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1. INTRODUCTION 

Every company is a social community ”that specializes in the creation and 

internal transfer of knowledge” (Kogut, Zander 1993). However, cross-border 

transfers are recognized as critical issues for multinational corporations 

(MNCs). In light of the evolutional theory by Kogut and Zander (1993), the 

ability to transfer and recombine knowledge in units operating in different 

parts of the world enables a company to expand internationally. Among 

numerous tools facilitating such transfers, international assignments (IAs) 

seem to be a useful and popular solution (Dickmann, Müller-Camen 2006). 

Knowledge transferred by assignees is diverse in terms of complexity as well 

as formalization and intangibility, it includes a collective and individual 

experience. Its properties (i.e. ambiguity and „unprovenness‟) and forms (more 

or less structured and codified) can strongly affect the cost, ease, or even 

feasibility of the transfer (Polanyi 1962; Szulanski 2003). Additionally, 

empirical findings suggest that certain qualities of the actors participating in 

such a transfer, and the relationship between them, may create relevant 

obstacles (Szulanski 2003). Moreover, the impact of other context factors 

representing the organizational and national level cannot be underestimated 
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(Kostova 1999). Summing up, the choice of an appropriate mode of 

international assignment requires a thorough analysis of the knowledge to be 

transferred and the circumstances of the interaction between the donor and 

recipient, which means relationships between individuals from different 

locations and between units (i.e. headquarters/subsidiaries/branches/affiliates). 

This choice, undoubtedly, does not guarantee that an assignee will succeed as 

a transferor, moreover, it rather evokes many questions, inter alia: How can 

the company support knowledge flow through cross-border personal 

interactions? To what extent such support requires adjustment to individuals’ 

characteristics and specificity of the knowledge transfer? What are the major 

challenges for organizations using IAs as a means of knowledge transfer? 

Accordingly, the aim of this paper is to contribute to a better 

understanding of knowledge transfer through international assignments by 

providing a theoretical framework comprising its interpersonal and 

organizational aspects. Furthermore, it is particularly focused on the role of a 

company in this process - as a source of support, and the context within 

which such transfers take place. This issue represents not only an interesting 

field for theoretical exploration, but also as a practical problem of growing 

importance for companies undertaking or pursuing international expansion, 

including Polish-based enterprises. Therefore the study encompasses two 

interrelated parts, the first discusses the theoretical background and provides 

a conceptual framework of knowledge transfer via IAs, while the second 

serves as an exemplification of the above issue. The latter is aimed to (1) 

illustrate the organizational approaches and practices used by three Polish-

based MNCs in the process of delegating employees abroad, (2) determine 

the importance of knowledge transfer as a task of assignees, (3) find out 

organizational solutions supporting/facilitating knowledge transfers through 

IAs, and (4) identify key problems and the challenges accompanying them. 

The following sections contain a discussion of cross-border knowledge 

transfers and international assignments, a presentation of the aforementioned 

framework, and an example of its application. Finally, conclusions to future 

research and practice are drawn. 

2. CROSS-BORDER KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER  

AND ITS MECHANISMS 

Since knowledge is an ambiguous and sometimes overused notion, the 

author has adapted a definition based on Kogut and Zander‟s (1993) seminal 

work on the evolutional theory of a multinational company. As a 
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consequence, this term is used to describe a recipe that specifies how to 

carry out the activities and competences (i.e. skills) necessary to do it
1
. It 

includes, therefore, diverse forms, individual and collective (embedded in 

personal or group experience), which can be characterized in terms of 

tacitness (or explicitness), and being firm specific (or generic) (Bonache, 

Zárraga-Oberty 2008). According to a resource-based view, knowledge 

performs the main role in achieving and sustaining a competitive advantage 

by a company, particularly if its attributes are rareness, high value, being 

difficult to imitate or substitute (Wernerfelt 1984). An important implication 

of such a perspective is that this kind of resource offers an opportunity to 

expand not only in domestic but also overseas markets. However, in light of 

the evolutionary theory, the crucial condition of company international 

expansion is developing efficient mechanisms of cross-unit transfer that 

allow to benefit from existing resources and access to new (local) knowledge 

on a worldwide scale (Kogut, Zander 1993; Teece et al. 1997). They are 

supposed to enable or facilitate the dissemination of valuable know-how, and 

the practices and skills that were created or developed in any part of the 

organization. Therefore, diverse directions of knowledge flows can be 

distinguished from headquarters to subsidiaries, from subsidiaries to 

headquarters, or between subsidiaries (see: Gupta, Govindarajan 2000; 

Harzing, Noorderhaven 2006). 

