
  

Knowledge Transfer between Swedish 

firms and their Indian sales units:  
Enablers, impediments, and the importance of 

organizational culture 

 

 

 

 

 

MAGNUS HÖLCKE 
MARCUS LÖVNORD 

 

 

 

  

Master of Science Thesis 
Stockholm, Sweden 2011 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Knowledge Transfer between Swedish 

firms and their Indian sales units: 
Enablers, impediments, and the importance of 

organizational culture  
 
 

MAGNUS HÖLCKE 
MARCUS LÖVNORD 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Master of Science Thesis INDEK 2011:09 
KTH Industrial Engineering and Management 

Industrial Management 
SE-100 44  STOCKHOLM 

 



  

 

 

 

 
 

 Master of Science Thesis INDEK 2011:09 

 
Knowledge Transfer between Swedish firms and 

their Indian sales units:  
Enablers, impediments, and the importance of 

organizational culture 

   
  Magnus Hölcke 

 Marcus Lövnord 

Approved 

2011-01-28 
Examiner 

Johann Packendorff 
Supervisor 

Johann Packendorff 
 Commissioner 

Swedish Trade Council 
Contact person 

Ulrika Bohman Troubat 
 
  



  

 

 

Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to explore knowledge transfer between Swedish firms and their 
Indian sales units. We maintain that knowledge is a strategic contributor to the firm and that it 
is crucial to leverage knowledge to newly established subsidiaries abroad as selling-related 
knowledge is the key driver of sales performance. India is interesting to examine because of 
its large and fast growing market, which gives reason to establish and sharpen sales activities 
in the country. 

Knowledge transfer research has identified three main areas related to this concept; the nature 
of knowledge, enablers, and impediments. We have explored these three areas using four case 
studies. Two of the case companies are large MNC’s that are used to obtain general 
information about knowledge transfer between Sweden and India, while the two latter are 
smaller MNC’s where information more specific to sales was gathered. At each company, at 
least one Swede and one Indian employee have been interviewed in order to capture a sender-
receiver relationship. In total, eleven interviews and two surveys were conducted over a 
period of two months in India. 

Seven propositions form the basis of our theoretical framework and we can support six of 
them. Based on these, we go on to construct a model for knowledge transfer between Sweden 
and India. This model is the first of its kind - no earlier research has presented a description of 
knowledge transfer between Swedish and Indian sales units. Another key finding is how the 
parent company can transfer their organizational culture to the Indian unit. Cultural 
differences, especially strong hierarchies and vague communication in India, are identified as 
the key impediments to knowledge transfer. These cultural gaps can be mitigated by a 
common cultural context which is why the parent company needs to establish the Swedish 
organizational culture at the Indian subsidiary, while still respecting the Indian culture in 
general. We present what motivates Indians to adopt a new organizational culture, how the 
culture should be communicated, and which practices that are efficient. For expatriate CEO’s 
- one of the most central practices - we provide a model that can help Swedish managers to 
decide if a Swedish CEO or Indian managers should be used, from a perspective of how to 
transfer organizational culture.   

Key words: Case-studies; India; Knowledge transfer; Organizational culture. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Knowledge transfer and the fast growing tiger India 
Knowledge transfer is a key source of competitive advantage for firms. As companies have 
increased their global presence during the last decades (Ernst and Kim, 2002), focus on 
knowledge transfer has emerged as critical since transfer of best practices between units can 
increase performance substantially. Although the opportunities are many, knowledge transfer 
is difficult. Knowledge is tacit to a large extent (Polanyi, 1966; Nonaka, 1994), and therefore 
hard to transfer to other units. 
 
The concept of knowledge as the most important source of competitive advantage stems from 
the seminal works of Penrose (1959), Barney (1991) and Petraf (1993). The increased 
emphasis on knowledge as the most important resource has developed into the knowledge-
based view of the firm. According to Grant (2002), specialized knowledge is the basis for 
sustainable competitive advantage, since markets transfer knowledge inefficiently. It is also 
widely accepted that multinational corporations owe their existence to their superior ability to 
transfer knowledge (Foss and Pedersen, 2002).  
 
India is a fast growing economy, with a GDP growth approaching double digits 
(tradingeconomics.com, 2010-11-22). The country is expected to have a middle class 
population of more than 400 million in 2025 (McKinsey, 2007) and is believed to become the 
third largest economy in the world by 2035. The country is in need of substantial imports, 
with a constant balance of trade deficit since 2002 (tradingeconomics.com, 2010-10-20), yet 
only 1 percent of Swedish exports goes to India (SCB, 2010). It is thus highly interesting for 
Swedish firms to establish sales in this emerging market. In order to successfully establish 
themselves, Swedish firms need to transfer knowledge used in sales since selling-related 
knowledge is the key driver for sales performance (Verbeke et. al., 2010). 

1.2 The challenge of knowledge transfer 
Even though knowledge is the most important asset for firms, many struggle to transfer 
knowledge. There is a famous anecdote that says “a firm can have two plants in the same city, 
however, one is world class, while the other’s performance is substandard” (O’Dell and 
Grayson, 1998). Szulanski (1996) has shown three factors that mainly explain why knowledge 
is this hard to transfer, namely causal ambiguity, arduous relationships, and lack of absorptive 
capacity. The tacit knowledge makes it difficult to explain the knowledge behind performance 
(causal ambiguity), trust issues between knowledge provider and sender (arduous 
relationships) hampers knowledge transfer, as does the inability to understand the transferred 
knowledge (lack of absorptive capacity). 
 
In international collaborations there are additional challenges. First and foremost there are 
large cultural differences between Sweden and India (Hofstede, 2005; Gesteland, 2005), 
which have a profound impact on knowledge transfer. Differences in national culture affect 
how people work and communicate and may cause misunderstandings. An additional 
challenge is the geographic distance, which substantially increases the cost of personal 
interactions. Personal interaction could otherwise decrease the risk of misunderstandings. 
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Hard as it might be, Swedish firms interested in establishing sales in India cannot turn a blind 
eye to knowledge transfer. Knowledge is the most important factor for sales performance 
(Verbeke et al, 2010), and transferring knowledge that already exists in Sweden is a great 
opportunity to obtain knowledgeable sales personnel in India. 

1.3 Purpose and research questions 
As selling-related knowledge has a large impact on the success in sales, the overall objective 
with this thesis is to construct a model for how knowledge flows between Swedish firms and 
their Indian sales units. The largest impediments for the process and different methods that 
enable knowledge sharing will be identified and discussed. We also aim to explore how the 
knowledge transfer impediments can be mitigated. More specifically, we aim to answer the 
following questions: 
 

• Which types of knowledge flow between Swedish and Indian sales units? 
• Which is the most challenging type of knowledge to transfer? 
• Which organization practices and communication tools are efficient to use for 

transferring knowledge in this context? 
• What are the biggest impediments for knowledge transfer in this context? 

• How can knowledge impediments be mitigated? 

1.4 Delimitations 
The emphasis in this paper is solely explorative. Hence, we do not intend to draw explanatory 
conclusions between knowledge transfer and other important areas, such as turnover or 
growth. Another important notion to make is that our material has been collected in the Delhi 
area. There might be regional differences between Delhi and other regions in India, which 
might have some impact. Finally, the findings in this paper are most applicable to firms that 
have similar customers as the case companies in this study. That is, B2B to local customers in 
India. For firms active in B2C, the findings might need some minor adjustments. 

1.5 Definitions 
Communication tools: They are used to enable interactions across departments, groups, or 
individuals. Telephone, e-mail and an Intranet are examples of communication tools. 
 
Knowledge transfer:  The process of transmitting knowledge from one place – country, 
organization, unit, or person - to another 
 
Organizational culture: The organizational culture is the agreed way of doing things in a 
company – “the way we do things around here”. It consists of company values, norms, and 
beliefs, which are reflected in policies and procedures and guide organization members in 
their work. 
 
Organization practices: How the firm uses a  method, process, activity,  or incentive to carry 
out a task. 
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1.5 Outlay 
The remaining of this thesis is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the research 
methodology. In this section the researchers’ prior knowledge of India and the scientific 
standpoint is presented. The research design and limitations are also discussed in this section. 
Section 3 presents the literature review, which consists of four strands of research. The first 
body of research discusses what knowledge is, from both an abstract perspective and a 
practice oriented sales perspective. The second type of research, deals with different enablers 
of knowledge transfer. More specifically organizational practices such as collaboration, 
routines and rewards are discussed. The third strand of research, discusses the opposite of 
enablers, namely impediments for knowledge transfer. Four impediments are identified by 
research, arduous relationships, lack of absorptive capacity among recipients, causal 
ambiguity, and cultural differences. The cultural differences are so central to this research, 
that the entire fourth body of research is devoted to this specific area which is based on 
Hofstede’s (2005) cultural dimensions to a large extent. Based on the literature review, we 
have constructed a theoretical framework for knowledge transfer in section 4, which includes 
seven propositions. 
 
In section 5 the results are presented, which includes in-depth information about the four case 
companies, which type of knowledge that are important, and which organization practices and 
communication tools they use in order to enable knowledge transfer. The three impediments, 
hierarchy, communication problems, and absorptive capacity are also presented. The 
following section, Analysis, presents the seven propositions and a model for knowledge 
transfer in this context, as well as discusses how this contributes to contemporary knowledge 
management theory. The analysis also includes a part for how the parent company’s 
organizational culture can be transferred. This area is thoroughly addressed since a strong 
global organizational culture can decrease the cultural distance between Swedes and Indians, 
which are the greatest challenge for knowledge transfer. The final section, Conclusions and 
future research, presents the key findings and some future research directions. 
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2. Research methodology 

2.1 Prior knowledge 
Writing a paper about knowledge transfer between Swedish firms and their Indian sales units 
would not be possible without a thorough understanding of the national culture in India. The 
national culture has profound consequences for businesses. It affects organizational aspects, 
such as hierarchies and how people communicate, as well as determines how transactions are 
made between buyers and sellers, which are crucial for knowledge transfer in the chosen 
context. Living in India for two months, interacting with Indians as well as Swedish and other 
expatriates from the West, and participating in a sales seminar, has vastly increased our 
understanding on the issue, and can almost be seen as an anthropological study in itself. 
Consequently, our stay in India is important in order to interpret the obtained data. Since our 
analysis relies heavily on the researchers, our understanding of the national culture in India is 
critical. 

2.2 Scientific standpoint 
There are two research paradigms that a researcher can follow, positivism and interpretivism.  
Positivism stems from natural sciences, and is underpinned with the aim to measure a 
phenomenon. Interpretivism, on the other hand, emphasizes that the social reality is not 
objective and thus hard to measure. (Collins and Hussey, 2009, pp. 56-57). The research will 
to a large extent follow the interpretivistic paradigm due to the following reasons: 
 

• Knowledge transfer is hard to isolate and measure accurately. Hence, the researchers 
and the participants are investigating the issue through interaction. 

• The scientific ambition is to explore the phenomena, instead of explaining causal 
relationships which are typical in positivistic studies. 

• The analysis will be based on qualitative methods.  

These are all characteristics of the interpretivistic paradigm. Using a method from this 
paradigm has the benefit of being able to adapt during the course of investigation, follow up 
on interesting subjects, and achieve better interaction with the respondents. However, a survey 
is used to complement the interactive methods, which is a common method for positivists 
(Collins and Hussey, 2009, pp. 61). Furthermore, questions for collecting information are 
specified in advance, which also is in line with the positivistic paradigm (Collins and Hussey, 
2009, pp. 144). Hence, we recognize that the research is not purely interpretivistic, as it 
involves both interpretivistic and positivistic methods, that is, triangulation. Our standpoint 
on the continuum of paradigms is therefore in between the two types, although predominantly 
interpretivistic, see Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 – Mapping the study on the positivistic-interpretivistic spectrum 

 

Positivism Interpretivism 

The research on the positivistic-
interpretivistic continuum 

 

The relationship between theory and empirics is deductive in this study. There is a rich body 
of research regarding knowledge transfer and using a deductive approach is for that reason 
preferable. As earlier research already has found important aspects for knowledge transfer, an 
inductive approach would generate data that are not relevant for describing knowledge 
transfer. Another benefit with a deductive research approach is that it enables more precise 
questions. As knowledge transfer is a tacit process that many people do not fully understand, 
broad questions would not be able to isolate knowledge transfer exclusively. Specific 
questions on the issue will therefore result in higher validity.  

2.3 Research design  
The research design consists of three steps, which is illustrated in Figure 2, and is elaborated 
down below. At this stage it is important to emphasize that the research has followed the 
ethical guidelines associated with social studies (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). That is, all 
participants have attended voluntarily, confidentiality is respected, and the information will 
exclusively be used for research. 
 
Figure 2 – Illustration of the research design 

 
 
Phase 1: The first step was to choose relevant case companies, a total of four firms were 
chosen to participate in the study, which are presented in Table 1. We chose to include many 
cases as it gives more robust results than a single case (Yin, 2009, pp. 53). These firms were 
chosen since they are successful in India. Two of the firms are large MNC’s, both in terms of 
turnover and headcount (see Table 1), they have many different functions in India, and they 
have been present in India for many years. These firms were first and foremost chosen to gain 
general information about knowledge transfer, Indians absorptive capacity, and cultural 
differences. As the big firms have specialists in knowledge management, communication, and 
HR, they enable in-depth insights. The two remaining firms are smaller, and have recently 
established themselves in India. Both have increased their headcounts during the last years 
and have experienced growing turnovers. These two measures are signs of successful sales, 
and knowledge transfer within these firms is therefore interesting to look further into. As their 
Indian subsidiaries are relatively small, knowledge transfer is easier to isolate, which is 

Phase 1 
Choosing case 

companies

Phase 2  
Conducting 
interviews

Phase 3   
Follow-Up / 

Survey
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worthwhile, since we aim to explore knowledge flows between Swedes and Indians on an 
international level. 
 
Table 1 - Information about the case companies     

Company Employees 
in India  

Employees 
worldwide 

Turnover in 
India  

Turnover 
worldwide 

Nationality of 
country manager 

A 3 500 Approx. 80 000 US $ 2 bn US $ 28 bn Indian 
B 350 20 000 US $ 142 mn N/A Swedish 
C 200 2 100 N/A US $ 505 mn Indian 
D 47 3 321 US $ 5.75 mn US $ 700 mn Indian 

** The information is based on the Swedish India business guide 2009-2010, and our own data. 
 
 Phase 2: After the case companies were chosen, relevant personnel were invited to 
participate in the study. At each firm, at least one Swedish and one Indian employee were 
included in order to obtain both perspectives on the issue. At the two larger firms (A and B), 
both Swedish and Indian respondents were employed at the Indian unit. As the flows of 
knowledge in the larger firms are very complex, isolating a sender-receiver relationship 
between Sweden and India was not possible. Instead, the emphases at these cases were to 
illustrate knowledge transfer in general, and to increase the understanding of cultural 
differences. At the two smaller firms (C and D), on the other hand, these persons are 
collaborating internationally between the Swedish and Indian units. Thus we are able to 
capture a sender-receiver relationship between Swedish and Indian employees at these two 
firms. 
 
