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Abstract

This paper highlights the conditions (within the organizational environment) that play a vital role in
pursuing the sender to share knowledge and the receiver motivated enough to reproduce or apply the
received knowledge. Though these conditions are discussed in knowledge transfer literature, yet a
comprehensive framework based on all the elements of transfer of knowledge is not available. This study
has taken the basic two-person communication model into account and has defined two sets of conditions
that are essential for the transfer of knowledge. The first tier of the framework is the communication
nucleus which defines the elements of transfer of knowledge aligned with the two-person communication
model whereas, the second tier of the framework spells out the conditionality for a successful transfer of
knowledge. Two sets of conditions; one based on content factors labeled as necessary conditions and the
other based on contextual factors labeled as supportive conditions are comprehensively explained. The
framework claims that content factors are necessary for the transfer of knowledge and their absence will
cease the transfer process whereas supportive condition accelerates the transfer process, their absence
though may not cease the transfer process. The conceptual framework can be used as a set of policy
guidelines for the knowledge management strategy formation and application within organizations along
with creating the conducive environment required for creating and nurturing opportunities for transfer of
knowledge.

Keywords: Knowledge Transfer, Conditions for Transfer of Knowledge, Communication Nucleus.

Introduction

Knowledge management has emerged as a discipline that assists organizations in creating competitive
advantage. Numerable approaches are implemented across organizations to take full advantage of
knowledge management strategies within and among organizations (Bolisani, & Bratianu, 2018). Though,
the knowledge management literature includes a list of approaches and strategies, yet, very few are
specifically designed for the transfer of knowledge (Rhodes et al., 2008; Webb, 2017).Transfer of
knowledge (ToK) is one of the component of knowledge management and is about the actual movement of
knowledge from knowledge holder (individual, group, and organization) to knowledge receiver (Narteh,
2008; Krylova, Vera, & Crossan, 2016). Since ToK is the communication of knowledge between the sender
and receiver of knowledge, an understanding of the basic communication model (Krone, Jablin & Putnam,
1987) elaborating encoder, message, medium, decoder, and feedback is important. Communication or
message sharing is the crux of the two person communication model whereas the entire process of ToK is
also based on transferring the knowledge from sender/holder of the knowledge to that of the receiver of
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knowledge therefore the elements of both the constructs are defined in a similar manner with minor
distinctions in jargons only. The encoder in the communication model is the knowledge sender or
knowledge holder in the ToK process, knowledge to be transferred is the message, relationship between
knowledge holder and receiver is the medium or link whereas the receiver of knowledge is the decoder in
the communication model and the feedback that completes the two-person communication is termed as the
new knowledge creation as a result of successful knowledge transfer. Table-1 summarises it as follows:

Table-1: Two-Person Communication Model and Elements of TOK
Two-Person Communication Model
(Krone, Jablin & Putnam, 1987)

Elements of Transfer of Knowledge

Encoder Knowledge Holder/ Sender (individual, group, or org.)
Message Knowledge

Channel/Medium Link (Relationship)

Decoder Knowledge Receiver (individual, group, or org.)

New knowledge creation (output e.g. the number of patents

Feedback acquired, no. of new processes developed etc.

A number of studies have used frameworks that incorporate the basic communication model and explain
the characteristics of the elements of transfer of knowledge, e.g. Liyanage et al. (2009) focused on the
characteristics of the sender (knowledge holder) and the receiver of knowledge. The study highlighted the
sender’s willingness, the relevancy of knowledge, and the receiver’s absorptive capacity as important
factors for a successful transfer of knowledge. The focus of Liyanage et al. (2009) study is the transmission
process only. Narteh (2008), however, focused on transferor (sender) and transferee (receiver) of
knowledge and asserted that transferor and transferee face two sets of factors. Since the characterizes of
transferor and transferee are unique therefore one set is labeled as unique factors. Unique factors include
the nature of knowledge, the teaching of knowledge and method of knowledge adopted for transfer for the
transferor and learning intent, absorptive capacity, and reward systems for the transferee. The second set of
factors are labeled as relationship factors based on the interaction between transferor and transferee.
Relationship factors include inter- culture fit, trust, partner selection, method of knowledge transfer,
interaction, and business readiness. The model though discusses the conversion, routing, dissemination, and
application of knowledge but does not discuss the characteristics of the knowledge to be transferred in the
process.

