge intensive
organizations: the crucial role of improvisation in transferring and protecting knowledge”,
Journal of Knowledge Management, Vol. 20 No. 5, pp. 1045-1064.
Kumar, A.J. and Ganesh, L.S. (2009), “Research on knowledge transfer in organizations: a morphology”,
Journal of Knowledge Management, Vol. 13 No. 4, pp. 161-174.
Lapré, M. and Wassenhove, L.N. (2001), “Creating and transferring knowledge for productivity
improvement in factories”, Management Science, Vol. 47 No. 10, pp. 1311-1325.
Leonard-Barton, D. (1995), Wellsprings of Knowledge, Harvard Business School Press, Boston.
Levin, D.Z. and Cross, R. (2004), “The strength of weak ties you can trust: the mediating role of trust in
effective knowledge transfer”, Management Science, Vol. 50 No. 11, pp. 1477-1490.
Levitt, B. and March, J.G. (1988), “Organizational learning”, Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 14 No. 1,
pp. 319-338.
Lewis, J.D. and Weigert, A. (1985), “Trust as a social reality”, Social Forces, Vol. 63 No. 4, pp. 967-985.
Lippman, S.A. and Rumelt, R.P. (1982), “Uncertain imitability: an analysis of interﬁrm differences in
efﬁciency under competition”, The Bell Journal of Economics, Vol. 13 No. 2, pp. 418-439.
Lubit, R. (2001), “Tacit knowledge and knowledge management: the keys to sustainable competitive
advantage”, Organizational Dynamics, Vol. 29 No. 3, pp. 164-178.
McEvily, B., Perrone, V. and Zaheer, A. (2003), “Trust as an organizing principle”, Organization Science,
Vol. 14 No. 1, pp. 91-103.
Majchrzak, A., More, P.H. and Faraj, S. (2012), “Transcending knowledge differences in cross-functional
teams”, Organization Science, Vol. 23 No. 4, pp. 951-970.
March, J.G. and Simon, H.A. (1958), Organizations, Wiley, New York, NY.
Mostafa, R. and Klepper, S. (2017), “Industrial development through tacit knowledge seeding: evidence
from the Bangladesh garment industry”, Management Science, Vol. 64 No. 2, pp. 613-632.
Nahapiet, J. and Ghoshal, S. (1998), “Social capital, intellectual capital, and the organizational
advantage”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 23 No. 2, pp. 242-266.
Nonaka, I. and Konno, N. (1998), “The concept of ‘Ba’: building a foundation for knowledge creation”,
California Management Review, Vol. 40 No. 3, pp. 40-54.
Nonaka, I. and Von Krogh, G. (2009), “Perspective – tacit knowledge and knowledge conversion:
controversy and advancement in organizational knowledge creation theory”, Organization
Science, Vol. 20 No. 3, pp. 635-652.
Nonaka, I. and Takeuchi, H. (1995), The Knowledge-Creating Company, Oxford University Press,
New York, NY.
Nonaka, I. and Takeuchi, H. (1996), “The knowledge-creating company: how Japanese companies create
the dynamics of innovation”, Long Range Planning, Vol. 4 No. 29, p. 592.
Nonaka, I., and Von Krogh, G. (2009). “Perspective – tacit knowledge and knowledge conversion:
controversy and advancement in organizational knowledge creation theory“, Organization
Science, Vol. 20, No. 3, pp. 635-652
Phelps, C., Heidl, R. and Wadhwa, A. (2012), “Knowledge, networks, and knowledge networks: a review
and research agenda”, Journal of Management, Vol. 38 No. 4, pp. 1115-1166.
Polyani, M. (1966), The Tacit Dimension, Doubleday, New York, NY.
O’Dell, C. and Grayson, C.J. (1998), “If only we knew what we know: identiﬁcation and transfer of
internal best practices”, California Management Review, Vol. 40 No. 3, pp. 154-174.