Due to dynamic changes in communication technology, the range of 

available modes of intra-organizational transfer has widened substantially 

over the last few decades. Consequently, MNEs tend to use a variety of 

mechanisms, sometimes simultaneously, including: centres of excellence, 

global systems of knowledge management based on technology, 

international management teams, communities of practice/global expertise 

networks, and international assignees (Sparrow 2006). Some of them are 

based on formal roles and procedures (e.g. reporting, databases, repositories, 

and Intranet-based tools for knowledge sharing), while others rely on social 

interactions (e.g. multinational teams, communities of practice) and/or 

involve establishing direct, personal contacts (IAs) (Dickmann, Müller-

Carmen 2006). However it can be expected that the occurrence and use of 

these instruments in the MNE is diverse, among other reasons, due to the 

specific features of the company, the nature of the knowledge transferred, 

and many other contingency factors. At the same time, the selection of 

            
1 Inclusion of individual knowledge, experience and skills in this modification of the original 

definition is based on the assumption that, in the case of cross-border transfers by means of 

IAs, separating less codified organizational know-how from subjective interpretations based 

on personal knowledge of an individual is impossible and artificial. 
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adequate mechanisms is an essential success factor of the cross-border 

transfer. The more intangible the knowledge to be transnationally 

transferred, the higher the need to use interactive solutions facilitating the 

dialogue among its participants. In MNEs, the basic element to meet the 

above requirement is an international assignment (IA). 

3. IAS AS A TOOL OF CROSS-BORDER KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER 

In the literature, the use of IAs for knowledge transfer within the MNE 

has been the focus of researchers‟ interest for decades, as one of the 

problems of strategic importance for the development of a company‟s 

activities beyond its home country‟s borders. As early as the 1970s, Edstörm 

and Galbraith (1977) emphasized the presence of the motive of knowledge 

export from the company head office to its foreign subsidiaries through its 

representatives under conditions of the unavailability of local employees 

endowed with the appropriate skills/expertise. Recent research suggests that 

the importance of the aforementioned motive has been increasing gradually, 

and nowadays knowledge transfer has become the most typical reason for 

sending employees to foreign subsidiaries (Executive Report 2000). 

However, until recently, the majority of studies and publications have been 

devoted only to long-term international assignments, whereas alternative 

forms and directions of expatriation
2
, as well as conditions of knowledge 

transfer through assignments, represent less recognized issues
3
.  

The knowledge transferred by means of IAs is diverse from the point of 

view of its level of formalizing, intangibility, and the scope of its sharing by 

others (it may be collective – embedded in organizational practices, or rather 

personal, as a unique result of individual experience, observations and 

reflections). Thus, assignees transmit the organizational know-how 

(including techniques, standards and procedures), disseminate corporate 

behavioural patterns and develop the competence of employees in the host 

            
2 The term „expatriation‟ is used as a synonym to international assignments, except when it is 

preceded by adjectives indicating particular type(s) of assignments (e.g. long-term = 

traditional, or short-term). 
3 Examples of publications referring to non-standard assignments are (Mayerhofer et al. 2004; 

Reiche 2006; Starr, Currie 2009; Starr 2009) whereas the problem of conditions and barriers 

of knowledge transfers in the multinational organization was undertaken by Kostova (1999) 

and Szulanski (2003). The IAs as one of the mechanisms of know-how transfer in the scope of 

human resources management was recognised by Bonache and Brewster (2001), Bonache and 

Dickmann(2008), Dickmann and Müller-Carmen (2006), and Bonache and Zárraga-

Oberty(2008). 
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business unit through common work, teaching and experience sharing, 

inspiring, and motivating (see: Dowling et al. 2008: pp. 92–95).  