In total, eight interviews were conducted during this phase, five face-to-face, one telephone 
and two e-mail. The basis for the questions is the areas of the theoretical framework (see 
Appendix 1 for questions). However, depending on the respondent’s area of responsibility, the 
questions were adjusted thereafter. The face-to-face interviews were conducted using a semi-
structured approach with open questions. If the respondent requested, a questionnaire was sent 
to the respondents in advance, so they could organize their thoughts. During the interview, 
however, an open discussion concerning the issue was encouraged. Consequently, the pre-
specified questions were not always answered in the same sequence. The length of the 
interviews varied between 45-90 minutes. The length of the telephone interview was slightly 
shorter, approximately 40 minutes.  Immediately after each interview, the answers were 
summarized and e-mailed back to each respondent, for adjusting misinterpretations and 
sensitive statements. This ensured that the gathered material was correctly interpreted. The e-
mail interviews consisted of 24 open questions and were completed by the respondents 
without the researchers participating. 
 
Phase 3: In theoretical models describing the research process (e. g. Collins and Hussey, 
2009, pp. 39), it is often illustrated as a linear process, where data collection and 
analysis/interpretation is seen as two separate activities. True as this might be for some 
researchers, it was not the case in this study. The data collection and the initial analysis were 
rather done simultaneously. Hence, as the initial interviews had been finalized, some aspects 
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remained unclear and one specific area of knowledge transfer needed further elaboration. In 
order to encounter these shortcomings, three participants were contacted for additional 
interviews. These interviews were conducted through telephone and lasted for 30-60 minutes. 
As for the earlier interviews, these were summarized and sent back to the respondents for 
adjustments.  
 
In order to gain a thorough understanding of one type of knowledge that is regarded as 
especially challenging (organizational culture), a survey was also distributed to two of the 
case companies. The survey consisted of 13 closed and open questions, which is presented in 
Appendix 2. However, we only received answers (2) from Company C. At company D we 
were told that the respondent needed to check this up with his superior, but after that, we did 
not get an answer whether they wanted to participate or not. The reason Company D did not 
choose to participate in the survey may be due to one of the following reasons: 
 

• They did not find the topic interesting 
• The topic is sensitive since it involves the relationship towards superiors 

• They thought that the topic is hard to understand 
• The manager is responsible for all external communication 
• Lack of time 

 
Hence, hierarchy, a badly constructed survey or a heavy work-load might explain their 
decision. However, the survey was constructed so that no prior knowledge about 
organizational culture theory was needed and the survey took very little time to fill in. 
Therefore, this may be a sign of a strong hierarchical organizational structure at Company D. 
 
A presentation of the respondents’ positions, nationalities and the different methods is 
presented in Table 2 below. 
 

Table 2 - Respondents: Position, method and nationality     

Company Face-to-face Telephone E-mail Survey 

A 1) Head of competence [I]           
2) Knowledge management [S] - - - 

B 1) HR- manager [I]                   
2) Communication [I]  3) Quality manager [S] - - 

C 1) Marketing director [I] 1) Marketing director [I] 
2) Export manager [S] 

2) Export 
manager 
[S] 

3&4)  
Two sales 
persons[I] 

D 1) Business area manager [I] 2) Area manager [S] 
2) Area 
manager 
[S] 

-  

[I] Indian respondent; [S] Swedish respondent 



 Hölcke and Lövnord (2011): Knowledge transfer between Swedish firms and their Indian sales units 

8 

 

2.4 Analyzing the data 
Analyzing qualitative data have gained criticism since there is no clear accepted method for 
analyzing the data (Collins and Hussey, 2009, pp 163). However, in our case, the theoretical 
framework constitutes the basis for the analysis. As critical areas already have been identified 
by established research, the data will be grouped into these areas, and similarities and 
differences will consequently be analyzed systematically.  
 
Although many questions in the survey can be quantified, which makes the analysis more 
straight forward, these results must be interpreted with caution. The survey measures 
organizational culture, which is highly tacit. Hence, there is a possibility that the respondents 
do not fully understand the questions, which consequently reduces the validity. However, as 
we use triangulation, we can tackle this problem by comparing quantitative and qualitative 
data.  

2.5 Scope of the research and methodological limitations 
This research concerns knowledge transfer between Swedish firms and their Indian sales 
units. According to Gupta and Govindarajan (2000) knowledge transfer can be analyzed at 
three levels: 
 

1. System – Knowledge flows between many senders and recipients, such as a cluster or 
within a large MNC. 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Dyadic – Between two parts. For example, investigate the interaction between sender 
and receiver. 
 
 

3. Nodal – At one end. For example, only investigate knowledge transfer from either the 
senders or receivers point of view. 
 
 

Our unit of analysis is at the dyadic level (between Sweden and India). This is why we are 
interviewing both Swedish and Indian employees, preferably at geographically disperse units. 
Hence, we obtain both the sender’s and the receiver’s perspective on the issue. Although the 
validity is high, since we are relying on interactive interview methods to a large extent, there 
are some limitations associated with our research design. We have relatively few respondents 
at each company, resulting in few perspectives on the issue, decreasing the validity to some 
extent. Furthermore, the reliability is not as high as in quantitative studies, since the 
interviews and follow-up questions depended on the respondent’s competencies and interest. 
We have only two survey respondents, why these answers should be seen as complementary 
to the interviews as no reliable analysis methods can be used on such a small sample. 
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3. Literature review 
The literature review resulted in four strands of research that we believe are pertinent for 
describing knowledge transfer between India and Sweden, see Table 3. The first body of 
research deals with the nature of knowledge. The main contribution from this field is that 
knowledge has two components, explicit and tacit. Explicit knowledge is relatively easy to 
transfer since it can be codified. Tacit knowledge, on the contrary, is difficult to transfer as it 
is based on personal experiences and is highly context specific. The second strand of research, 
which describes enablers for knowledge transfer, shows that close collaboration is important 
and that organizational practices, such as routines and a flat and flexible organizational 
structure, can be used to encourage knowledge transfer. The third type of research, describes 
hinders for knowledge transfer. Four factors have been identified as substantial hinders by 
scholars, lack of absorptive capacity of the recipients, arduous relationships, causal ambiguity 
and cultural differences.  
 
As this study investigates knowledge transfer between two culturally different countries, this 
type of hinder is especially important. Hence, the fourth section is exclusively devoted to 
cultural aspects. Culture affects a person’s mindset, how he/she thinks and acts. There are 
significant cultural differences between Sweden and India affecting the way work is 
conducted and the way information is communicated. The main findings in literature are that 
India is strongly hierarchical, less individualistic and vague in communication, while Sweden 
has flat organizational structure, individual responsibility, and a more direct communication. 
 
The literature review has been conducted in databases such as Directory of Open Access 
Journals, Highwire Press, New York Times Archive, ScienceDirect, Science Magazine, 
Scopus, SpringerLink, Web of Science (ISI), Google Scholar, which covers all major journals 
in management and organizational studies. Key words included are knowledge transfer, India, 
culture, knowledge, IT and competence, among others.   

3.1 Nature of knowledge 
What knowledge is has intrigued great thinkers throughout the history of mankind, without 
much consensus. However, a major development towards a theory of knowledge was made by 
Polanyi (1966). He noted that “we know more than we can tell” (pp. 4). This observation led 
him to the conclusion that some knowledge easily can be communicated while other types are 
more deeply rooted in the human mind. Thus, he distinguishes between two types of 
knowledge, explicit and tacit. Explicit knowledge can be codified in documents, manuals and 
rules, and are therefore easy to transfer between employees. Tacit knowledge, on the other 
hand, is context specific, difficult to articulate, and shared through experiences. It is important 
to stress at this point, that, although possible to distinguish in theory, explicit and tacit 
knowledge are not separate and discrete in practice.  

3.1.1 Knowledge bases 
The concept of knowledge has been further developed by Lam (2000). She makes a 
distinction between individual vs. collective and explicit vs. tacit dimensions. This distinction 
results in four types of knowledge bases, namely embrained, embodied, encoded and 
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Table 3 - Literature review     

Researcher(s) Methodology Key word(s) Main Findings 

1. Nature of knowledge 
  

Lam (2000) Conceptual Knowledge base Knowledge can be divided to four knowledge bases, since she makes a distinction between individ 
vs. collective and tacit vs. explicit types. 

Nonaka (1994) Conceptual Knowledge 
conversion 

Knowledge can be converted, from explicit to explicit, tacit to tacit and from tacit to explicit, and 
vice versa. 

Ryan and 
Weinberg 
(1981) 

Conceptual Sales knowledge Sales knowledge can be divided into four types, namely product knowledge, market knowledge, 
organization knowledge and communication skills. 

Polanyi (1966) Conceptual Tacit knowledge 
Knowledge can be divided in two components, explicit and tacit. Explicit knowledge can be 
codified and are easy to communicate. Tacit, on the other hand, is hard to articulate and stems 
from experiences. This phenomenon explains why "we seem to know more than we can tell".  

Verbeke et al. 
(2010) 

Regression 
analysis 

sales performance, 
knowledge 

Five variables demonstrate significant relationships with sales performance, of which selling-
related knowledge is the most important driver. 

2. Enablers for knowledge transfer 
 

Björkman, 
Barner- 
Rasmussen, Li 
(2004) 

Regression 
analysis 

Agency theory and 
corporate 
socialization 
mechanisms 

MNCs can support knowledge transfer by specifying objectives and corporate socialization 
mechanisms (development of interpersonal skills). On the contrary, management compensation 
and expatriate managers had no positive effect on intra-organizational knowledge transfer from the 
subsidiary to other units. 

Dyer and 
Nobeoka (2000) 

Multi-method 
case study 

Knowledge-sharing 
network 

The high sharing of knowledge within Toyota's production network stems close collaboration, 
which creates trust which is crucial for transfer of knowledge. 

Grant (2000) Conceptual Knowledge 
integration 

Four mechanisms have been identified as important for the integration of knowledge, namely 
routines and directives, sequencing, routines and group problem solving. 

Hislop (2002) Conceptual Tacit knowledge All knowledge has both a tacit and explicit component. Since IT-systems have a hard time to 
transfer tacit knowledge, the current view of IT within knowledge management is too sanguine. 

   
Continued 
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Table 3- Continued     

Joia & Lemos 
(2009) Case studies Knowledge transfer 

factors 
Out of 12 factors, they found that openness and a personalization-oriented management strategy 
leads to greater willingness to transfer tacit knowledge. 

O'Dell and 
Grayson (1998) 

Surveys and case 
studies Enablers 

The transfer of best practices consists of 3 dimensions. A clear purpose is needed, the four 
enablers; culture, technology, infrastructure and measurement should be in place, and managers 
should work systematically with the issue. 

Osterloy and 
Frey (2000) Conceptual Motivation 

Motivation is important for knowledge transfer. However, extrinsic motivation (monetary reward, 
profit centers and spin-offs) hampers knowledge transfer, whilst intrinsic motivation stimulates the 
sharing of ideas and practices. 

Walsham Geoff 
(2001) Case studies People 

ITC can support knowledge transfer if their benefits and limitations are highlighted. However, 
people are the core of knowledge transfer, and IT systems can never replace the need for deep 
human interactions.  

3. Impediments for knowledge 
transfer 

Chen and 
McQueen 
(2009) 

Case study 
Absorptive and 
retentive capacity, 
and culture 

If the recipient’s absorptive capacity is low, it is difficult to transfer tacit and complex knowledge. 
In that case, formal structured knowledge transfer is appropriate. 
 

Szulanski 
(1996) 

Regression 
analysis 

Absorptive capacity, 
causal ambiguity and 
arduous relationships 

There are three factors that mainly explains why knowledge is difficult to transfer, namely lack of 
absorptive capacity for the recipient, causal ambiguity, and arduous relationships 

4. National culture and organizational culture 
 

Zaidman & 
Brock (2009) Case studies 

Culture, 
communication, 
sociocultural 
structure 

Not all aspects of a global organization culture and knowledge transfer are fully adopted by the 
employees. Cultural gaps can be mitigated or ignored by the organization culture, as it is passed on 
by managers. 

   
Continued 
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Table 3 - Continued 
    

Chen et al. 
(2009) Case studies National culture, 

learning 

Hofstede's cultural dimensions have significant impact on cross-cultural knowledge transfer. 
Differences in power distance and individuality may cause inefficiency and mistrust in knowledge 
transfer. Knowledge providers should value local learning, knowledge and skills. 

Gesteland 
(2005) Conceptual Business culture 

Business behavior varies between cultures. Swedes are deal focused, punctual, informal and 
reserved in communication while Indians are relationship focused, flexible in time, formal but also 
reserved in communication. Besides, corruption is a problem in India but not in Sweden. 

Hofstede (2005) Surveys Cultural dimensions Sweden and India differ significantly in power distance and masculinity vs. femininity, moderately 
in individualism vs. collectivism and only a little in uncertainty avoidance.   

Kirkbride & 
Wan Chaw 
(1987) 

Case studies Corporate culture Companies face difficulties in transferring their corporate culture across borders and attention 
needs to be paid to the specifics of national cultures. 

Sarala & Vaara 
(2010) Case studies Organizational 

culture convergence 
Organizational culture convergence between international units is positively related to knowledge 
transfer 
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embedded, which are illustrated in Table 4. There are substantial differences between the 
knowledge-bases, which have significant implications, not least in international 
collaborations. For example, in a British and Japanese joint development project, different 
ways of working caused frustration among the participants (Lam, 1997). British engineers 
were used to embrained knowledge, that is, well defined sequences, blueprints, rules and 
procedures. The Japanese engineers, on the other hand, relied on embedded knowledge. 
Instead of specialized skills and rigorous planning, they collaborated informally and 
knowledge was stored in the employees’ experiences, known as a community-of-practice 
(Brown and Druguid, 1991). 
 
Table 4 - Knowledge bases 

Knowledge 
base 

Epistemological 
dimension 

Ontological 
dimension 

Description 

Embrained Explicit Individual 
It is formal, abstract, and theoretical 
knowledge. Scientific knowledge belongs in 
this category. 

Embodied Tacit Individual 
Embodied knowledge is action oriented, that is, 
it builds upon bodily or practical experiences 

Encoded Explicit Collective 

Encoded knowledge is more commonly 
referred to as information. It is knowledge that 
can be codified and stored in blueprints, 
manuals and written rules. 

Embedded Tacit Collective 
Embedded knowledge is the collective form of 
tacit knowledge residing in organizational 
routines and shared norms. 