In another study by Bou-Llusar and Segarra-Cipre’s (2006) characteristics of knowledge in terms of types
of knowledge are comprehensively discussed. Whereas, the remaining elements of the transfer of
knowledge process are ignored as the focus of the framework remained to be the nature of knowledge i.-e.
tacit or explicit, the complexity of knowledge, the specificity of knowledge, and the systemic nature of
knowledge. The study does highlight the importance of understanding the characteristics of the source and
recipient units of knowledge along with organizational context yet the focus of the model stayed to be the
characteristic of knowledge only. Minbaeva and Michailova (2004) on the other hand focused on the sender
of the knowledge and highlighted the importance of the sender’s willingness to share knowledge and the
ability to share knowledge as crucial for a successful transfer of knowledge, ignoring the remaining
elements of ToK process. Bhagat et al. (2002), however comprehensively defined the knowledge element
of the ToK process and thoroughly discussed complexity, tacitness, independence, and systemic nature of
knowledge. The characteristics of the sender and receiver were also discussed but the discussion was
limited to the cognitive styles only. In Gupta and Govindarajan’s (2000) study the discussion on the
elements of ToK was limited to the value of knowledge and motivational disposition of the knowledge
holder and receiver and a brief about the link in terms of a channel between the sender and receiver of
knowledge.
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The aforementioned studies though provided frameworks and models for ToK yet they did not take into
account the elements of the ToK process in its entirety. The two-person communication model provides a
good base for comparing the need for certain elements that are essential for taking the message across thus
sender, receiver, knowledge, the link between the sender and receiver along with new knowledge creation
are the minimum requirement of any model that attempts to explain the ToK process. Similarly, ToK
doesn’t take place in isolation, it requires certain conditions that either work as pre-requisites for initiating
and completing the transfer process or they work as supportive factors that accelerate the already initiated
ToK process. These conditions are subject to the elements of the ToK process or in other words, these
conditions arise because of the characteristics of the elements of the ToK process. The following table
summarises the aforementioned discussion on TOK frameworks and lack of attention to the use of elements
of the communication model.

Table-2. Comparison of Existing Models with Elements of ToK Process

Characteristics
ToK Models/ Framework Knowledge Knowledge | Relationship Knowl_edge Feedback
Holder Receiver

Liyanage et all, (2009) v v ND* v ND
Narteh (2008) v ND v v ND
Bou-Llusar &  Segarra-Cipre

(2006) v ND 4 ND
Minbaeva &Michailova (2004) v ND ND ND ND
Goh (2002) v v ND v ND
Bhagat et al., (2002) v v ND v ND
Gupta & Govindarajan (2000) v ND v v ND

*Not Discussed
In the backdrop of the identified gap in the literature, this study set the following objectives.

1. Incorporate the two-person communication model in a conceptual framework for the transfer of
knowledge among individuals/groups/organizations.

2. ldentify conditions required for a smooth transfer of knowledge.

3. Develop a conceptual framework that will distinguish among the content and contextual factors
for the transfer of knowledge.

The Framework

The framework is divided into two sections: the communication nucleus and the transfer of knowledge
conditionality.

a. Section-1: The communication nucleus

The communication nucleus is based on a two-person communication model and identifies five elements of
the ToK process as mentioned in table-1. The elements are diagrammatically shown as follows:
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Figure No: 1

Transfer of Knowledge Process

New
Knowledge

Knowledge
Holder/
Sender

Link/
Relationship

Knowledge

Knowledge Receiver

The communication nucleus will not
generate NEW KNOWLEDGE unless

necessary conditions for TOK Process are
provided.