The nature of
knowledge
transfer

423

VJIKMS
50,3

424

Osterloh, M. and Frey, B.S. (2000), “Motivation, knowledge transfer, and organizational ﬁrms”,
Organization Science, Vol. 11 No. 5, pp. 538-550.
Park, J.G. and Lee, J. (2014), “Knowledge sharing in information systems development projects: explicating the
role of dependence and trust”, International Journal of Project Management, Vol. 32 No. 1, pp. 153-165.
Polanyi, M. (1966), The Tacit Dimension, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London.
Reagans, R. and McEvily, B. (2003), “Network structure and knowledge transfer: the effects of cohesion
and range”, Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 48 No. 2, pp. 240-267.
Reed, R. and Deﬁllippi, R.J. (1990), “Causal ambiguity, barriers to imitation, and sustainable competitive
advantage”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 15 No. 1, pp. 88-102.
Reus, T.H., Lamont, B.T. and Ellis, K.M. (2016), “A darker side of knowledge transfer following
international acquisitions”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 37 No. 5, pp. 932-944.
Rutten, W., Blaas-Franken, J. and Martin, H. (2016), “The impact of (low) trust on knowledge sharing”,
Journal of Knowledge Management, Vol. 20 No. 2, pp. 199-214.
Sankowska, A. (2013), “Relationships between organizational trust, knowledge transfer, knowledge
creation, and ﬁrm’s innovativeness”, The Learning Organization, Vol. 20 No. 1, pp. 85-100.
Sarala, R.M., Junni, P., Cooper, C.L. and Tarba, S.Y. (2016), “A sociocultural perspective on
knowledge transfer in mergers and acquisitions”, Journal of Management, Vol. 42 No. 5,
pp. 1230-1249.
Sarala, R.M. and Vaara, E. (2010), “Cultural differences, convergence, and crossvergence as
explanations of knowledge transfer in international acquisitions”, Journal of International
Business Studies, Vol. 41 No. 8, pp. 1365-1390.
Schein, E.H. (1996), “Culture: the missing concept in organization studies”, Administrative Science
Quarterly, Vol. 41 No. 2, pp. 229-240.
Shannon, C.E. and Weaver, W. (1949), The Mathematical Theory of Communication, University of IL
Press, Chicago.
Simon, H.A. (1991), “Bounded rationality and organizational learning”, Organization Science, Vol. 2
No. 1, pp. 125-134.
Simonin, B.L. (1999), “Ambiguity and the process of knowledge transfer in strategic alliances”,
Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 20 No. 7, pp. 595-623.
Singley, M.K. and Anderson, J.R. (1989), The Transfer of Cognitive Skill, Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, MA.
Starbuck, W.H. (1992), “Learning by knowledge-intensive ﬁrms”, Journal of Management Studies,
Vol. 29 No. 6, pp. 713-740.
Stasser, G. and Titus, W. (1987), “Effects of information load and percentage of shared information on
the dissemination of unshared information during group discussion”, Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, Vol. 53 No. 1, p. 81.
Szulanski, G. (1996), “Exploring internal stickiness: impediments to the transfer of best practice within
the ﬁrm”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 17, pp. 27-43.
Szulanski, G. (2000), “The process of knowledge transfer: a diachronic analysis of stickiness”,
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, Vol. 82 No. 1, pp. 9-27.
Szulanski, G., Ringov, D. and Jensen, R.J. (2016), “Overcoming stickiness: how the timing of knowledge
transfer methods affects transfer difﬁculty”, Organization Science, Vol. 27 No. 2, pp. 304-322.
Teece, D. (2000), “Strategies for managing knowledge assets: the role of ﬁrm structure and industrial
context”, Long Range Planning, Vol. 33 No. 1, pp. 35-54.
Teece, D.J. (1998), “Research directions for knowledge management”, California Management Review,
Vol. 40 No. 3, pp. 55-79.

Thomas-Hunt, M.C., Ogden, T.Y. and Neale, M.A. (2003), “Who’s really sharing? Effects of social and
expert status on knowledge exchange within groups”, Management Science, Vol. 49 No. 4,
pp. 464-477.
Tsai, W. (2001), “Knowledge transfer in intraorganizational networks: effects of network position and
absorptive capacity on business unit innovation and performance”, Academy of Management
Journal, Vol. 44 No. 5, pp. 996-1004.
Tsai, W. and Ghoshal, S. (1998), “Social capital and value creation: the role of intraﬁrm networks”,
Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 41 No. 4, pp. 464-476.
von Hippel, E. (1994), “Sticky information’ and the locus of problem solving: implications for
innovation”, Management Science, Vol. 40 No. 4, pp. 429-438.
Walsh, J.P. and Ungson, G.R. (1991), “Organizational memory”, Academy of Management Review,
Vol. 16 No. 1, pp. 57-91.
Wilcox-King, A. and Zeithaml, C. (2001), “Competencies and ﬁrm performance: examining the causal
ambiguity paradox”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 22 No. 1, pp. 75-99.
Williamson, O.E. (1975), Markets and Hierarchies, Free Press, New York, NY.
Zaheer, A., McEvily, B. and Perrone, V. (1998), “Does trust matter? Exploring the effects of interorganizational
and interpersonal trust on performance”, Organization Science, Vol. 9 No. 2, pp. 141-159.
Further reading
Adler, P.S. (2001), “Market, hierarchy and trust: the knowledge economy and the future of capitalism”,
Organization Science, Vol. 12 No. 2, pp. 215-234.
Andrews, K.M. and Delahay, B.L. (2000), “Inﬂuences on knowledge processes in organizational
learning: the psychosocial ﬁlter”, Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 37 No. 6, pp. 797-810.
De Long, D.W. and Fahey, L. (2000), “Diagnosing cultural barriers to knowledge management”,
Academy of Management Perspectives, Vol. 14 No. 4, pp. 113-127.
Hamel, G. (1991), “Competition for competence and inter-partner learning within international strategic
alliances”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 12, pp. 83-103.
Levin, D.Z., Walter, J. and Murnighan, J.K. (2011), “Dormant ties: the value of reconnecting”,
Organization Science, Vol. 22 No. 4, pp. 923-939.
Theriou, G.N. and Chatzoglou, P.D. (2008), “Enhancing performance through best HRM practices,
organizational learning and knowledge management: a conceptual framework”, European
Business Review, Vol. 20 No. 3, pp. 185-207.
Zahra, S.A. and George, G. (2002), “Absorptive capacity: a review, reconceptualization, and extension”,
Academy of Management Review, Vol. 27 No. 2, pp. 185-203.
Corresponding author
Nobin Thomas can be contacted at: nobinthomas@iimidr.ac.in

For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

The nature of
knowledge
transfer

425