3.1.2 Knowledge conversion 
As illustrated by the British and Japanese example, knowledge-bases can have profound 
implications. Nevertheless, knowledge is dynamic and can be converted from explicit to 
explicit, tacit to tacit, explicit to tacit, or vice versa, see Figure 1 (Nonaka, 1994). The first 
phase, socialization, is the conversion of tacit knowledge through interaction between 
individuals. The acquisition of tacit knowledge does not necessarily require communication 
through a language, an apprentice observing and imitating their mentor is equally effective. 
The key to acquire tacit knowledge is experience. Combination, the second mode of 
knowledge conversion (explicit to explicit), involves the use of social processes to exchange 
and combine knowledge through mechanisms such as meetings and telephone conversations.  
 
The third and fourth modes of knowledge, internalization and externalization, involves both 
tacit and explicit knowledge. These conversion modes capture the idea that explicit and tacit 
knowledge are complementary and can reinforce one another. Internalization, explicit to tacit, 
bears much resemblance to the traditional notion of learning (e.g class-room training). 
Externalization, tacit to explicit, is a challenge, since deep rooted experiences need to be 
codified. However, best practice is an example of how successful experiences can be 
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externalized to all employees in an organization. Lean production is the most famous example 
of this type of conversion, where years of experiences from Toyota’s highly successful 
production system have been codified in written publications (e.g Liker, 2004; Womack and 
Jones, 1990), ready for all other organizations to employ. 
 

Figure 3: Adopted from (Nonaka, 1994, pp. 19) 

  

 Socialization Externalization 

 

 

 Internalization Combination 

Tacit 
knowledge 

Tacit 
knowledge 

Explicit 
knowledge 

Explicit 
knowledge 

From 

To 

 

3.1.3 Knowledge in sales 
In sales it has been shown that selling-related knowledge is the main driver for sales 
performance (Verbeke et al, 2010). More specifically, four types of knowledge are important 
in sales, namely product, market, sales technique and organizational knowledge (Ryan and 
Weinberg, 1981), which are described below: 
 

1. Product knowledge: Sales personnel need to have knowledge about the product 
portfolio, as well as each product’s technical specification, function, and price 
structure. 

2. Market knowledge: Sales personnel need to have deep knowledge about the 
customers, regulations and competitors. 

3. Sales technique: Sales personnel need to be proficient in sales techniques, such as 
negotiation and the local sales culture. 

4. Organizational knowledge: Sales personnel need to know the firm’s preferred ways of 
working, their routines, procedures and values. 

 
Although Ryan and Weinberg’s (1981) classification of sales-knowledge is rather old, it is 
still relevant. There has been some development in sales, for example, the increased use of 
CRM-tools. However, for a sales-person in a B2B firm, sales are still taking place between a 
buyer and a seller. Hence, the four classifications Ryan and Weinberg (1981) made almost 30 
years ago are still appropriate. 
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3.2 Enablers for knowledge transfer 
The second body of research has identified numerous success factors for knowledge transfer. 
Opposed to what one would think, this research shows that knowledge transfer is not only 
about IT-systems, far from it. As an example, Hislop (2002) argues that IT-systems are 
ineffective tools for knowledge transfer, since they cannot transfer tacit knowledge. This view 
is also supported by Walsham (2001). In his opinion, IT-systems can support knowledge 
transfer, but argues that the core of knowledge transfer is deep human interactions.  
  
Instead, close collaborations has been given much attention by researchers (Björkman et. al, 
2004; Dyer and Nobeoka, 2000; Joia and Lemos, 2010; Walsham, 2001). Joia and Lemos 
(2010) investigated important factors for knowledge transfer. Out of 12 factors, they found 
that openness and a personalization-oriented management strategy leads to greater willingness 
to transfer tacit knowledge. Björkman et. al (2004) obtained similar conclusions in their study. 
They found that the development of interpersonal skills has a positive effect on knowledge 
transfer from the subsidiary to the parent company. However, they found no positive 
relationship for expatriate managers and management compensation on knowledge transfer. A 
practical example of the importance of collaboration is Toyota. According to Dyer and 
Nobeoka (2000), Toyota’s collaborative production network is the explanation for their high 
level of knowledge transfer. 
 
A flexible organizational structure is furthermore positively associated with transfer of 
internal knowledge (Joia and Lemos, 2009; O’Dell and Grayson, 1998). An organization that 
fosters personal interactions will therefore stimulate knowledge sharing. Organizational 
practices are also relevant for effective knowledge transfer. As an example, Grant (2000) 
argues that rules and directives, sequencing, routines and group problem-solving are central 
for knowledge transfer.  
 
Motivation, both in the form of external rewards and intrinsic motivators (enjoyment from the 
task itself), has been cited as important for knowledge transfer. However, Osterloh and Frey 
(2000) argue that intrinsic motivation is preferable, since external motivators might hamper 
knowledge transfer. We agree with this view. Since tacit knowledge is hard to measure, 
compensation will only stimulate explicit knowledge, while it turns the blind eye to the tacit 
dimension. For the same reason we believe that O’Dell and Grayson’s (1998) argument about 
measuring knowledge transfer is somewhat flawed. 

3.3 Impediments for knowledge transfer 
The difficulties of knowledge transfer have been investigated by Szulanski (1996). In his 
influential work, he identified three factors that explain the stickiness of knowledge, namely 
inadequate absorptive capacity of the recipient, causal ambiguity, and arduous relationships. 
If the recipient lacks sufficient learning capacity, due to lack of education or experience, it is 
highly unlikely that knowledge transfer will be successful. The tacit dimension of knowledge 
is also a hinder for knowledge transfer. Since knowledge is tacit to some extent, it is hard to 
know what knowledge that enables high performance. This causal ambiguity makes it difficult 
to know what type of knowledge that is important to transfer. The third hinder is arduous 
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relationship. If the sender and the recipient do not trust each other, they will not exchange 
knowledge. 
 
The importance of the recipient’s absorptive capacity is also supported by Chen and McQueen 
(2010). They investigated the transfer of knowledge at an offshore project from US to China, 
and found that tacit knowledge is difficult to transfer if the absorptive capacity of recipient is 
low. Thus they suggest that a process-perspective is important. At the beginning, explicit 
knowledge should be emphasized, and as the recipient’s experience increases, tacit knowledge 
can also be included. Chen and McQueen (2010) furthermore noted that culture differences 
were an important factor during the project. As this thesis explores knowledge transfer 
between Sweden and India, two countries that have fundamentally different national cultures, 
this area is given special attention. Thus, the next section elaborates on how this affects 
knowledge transfer. 

3.4 National culture and organizational culture 
Research in international business, concerning cultural differences between countries, relies 
heavily on the groundbreaking work of Geert Hofstede. His works give insight into different 
cultures, making it easier to understand and interact with people from other countries. 
Hofstede (2005) refers to culture as mental software or patterns of thinking, feeling and 
acting. These patterns are learned throughout a person’s lifetime but much of them are 
acquired in early childhood. Cultural values are difficult to alter and it takes time to do so. 
The importance of Hofstede’s dimensions in cross-national knowledge transfer is supported 
by Chen et al. (2009). They investigate the impact of national cultures on structured 
knowledge transfer, and find strong evidence that Hofstede’s cultural dimensions significantly 
affect knowledge transfer in cross-cultural transfer of organizational knowledge. 

3.4.1 Cultural dimensions 
Hofstede (2005) identifies five dimensions in which different nationalities have different 
solutions to the same problem, i.e. where cultures differ. The dimensions are as follows: 
 

1. Power distance - the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and 
organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally. 

2. Individualism vs. Collectivism – individualism refers to societies where the ties 
between individuals are loose and people are expected to look after themselves. 
Collectivism refers to societies where people are integrated into strong groups, that 
protect them in exchange for loyalty.  

3. Masculinity vs. Femininity – a masculine society has clearly distinct gender roles 
whereas in a feminine society gender roles overlap each other. 

4. Uncertainty avoidance - the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened 
by ambiguous or unknown situations.  

5. Long-term orientation vs. short-term orientation – long-term orientation stands for the 
fostering of virtues oriented toward future rewards, e.g. perseverance and thrift. Short-
term orientation stands for the fostering of virtues related to the past and the present. 

 



 Hölcke and Lövnord (2010): Knowledge transfer between Swedish firms and their Indian sales units 

17 

 

Out of these five dimensions, Hofstede (2005) evaluates the first four for 74 different 
countries including Sweden and India. Scores on a scale between 0 and 100 are given for each 
country in Table 5. A high score means a bias towards the measured dimension (the first part 
of the dimension). Since the fifth dimension of time orientation is not evaluated, it is 
disregarded in this thesis.  
 
Table 5. Scores and ranking of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions for Sweden and India 
 

Dimension Sweden India 
  Score Rank Score Rank 

Power distance 31 67-68 77 17-18 

Individualism vs.          
Collectivism 71 13-14 48 31 

Masculinity vs.         
Femininity 5 74 56 28-29 

Uncertainty avoidance 29 70-71 40 64 

 

3.4.1.1 Power distance 
In small-power-distance countries, there is a limited dependence of subordinates on bosses 
and there is a preference for consultation ahead of decisions. The emotional distance is 
relatively small and subordinates will rather easily approach and contradict bosses. In large-
power-distance countries, there is considerable dependence of subordinates on bosses. The 
emotional distance between subordinates and their bosses is large: subordinates are unlikely 
to approach and contradict their bosses directly.  
 
The power distance in Sweden is small meanwhile it is large in India. This suggests that 
independence among Swedish workers is high but the workforce in India is largely dependent 
on directives from the boss. Gesteland (2005) confirms the view of India as very hierarchical 
with strong values of formality whereas Sweden is one of the most equal countries in the 
world and the business culture is rather informal. 

3.4.1.2 Individualism vs. Collectivism 
Employed persons in an individualistic culture are expected to act according to their own 
interest, and work should be organized in such a way that this self-interest and the employer’s 
interest coincide. In the individualist society the task is supposed to prevail over any personal 
relationships. In a collectivist culture an employer never hires just an individual but rather a 
person who belongs to an in-group. The employee will act according to the interest of this in-
group, which may not always coincide with the individual interest.  
 
According to Hofstede (2005), Sweden is individualistic and India is moderately 
individualistic. This implies that the ways of working as well as the training methods are 
different in the two countries. Indians are generally less comfortable with individual tasks and 
responsibility than Swedes and training methods based on individual responsibility used 
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successfully in Sweden are not necessarily effective in India. Gesteland (2005) claims that 
Sweden is deal-focused and India is relationship-focused, suggesting that there is a relevant 
difference in individualism between the countries. Where Swedes are interested in getting the 
work done correctly, Indians are more interested in keeping a positive relationship. 

3.4.1.3 Masculinity vs. Femininity 
It is necessary to know whether the culture is feminine or masculine in order to perform good 
leadership. In masculine cultures conflicts are resolved by a good fight. In feminine cultures 
there is a preference for resolving conflicts by compromise and negotiation. Organizations in 
masculine societies stress results and reward on the basis of equity (according to 
performance). Organizations in feminine societies are more likely to reward people on the 
basis of equality (according to need).  
 
Sweden is the most feminine country in the world meanwhile India is moderately masculine. 
This could lead to ineffective leadership, misunderstandings and mistrust between 
nationalities. Consensus decisions and compromises that are self-evident to Swedes may be 
seen as weakness in India.  

3.4.1.4 Uncertainty avoidance 
The cultural gap between the countries in this dimension is believed to be small, since they 
are close in score and rank. Both countries have fairly low uncertainty avoidance and 
therefore work similarly on this issue. In countries where uncertainty is accepted, i.e. 
uncertainty avoidance is low, people think rules should only be applied when absolutely 
necessary – they believe that many problems can be solved without rules and strict guidelines. 
Consequently this applies to both Sweden and India to a similar degree. 

3.4.2 Other differences between Sweden and India 
Gesteland (2005) brings up differences in time behavior, contextual meanings of words and 
corruption as factors where the countries are far apart. Sweden is punctual while India is 
flexible in time. Swedes are direct in speech – the meaning of what is said is contained in the 
words themselves – whereas Indians can be indirect and one needs to know the context 
surrounding the words to understand what is meant. Corruption is also very distant to Swedes 
but exists in India. 

3.4.3 Impact of differences in national cultures on knowledge transfer 
As described above, Chen et al. (2009) investigate the impact of national cultures on 
structured knowledge transfer and find strong evidence that Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 
significantly impact on knowledge transfer in a cross-cultural transfer of organizational 
knowledge. 
 

Knowledge transfers are more likely to be effective if knowledge provider and recipient are 
located in similar cultural contexts.  Additionally, people cannot share knowledge and trust - 
trust is a prerequisite for effective knowledge transfer - if they do not speak a common 
language. Language contains more than one dimension, e.g. the meaning of words is also 
necessary to understand, which is exemplified in Gesteland’s (2005) categorization of direct 
and indirect use of language.  
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It is however important to note that although large differences in national culture pose 
substantial challenges to successful knowledge transfer, they also provide great potential for 
knowledge transfer (Sarala & Vaara, 2010). 

3.4.4 Organizational culture 
In order to put knowledge providers and recipients in a more similar cultural context and to 
create a common language, a strong organizational culture can be used. Zaidman & Brock 
(2009) find that cultural gaps can be mitigated by organizational culture and Sarala (2010) 
finds that there is a strong positive relationship between organizational culture convergence 
and knowledge transfer.  

 

Organizational culture can affect how problems are solved but it is much weaker than national 
culture. People do not grow up in organizations, they are only involved in them during 
working hours, and one day they will leave the organization (Hofstede, 2005). Kirkbride & 
Wan Chaw (1987) claim that it is difficult to achieve a cross-border organizational culture. 
They are skeptical to this and suggest that companies pay close attention to the specifics of 
national cultures. They however acknowledge that it is possible to successfully transfer the 
organizational culture through strategies such as selective recruitment, intensive socialization, 
planned exposure to other national cultures, and the use of cultural role models like expatriate 
CEO’s or senior managers.  
 
Chen et al. (2009) come to the same conclusion regarding knowledge transfer and cultural 
differences, i.e. national culture must be given attention. Knowledge providers should find 
ways to introduce “foreign” knowledge to recipients, whilst still valuing local learning 
culture, knowledge and skills. Furthermore, they conclude that encouraging peer-to-peer help 
and knowledge sharing within a group can help local recipients to share and grasp each 
other’s knowledge. An efficient way to accomplish group knowledge sharing is to nurture a 
few recipients (at the knowledge receiving unit) as knowledge seeds to become future 
knowledge providers. 
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4. Theoretical framework 
The theoretical framework is based on the literature review, and an illustration of it is 
presented in Figure 4 below. In this illustration, the reader can observe that three areas are 
included, namely the nature of sales knowledge, enablers for knowledge transfer and noise. In 
order to fully understand knowledge transfer, all these areas need to be addressed since they 
are interrelated. In order to choose the right enablers, that is, organization practices and 
communication tools, understanding the nature of knowledge is crucial. However, it is also 
important to explore noise, the distortion of the information that is sent, as it has a profound 
impact on how an organization should address knowledge transfer. The sources of the noise 
can be divided into two groups: absorptive capacity and cultural differences. Down below, 
each area is elaborated on and propositions are presented. 
 