Identification and discussion on the elements of the ToK process are essential for creating a conducive
environment or a knowledge-based culture within an organization. The knowledge holder or sender is the
keeper of knowledge, the one who initiates the transfer process, the sender sends the knowledge, exactly
the way in which a sender in two-person communication ode sends a message. In the ToK process, the
message is the knowledge to be sent across. The knowledge sender uses a link for sending the knowledge to
the knowledge receiver and the receiver upon receiving uses the received knowledge for further knowledge
creation. Now at each stage from knowledge sending initiative to receiving and knowledge creation a
number of contextual and content conditions are at play. These conditions are basically generated as an
output of the characteristics of the elements of ToK.

b. Section I1: Transfer Conditionality:

In this section of the framework transfer conditionality’s are identified and defined. Successful transfer of
knowledge from a sender to receiver depends on the embedded characteristics of elements of TOK along
with supportive environmental factors. The embedded characteristics of each of the elements of TOK are
vital for the transfer process, therefore they are identified as necessary conditions. The lack of these
characteristics in elements of TOK will stop/hinder the transfer process. Whereas contextual factors are the
supportive characteristics present in the environment. It is assumed that the presence of these supportive
conditions will accelerate the transfer process, however, their absence will not stop/hinder the transfer
process unlike the necessary conditions.

i. Necessary conditions:
The framework defines necessary conditions as prerequisites for initiating the ToK process. These
conditions emerge from or are an exhibition of the embedded characteristics of the elements of ToK.

Organizations must pay attention to the provision of these conditions. The following section discusses the
details of these embedded characteristics of elements of the ToK process.
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a.  Necessary Conditions for Sender:

The knowledge holder/sender must have the ability to send or share knowledge. Minbaeva and Michailova
(2004) argued that the decision of sharing knowledge is an individual-level decision and is based on the
ability and willingness of the knowledge holder, both being behavioral aspects of the sender. High
performance at any level requires ability along with the motivation to perform, the same applies to the ToK
process. The knowledge holder may not be able to send the required knowledge if the sender lacks the
required competencies of knowledge sharing, inadequate knowledge of the language or language
insufficiency, and or the confidence in self and in the value of the knowledge to be shared (Cabrera, 2003).
Experience of the knowledge sender also plays an important role as the sender feels confident based on past
experiences as individuals easily absorb and share the knowledge that they can connect with their existing
knowledge. Thus, in nutshell, the required skill set for sharing along with the willingness to share
knowledge is a prerequisite for initiating the transfer process on the part of the knowledge holder (Cohen &
Levinthal, 1990).

b. Necessary Conditions for Knowledge/Material:

Knowledge ambiguity is about the lack of clarity regarding the sources and components of underlying
knowledge. The lack of clarity is intrinsic in nature and is complex as it result of knowledge tacitness,
complexity, and specificity (Reed & DeFilippi, 1990; Law, 2014). This lack of clarity due to tacitness of
knowledge is a double-bladed sword, on one hand, it protects knowledge from being imitated on the other
hand it forbids the knowledge from being transferred (Coff et al., 2006; Ho & Wang 2015).

The nature or form of knowledge i.e. tacit or explicit also plays a vital role in the ToK process. Since tacit
knowledge is personal and un-codified knowledge, therefore, a formal communication of it is difficult as
opposed to explicit knowledge which can easily be transferred via formal channels and in a systematic
language (Nonaka, 1994; Ellis & Roever, 2018; Hadjimichael & Tsoukas, 2019). Organizational
knowledge transfer is heavily dependent on the clarity of knowledge sources and their subsequent
transmission, interpretation, and absorption (Hansen, 1999; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Al-Jabri & Al-Busaidi,
2018). The value of knowledge for the knowledge holder plays an important role in the ToK process. If the
knowledge to be transferred benefits the knowledge sender in personal or career development or in
completion of an important task the sender will be extra cautious in transferring such knowledge and the
receiver of the knowledge will respond in more or less the same manner.

c. Necessary conditions for link/ relationships:

The relationship dynamics of the knowledge holder and the receiver is an important aspect of the ToK
process e.g. distant relationships may result in difficulty in communication (Goh, 2002). Similarly, the
frequency of connections, the intensity of the relationship (formal vs. informal connections), social and task
similarities are also significant factors in defining the ToK process. Cohen and Levinthal (1990)
considered the interaction between individuals with variation in the knowledge base as a crucial factor for
innovation. Tsang (2002) however considered the geographical distance between the individuals that
creates hurdles for face-to-face interactions. Social network theorists believe that the strength of a
relationships is dependent on the interaction frequency, emotional association, and intimacy. The social ties
are generally divided into two types; strong toes and weak ties. Strong toes are linked to frequent
interactions whereas weak ties are a result of distant and infrequent interactions (Rowley et al., 2000).
Strong ties facilitate the transfer of complex and private knowledge as opposed to weak ties that may help
in transferring public knowledge or a non-redundant information (Uzzi & Lancaster, 2003).