In general, the more tacit its nature, the more personal mechanisms of 

transfer are desired (in comparison to other mechanisms). However, the type 

of knowledge can be regarded as a factor determining both the action to be 

taken by an assignee, and the specific requirements concerning the duration 

and form of assignment. For instance, Bonache and Zárraga-Oberty (2008) 

hypothesized that the transfer of tacit and individual knowledge involved 

individual assignment, while collective forms required team assignments. 

Moreover, they suggested that more specific, narrow knowledge requires 

relatively short-time IAs, while generic knowledge is more likely to be 

transferred through long-time expatriation. Since all assignees, to some 

extent, are involved in social interactions which enable the flow of non-

explicit knowledge (between assignees and host co-workers), the 

characteristics of all transfer participants, and the relationship between them, 

might be at least as important success factors as the quality and adequacy of 

transfer mechanisms (Nahapiet, Goshal 1998; Szulanski2003; Bonache, 

Zárraga-Oberty 2008; Bonache, Dickmann 2008). Nevertheless, this direct 

interaction between assignee and local employee cannot be considered in 

separation from its complex, international context. The country-related 

aspects of this process have already been appreciated in literature, as some 

authors have pointed to cultural
4
 and institutional

5
 environments (in both 

home and host countries) as factors affecting organizational practices, 

individual attitudes, and behaviour (Kostova 1999; Zhu 2002). An important, 

yet less explored issue, is the internal ( within an MNC) context of 

knowledge transfer in MNEs, which is assumed to affect its success by 

exerting an influence on participants and the relationship between them 

(Kostova 1999; Bonache, Dickmann 2008).  

Therefore the framework of knowledge transfer through IAs as discussed 

further (see: Figure 1), conceptualizes the context of this process by 

developing an organization background. 

            
4 Two cultural dimensions are supposed to play an important role in determining preferences 

of management and employees in MNEs concerning its international activities: power 

distance and uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, Hofstede 2007, pp. 70, 206, 356). They both 

can  substantially affect managing expatriation, developing relationships and trust, knowledge 

sharing (Harzing, Sorge 2003; Zarządzanie kadrą … 2008; Zarządzanie misjami … 2011). 
5
 Institutional environment, regarded as a component strictly related to culture, exerts 

influence in the three following ways: through establishing and maintaining a regulatory 

framework, through defining desired goals and the means appropriate to achieve them, and 

through affecting individual beliefs and opinions by institutions (Noorderhaven, Harzing 

2003, p. 57). 
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4. ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT OF KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER 

BY INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENTS 

With regard to the organizational context of knowledge transfer via IAs, 

the following interrelated facets emerge from literature studies: 

a) Strategic, by which the strategic orientation of an MNC
6
 corporate and/or 

functional strategies concerning knowledge management (Hansen et al 

1999), and human resource management (Międzynarodowe zarządzanie … 

2002; Dowling et al. 2008; Evans et al. 2011) can be considered as a 

framework or guidelines for establishing the transfer-related goals of IAs, 

or determining the roles of the assignees (as knowledge transferors). 

Accordingly, the analysis of strategic context, in terms of its 

supportive/discouraging role, should determine whether these „strategic 

guidelines‟: 

 emphasize the need/importance of knowledge transfer between the 

dispersed units of an MNC at corporate and unit (i.e. 

subsidiary/affiliate) levels; 

 appreciate the need/importance of interpersonal relationships as a 

mechanism of transnational knowledge flow; 

 are fully understood and accepted by managers involved in 

developing, implementing and supervising these strategies at 

corporate and subsidiary level; 

 are clearly communicated to assignees (as goals/tasks), agreed (by all 

parties involved in knowledge transfer) and evaluated 

(measured/monitored) throughout the whole sojourn in the host unit, 

and after completing the assignment. 

b) Cultural, as far as the organizational culture is regarded as the source of 

common values, shared understanding, sense of integrity and identity, 

and patterns of behaviour, which in turn may affect: 

            
6 With regard to knowledge transfer, the most desirable strategic orientation would be the one 

coherent with the concept of corporate knowledge network within which knowledge flows are 

intensive and multidirectional, like the geocentric orientation according to Perlmutter (1969), 

and the transnational model proposed by Bartlett and Ghoshal (2002). It should be noted 

however, that within each MNC, even the most integrated, substantial differences between 

subsidiaries can be observed as far as their strategic roles are concerned, due to their diverse 

age, specifics of local markets they operate in, and endowment in knowledge resources 