Figure 4 – Illustration of the theoretical framework 

India Sweden

P3: Organizational tools 
and practices (Enablers) 

P5, P6 & P7: Cultural 
differences (Noise) 

P4: Absorptive 
capacity (Noise) 

P1 & P2: Sales knowledge 

 

4.1 Nature of sales knowledge 
The four knowledge types, product, market, sales technique and organizational knowledge, 
differ in regard to stickiness, where product knowledge is believed to be most explicit out of 
the knowledge types.  Although products and consequently selling points might be technically 
difficult, most of it can be codified into manuals and documents. Following Lam’s (2000) 
classification, product knowledge is therefore encoded knowledge, that is, collective and 
explicit in nature.  
 
Moving on, market knowledge primarily consists of tacit knowledge. Information about the 
market size, regulations, competitors, are explicit. However, customer relations and how to 
handle bureaucracy is context specific. Since this knowledge is context specific (tacit) it is 
residing in employees in India or persons that have worked closely with Indians, the very 
essence of embodied knowledge. Sales techniques are also a form of embodied knowledge. 
Although there are structured techniques for selling, B2B-selling culture and negotiations 



 Hölcke and Lövnord (2010): Knowledge transfer between Swedish firms and their Indian sales units 

21 

 

requires extensive personal interaction in order to understand and visualize customer needs. 
Hence, this type of knowledge needs to be built by practical experiences in India. The fourth 
and last type of knowledge is organizational knowledge. Firms have preferred ways of 
working that members should comply with. This knowledge might be learnt through routines 
and rules. On the other hand, much of this knowledge is hard to articulate and must be learnt 
through personal experiences. Organizational knowledge is therefore a form of embedded 
knowledge. This discussion leads to the two following propositions: 
 

Proposition 1:  Product and organizational knowledge are transferred from Sweden to 
India. The two remaining are context specific, and therefore likely to 
flow in the opposite direction. 

 
Proposition 2:  Due to stickiness, organizational knowledge is most difficult to transfer. 

4.2 Organizational practices and communication tools 

In general, all knowledge can be transferred, although it is a matter of resources. It is therefore 
desirable if firms can use as cost-efficient methods as possible for transferring knowledge, for 
example by telephone, Intranet, e-mail, hard-copies, class-room training and manuals. On the 
other hand, established research has shown that deep personal interactions (preferably face-to-
face) are required to transfer tacit knowledge (Nonaka, 1994; Björkman et. al, 2004; Dyer and 
Nobeoka, 2000; Joia and Lemos, 2010; Walsham, 2001). Personal interactions correspond to 
collaborative relationships with the Indian subsidiary, which leads to the following 
proposition. 
 
 Proposition 3:  Transferring tacit knowledge between Sweden and India must involve 

extensive socialization in order to be successful. 

4.3 Absorptive capacity 
Not being able to understand the knowledge that is transferred is one of the three reasons for 
knowledge stickiness according to Szulanski (1996). Chen and McQueen (2010) found that 
this is especially true for tacit aspects. 
  
In India, this dimension of stickiness is regarded as especially important since qualified 
people are not abundant. Although there are many graduates, there are few universities that 
measure up to international standards and many of the other universities shape people able to 
pass exams but unaccustomed to thinking about real-world problems (Economist, 2010). 
Employers consequently train them for months, at great cost, and then they are poached by 
rivals. Forty percent of Indians are illiterate, and another forty percent failed to complete 
school, twenty percent consequently finish their education but not all move on to university, 
which is expected to create a substantial shortage in skilled workers in the coming years. The 
quality problem and shortage of skilled workers is likely to affect knowledge transfer, as the 
recipient’s absorptive capacity might be low. We therefore make the following proposition: 
 

Proposition 4: Indian’s lack of absorptive capacity hampers knowledge transfer 
      between Sweden and India. 
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4.4 Cultural differences 
As seen in the literature review, culture is identified in existing research as a major source of 
noise. According to Hofstede (2005), there are significant cultural differences between 
Sweden and India in three dimensions, namely 1) Power Distance, 2) Individualism vs. 
Collectivism, and 3) Femininity vs. Masculinity. The difference in the fourth dimension 
Uncertainty Avoidance is however small. 
  
Training and management techniques are up to present more adjusted to Western 
individualism. Since India is more collectivistic, knowledge transfer based on Swedish 
individualistic methods may fail. Chen et al (2009) identify this as a critical dimension which 
can seriously hamper both structured and unstructured knowledge transfer. Femininity vs. 
Masculinity affects the management style and the view on equality between genders. Vast 
differences in management style might cause mistrust between Swedes and Indians and lead 
to arduous relationships, one of the reasons behind stickiness according to Szulanski (1996).  
 
Out of the three dimensions where Sweden and India differ, Power Distance is however most 
central, since a strong hierarchy is identified as particularly harmful to knowledge transfer 
(Zaidman & Brock, 2009).  
 

Proposition 5: The strong hierarchy in Indian culture hampers knowledge transfer 
 between Sweden and India. 

 
There are further sources of noise between Sweden and India. Although both countries have 
relatively good knowledge of English, Gesteland (2005) points out that there are differences 
in the meaning of words and the way of speaking. Gesteland also describes a different 
approach to time between the countries. This may inflict problems in the communication and 
get in the way of knowledge transfer.  
 

Proposition 6: Differences in national culture between Sweden and India lead to 
  communication problems. 

 
Gaps in national culture and discourse can be mitigated by a strong global organizational 
culture, according to Zaidman & Brock (2009). Sarala (2010) states that organizational 
culture convergence and knowledge transfer are positively related. Thus we will also examine 
organizational culture convergence.  
 
 Proposition 7: Indians are able to adopt the Swedish organizational culture.  
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5. Results 
The results section consists of three parts
companies A and B, followed by case companies C & D, which are
the knowledge sender-receiver
presentations of the companies
absorptive capacity, cultural differences, and communication issues. 
results presents the feasibility of working according to a Swedish organizational culture in 
India. 
 

Figure 5: Illustration of the results

 

5.1 Case presentations1 
All four case companies are B2B companies, and they are selling industrial 
goods. The companies state their core values, mission, vision and history on their websites, 
which shows that they have given attention to what 

5.1.1 Case company A2  

5.1.1.1 Organization 

Company A has 80 000 employees
than 175 countries. The company has been present on the Indian market for many years and 
currently employs 3 500 people in India. This unit is central to the parent company, since it is 
one of the four global support service centers, meaning that they deliver solutions to global 
customers.  

5.1.1.2 Organization practices and communication
According to the Swedish respondent, there are
organizational culture does not prevail at the Indian unit. Leadership educations exist, but they 

                                                      
1 The company presentations are based on the Swedish
web-page and annual report. Due to strict confidentiality, we will not make references to the firm’s web pages or 
annual reports. 
 
2 As mentioned in the methodology section, company A and B
knowledge transfer practices, Indians
Hence, these cases will not try to pinpoint the exact nature of
and the Indian sales units. 

Case Companies

Impediments

Culture Mitigation
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consists of three parts, see Figure 5. It begins with the two general case 
and B, followed by case companies C & D, which are more specific to sales and 

receiver-relationships between Sweden and India. Following the 
the companies, the impediments to knowledge transfer are

cultural differences, and communication issues. The final part of the 
e feasibility of working according to a Swedish organizational culture in 

Figure 5: Illustration of the results-section 

 
All four case companies are B2B companies, and they are selling industrial 

companies state their core values, mission, vision and history on their websites, 
have given attention to what is conveyed both internally and externally.

 

000 employees around the world, and their products can be found in more 
than 175 countries. The company has been present on the Indian market for many years and 

500 people in India. This unit is central to the parent company, since it is 
four global support service centers, meaning that they deliver solutions to global 

Organization practices and communication 
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are managed by external institutes, resulting in an Indian management style. As an example, 
the organizational culture at the learning academy changed when the Swedish respondent 
handed over the responsibility to an Indian manager, indicating that no global organizational 
culture exists at the Indian unit. The learning academy is open for all employees and uses the 
same course curriculum all over the world. The company sells the same type of products in 
every region, which is why the same course curriculum is used in all countries. The Swedish 
respondent furthermore notes that the global training program works well in India. The main 
problem with the training courses has instead been that the wrong people (unmotivated, over 
qualified etc) are taking the courses. 

A knowledge management program was initiated globally three years ago, which has 
improved knowledge sharing within the company according to both respondents. The 
program consists of rules, guidelines and tools for knowledge management. The structured 
knowledge transfer takes place in web-based communities for specific work areas. Anyone, 
all over the world, can become member of a community, and be part of the information flows. 
There are also forums where employees can post questions and best practices. The firm has a 
policy that each individual should be involved in a certain number of knowledge transfer 
activities per month. The Indian respondent however notes that rules are not the preferred way 
of learning. According to this respondent, classroom training is more efficient in India, since 
they prefer to cross-question the teacher and get answers immediately. Apart from the 
structured knowledge sharing, there are also tools for unstructured knowledge transfer. For 
example, seminars are hold ad hoc through a virtual tool. 

The company has a philosophy, that each individual is responsible for their own development. 
However, it does not work that way in India according to the Indian respondent. The line 
manager is responsible for the employees’ development and performance. Targets are set by 
the line manager without consultation, and the competence is evaluated based on past 
performance, which is a very subjective evaluation according to the Indian respondent. If 
performance targets are not met, a mentor or on-the-job training is applied in order to make 
the employee improve and meet future targets. The Swedish respondent notes that top-down 
feedback is efficient, since Indians are good at adjusting and copy others’ behavior. Feedback, 
however, does not work in the opposite direction according to the Indian respondent. 

5.1.2 Case company B 

5.1.2.1 Organization 
The second case company has over 20 000 employees worldwide and products that can be 
found in over 170 countries around the world. The headquarters for the South and South East 
Asia market is located in India. In India, most activities in the value chain are performed. This 
office is responsible for HR, processing strategy, technical-services, and sales & marketing. 
The company has a manufacturing plant and an additional sales office in India. 
 
The firm’s Indian subsidiary has 350 employees in total. They have worked actively on 
transferring the parent company’s Swedish ways of working, especially freedom with 
responsibility, and they have a Swedish CEO in India. There are guidelines for how 
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individualism and equality should be addressed by the Indian management, which according 
to the Swedish respondent has led to less hierarchy. 
According to the Indian respondents at company B, the core values are not just a paper 
construction, they are the basis for how people are working. The subsidiary has successfully 
adopted the parent company’s organizational culture in their view. Two of the core values, 
freedom with responsibility and customer focus & long-term view, are mostly followed at the 
operational level. Individuals are trusted to follow up on their own initiatives as long as they 
deliver, that is, freedom with responsibility. Customer focus and long term-view is the basis 
for how Company B treats its customers. The firm seeks win-win situations together with 
customers, as they share information, business solutions and best-practices.  

5.1.2.2 Organizational practices and communication 
The firm has several routines and guidelines regarding internal communication and 
collaboration.  Meetings on global, regional and local levels are held continuously to transfer 
best practices and other types of knowledge. In order to spread information the firm is using 
news-flashes on the intranet. The intranet is an efficient way of communicating specific 
knowledge. As an example, it is often used to gain information in order to prepare for a 
meeting. However, it is not efficient to transfer more general knowledge through this channel. 
In that aspect personal interactions are more efficient. 
 
Training programs exist for all types of activities. For example, there are courses in market 
leadership, as well as in general leadership. These can be designed both globally and locally, 
and delivered globally and locally. Both have merits and demerits. Generally, international 
training programs are more effective where best practice learning is obtained from 
international colleagues or in cases where critical mass of participants are not available for the 
training in a market company. However, international training programs are more expensive 
than domestic programs. 

5.1.3 Case Company C 

5.1.3.1 Organization 
The third case company employs 2 100 persons in total and operates in 39 countries in 
Europe, North America, the Middle East, Asia, Africa, and Australia. Company C has 
headquarters in Sweden, and in order to handle information flows between the head office and 
subsidiaries they have business boards. These are informal boards of directors, consisting of 
the local managing director and one or two persons from the head office group management. 
The firm’s international strategy is to have local directors at the subsidiaries throughout the 
world. Furthermore, there is a center of excellence, for transferring internal knowledge 
between product managers, sales engineers, and production staff.  
 
As the other companies, the firm uses their website to communicate their history, core values, 
vision, goals and strategies. However, they also state their corporate culture at their webpage. 
The company culture has been divided into seven key norms, which are intended to guide 
employees in their daily work. This implies that the company considers corporate culture 
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important. In their own opinion they have succeeded in transferring the Swedish 
organizational culture to India. 

5.1.3.2 Establishment of subsidiary 
Company C started selling activities 1998 in India through distributors. However, in 2006 
they made a long-term investment and established a subsidiary. In order to get Company C’s 
ways of working put in place, personnel for key positions were handpicked. Since then, they 
have grown between eight to ten times of the initial size. In the beginning they were 16 
people, and now the group employs over 200 persons in India, mainly because of an 
acquisition. An important distinction between the establishment and acquisition is that key 
personnel have not been handpicked for the latter. 
 
Currently, there are six sales offices, supplying the entire Indian market, two production 
plants, supported by one warehouse and one assembly plant. The competition in the industry 
is very tough, with many local low cost actors. Moving on to the customers, Company C is 
mainly selling their products to construction projects. That is why they have three types of 
customers – end users and architects make the specifications, while the contractor purchases 
the products based on specifications.  
 
The Indian subsidiary is regarded as successful, due to consistently increasing turnover for the 
last four years. Last year they did not reach sales targets. However, they had higher growth 
than earlier years, and this year is looking even more promising. In the future the firm is 
planning to add more production capacity in India, and to introduce new products from the 
portfolio.  
 
The entire management in India consists of Indian managers. However, the main driving force 
is the business board. This board sets goals and formulates strategies after input from the local 
market. 

5.1.3.3 Sales knowledge 
The Indian respondent at Company C stresses the importance of customer and product 
knowledge. In his view, a sales-person’s most important knowledge is customer knowledge, 
as it is crucial to understand and visualize customer needs. Secondly, knowledge about the 
products is important in order to explain to the customers how the products fit into the 
solution. Following these two knowledge types is sales technique. The Indian respondent at 
Company C furthermore states that the organizational culture, one component of organization 
knowledge, is an important enabler for knowledge transfer.  

