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Knowledge Management Processes in International Business Alliances: A Review of Empirical Research, 1990-2003
Rangamohan V. Eunni Youngstown State University Ram R. Kasuganti Youngstown State University Anthony J. Kos Youngstown State University In this study, we first carried out a survey of empirical research studies on knowledge management processes in international business alliances published during the years 1990-2003, and organized them using two dimensions: the process focus of a study knowledge creation/transfer, and the research objective— theory testing/theory building. We had then examined the research approaches employed to conduct these studies, and categorized the latter using the dimensions: the type of data - cross-sectional / longitudinal, and the method of analysis - qualitative/quantitative. The insights gained from this two-pronged analysis are used to make some recommendations on appropriate research approaches to further our understanding of knowledge management processes in international business alliances. With the emergence of the knowledge based view (Nonaka, 1991; Nonaka &Takeuchi, 1995) that extrapolated the insights provided by the resource based view of the firm (Penrose, 1959; Barney, 1991), and the rapid increase in the 1990s of the use of international strategic partnerships such as joint ventures and strategic alliances by multinational enterprises to conduct business worldwide (Mowery, Oxley & Silverman, 1996), knowledge management issues in cross-border alliances have engaged the attention of academic scholarship in the last decade of the 20th century. Theoretical postulations concerning the

creation, transfer and application of knowledge in business firms generally have been subjected to substantial empirical research in the context of international alliances designed both to test hypotheses to validate the existing theories as well as to generate new hypotheses that could potentially form the building blocks of a new theory. It would therefore be interesting and instructive from an academic standpoint to look back in retrospect, and assess the state of the art in our understanding of knowledge related processes in international business alliances to the extent they are verified and vindicated by empirical research. With this end in view, in this study we carried out a survey of extant empirical studies on knowledge management in international business alliances published during the period 1990-2003. The specific research questions that we sought to address are as follows: 1. What were the broad issues and themes that academics have focused on while conducting empirical research on learning processes in international alliances? To
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what extent, have these studies succeeded in testing existing theory of knowledge management in general, and what, if any, are their contributions to enriching and building new theoretical perspectives in this field? 2. What methodological approaches were adopted to carry out empirical research on knowledge management in international alliances? What were the methods of data collection and analysis? Have the researchers relied upon cross-sectional or longitudinal data? Were the techniques of analysis quantitative or qualitative? What are the relative merits and shortcomings of the 

alternative approaches in the context of studies to investigate the learning processes in international alliances? Drawing upon the insights from a study of the foregoing two sets of process-specific and methodological issues, we hoped to suggest methodological approaches most likely to be productive for carrying out research on the knowledge management processes in international alliances. Our use of the term international alliance covers varied forms of inter-firm collaboration, and includes international joint ventures, franchises, coalitions partnerships, hybrid organizational arrangements, research consortia, strategic networks, cooperative ventures, and/or strategic alliances, by whatever term they are referred to. Using key-word searches in Proquest ABI-Inform and EBSCO Business Source Premier electronic databases, we generated a fairly exhaustive list of the articles dealing with the topic of knowledge management in international alliances. To make the study tractable, we excluded all theoretical contributions on international alliances, and prepared a subset of empirical research-based articles that were published in leading business and business-related journals. To identify the leading business and businessrelated journals we primarily relied upon the list generated by Werner (2002), which itself was developed from the widely cited Gomez-Mejia & Balkin (1992)'s list with some minor changes. To the journals in this list that typically publish empirical research studies, we added the Academy of Management Executive, California Management Review, Journal of World Business, Long Range Planning and Organization Science for wider coverage of empirical studies on the topic of our study. Using these

criteria, a total of 48 articles were identified for detailed perusal. The journal-wise distribution of the articles is given in Table 1.

Empirical Research on Knowledge Management in International Alliances: An Assessment
Literature on knowledge management in international alliances has emphasized to varying degrees three distinct processes of inter-organizational learning in international alliances: transfer of knowledge between the parent firms and the alliance partners on the one hand, and between the partners within the alliance on the other (Nonaka, 1994); creation of new knowledge through integration and transformation of resources and competencies contributed by the parent firms and the alliance partners (Quinn, 1992); and finally, application of the new knowledge created in the alliance by the parent firms in new ventures, or to improve the operations in existing ventures (Inkpen, 1995; Inkpen & Crossan, 1995). Extant empirical research on learning in international alliances
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has predominantly been in the area of knowledge transfer, and to a lesser extent on knowledge creation; research on the application of knowledge repatriated by the alliance partners to the parent firms is scanty, if not entirely non-existent in mainstream strategy literature (See Beamish & Berdrow, 2003 for a rare exception). For the purpose of classifying the research studies based on the learning process addressed, we had consequently restricted ourselves to only two of the three processes, viz., knowledge transfer and knowledge creation. The objective of all empirical research in social sciences is either to test hypotheses to validate 