(embodied in their employees, and embedded in local networks). These differences between 

subsidiaries are also reflected in their involvement in cross-border transfer (Foss, Torben 

2002; Andersson et al. 2002). 
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 the ability of an assignee to transmit the knowledge, through providing a 

common code enabling communication (with host unit employees), and 

facilitating his or her adjustment to work and interactions in an unknown 

location due to the familiarity of the cultural environment in the 

workplace (Black et al 1991; Brown 2008; Puck et al. 2003); 

 the individual motivation to engage in knowledge transfer (as 

donor/recipient), and the mutual relationships between transferors (i.e. 

assignees) and transferees (i.e. host unit employees), as long as it fosters 

knowledge sharing due to openness and trust (Argyris, Schön 1978; 

Davenport, Probst 2002; Grudzewski et al. 2008), a sense of safety 

(Friedman et al. 2003), and concern for positive relationships through 

integration/socialization mechanisms across borders (Macharzina et al. 

2003). 

c) Managerial, which encompasses the practices and HRM tools used 

throughout the whole process of international assignment that enable and 

facilitate knowledge transfer. As Bonache and Zárraga-Oberty (2008) 

suggest, the range of supportive solutions within this domain include 

initiatives: 

  addressed to employees who are supposed to transfer knowledge, 

focused on their abilities and attitudes related with this role (i.e. the 

extensive selection of candidates including non-technical criteria, 

monitoring, evaluating, and rewarding knowledge transfer activity); 

 addressed to employees who are supposed to absorb or adapt new 

knowledge, and as a consequence, enhance their own competences (i.e. 

implementing high work performance systems encouraging the host unit 

employees to change their behaviour); 

 monitoring and facilitating the relationships between transferor and 

transferee (i.e. extensive socialization, use of intercultural training, 

coaching, and advising/mediating if conflict occurs).  
d) Structural, which includes:  

 the occurrence of a common standard of work arrangement in an MNC 

facilitating the assignees‟ adjustment
7
; 

 the extent to which IA type is compliant with the nature of knowledge to 

be transferred. For instance, more contextual and less structured 

            
7
 In particular, the similarity between sending and recipient units concerning the 

division of work, job design, job positions, and using common, corporate IT 

infrastructure increases the perceived familiarity of foreign location, and thus 

facilitating the adjustment of assignees to work (including teamwork) in a new 

environment (Black et al 1991; Puck et al. 2003; Hechanova et al. 2003). 
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knowledge requires probably longer assignments with intensive 

interactions, while sending a team instead of an individual assignment is 

a presumably better option for transferring collective tacit know-how 

(Macharzina et al. 2003; Bonache, Zárraga-Oberty 2008); 

 the extent to which the form of co-work with local employees is 

compliant with the nature of knowledge transfer. For instance, teamwork, 

group problem solving and lateral relationships, foster knowledge transfer 

understood as a more symmetric, spontaneous and natural exchange of 

experience, expertise or ideas; whereas transfer, defined as implementing 

know-how created by a more advanced unit, can be more effective when 

the assignee performs the role of a team leader or a trainer responsible for 

planning, organizing, supporting, and supervising learning activities 

undertaken by local staff (Macharzina et al. 2003). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Model of knowledge transfer by means of IAs within the organizational context 

Source: own work based on Kostova 1999; Szulanski 2003; Harzing, Noorderhaven 2006; 

Dickmann, Müller-Carmen 2006; Bonache, Dickmann 2008; Bonache, Zárraga-Oberty 2008 
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characteristics of participants and the relationships between them, the 

occurrence of supportive organizational policies and practices, and other 

contextual factors as potential sources of disturbances and challenges. 

Therefore, to illustrate some of the above-mentioned aspects, the Polish 

experience in cross-border knowledge transfer via IAs is discussed in the 

following section. 