5.1.3.4 Organization practices and communication 
In order to get knowledge about products and the organization, the firm’s academy is 
something that all sales personnel need to participate in, and is regarded as very efficient. The 
first two levels are held in Sweden, where culture and product knowledge is taught through 
classroom training. Colleagues from all over the world participate, and the international 
interactions aim to open the participant’s mindset in regard to new ways of working and the 
company specific ways of working, as well as creating a rich network of internal contacts.  
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Training for key personnel is more thorough, as they are taken to Sweden for a short period of 
time, in order to understand the organizational culture and get internal contacts. The length of 
this period depends on area of expertise, since different areas require different amounts of 
knowledge. In Sweden, these persons get the opportunity to meet Swedish personnel during 
informal meetings. The Swedish respondent notes that it can take a long time for foreigners, 
e.g. Indians, to understand how freely they can, and are supposed to, communicate within the 
company and with superiors. 
 
In India, sales technique specific to the Indian market is taught through presentations. 
Furthermore, every employee needs to go through three to four months on-the-job training. 
There are also different types of technical manuals & instructions used for training sales 
personnel about products. A global CRM tool is on the way, in order to share knowledge 
about customers.  
 
The Swedish export manager and the Indian marketing director speak with each other on a 
daily basis using telephone.  According to the Export manager at Company C, e-mail is not an 
effective tool for communication, since it can lead to substantial misinterpretations and an 
aggressive tone. It is better to use the telephone, by which it is easier to understand and a 
wider area can faster be covered. However, a combination of the two is the best way to 
communicate; when something has been explained on telephone, it should be written in an e-
mail to have it black on white. 
 
The Swedish respondent at Company C further says that only speaking over the telephone 
may lead to goals not being met and things not being carried out. It is necessary to follow up 
with physical presence, and by going to India, pressure is put on the Indians whereby things 
are getting done and can be followed up on spot.  

5.1.4 Case Company D  

5.1.4.1 Organization 
The fourth company employs approximately 3 300 persons globally. The international market 
accounts for approximately 90 percent of sales, which highlights the firm’s strong focus on 
exports. From a knowledge transfer perspective two of their core values, teamwork and local 
presence, are interesting to elaborate on. For teamwork, it is stated that the company’s 
competitive advantage is people, and consequently knowledge sharing should take place in all 
activities, and at every level of the company. Moving on to local presence, it is stated that it is 
crucial to respect local cultural and business practices. Consequently, knowledge transfer is 
prioritized by Swedish management, and the company prefers autonomy of subsidiaries to 
some extent. 

5.1.4.2 Establishment of subsidiary 
Company D started selling their products in India through distributors. In 2008, they acquired 
a distributor which had eight employees. Since then, the firm has approximately grown 6 
times (in terms of headcount) – it now has 47 employees - and has performed in line or above 
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sales targets. The customers can be found in a range of industries, and vary greatly in size. 
Moving on, there are many competitors in Company D’s industry. Most of the competitors are 
local actors that can be regionally strong, and they also face competition from one Western 
MNC. 

5.1.4.3 Sales knowledge 
The Swedish respondent at Company D states that:  
 
“The most important knowledge is to the ability to find, meet, educate, and build relationships 
with the right persons from the customer“ 
 
The “right persons” do not necessarily need to be from the purchasing department. It can also 
be the technical manager or other relevant personnel, since they can influence the purchaser to 
choose the company’s products. The Indian respondent at the same company furthermore 
regards product knowledge as most important. In his opinion, knowledge about the product 
range and selling tools are most important. The selling tool is a software program used to 
illustrate the total cost of ownership (TCO). It is necessary to educate customers about the 
“whole picture” in order to make them understand the benefits of the product.  

5.1.4.4 Organization practices and communication 
The firm has two training programs in Sweden, one for technical knowledge and one for 
solutions knowledge that managers can attend. Managers also visit plants in order to learn 
about manufacturing processes. The managers then pass on some of the knowledge to their 
Indian employees. Employees at the operational level go through a two week induction 
period, observing the different functions. Following the induction period is a one month on-
the-job training in the specific department. According to the Indian respondent the time spent 
on introducing new employees to the company and work tasks is suitable. The respondent also 
notes that it is not necessary for employees to participate in the training programs, since 
managers can pass down this knowledge. 
 

When the distributor was acquired, employees already had product knowledge. However, 
seminars were held in order to introduce new products and managers were given 
responsibility for internal contacts, for example, with manufacturing plants in Europe. In 
addition, key personnel had daily contact with persons from the headquarters. It was mostly 
sales arguments that were communicated and what products were suitable for different 
tenders. Employees also had to learn pricing and payment routines (different customers get 
different prices, as it depends on factors such as volumes and business history).  E-mail was 
used most of the time, and if something was not understood they used telephone.  
 
Today, the internal communication is not that intensive, and is mostly taking place between 
the Indian sales units and different manufacturing plants, as well as between all employees 
and customer service groups. Telephone is regarded as most effective, but the company also 
has a chat function that is considered effective. Most of the communication is managed 
through these communication tools, as there is no great need for face-to-face interactions. 
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5.2 Absorptive capacity 
The level of absorptive capacity in India has so far been high among educated engineers but 
this seems to be changing, due to a shortage of educated people. On the other hand, the Indian 
attitude is positive in regard to learning, and consequently has a positive impact on the 
knowledge recipient’s absorptive capacity.  

5.2.1 Stock of employable persons 
On the question whether there is sufficient absorptive capacity in the country, the Indian 
respondent at Company A replied:  
 
“Come on, this is India”  
 
She claimed that India has a large supply of educated people, especially engineers, and that 
the ability to learn is high. She gets backing from the Swedish export manager at Company C, 
who describes Indians as highly theoretically educated, which makes it easy for them to 
acquire knowledge from reading. 
 
The general view among the respondents is however that competence is becoming scarce in 
India. Already today there is a shortage of educated persons recognized at the smaller 
companies in the study. At one of the smaller companies, a large number of engineers (more 
than 25) were interviewed for the most recent position. The business area manager at 
Company D explains that it is no longer easy to find skilled people India. High wages in 
BPO’s and other professions than engineering has led to fewer Indians proceeding with 
university studies, especially in engineering. This is so far mostly a problem among new 
graduates; it is still possible to find qualified middle managers although this is also changing 
to the worse. 
 
For companies that work according to a Swedish flat structure there are additional challenges 
in finding the right persons. Besides technical knowledge and communication skills, an ability 
to adopt the organizational culture and an attitude towards learning is required. The marketing 
manager at Company C describes a difficulty in finding the right person for the job. It took 
him about eight months to find and train employees when setting up business. He however 
states that it has become easier now that the company has built some brand equity in India. 
This is supported by the HR director at company B. As the company is fairly large and well-
known he expresses no problems in finding suitable persons, although he claimed that:  
 
“There are many people with the right CV:s but the wrong personality” 
 
An elaborative recruitment process is therefore needed to make sure that the person has the 
right cultural fit and learning capacity, which is why it takes a long time to recruit new 
employees.  
 
The qualifications of people with the same education can vary greatly. Competent employees 
with a certain education led the Swedish respondent at Company B to believe that the 
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education was of high quality. He was later surprised to find other people with the same 
education significantly under qualified.  

5.2.2 Indian attitude 
The general view is that Indians are hungry for knowledge and want to develop. Indians want 
to know everything, which in Swedish eyes may seem as overly eager to learn according to 
the Indian respondent at company A. When the Indian unit of this company was set up, the 
Indians were unhappy with learning from narrow specialists from Sweden. The Swedes could 
not answer all the questions and had to adapt; they started sending staff with in-depth 
knowledge in many areas instead. Whereas Swedes more commonly specialize in one specific 
area Indians have a broad learning ambition. Indians are competitive and want to excel, even 
beyond what is in fact possible.  However, in some cases they over-evaluate and exaggerate 
their own competence according to the Swedish respondent at Company B. 

5.3 Indian Cultural Traits Affecting Knowledge Transfer 
The Swedish respondent at Company C recommends all Swedish companies planning to enter 
the Indian market to take part of the knowledge about India available. A company should talk 
to as many as possible of the Swedes that have experience of the country, e.g. the Swedish 
Trade Council, and trust the information given. Sweden and India are culturally far apart and 
cultural differences are identified as the largest impediments to knowledge transfer. All 
respondents stress that Swedes must understand Indian culture and business culture in order to 
successfully establish themselves in India. 

5.3.1 Hierarchy 
Hierarchy is described by all respondents as highly present in India and Indian business life. 
According to a majority of the respondents this is a big problem, especially in relation to 
knowledge transfer. The hierarchical structure in India is slowly being diluted at free will, as a 
consequence of increasing international presence in the country. There is an ambition from 
the Indians to adapt to the global way of working, since MNC’s tend to go for a flat structure. 
This development however moves at a very slow pace. 

5.3.1.1 The Manager and Family Father 
According to the Swedish respondent at Company A, the largest difference between Swedes 
and Indians in business life is the relation to the manager. The hierarchy in India is 
considerable and the manager is treated with much respect, just like a father. The typical 
Indian work team can be seen as a family where the manager represents the father – the 
patriarch – who takes care of everybody but also decides everything and whose orders you do 
not question. The dependency of employees on their manager is large. 
 
In Sweden a manager and an employee would have a discussion about what is to be done and 
why. In India there is no such dialogue between managers and employees, which leads to less 
reflection and understanding. This often leads to errors why following up on employees, 
micro management, is very important in India. This is something Swedes are not used to and 
may lead to misunderstandings and problems in communication. 
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“Indians respect seniors to an extent that can destroy them” 
/ Indian respondent at Company A 

 
Indians usually avoid questioning seniors and they generally do not take any initiatives on 
their own. The Indian way to work does not promote individual responsibility. In India it is 
the responsibility of the line manager to see to that the targets are being met. The manager 
thus makes all decisions and gives directions to employees. For example, the Swedish 
respondent at Company B had one Indian employee calling him constantly for directions and 
instructions. This eventually changed as the employee was instructed to carry out his work on 
his own. 
 
Due to the respect of elders, feedback for finding out what works and what doesn’t, is not 
applicable in Indian business. There is too much respect in order for employees to say that 
something is wrong or ill-functioning. This hierarchy and dependency on the manager is 
strongly intertwined with the Indian culture and it takes time and effort to alter. The Indian 
respondent at Company A does not believe that this behavior can be changed by 
organizational culture.  

5.3.1.2 Age and Status 
With age comes influence in India. It is deeply rooted in Indians that seniority should give 
right to titles. Years with the company are worth more than competence. Status is very 
important and there is pressure from society to climb on the rung. It can therefore be difficult 
for Indians to report to persons that are not perceived to have sufficient status. For example, 
managers at Company C that previously reported to HQ found it hard when they later on were 
to report to regional offices. Caste is also still very much present in India and must always be 
considered. For the reasons described above, it would be impossible to have a low caste 
person as manager. Persons with low status (socially or professionally) can find themselves 
not being trusted with qualified tasks because of their rank.  
 
The younger generation that has been exposed to Western culture is less hierarchical and 
more open-minded in regards to gender and equality.  
 
“It’s being done elsewhere in the world so why couldn’t we ?” 
    /Indian respondent Company A 
 
Those above 45 years have their minds set but those below35 are better at changing according 
to the Indian respondent at Company A. Indians that have worked or studied abroad and that 
are now coming back, returnees, have knowledge about the Indian culture and the Western 
culture, and would therefore be the best choice for company middlemen. Being young (below 
40) is not a problem for building relationships in sales, skills are what is important.  

5.3.1.3 Hierarchy and Knowledge Sharing 
It is difficult for juniors to ask seniors for help. Not knowing means that you are not right for 
the job. According to the Indian respondent at Company D, Indian employees can ask 
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superiors for help but are reluctant to do so unless they are absolutely certain about what to 
ask. 

Indians however have no problems asking colleagues at the same hierarchical level for help. 
Either asking colleagues or searching the internet is the common way to get knowledge in 
India. Indians also find it easier to ask Swedes (juniors as well as seniors) for help. Swedes do 
not expect the same respect as their Indian counterparts, on the contrary, they encourage 
asking questions.  

There is however room for improvement in the relationship between Swedes and Indians. The 
Swedish respondents say that Indians pay the people from HQ too much respect, something 
that hampers knowledge transfer between the countries.  

5.3.2 Indian Structure of Work 
Planning, structure and cost consciousness are lacking in India, according to the Swedish 
respondent at company A. The work is conducted in “a state of chaos” and they find it hard to 
finish work properly, to wrap things up. “First time right” is very unusual in India. Indians are 
eager to work but often lack in planning and err in the beginning of projects. They use the 
method of trial and error and try different things until it turns out right. Instead of more 
thorough initial planning, action plans in projects are constantly revised and altered.  
 
“It is easier to let it happen than to make it happen” 

/ Swedish respondent at Company A 

5.3.3. Saving Face 
When there are problems, Indians will find it hard to bring this into the open before it is 
evident. To admit that you have problems is like admitting that you cannot do your job 
correctly. You do not want to get on the “black list” as the Swedish respondent at Company B 
puts it. He further says that when problems are discovered, the responsible person is “deeply 
sorry” and apologizes in abundance while covering up for himself by letting somebody with 
lower status take the blame. As this person is questioned in order to get to the bottom of the 
problem, he just will not answer as he is doing his superior a favor. Not admitting to problems 
means that questions are not asked when something is not understood. This trait is described 
by Swedish respondents as an impediment for successfully transferring knowledge.  

5.3.4 Communication issues 
There are challenges in the communication between Swedes and Indians. In terms of 
discourse, the problem does not lie in the pronunciation but rather in the cultural aspects of 
communication, such as the actual meaning of what has been said and the weight attached to 
it. 

5.3.4.1 English as a Common Language 
Although most of the respondents have not reported any major problems in terms of the 
English spoken, the Indian respondent at Company A remembers initially poor skills in 
English on the Swedish side. This has improved through the years but she thinks Swedes 
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could still work on their accent; particularly the southern Swedish accent is difficult to 
understand. 

5.3.4.2 Way of speaking  
There are different ways in speaking between Swedes and Indians. Indians speak fast and 
Swedes speak slowly, thinking as they speak. A decade ago, the Swedes at Company A felt 
that the Indians were aggressive in their communication, e.g. very pushy regarding their own 
ideas, according to the Indian respondent. Cross-country collaboration between departments, 
where the contribution is on an equal level, results in an equal and free way of 
communicating. In an unequal relationship the risk is that the communication is more one way 
(from Sweden to India). 

5.3.4.3 Meaning of words & Indian stretchable time  
In India, a yes does not always mean a yes. The way of communicating can be vague and the 
meaning of what is said must be found in the way it is said rather than in the actual words. 
Especially when there are problems, Indians will find it hard to speak in a direct manner as 
they do not want to lose face.  
 