an existing theory or generate hypotheses that could form the building blocks of a new theory. Superimposing the research objective dimension on to the learning process focused on in a study, we developed an analytical lens along these two dimensions, which was used to categorize and organize the empirical studies on knowledge management in international alliances in a systematic manner (See Table 2). What we discerned from the review of extant empirical research on knowledge management in international alliances is a kaleidoscopic pattern that is at once gratifying and disconcerting. For a field of inquiry that is barely a decade old, knowledge management has enriched our understanding of collaborative processes in inter-firm ventures from a novel perspective. The knowledge view of the firm enabled us to look beyond the conventional lens of collaborative opportunities and competitive risks of doing business in an international setting using international alliances, and required us focus on the underlying dynamics of knowledge interplays among the parent and partner firms that can be advantageous to all those involved. The themes that have attracted the attention of academic scholarship on international alliances encompass a broad range of factors that have a significant bearing on the value outcomes of international strategic partnerships. The antecedent conditions such as motivations for collaboration (Beamish

Table 1. Distribution of Empirical Research Studies by Journal
Name of the Journal Academy of Management Executive Academy of Management Journal Administrative Science Quarterly California Management Review Journal of International Business Studies Journal of Management Studies Journal of World

Business Long Range Planning Management Science Organization Science Strategic Management Journal Books Total Number of articles 2 2 1 2 10 2 1 1 1 9 14 3 48
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& Berdrow, 2003; Inkpen & Crossan, 1995), necessity of goal congruence among parentfirms (Si & Bruton, 1999), and parental engagement and oversight (Steensma & Lyles, 2000; Berdrow & Lane, 2003) have been rightly emphasized in these empirical studies. The importance of mutuality and reciprocity in knowledge exchanges (Almeida, 1996), the absorptive capacity ofthe recipients (Lyles & Salk, 1996), and the preferred channels and institutional arrangements for knowledge transfer (Stuck & Schroeder, 1994; Moore & Birkinshaw, 1998) received well-deserved attention in empirical research studies. The characteristics of knowledge transferred (Zander & Kogut, 1995; Simonin, 1999a & 1999b) and the moderating role ofthe industry environment (Powell, Koput, & SmithDoerr, 1996) have found place in these studies. A beginning was also made to develop metrics to operationalize the tacitness of the knowledge transferred (Kogut & Zander, 1993). The range of issues covered in empirical research on knowledge management in international alliances thus far is doubtless wide and impressive. However, the focus of these empirical studies has generally tended to be on the validation of theoretical postulations concerning knowledge transfer derived from mainstream knowledge management literature. Save a few exceptions (Almeida, Song, & Grant, 2002; Tsang, 2002), studies to test what is theoretically predicted about the process of knowledge creation in international alliances have been sparse

in comparison. This may, in part, have been a reflection ofthe paucity of theory on the knowledge creation process in the knowledge management field itself, or may be, due to a lack of empirical testing of such theoretical propositions that there were, in the context of international alliances. Difficulty in obtaining data relevant to the knowledge creation process in international

Table 2. A Typology of Empirical Studies on Knowledge Management in International Alliances
Theorv Testing Knowledge Transfer Kogut & Zander (1993) Zander & Kogut (1995) Lyles & Salk (1996) Mowery, Oxley & Silverman (1996) Park &RUSSO (1996) Powell, Koput, & Smith-Doerr (1996) Simonin (1997); Simonin (1999a,b) Si & Bruton (1999) Moore & Birkinshaw (2000)Steensma & Lyles (2000) Birkinshaw, Nobel & Ridderstrale (2002) Beamish & Berdrow (2003) Berdrow & Lane (2003) Almeida, Song & Grant (2002) Tsang (2002) Theory Building Child &Markoczy (1993) Inkpen &Crosnan (1995) Powell (1998) Bresnan, Birkinshaw & Nobel (1999) Ranft & Lord (2002)

Knowledge Creation

Bierly & Chakrabarty (1996) Inkpen &Dinur (1998)
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alliances may be an additional reason for the paucity of empirical studies in this area. A more serious limitation of the research on international alliances to date is the woeful lack of empirical studies designed to build upon and further our theoretical understanding of the knowledge management processes, both of transfer and creation, in international alliances. Existing efforts in this direction are meager and isolated (Child & Markoczy, 1993; Inkpen & Dinur, 1998), and this does not augur well for the development of a generalizabie theory

of knowledge management. A contributory factor for this unfortunate lopsidedness in the research to date, we hypothesize, may have been due to the research approaches employed to carry out the empirical research. In the next section, we therefore take a closer look at the type of data and the methods of analysis used in the research studies to investigate whether our surmise has any basis in reality.