5. THE POLISH EXPERIENCE IN USING IAS FOR FACILITATING 

CROSS-BORDER KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER 

The extant literature on expatriation and cross-border transfer relies 

mostly on empirical evidence from Anglo-Saxon, German and Japanese 

corporations (Brewster, Scullion 1997), while the occurrence of the above 

issue in Polish research papers is rather symbolic. Only some of these 

aspects appear in the context of strategic integrity and trans-corporate 

communication (Stor 2011), organizational practices and solutions in the 

scope of human resources management (e.g. Międzynarodowe zarządzanie… 

2002; Zarządzanie kadrą … 2008; Przytuła 2011, 2014; Zając 2011), and in 

the studies concerning managing expatriation carried out by A. Pocztowski's 

team, in which the author participated
8
.  

However, almost all the available empirical studies involved respondents 

who were either expatriates sent to Poland, or managers from foreign 

subsidiaries located in Poland. A summary of their findings is presented in 

Table 1. 

Most of the above-mentioned empirical studies used managers as a 

source of information about organizational policies, practices or problems, 

and more rarely, they focused on the individual experiences of expatriates. 

They provided results limited to foreign subsidiaries activity (or expatriates 

in these entities). On one hand, there is no doubt that Polish companies strive 

to imitate or adjust the solutions and managerial („best‟ or at least „good‟) 

practices applied by their foreign peers
9
. However, on the other hand, 

comparative studies suggest that the differences between domestic Polish 

firms and foreign subsidiaries operating in Poland are fairly noticeable 

(Międzynarodowe zarządzanie …, 2002: pp. 227 – 229).  

            
8 The results of these studies were discussed, among others in (Purgał-Popiela 2011; Purgał-

Popiela 2012; Zarządzanie misjami… 2012). 
9 These processes reflect the influence of foreign direct investments on practices in domestic 

enterprises in such countries as Poland (see: Pilarska 2007: pp. 101–113). 
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Nevertheless, it should be noted that only one of these studies, i.e. the 

research project undertaken by Pocztowski and colleagues (Zarządzanie 

misjami… 2012) included MNEs of Polish origin (see: Table 1). According 

to this study, in the majority of multinational firms, expatriation was used in 

order to develop their activities in new markets and to transfer know-how 

abroad. However, there were substantial differences between Polish 

companies and the foreign subsidiaries related to the popularity of particular 

IAs objectives. In particular, assignees acted as know-how transferors in 

over 80% of subsidiaries and only in half of Polish companies. 

Referring to the concept of the knowledge transfer presented earlier, it 

should be noted that the above-mentioned survey does not provide any 

results explaining the nature of this knowledge, neither the information 

necessary to describe the quality of these relationships nor to characterize the 

participants of such interactions. Therefore in order to illustrate the key 

findings and limitations of this paper, the qualitative results are discussed 

below and summarized in Table 2. As mentioned, such exemplification 

allows to determine the importance of knowledge transfer in the process of 

sending employees abroad, to find out organizational solutions 

supporting/inhibiting knowledge transfers through IAs, and to identify the 

key challenges accompanying them. 

The empirical results are derived from three in-depth semi-structured 

interviews carried out in 2011 with key informants (managers responsible 

for expatriation management) representing three multinational companies 

established in Poland in the 1990s (see: Table 2), and available documents 

and web-based resources as supplementary sources of data. These interviews 

were primarily aimed to draw a complete picture of the managing of 

international assignments, thus knowledge transfer was not the key issue
10

. 

Nevertheless, such an approach provides an opportunity to grasp knowledge 

transfer-related tasks and challenges in a wider and natural context, as in 

practice it is difficult to separate this issue from the other roles of assignees. 

The analysed companies were large employers representing diverse 

industries. They all began their international expansion as exporters, and 

currently operate only in Europe, including the Eastern part (Russia and/or 

            
10 Each interview was carried out in accordance with the same scenario consisting of open 

questions concerning the following issues: strategic importance of IAs (occurrence of 

coherent, formal strategy/ policies), organizational and individual goals and roles fulfilled by 

assignees, supporting assignees in preparing for the assignment and performing assigned tasks 

during their stay abroad, consequences of IAs for individuals, problems experiences by 

assignees, including performing their roles and interacting with local staff, the key success 

factors affecting IAs. 
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Ukraine), which are typical locations of foreign direct investments made by 

Polish entrepreneurs (Karaszewski et al. 2009). The number of international 

assignees varied per year from 10 to 40. Common characteristics of all firms 

were the dominance of the headquarters in managing expatriation, and 

corresponding with this position the traditional direction of cross-border 

employee flow, i.e. from HQ to subsidiaries.  