Another big problem for Swedes in regard to communication has been the Indian stretchable 
time. Being on time is something that the Indian culture does not prioritize, and it is a known 
problem. If you ask an Indian to deliver a result by a specific time he/she will admit to it, even 
though he knows from the start that he will not be able to deliver. For the Swedish 
respondents at Company B and C this is a big problem. The Indian respondents are aware that 
it is seen as a problem, but refer to it as a minor issue. Furthermore, the Indian respondents at 
Company B say that it is being actively worked on, which has in fact reduced delays. The 
Swedish respondent at the same company suggests that a clock for time in, time out could 
solve the problem.  
 
Moving on, status is as described very important in Indian culture. Some Indians may find it 
irritating that Swedes are informal in their way of communicating. This is however highly 
personal and not general. 

5.3.4.4 Gender 
Diversity in Indian companies is low. In the two large companies where there are women 
employed, the views on communication between genders differ. In Company B, where they 
have worked actively to implement a Swedish organizational culture, they see small problems 
in communication between men and women. Some men may have problems reporting to 
women but far from all. The Indian respondent at Company A claims that there are big 
problems in the communication between men and women. There is generally no trust in 
women to deliver and it is difficult for a man to report to a woman. In terms of knowledge 
sharing, it is difficult for women to ask questions and if it does happen, it is usually after the 
meeting. When women do ask questions they may be left unanswered. 
 
Men and women do not socialize in India as in the Western countries. Women thereby lose a 
network where knowledge is shared informally. This is especially a problem in sales as a 
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woman cannot go out and drink with the men and create relationships. However, in the 
younger generation that has been exposed to Western culture, an equal perspective is 
becoming more widespread.  

5.4 Transferring Swedish Organizational Culture to India 
Although all respondents agree that Indian culture is changing among the young in regards to 
hierarchy and gender, their view on Indians at present differ somewhat. 
  
The companies that do not work with a Swedish organizational culture are more skeptical to 
its feasibility. The Indian respondent at Company A says that the respect for elders is very 
strong in India and cannot be changed by organizational culture. On the other hand, she 
believes that Western organizational culture can make men eventually accept women as equal. 
The Swedish respondent at Company D is hesitant that Indians can decrease the 
organizational hierarchy while the Indian respondent at the same company however says that 
hierarchy is slowly being diluted at free will, as Indians try to take after the Western way of 
working. The Swedish respondent at Company A believes that Indians could adopt a Swedish 
organizational culture and Swedish ways of working, if the issue was actively worked on. He 
says that flexibility is one of the strengths Indians have; they are able to do practically 
anything. 
 
The respondents at companies B and C all agree that it is possible to have Indians work 
according to Swedish values. The Indian respondents at company C describe the Swedish 
organizational culture as open, free, delivery and expertise focused, as well as caring for 
work-life-balance. In order to succeed in transferring the Swedish way of working, it is 
however crucial to employ people with the right cultural fit, people that are open to working 
in a new way. One of the survey respondents says that the most important factor for 
transferring the organizational culture is: 
 
“The proactive nature of employees and the ability to accept and take new things with the 
right attitude” 
 
In addition, long-term commitment is needed as it takes time to introduce new ways of 
thinking. The other survey respondent describes “frequent communication with the 
employees” as the most important factor for successful transfer of culture. The respondent 
further explains how it is to work according to Swedish values: 
 
“It is improving day by day”. 

5.4.1 Managerial Presence and Behavior 
Next to employing people with the right mindset, the most important thing in order to transfer 
the organizational culture is a clear directive from management on how to behave. Culture is 
spread top-down and employees take after when examples are set by managers.  The Swedish 
respondent at company B claims that one needs to be present in India to understand the Indian 
work culture and to be able to change it, i.e. set examples and give immediate feedback on 
actions. The Indian respondents at company B say that at least one person at the office should 
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be from Sweden in order to transfer the organization’s values. The Swedish respondent at the 
same company thinks it could be achieved with an Indian manager as well, if this person is 
trained in a Swedish manner and is truly open to this management culture. 
 
Company C thinks the best way is to have a local manger that collaborates closely with the 
Swedish headquarters, and they always go for educating a local manager in the Swedish way 
of working. Although it is easier to transfer organizational culture and monitor the 
development of the Indian business with a Swedish manager, Indian managers have better 
understanding of the Indian market and an easier time recruiting new employees as they know 
about the quality of schools and have a larger business related network.  
 
When Company C hires people for managerial positions they want to make sure that the right 
people are employed. It takes little time, between 15 to 30 seconds, to know whether the 
person has the right attitude but it is necessary for the Swedish export manager to be in place 
and do the interviews personally. According to the Indian respondent at the same company, 
the right attitude is about being open to talk, express challenges and being open to adapt to 
something new. 
 
Organizational culture is not forced on the employees. Instead culture is passed on by setting 
examples and by offering an exciting work life that stimulates and motivates employees. This 
works better than forcing employees to work in a specific way according to the Indian 
respondent at Company C. The Swedish respondent has spoken to Indian employees, 
personally and in groups, to make them understand why they should work in the Swedish 
way. 
 
Explaining the benefits of working in the Swedish way to employees is something that 
Company C describes as important. It has however been difficult to teach a new culture at the 
company that was acquired (with an existing organizational culture). The ideal way to start a 
business is to start from scratch in order to employ and shape persons oneself. There can be 
difficulties in making people, who are used to one way of working, work in a very different 
way. The Indian respondent at Company C has encountered employees that had problems 
with individual responsibility since they had earlier always been pushed and told what to do 
by the superiors. 

5.4.2 Contents of Communication 
At Company C, interviewees and survey respondents all agree that company metaphors and 
stories serve well for setting examples and company values are effective in giving guidance 
on how to act. The most effective tool for conveying the organizational culture is however 
feedback on performance. All employees at Company C are monitored in the beginning and 
behavior is followed up on. Each employee undergoes two discussions per year and one 
formal appraisal per year, where cultural fit is evaluated. Appraisals and feedback are the best 
ways to make employees understand what is expected of them and the behavior that is 
wanted.  
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The respondents found the idea of organizational culture hard to grasp. Respondents at the 
same company furthermore had different perceptions of their organizational culture. This 
implies that organizational culture is hard to grasp and it is important to use several ways for 
conveying it. 

5.4.3 Motivation to Adopt a New Way of Working 
The Indian respondent at Company C was motivated to adopt the Swedish organizational 
culture for several reasons. He liked the products, the people, the organization and especially 
the fact that the business was growing. He also observed the open communication, where one 
could ask for help when something was not understood, as a possibility to learn a lot – a 
success model for everyone.  
 
Results are very important to motivate people in India to adopt a new organizational culture. 
Company C has through its success been able to build brand equity that attracts a lot of 
people. The people that want to work for the company are ready to adopt its culture, 
according to the Indian respondent at Company C. This is supported by the survey responses. 
These mention a long-term career goal with the firm  as well as the possibility to work in a 
free manner while taking responsibility for one’s own performance as the key motivators for 
adopting the organizational culture. This represents an ambition to stay with the firm for a 
long time (brand attractiveness) and an individual mindset (cultural fit). 
 
The Indian respondent at Company C says that Swedish companies that are about to enter the 
Indian market need to be very present and show that they are interested in working with 
Indians, in order to be able to transfer the organizational culture. It is not hard to make Indians 
work in the Swedish manner but presence, interest and commitment is needed. Just staying in 
Sweden and focusing on sales figures will not convey the culture. 
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6. Analysis 
Based on our results, we have constructed a model for knowledge transfer, see Figure 6. The 
model consists of several parts; it defines the types of knowledge that are subject to 
knowledge transfer between the Swedish and the Indian sales unit, the typical flow of 
knowledge, and the impediments for knowledge transfer in this context (in section 6.1-6.5 an 
in-depth discussion about the nature of knowledge, enablers, and impediments are presented). 
An important notion to make is that we make a difference between global and local 
knowledge. Global knowledge is knowledge that the firm wants to leverage across all 
countries, while local knowledge is specific to the local market. Hence, the local knowledge is 
likely to flow in the opposite direction – from the subsidiary to headquarters.  
 
The model is attractive for the following reasons: 
 

• First of all, it combines the most important components of knowledge transfer into a 
coherent whole. Although there is a vast body of research, most scholars have chosen 
to focus on specific areas, such as the nature of knowledge (e.g. Nonaka, 1994; Lam 
1997), enablers (e.g. O’Dell and Grayson. 1998) or impediments (e.g. Szulanski, 
1996). A more holistic framework for knowledge transfer is presented by Goh (2000). 
There are however two fundamental differences between his and our model. Our 
model is based on empiric data and it is also specific to Sweden and India. 
 

• It captures the complexity of knowledge transfer. In order to fully understand a 
complex construct such as knowledge transfer, it is necessary to define what 
knowledge is, investigate how to transfer it as well as the impediments for the process. 
 

• The model can partly be generalized to other countries, mostly other countries that are 
culturally similar to India according to Hofstede’s (2005) dimensions. However, the 
impediments might differ somewhat which affects methods that work. Consequently 
the model will need some adjustments if it is to be applied to other contexts.  

At this point, it is worthwhile to stress that the model is general, and in some cases knowledge 
transfer might be different. Many firms choose to employ a Swedish CEO in India, which will 
affect the model. If so, the main part of the knowledge transfer may take place within the 
Indian unit, but still between a Swede and an Indian employee. For a mature organization, 
some knowledge will also flow between employees at the operational level/middle 
management and the parent company, and not just through the top manager. 
 
The remaining of the analysis will present the building blocks of the model, the seven 
propositions. After the seventh proposition has been presented, there is a discussion about 
how the Swedish organizational culture (one component of organization knowledge) can be 
transferred to the Indian unit. This is a natural extension of the analysis, since it reduces 
cultural impediments and thus is an enabler for knowledge sharing. 
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Figure 6 - Modeling knowledge transfer between Sweden and India in sales 
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6.1 The nature of sales knowledge 
 
Proposition 1 is supported: Product and organizational knowledge are transferred from 
Sweden to India, while market knowledge flows in the opposite direction, 
 

Product and organization knowledge flows from Sweden to India. For a recently established 
unit, the Indian staff is not familiar with the parent company’s products, values, organization 
routines, which is why they have to learn this from colleagues at the parent company. In the 
opposite direction, market knowledge is flowing. As accentuated by the business board at 
company C, knowledge about sales targets, growth, and competitors is necessary in order for 
the board to make strategic decisions. This type of knowledge is residing in India, and Indian 
employees will consequently transfer this information to their Swedish counterparts. 
Bureaucratic Indian regulations also make it necessary for Indians to teach people from the 
parent company how it works in India. The fourth type of knowledge, sales technique, is best 
learnt through practical experience. Hence, on-the-job training at the local office is most 
effective. For that reason, this type of knowledge is not subject to knowledge transfer between 
Sweden and India.  
 
We claim that this is the case for all countries where subsidiaries are established. As the 
parent company has accumulated knowledge in selling their products and running the 
organization, these types of knowledge will be transferred to all subsidiaries. In terms of local 
market knowledge, the local agents will have more experience and knowledge and 
consequently transfer this knowledge back as basis for strategic decisions. 
 
Proposition 2 is supported: Organizational knowledge is the most difficult type of knowledge 
to transfer. 
 
Organization knowledge, and especially the organizational culture, is the most challenging 
knowledge to transfer to India, out of Ryan and Weinberg’s (1981) four knowledge types. 
There are several arguments for this statement. First of all, organizational culture is tacit to a 
high degree. Respondents at the same company had different opinions on their own firm’s 
organizational culture. Secondly, due to the complex nature of organizational culture, there is 
no easy method for transferring. As an example, Kirkbride & Wan Chaw (1987) claim that it 
is difficult to achieve a cross-border organizational culture. The same researchers however 
mention that, e.g. cultural role models and intensive socialization make it possible. But 
thirdly, it takes time to implement a Swedish organizational culture, as it takes a long time for 
people, e. g. Indians, to adapt to fundamentally new ways of working. Our research confirms 
the substantial cultural differences between Sweden and India that were described in the 
literature (Hofstede, 2005). Since national culture is much stronger than organizational 
culture, adapting to a new organizational culture is a challenging process. 
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6.2 Organization practices and communication tools 
 
Proposition 3 is supported: Transferring tacit knowledge between Sweden and India must 
involve extensive socialization in order to be successful. 
 
Several respondents stated that it is important with a high degree of presence in India from the 
parent company, especially in the beginning of an establishment. Intensive socialization is 
efficient for knowledge sharing (Kirkbride & Wan Chaw, 1987), and using it means that tacit 
knowledge can be transferred between individuals (Nonaka, 1994). As an example, Company 
C has established a flat Swedish organization with an Indian management in India. The 
Swedish export manager visits India on a regular basis, the parent company and the Indian 
subsidiary have frequent contact using e-mail and telephone, and employees get the 
opportunity to visit the headquarters in Sweden for training and meetings.  
 
Hofstede’s (2005) dimension of individualism vs. collectivism suggests that individualistic 
transferring methods need adjustments in India towards collectivism. Our results indicate that 
the methods that are used in Sweden work in India, but the management style needs to be 
adjusted to more follow up – a collectivistic trait. 
 
It is also important to stress that different practices and tools are efficient for different types of 
knowledge. For product knowledge, class-room training, preferably in Sweden, is regarded as 
efficient.  Following Nonaka’s (1994) nomenclature, this is a form of internalization, that is, 
explicit to tacit. During the training program employees will learn hard facts, which they later 
will use on the field – trying to convince customers to choose their products.  
 
As shown by our results, Indians are solving problems in a “state of chaos”. Thus, as a 
complement to structured knowledge transfer (e.g trainings and guidelines), unstructured 
knowledge transfer is important (interactions unplanned by the company). An Intranet with 
communities, collaborative-work forms, and other practices and tools that foster’s casual 
acquisition of knowledge is consequently efficient. 
 
For tacit knowledge, such as the organizational culture, there are no quick solutions. These 
practices must involve extensive socialization over a longer period of time, and appropriate 
practices will be discussed in-depth in section 6.7. Furthermore, communication tools, such as 
telephone, IT-systems and e-mail, are unlikely to transfer tacit knowledge. They are however 
effective to communicate sales argument, pricing policies or market information. But for 
transferring the parent companies ways of working, these types of tools might only work as 
complimentary to physical presence (socialization) in India from Swedish representatives. 

  



 Hölcke and Lövnord (2010): Knowledge transfer between Swedish firms and their Indian sales units 

41 

 

6.3 Absorptive capacity 
 
Proposition 4 is not supported: There is no lack of absorptive capacity in India that hampers 
the knowledge transfer between Sweden and India.  
 