Research Approaches in Studies on Knowledge Management in International Alliances
Whereas the goals of a research study frequently drive the choice of the research design, the converse may also be true; the methodological approach adopted for a study may constrain the objectives of the research project, and may even occasionally lead to their modification. Two key dimensions in the design of an empirical research study are the type of data used in the study, and the method of analysis relied upon to arrive at the findings. The type of data could either be cross-sectional or longitudinal; the method of analysis could be quantitative or qualitative. While cross-sectional studies provide perspectives, longitudinal studies contribute to gaining insights on a phenomenon studied. Whereas quantitative methods offer rigorous statistical testing of theory, qualitative methods are well suited to building theories, and writing rich descriptions of a phenomenon observed (Sutton, 1997). With this understanding, we carefully reviewed the empirical studies on knowledge management processes in international alliances from the perspective of the type of data and the methods of analysis, and categorized the studies along both these dimensions. The results of this exercise are presented in Table 3. Generally, empirical

research in social sciences relies more often up on cross-sectional data than longitudinal data, and research on knowledge management in international alliances is no exception. As could be seen from Table 3, an overwhelming majority of the studies thus far have set store on cross-sectional data and quantitative analysis. Kogut & Zander (1993) and Zander & Kogut (1995) used the questionnaire method to collect data on the attributes of technology transferred by Swedish MNEs, and computed logit estimations of their effect on choice of wholly owned subsidiaries. Mowery, Oxley & Silverman (1996) investigated inter-firm knowledge transfers in strategic alliances using cross-citation rates of patents by the partner firms. Si & Bruton (1999) estimated the importance of knowledge acquisition goals by the partners in Sino-Western international joint ventures (IJVs) using a 5-point Liker-type scale. Similarly, Lyles & Salk (1996)'s modeled knowledge acquisition from foreign parents in IJVs in the Hungarian context, and employed multiple regressions to analyze the responses from managers on a seven-item Likert-type scale. Beamish & Berdrow (2003)'s study on
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learning in IJVs surveyed senior managers of the IJVs parented by Canadian and US multinational companies, and used factor analysis to estimate motivations for participation in the joint venture. Simonin (1999a, 1999b), Birkinshaw, Nobel & Riderstrale (2002), andTsang (2002) employed structural equations modeling to analyze various knowledge-based relationships derived from cross-sectional data obtained through questionnaire surveys. In short, the dominant trend in empirical studies

on knowledge related issues in international alliances is clearly the use of quantitative methods to analyze cross-sectional data. Even where longitudinal studies with the potential to gain insights into the processes of knowledge management in international alliances had been carried out, a majority of these studies too tended to rely upon quantitative methods of analysis (Powell, Koput, & Smith-Doerr, 1996; Bierly & Chakrabarty, 1996; Steensma & Lyles, 2000). In a similar vein, studies that relied upon qualitative methods, with the potential to conduct exploratory research and advance theoretical understanding of the knowledge management processes in international alliances were to a certain extent handicapped by the data collected, which tended to be of the cross-sectional type, and therefore failed to account for changes in the characteristics over time (Child & Markoczy, 1993; Inkpen & Crosnan, 1995; Powell, 1998; Moore & Birkinshaw, 2000); Ranft & Lord, 2002; Berdrow & Lane, 2003). This is especially apparent from the limited progress made in theoretical understanding of the knowledge creation process in international alliances, which would not be possible without observing the process over a period of time.

Table 3. Analysis of Research Methodologies in Empirical Studies
Type of Data/ iMethod of Analvsis
Quantitative Analysis

Cross-sectional Data
Kogut & Zander (1993) Zander & Kogut (1995) Mowery, Oxley & Silverman (1996) Lyles & Salk (1996) Park & Russo (1996) Simonin (1997); Simonin (1999a, b) Si & Bruton (1999) Almeida, Song & Grant (2002) Birkinshaw, Nobel & Ridderstrale (2002) Tsang(2002) Child & Markoczy (1993) Inkpen & Crosnan (1995) Powell (1998) Moore & Birikinshaw (2000) 

Ranft & Lord (2002) Berdrow & Lane (2003)

Longitudinal Data
Beamish & Berdrow (2003) Powell, Koput, & Smith-Doerr (1996) Bierly & Chakrabarty (1996) Steensma & Lyles (2000) Bresnan, Birkinshaw &Nobel(1999)

Qualitative Analysis

Inkpen & Dinur (1998)
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Since theory construction requires "disciplined imagination" (Weick, t989), a way to advance theory huiiding in knowledge management processes in international alliances is to supplement quantitative methods using cross-sectional data with qualitative methods using longitudinal data. The efficacy of such an approach in building a theory of the knowledge transfer process in IJVs is illustrated by Bresnan, Birkinshaw & Nobel (1999), while that ofthe knowledge creation process is exemplified by Inkpen & Dinur (1998). Without underestimating the importance of confirmatory research to validate the existing theory, we believe that in order to be able to build a generalized theory of knowledge management, it is essential to carry out exploratory research using longitudinal data and qualitative methods of analysis. This is especially relevant in the context of the knowledge creation processes in international alliances, an understanding of which would facilitate the application ofthe knowledge generated in the alliance by the parent firms ofthe alliance partners elsewhere. The potential for theory development in this area is immense, and the possibilities for its productive application are vast.
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