The assignees fulfilled several roles, including knowledge transfer. 

Nevertheless, the latter rarely was the priority of their activity, except for 

short-term IAs in the second MNE. All companies used non-standard IAs
11

, 

which is not a surprise if compared with the results obtained by 

Pocztowski‟s team (Zarządzanie misjami… 2012) from the surveyed Polish 

companies operating abroad. Yet in the first company, international business 

travels (IBTs) were the only solution, whereas in the second and the third 

firm, a variety of IAs were used.  

All these firms clearly preferred internal candidates for expatriation, 

however it was not always possible to find them (see: the third example in 

Table 2). The recruitment and selection of candidates for non-standard 

assignments can be characterized as a less formalized process based on 

screening documents and interviews or talks with applicants who were 

expected to demonstrate their professional/technical competences and grasp 

of local language (stressed by interviewees as an important feature of work 

in Eastern Europe). Long-term expatriation involved more sophisticated 

methods aimed to assess congruence (of candidate competences) with the 

competence profile (in the second and the third examples). Practices 

concerning the preparation of candidates differed substantially, which 

reflected diverse assumptions about the assignees. For instance, in the 

second company the candidate was expected to take the initiative and define 

his or her needs, while in the third, participation in formalized programs 

(about particular localizations) was obligatory for assignees. According to 

the interviewees, company assistance depended on the type of IAs. In 

particular, the main facets considered when determining the scope of such 

support were the length of sojourn and the presence of family members. The 

type of task/assignee‟s role did not matter. Nevertheless, ensuring 

accommodation and car/transport to the workplace was a standard solution.  

In each company the issue of performance management was treated in  

a  flexible,   less   formalized   manner,   and   focused   on   the   assignees‟ 

            
11 These non-standard IAs encompassed: short term – lasting up to 3 months, extended 

assignments – up to one year, international business travels used by flexpatriates, who 

frequently leave their home unit and are sent abroad for no longer than a few weeks 

(Mayerhofer et al. 2004; Dowling et al. 2008). 
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success/failure in achieving goals or completing the tasks. As a 

consequence, the remuneration policies tended to be discretional and 

context-dependant. It comes as a surprise that only one firm had a clear 

policy concerning repatriation and career development. Apparently such 

a practice could have contributed to the higher organizational 

commitment of the assignees, since the turnover in this category of 

employees was hardly noticeable. 

Apart from organizational practices affecting relationships with locals, 

performing tasks and adjustment to a novel location, the study 

highlighted several challenges related to IAs and the problems of 

knowledge transfer. 

Firstly, there were difficulties in developing good relationships and 

ensuring smooth cooperation between delegated Polish managers and their 

local peers and/or subordinates. What is more, the reasons differed according 

to localization or nationality, e.g. lack of trust in the competences of Polish 

managers in Western units, different approaches to work, conducting 

business, and discipline in Eastern units. On one side, some Polish managers 

demonstrated an ethnocentric attitude (towards employees from Eastern 

Europe), on the other, they were blamed for insufficient language skills and 

lack of confidence. In effect, the success of knowledge transfer might be 

doubtful, since the transferor is not perceived as a trustworthy expert and/or 

source of valuable information/skills. 

Secondly, there were some symptoms of maladjustments (concerning 

expatriates without previous international experience and merely 

accompanying spouses), premature returns (due to emotional problems), 

unrealistic expectations which involved cultural shock as the result of a 

clash with reality, and psychological withdrawal (when an expatriate „goes 

off‟ in the second company). Consequently, the opportunity to benefit from 

fruitful intercultural interaction could have been lost or remained 

unnoticed.  