There are educated people available in India. Most of the respondents stated that Indians have 
a high degree of theoretical knowledge and a high willingness to learn. Thus, lack of 
absorptive capacity for recipients is not a problem at present in India. However, there are 
signs of talent becoming scarce as the competition for talented labor is becoming fiercer. For 
Swedish firms that want to implement a Swedish organizational culture, the sample of 
potential employees is further tightened since it is crucial to find persons with the right 
cultural fit and attitude. Just like quality can vary greatly from person to person from the same 
school, attitude can vary greatly. This makes it advisable to put much care into the recruitment 
process. 
 
In a trade-off between education and attitude when recruiting, it is safer to go for the right 
attitude. Indians generally want to learn a lot and are keen on working. When finding a person 
with the right attitude, the company has to find out what motivates the person to stay for a 
longer period of time. When employees are motivated to stay, it is affordable to spend 
resources on educating the person at the company, developing the employee’s skills and 
competencies. Since talent is becoming scarce, it is necessary to have well functioning 
training at the company in order to get skilled employees. This is yet another aspect 
illustrating the importance of successful knowledge transfer between and within units. 
Employing a person with better education but the wrong attitude is likely to end up with low 
motivation and difficulties in keeping the employee at the firm. 

6.4 Hierarchy 

 
Proposition 5 is supported: The strong hierarchy in Indian culture has a negative impact on 
knowledge transfer 
 
Hierarchy creates a large gap between employees as respect must be upheld or given. The 
organizational structure is stiff and its implication is that it is very difficult for people to speak 
to higher-ups and ask for help, since they are afraid of seeming incompetent or lacking 
respect. The distance between employees is very problematic since the managers are normally 
the channels of communication with other units and therefore a central part of the knowledge 
transfer chain. 
 
Even in the cases where employees do ask their managers, a lot of time is spent asking 
questions correctly and less time is spent on sharing knowledge. Reversely, management is 
also losing valuable feedback due to hierarchy. Since employees respect their managers too 
much to say that anything is bad, the whole company ultimately misses out on knowledge. 
Consequently, hierarchy makes knowledge transfer a slower process in India.  
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In addition, as the manager symbolizes the family father of the work team, employees do not 
question his decisions. The fact that they are rarely involved in decision-making - but rather 
just take directives – makes the employees somewhat passive. They do not question or reflect 
upon decisions and tasks, which leads to a lesser understanding and a blocking of the 
knowledge that is transferred to them. The employee does not fully use the situation to get 
knowledge but rather just instructions. Another sign of lower individualism (Hofstede, 2005) 
is that Indian employees generally do not take initiatives on their own, hence not developing 
the skills and knowledge that they possess into deeper thinking. For this to change, persons 
with lower status must be given freedom and trust to do qualified tasks. 
 
In an organization with large distances between people, knowledge does not flow easily. In 
order to change this, one could work on changing the mindsets from this hierarchical status-
devoted way of thinking. The problem of daring to ask superiors for help has been smaller 
when the superior was Swedish. This was because Swedes did not expect the same respect 
from the employees, which shows that much can be changed if the managers show a different 
attitude. In addition, one could make sure that there are a sufficient number of middle 
managers in order to keep the gaps between people small, making it feel less daunting and 
more natural to go to the closest manager for help. 

6.5 Communication issues 
 

Proposition 6 is supported: Differences in national culture do lead to communication 
problems between Sweden and India. 
 
Differences in national culture lead to communication problems between Sweden and India. 
The greatest source of communication disruption is the vague contextual way of 
communicating in India, which creates much uncertainty. These communication problems 
lead to noise in knowledge transfer - knowledge cannot be shared without a common 
language (Chen et al., 2009) - and it is thus important to encourage a more direct 
communication.  
 
First and foremost there is a substantial problem connected to saving face. Indians find it hard 
to admit to having problems or difficulties, which means that problems are often detected and 
corrected far too late. When problems are rectified at the end of the process it is difficult to 
see what the source of the problem was. As a consequence the employee does not learn during 
the course and it is hard for management to determine in which area knowledge needs to be 
transferred in order to anticipate and prevent new problems arising, a form of causal 
ambiguity (Szulanski, 1996). A somewhat radical idea would be to introduce a “mistake 
bonus”, where employees are encouraged to, and rewarded for, reporting their own mistakes 
early in the process. In this way, the problem of saving face could decrease. It is however a 
delicate task to decide what rewards to give, since it is not desirable to have more mistakes, 
rather just increased transparency.  
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The contextual meaning of words in India as described by Gesteland (2005) is confirmed by 
our findings. As the meaning is found in how something is said rather than what is said, it 
poses great difficulties for the Swedish counterpart to be certain of a mutual understanding. 
As Indians are focused on keeping a positive relationship (Gesteland, 2005) in combination 
with saving face, they are more likely to say yes than no. This makes it problematic to find 
out whether something is understood and whether the knowledge transfer works. These 
problems with vague communication can be lessened by accentuating company values like 
“we speak out” to encourage direct communication over indirect. This is something that has to 
be followed up and worked on, on a daily basis for a long period of time, in order to change it. 
 
Indian stretchable time is also problematic as Indians take deadlines lighter than Swedes 
which may have consequences for the ability to deliver on time. This aspect of 
communication is uncertain and it is a source of mistrust between Swedes and Indians, 
something that in the long run may lead to arduous relationships and seriously hamper 
knowledge transfer (Szulanski, 1996). A way of tackling this problem is to measure time 
worked and whether deadlines are met by all employees, to stress the importance of time 
accuracy. 
 
Men and women do not interact as freely in India as in Sweden, which is supported by 
Hofstede (2005). Women are not fully accepted as equals in Indian business life, especially 
not in sales. Although a Swedish woman may get respect from being a Westerner, for Indian 
women it is hard to build friendly relationships with male employees. As a consequence, 
women are left out of informal business networks where knowledge is shared. Meeting this 
problem could include leadership and policies aiming at strengthening the position of women 
in at the Indian unit. 

6.6 Organizational culture 
 
Proposition 7 is supported: Indians are able to adopt a Swedish organizational culture 
 
At two of the four case companies work is carried out in accordance with the Swedish 
organizational culture, showing that it is possible for Indians to adopt this way of working. 
While still respecting the Indian culture, certain organizational values have been transferred 
from Sweden to India; mainly equality, openness and individual responsibility. Indians are 
described as flexible and able to do what they are asked to. 
 
It is wise to focus on a number of central values that largely affect the way of working since it 
takes a lot of time and commitment to introduce them. Practices can be changed fast but it 
takes a long time to change people’s values (Hofstede, 2005). It is desirable to convince the 
employees to accept the values rather than just the practices in order to achieve a common 
cultural context between Swedes and Indians, which in its turn facilitates knowledge transfer 
between the countries.  
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Instead of forcing a new way on the Indians, examples should be set for how to act. Even 
though strict procedures for how to work can be effective for transferring the organizational 
culture (Grant, 2000), companies should be careful not to work too much according to rules. 
As both India and Sweden have low uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2005), there is a 
preference to work without too many guidelines. This standpoint is supported by the Indian 
respondent at Company A, stating that rules are not the preferred way of learning. 
 
The youth is also becoming more “westernized” as the Western influence in India increases. 
Young people are more equal and open-minded in regards to gender than the older generation, 
and hierarchy is slowly diluted in the Indian companies. This is a positive trend in terms of 
knowledge transfer, which implies that it will be possible, and probably easier, to work in a 
Swedish manner also in the future. It is however important to note that young people working 
for a hierarchical organization might be intoxicated by the power given by the position, when 
reaching a manager level, and fall back into the behavior of the elders. Thus it is crucial not to 
take for granted that young persons are always better in terms of cultural fit. 

6.7 How to transfer organizational culture 
As shown by the propositions, cultural differences between Sweden and India create the 
biggest noise in knowledge transfer between the two countries. Cultural differences affect the 
way of working and the way of communicating. Knowledge transfer functions best when 
knowledge provider and receiver are in the same cultural context (Chen et al., 2009) and the 
solution to the problem is to implement a strong global organizational culture.  
 
Although organizational culture is challenging to transfer, it is important. It will increase 
knowledge sharing on an inter-unit level, as a global organizational culture can mitigate 
cultural gaps (Zaidman and Brock, 2009; Sarala and Vaara, 2009). In addition, it can increase 
knowledge sharing within the unit if it reduces hierarchies and increases individualism, that is, 
the ability to work upon own initiatives. The Swedish organizational culture gives better 
conditions for sharing knowledge than Indian business culture as it is open and flat, and 
encourages employees to interact with other company members. 
 
In order to succeed in transferring the organizational culture, three aspects need consideration. 
First of all, the recipients need to be motivated to take in the knowledge transferred. If not, it 
will be impossible as their minds are blocked for new ways of working. Second, the contents 
of communication have to be optimized to convey the intended message. Third, it is necessary 
to understand the practices that enable tacit knowledge transfer. One of the practices is 
significantly larger a decision than the rest, namely whether to use cultural role models in the 
form of expatriate CEO’s or not. Therefore we will present a matrix to help firms in this 
crucial decision. 

6.7.1 Motivation 
First of all, employees need to be motivated to work in a new way. The two things that most 
motivate Indians to adopt the Swedish way of working are, 1) a long-term career goal with the 
firm and 2) results that show that the way of working has been successful. These motivators 
are all examples of intrinsic motivation, which also has been cited by Osterloy and Frey 
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(2000) as effective for knowledge transfer as opposed to financial rewards. By offering the 
things that motivate Indians the most, it will be easier to transfer the other organizational 
values to the employees. 
 
Indians are motivated to adopt the organizational culture if they have a long-time career goal 
with the company. In order to make employees stay with the firm, possibilities to develop 
both personally (e.g. through education) and career wise should be offered to the employees. 
It is also advisable to show an interest in and a long-term ambition for the Indian unit, to 
create a future orientation with Indian employees. Other soft measures such as work life 
balance should be accentuated and factors affecting the will to stay at the firm can be enquired 
in e.g. anonymous questionnaires.  
 
Moreover, previous results that show proof of growth and success evoke motivation. If 
Indians see that the way of working is successful elsewhere they will be motivated to stay 
with the firm and adopt its ways of working. Employer branding can thus be an effective 
strategy. If the brand is attractive to the employees they will be willing to adopt its values.  

6.7.2 Contents of Communication 
The organizational culture can be communicated by using company metaphors, stories, values 
and feedback. They all contribute to conveying the organizational culture and the use of all 
four is ideal.  
 
Feedback on actions, both good and bad, is however the most effective contents of 
communication in order to make clear what the organization expects from its members. 
Instantly given feedback is a fast and interactive way to show what is right and what is wrong. 
When giving feedback in India, one should be careful to explain what behavior is wanted and 
why. It is advisable to choose one’s battles and focus on some core values that are important 
to follow. In less important aspects it might be better to respect the Indian way of doing 
things. 
 
Stories are better than values and metaphors to communicate the preferred way of doing 
things. Since values and metaphors are often short, they can be easy to misinterpret on their 
own. Stories on the other hand provide examples of how to act in real work life scenarios. 

6.7.3 Practices for transferring organizational culture 
The implementation of an organizational culture at a new subsidiary can be described as a 
learning curve, see Figure 7. This learning curve can be divided into two phases, and for each 
phase there are practices that are suitable. Observe that this cultural learning curve has a 
different shape than the traditional learning curve, it is flatter in the beginning since it takes a 
long time to change values.  
 
One of the practices needs special attention, and that is the use of cultural role models in the 
form of expatriate CEO’s. Sending an expatriate CEO will affect the whole adaption process, 
see Figure 7. Since the expatriate CEO will be a bearer of the organizational culture, it will 
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increase the rapidness of the adaption process (however, it is possible to reach the same level 
of adaption with Indian management).  

Figure 7 – Cultural adaption process 
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6.7.3.1 Stage 1  
Selective recruitment: The first practice in the adaption process is the recruitment. As shown 
by our results, there is a big difference in regard to how well employees can adapt to a 
Swedish organizational culture. Thus, it is crucial that the parent company has a selective 
recruitment process where they make sure that new employees have the right cultural fit. If 
the company finds persons with the right cultural fit, the level of adaption will reach a basic 
level instantly. 
 
Class-room training: It is also important with a thorough introduction to the company’s 
values, heritage and preferred ways of working. An efficient way to introduce this type of 
knowledge is during the initial training program, preferably in Sweden. Hence, a good 
introduction program should include both product knowledge as well as organization 
knowledge. It is desirable if the new employees get exposed to both written material and real 
life situations. Hence, case studies can be used, where new employees have to use their 
theoretical knowledge about the organizational culture in simulated real world situations. 

6.7.3.2 Stage 2 
There is however not enough having a thorough recruitment process and introduction period. 
The parent company has to use practices that guide employees in adapting the new 
organizational culture on a daily basis. In order to achieve this, the following practices are 
recommended: 
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Appraisal: The adoption and spreading of the parent company’s organizational culture should 
be included in role descriptions.  Performance on the issue should be measured and followed 
up on regularly – what is measured and followed up on is likely to get done. 
 
This is particularly useful for middle and senior managers, since they are key to a successful 
implementation of the organizational culture. In general, firms will put a lot of attention on 
the recruitment and development of senior personnel. However, there is a risk that middle 
managers fall back in to the old hierarchical ways of working since less attention is directed 
towards them.  
 
It is important to note that 360 degree appraisal is not possible in India, since it is unlikely that 
people at the operational level will criticize higher-ups. Hence, the appraisal should be 
performed by a higher and/or employees at the same hierarchical level. 
 
Cross-border involvement: As mentioned by Kirkbride and Wan Chaw (1987), intensive 
socialization enables cross-border cultural transfer. It is therefore necessary for the parent 
company to have a high degree of communication with the Indian unit. Furthermore, it is 
important that representatives from the headquarters visit the subsidiary on a regular basis, in 
order to follow up the development as well as to show interest. In addition, the visiting 
Swedish manager can be a good example for how equal and flat the Swedish organizational 
culture is – if they interact with people at the operational level in a casual manner. 
 
International exposure: Interactions with people from other cultures is another way to 
transfer organizational culture (Kirkbride & Wan Chaw, 1987). It is thus efficient to let Indian 
employees participate in international meetings and conferences, so they can obtain 
experiences from other nationalities (as well as share their own experiences). Even more 
effective would be for Indians to work abroad.  
 
Knowledge seeds: As it is easier for employees to share knowledge peer-to-peer than with 
personnel at higher levels in the organizational chart (Chen et al., 2009), the parent company 
can invest in training and development of a few individuals. These individuals will 
consequently work as seeds, spreading knowledge to other members. The individuals chosen 
as culture seeds should be influential persons who are seen as managers to be. By promoting 
these to managers in time, continuity in the culture spread at the company is secured. 
 
Policies and guidelines: A powerful practice is to stipulate policies that intend to reduce 
hierarchies and increase the level of individualism. The parent company can for example, 
forbid the use of “Sir” to higher-ups, use common lunch-rooms for managers and employees, 
as well as advocate open-doors and middle/senior managers to walk around and interact with 
their employees. In order to increase individualism, the firm can introduce a policy which 
states that employees should try to solve problems by themselves, instead of wait for orders. 
 
Rewards: Monetary rewards can be forceful in order to motivate people, but since they 
hamper tacit knowledge transfer (Osterley and Frey, 2000) it should not be used. If used, there 
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is a risk that people will only share knowledge that is easily measured, while tacit knowledge 
will be ignored. Nevertheless, rewards in terms of promotion accentuate the importance of 
working according to the parent company’s organizational values.  
 
The reader may ask themselves why we have not discussed communication tools such as 
telephone and IT-systems. These are supportive and are especially effective for other types of 
knowledge, such as product knowledge and market knowledge. But for tacit knowledge 
transfer, practices involving personal interaction or aiming to affect behavior is necessary.  

6.7.4 Management matrix 
The decision of which CEO to appoint is a major initial step in establishment. When 
establishing sales in India, there are many different factors to consider in deciding whether to 
send an expatriate CEO or appoint an Indian CEO, such as cost, business acumen and 
business network. Our matrix, see Figure 8, illuminates the decision from the important 
perspective of transferring the organizational culture, including the variables Involvement and 
Start-Up, and will give valuable guidance in appointing managers. Start-Up represents the 
different ways of establishing a subsidiary in India and Involvement represents the level of 
contact with head quarters: 
 

• Start-up:  The mindset of employees is determined by the start-up. If the subsidiary is 
started up from scratch, it is possible for the firm to use selective recruitment and 
employ only persons with a cultural fit and minds to mold. The more speedy way of 
getting into the Indian market is to acquire another firm. When doing this, it is 
paramount to recognize that the employees of the acquired company have an existing 
organizational culture and mindset. 

 
• Involvement: The practices used to transfer an organizational culture differ depending 

on the degree of involvement from the Swedish headquarters. If a high involvement 
approach is used, initial training should be carried out in Sweden and on a continuous 
basis there should be intensive socialization between members from the headquarters 
and other units as well as exposure to other nationalities. If a more independent 
approach is used where the Indian unit is supposed to act without much 
communication with headquarters, this will result in initial training in India and less 
socialization between units and less exposure to other nationalities. 

 
This consequently has implications on the management needed in India. In order to 
successfully transfer the firm’s organizational culture to India, the matrix gives guidance to 
which nationality of management to use. The readers might ask themselves why a Swedish 
CEO is not always used since the cultural adoption process is faster with a Swede, see Figure 
7. An Indian manager will more swiftly be able to build an organization consisting of the 
“right” people, since he better knows the Indian red tape regulations, has more local market 
knowledge, and can better tell the fit of potential employees. In addition, it is fair to assume 
that there is a total cost advantage of having an Indian country manager (even with high 
involvement).  
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In all four strategies the practices described in the previous section should be used, however 
the use of cross border involvement and international exposure differ. If firms choose to go 
for a low involvement strategy, less socialization between nationalities and less exposure to 
other nationalities will be possible than with a high involvement strategy. Consequently there 
will be fewer influences to work in a new way, making it important to promote cultural 
adaptation by focusing on other practices. 

 

Figure 8 – Management matrix 

 
 
Strategy 1: High Involvement & Start-up from scratch – appoint an Indian CEO.  
The use of an Indian country manager with a Swedish mindset is ideal in order to transfer the 
organizational culture. The Indian will have an easier time recruiting new qualified staff with 
the right cultural fit as he/she understands Indians better and has an existing business network. 
The Indian country manager will also serve as an excellent example that it is possible to work 
according to the Swedish mindset and function as a trustworthy role model for other Indians, 
especially middle managers. It is crucial that middle managers, who have more contact with 
the employees, are carefully selected as they will function as cultural seeds in the 
organization.  
 
Strategy 2: High Involvement & Start-up by Acquisition – send a Swedish CEO to India. 
When acquiring a company, an organization with an existing organizational culture is 
acquired. It is difficult to change an existing mindset and therefore a Swedish CEO is needed 
in place in order to set examples, monitor the behavior of the employees and give instant 
feedback. He/she will function as a cultural role model and set examples for all employees. It 
might be necessary to replace people at key positions, if they are reluctant to adopt the new 
way of working. 
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Strategy 3: Low Involvement & Start-up from Scratch – send a Swedish CEO to India. 
As the Indian unit is supposed to work rather independently without much contact with 
headquarters, it is not recommended to use an Indian country manager as organizational 
culture cannot be learned from a short induction period. Instead a Swedish country manager 
should build up the company.  
 
Strategy 4: Low Involvement & Start-up by Acquisition - send a Swedish CEO and 
additional Swedish senior managers. 
When acquiring a company with existing organizational culture, it is not recommended to 
transfer the Swedish organizational culture by sending a Swedish CEO alone to India without 
support from Sweden. In order to have an independent Indian unit without much contact with 
Sweden and still succeed in working according to Swedish values, additional Swedish 
managers must be sent to India to support the CEO. As in strategy 2, it might be necessary to 
replace people at key positions, if they are reluctant to adopt the new way of working. 
 
Additional variables: Time and size 
The goal should ultimately be to appoint an Indian CEO at the Indian unit in strategies 2-4. 
This can be done once the Swedish organizational culture is in place. Once management is all 
Indian, it might be necessary to increase the level of involvement from headquarters, in order 
to safeguard continuous common practices. 
 
Another important variable is the size of the acquired company. If the company is large 
(approximately more than 25), there is reason to send more than one Swede or increase the 
level of involvement in order to successfully transfer the organizational culture.   
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7. Conclusions & future research 
This research represents a preliminary examination of knowledge transfer between Swedish 
firms and their Indian sales units. We have provided research with a model for how 
knowledge flows between the Swedish and Indian unit as well as the largest impediments for 
the process, and discussed different methods that enable knowledge sharing. Our findings are 
consistent with existing theory since six out of seven propositions were supported. 
 
There are four knowledge types used in sales; product knowledge, organization knowledge, 
sales technique and market knowledge, of which all except sales technique are subject to 
cross-national knowledge transfer. Product and organization knowledge flow from Sweden to 
India, while market knowledge flows in the opposite direction. This is valid for sales 
knowledge flows in all international expansions.  The type of knowledge that is most difficult 
to transfer is organization knowledge. Its most tacit component is organizational culture, 
which requires extensive socialization for successful transfer.  
 
Our findings show that lack of absorptive capacity is not an issue at present in India.  Instead 
cultural differences - in terms of hierarchies and way of communication - are the biggest 
challenges for knowledge transfer in this context, which has interesting implications. In order 
to break down these cultural barriers, Swedish firms have to transfer their organizational 
culture to the Indian unit, while still respecting Indian culture in general. We have found that 
Indians are able to adapt to the Swedish way of working if it is actively worked on. Thus, the 
parent company will have to work with many different organization practices - such as 
appraisal, cross-national involvement, international exposure, and knowledge seeds - that 
stimulate tacit knowledge sharing. 
 
In regard to organizational practices, a crucial decision for Swedish firms is if they should use 
a Swedish CEO (or senior managers) or Indian management, as expatriate managers are 
efficient as cultural role models. Based on two variables, (i) level of involvement from the 
parent company and (ii) start-up (acquisition or from scratch), we explain that Indian 
managers are best suited if the parent company has a high degree of involvement and start 
from scratch. In all the other cases a Swedish CEO is better in the beginning of the process. 
 

Our explorative study might serve as the basis for explanatory studies in the future. It is 
necessary to do larger studies and use more analytical tools, such as regression analysis or 
structural equation modeling, in order to move the field ahead. One problem with quantitative 
studies is that it might be hard to quantify knowledge transfer, since it is a complex construct. 
Our research however show which areas that are most central for knowledge transfer in this 
specific context, which might guide future researchers. Another dimension that is important 
for scholars interested in explanatory research is that the design should preferably be 
longitudinal. Since the cultural aspects take time to change, it would be interesting to study 
how different practices changes knowledge transfer over a longer period of time. Some other 
future directions would be to use our model as a framework in different contexts, such as in 
other functions, e.g. production, R&D, and sourcing, or in other countries, e.g China. 
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Appendix 1 – Examples of questions 
 

Introduction 
 

1) Please describe your background, your experience and your areas of responsibility. 
2) Describe your customers and competitors (products if necessary). 
3) Describe the development of the Indian sales unit, from the start until now, in terms of: 

- Financial performance (turnover, growth, sales targets, whole India/region) 
- Organizational structure ( Indian vs Swedish manager, number of employees) 

Sales knowledge 
 

4)  What is important knowledge in sales at your company? (Knowledge about the 
 products, market, customers, competitors, legislation, sales techniques, organization) 
5)  How do employees get this knowledge? (Any documentation, CRM tool, training 
 programs, on-the-job training, teamwork, once or continuous transfer, formal/informal 
 networks) ? 
6)  In your opinion, is this efficient? What can be done differently? 

 

Sales competence 
 

7)  What kind of education/experience is required? 
8) Is it easy to find the right competence? How thorough is the recruitment process? 

Communication & Culture 
 

9) What personal interaction takes place across borders 
  

 - which positions communicate with each other and how often? 
 - what type of information  is communicated? 

  - what tools are used for different types of information/communication? 
 
10) Have there been any communication problems between Sweden and India? 
11) What does the organization culture represent? 
12) If people do not understand or know something, whom can they ask for help?  
13) How is the organization culture spread within the company? How did you learn about 
 it? 
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Appendix 2 – How to transfer organizational culture from 

Sweden to India 
 

A study of 4 case companies showed that knowledge about organizational culture is the most 
challenging type of knowledge to transfer. We therefore want to increase the understanding of 
this process, and we think that your experience is very valuable. This questionnaire is part of a 
Master’s thesis conducted by two students from the Royal Institute of Technology in 
Stockholm, Sweden. 

Definitions  
• Organizational culture is the firm specific ways of working – “the way we do things 

around here” – for example, firm values and management style.  
 

Objectives 
• To understand how the organizational culture can be transferred effectively. 

 
Notes 

• The survey consists of 13 questions, and will take little time from you, approximately 
10 minutes. Comments are optional. 
 

• Strict confidentiality is guaranteed.  
 
 
 
 
Fill in and send the questionnaire back, to either of the e-mail addresses below, no later than 
29 November. 
 
Observe that the survey is to be completed digitally by filling in the grey boxes, saving the 
document and mailing it back to us by e-mail. 

Thank you for participating!  

 
Kind Regards 

 

 

Magnus Hölcke  Marcus Lövnord 
M. Sc. Student Industrial Management, KTH  M. Sc. Student Industrial Management, KTH 
Holder of B. Sc. Mechanical Engineering, KTH Holder of B. Sc. Mechanical Engineering, KTH 
Holder of B. Sc. Economics, SSE Holder of B. Sc. Finance, SU 
+918826518105 +918826518106 
holc@kth.se lovnord@kth.se 
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Definition:  The organizational culture is the agreed way of doing things in a company. It 
consists of company values, norms, and beliefs, which are reflected in policies and procedures 
and guide organization members in their work. 

1.  Years with the company. 

  < 1 year  1-3 years  3-5 years > 5 years 

 

2. How did you start your career at this firm? 

Employed at the Indian unit directly   
Working for the company in Sweden/other country abroad 
Other, please specify:       

 

3.  Describe the organizational culture at your company (no more than three characteristics). 

      

 

4. In your opinion, has the headquarters (HQ) worked actively on transferring the Swedish 
organizational culture to the Indian unit? 

Yes No  Do not know  

 
Comment:       
 

5. In which way did you learn about the organizational culture at your company? (multiple 
choices possible) 

Simulation/Role play 
Case studies 
Seminars /Class room training & discussion 
Work shadowing - Observing experienced employees  
Strict procedures for how to work   
Mentorship   
Periodic internal meetings   
Web courses   
Company policies   
Performance appraisal   
Other, please specify:       

 
Comment:       

 

6. How effective are the following practices to learn about the organizational culture?  
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 Not effective Very effective 
  1  2  3  4  5 
Strict procedures for how to work      
Simulation/Role play      
Class room training & discussion      
Case studies      
Periodic internal meetings 
/Conferences      
Company policies      
Mentorship      
Performance appraisal      
Work shadowing –  
Observing experienced employees      
Web courses      
Other, please specify:            
 
Comment:       
 

7. In your opinion, what is most effective in order to learn about the Swedish company’s 
organizational culture? (choose one) 

Initial training program in Sweden, working alongside Swedes 
Initial training program in India, working alongside a person from HQ during a short 

period of time 
Initial training in India with extensive communication with superiors and extensive 

guidelines for how to work 
Other, please specify:       

 
Comment:       
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8. How effective is the following contents of communication for transferring organizational 
culture? 

 Not effective  Very effective 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Company Metaphors       
 – comparing the company to a well-oiled machine, tight family or elite sports team etc 
Company Stories       
 – providing examples of how things are done at the company  
Core Values       
 – the outspoken values at the company 
Feedback on Actions       
 – explanations, praise or criticism given on individual actions  
 
Comment:       
 

9. How effective are the following tools for communicating the organizational culture from 
Sweden to India?  

 Not effective Very effective 
  1  2  3  4  5 
Telephone       
E-mail      
Intranet      
Live chat/Online forums      
Hard copy3      
Face-to-face interaction with  
Swedish employees      
 
Comment:       
 
  

                                                      
3
 E.g. documents describing the way of working, management style, reporting policies and other policies 
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10. What motivates you to work according to the organizational culture? (Maximum 2 
alternatives) 

Membership – Building relationships within the organization, belonging to the group 

Results – Previous results show that the parent company’s ways of working lead to high 

performance 

Control – The parent company have strict guidelines of how to work and lead employees, 

which are controlled through performance appraisals 

Rewards – Rewards for adopting the organizational culture 

Responsibility – Possibility to work in a free manner, while taking responsibility for your 

own performance 

 Equal mentality – A belief that equality (i.e. low hierarchy) leads to better performance 

 Long-term career goal – Ambition to stay with the firm for a long time 

Other, please specify:        

 
Comment:       
 
 
11. To what extent have the following caused problems in order for you to learn about the 
organizational culture at your company? 
 Not problematic Very problematic 
  1  2  3  4  5 
 
Lack of appraisal on the issue       
Unclear organizational culture      
Lack of rewards      
Ineffective practices for trans-  
ferring organizational culture      
Lack of communication with  
superiors      
Disbelief in organizational 
culture      
Strained relationships with  
superiors      
Other:            
 
Comment:       
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12. In your opinion, what is most important when it comes to transferring the organizational 
culture? 
      
 

13. In your opinion, are you working according to the Swedish organizational culture? 

Yes No  Do not know  

 
Comment:       
 
 

 