Thirdly, establishing long-term psychological contract and ensuring the 

loyalty of expatriates were highly problematic. This situation was the joint 

effect of external influences (shortage of candidates with experience in 

international management, changing career patterns, and increasing 

competition between employers), and organizational incapability (lack of 

clear repatriation/career policy and attractive opportunities). In such 

conditions of insufficient satisfaction, and anxiety about the future, the 

individuals would not be willing to share their knowledge or fully engage in 

teaching others. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The results discussed in the previous section suggest that knowledge 

transfer in Polish MNEs was an additional task of the assignees which 

focused on such company priorities as developing activity in new markets, 

or managing/controlling overseas subsidiaries or business processes/ 

operations performed abroad. Similarly to Western corporations, these 

MNEs used a range of IAs, including non-traditional solutions, although the 

latter were preferred (by one of them) as a mode of knowledge transfer. 

However, the prevailing direction of cross-border knowledge flows by 

means of IAs remained traditional, i.e. from headquarters to a subsidiary, 

which means that they rarely can benefit from local expertise or ideas. The 

Polish headquarters were a strongly dominant party, or even the only actor in 

the process of managing IAs, whereas host subsidiary participation was 

rather symbolic. Regarding the recruitment of candidates for IAs, 

organizational practices varied, and the type of assignment played a major 

role here (in particular, it affected the criteria and methods of selection). 

Preparation for expatriation reflected the companies‟ assumptions about the 

roles and needs of assignees. In cases of longer assignments, it usually 

included the development of the assignees abilities necessary for transferring 

knowledge or components that enhance the opportunity to establish positive 

relationships with the host unit‟s employees. Performance management was 

limited to rather informal assessing, whether or not an assignee met the 

expectations regarding goals/tasks. Nevertheless the interviews did not 

provide information about the presence of any criteria related to knowledge 

transfer roles. 

A list of the challenges identified in the mentioned companies contained 

the following issues: (1) establishing relationships between assignees and 

host co-workers based on mutual trust and belief that both parties have 

valuable experience/expertise, and thus both parties will benefit from 

knowledge sharing, (2) supporting assignees and monitoring their adjustment 

processes before and during the assignments (because pre-departure training 

is not sufficient support, and because maladjustment results in poor 

performance), (3) developing career and repatriation policies addressed to 

assignees, which are based on in-depth analyses of individual expectations 

and competencies, appreciate their international experience, and make use of 

it after completing the assignment. It is worth mentioning that some of these 

were also noticed by other researchers in foreign subsidiaries, e.g. 

ethnocentric attitudes demonstrated in relationships with local staff, and 

insufficient assimilation of expatriates (see: Table 1).  
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Among the multiple limitations of the above analysis, the following 

constraints could be identified: a small sample containing companies of 

similar size and history, the incompleteness of information concerning 

organizational context (i.e. corporate strategy and culture, work 

arrangements in host units) and the specifics of host units (i.e. their roles and 

status within the corporation, experience and competences of staff), 

including only one point of view (managers responsible for managing IAs), 

and the lack of insight in the nature of the transferred knowledge.  

Since this was an initial exploration, it evokes many doubts and questions 

like: 

(1) What characteristics of organizational policies and practices are 

perceived as crucial facilitators in cross-border knowledge transfer from the 

perspective of its direct participants (i.e. assignees and host unit employees)? 

(2) To what extent the identified policies and practices of managing IAs 

reflect the influence of cultural factors (e.g. the role of uncertainty avoidance 

and power distance as the parameters that might affect assignees‟ roles and 

the occurrence of obstacles referring to knowledge sharing or teaching 

others)?  

(3) Whether and to what extent the specifics of recipient unit location 

affects the priorities and directions of expatriation aimed at knowledge 

transfer? 

Finally, it should be noted that the complete application of the proposed 

conceptual framework in analysing the issue of knowledge transfer by means 

of IAs, requires a balanced use of different sources of information located 

both within and outside the company. The suggested scope of such research 

encompasses both aspects of the relationship established for knowledge 

transfer, i.e. interpersonal (i.e. transferor – transferees) and inter-unit (home 

– host). Additionally, longitudinal studies based on the proposed framework 

would help clarify the nature of the linkage between performing the roles of 

knowledge transferor and transferees, and the organizational support within 

particular phases of the assignment (i.e. preparation, beginning, middle and 

final stage of sojourn, and post-assignment – when its consequences can be 

identified and evaluated).  
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