Trust between and among employees is the pre-requisite for initiating organizational knowledge transfer

(Lane et al., 2001; Szulanski et al., 2004; Ahmad, Mushtag & Umar, 2019). Trust enhances the partner’s
willingness and enables the partners inputting an effort in understanding the new knowledge from external
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sources (Lane et al., 2001). Trust creates a sense of dependency among partners without the fear of being
vulnerable, which results in a strengthened relationship for learning and new experiences (Das & Teng,
1998; Ho, Ghauri, & Kafouros, 2019). Trust is also found to reduce inter-partner conflict by strengthening
the inter-partner ties (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). Organizational culture literature has also recorded trust
as an influencing factor in knowledge sharing among peers and team members as a culture where members
trust on another provide an opportunity for openly sharing knowledge by reducing the cost of asking for
help (Gruenfeld et al., 1996; Ahmad, Mushtag & Umar, 2019).

d. Necessary conditions for receiver:

The concept of absorptive capacity was introduced by Cohen and Levinthal (1990) and since its inception
has emerged as an important concept in ToK literature. Absorptive capacity is defined as the ability to
recognize, adapt and apply the newly acquired knowledge (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990) thus, the receiver of
knowledge must have the capacity to understand, use and re-use the received knowledge. The important
role of absorptive capacity is discussed extensively in literature (read e.g. Lane et al., 2006; Zahra &
George, 2002; Saiz, Miguel, & del Campo, 2018). However, Lane & Lubatkin, 1998, were sceptical about
the applicability of the concept at organizational level as they consider absorptive capacity as a dyadic
construct. Yet, there are studies that prove the facilitative role of absorptive capacity in inter-organizational
transfer of knowledge (Lane et al., 2001; Mowery et al., 1996).

Along with absorptive capacity, the cognitive ability of the receiver is also vital for knowledge transfer.
Cognitive ability refers to a mental capacity of planning; problem solving; comprehension of complex
situations; abstract thinking and quick learning from experiences (Batey & Hughes, 2017). Thus, the
receiver of knowledge must be able to process the received knowledge for problem solving and re-
application. If the receiver of knowledge lacks the cognitive ability of comprehending knowledge for a
possible re-use or application, the transferred knowledge will lose its value and in the process new
knowledge creation will cease to exist.

ii. Supportive Conditions:

Unlike necessary conditions, supportive conditions are contextual factors, present in the environment.
These factors are generally created and or supported by the organization to help create an environment that
can nurture the transfer process. Thus, the supportive conditions require support from the organization.

a. Supportive conditions for the sender

Environmental changes affect the transfer process considerably e.g. if an organization replaces the existing
technology with a new one, the transfer process will be directly affected (Sorenson 2003). As the sender
will require time to get hands-on experience and learn the new ways of doing the tasks. The same will
result in a lack of confidence by the receiver given the lack of experiences of the sender.

Competition among organizational members is natural in any organizational setting but a cut-throat
competition may lead to hoarding of knowledge on the part of the knowledge holders. Thus, the
organization management needs to help create a healthy competitive environment whereby collaboration
and teamwork are the currency of development. Organizational knowledge is not only embedded in
members of the organizations but is also entrenched in organizational rules, policies, routines, structure,
and culture, thus organizations must work towards a transactive memory assists in knowledge access and
retention (Borgatti & Cross, 2003; Wang, Huang, Davison, & Yang, 2018). Reduction of physical and
psychological distances between people within an organization allows members of the organization to learn
from one another. Learning by observing others is an example of such opportunities if created and provided
by originations. Individuals can indirectly accumulate knowledge by observing others at work (Nadler et al.
2003; Torabi, Warnell, & Stone, 2019). Proximity provides members with the opportunity of not only
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locating those with knowledge but also gives them a chance to gain knowledge about where to find or
search for more knowledge or information (Borgatti & Cross 2003). Sharing transfer routines, technologies
and tools within organization provides members of the organizations to benefit from knowledge acquired
by other members (Epple et al., 1996, Winter & Szulanski 2001). Informal networks serve the same
purpose i.e. making knowledge proximate and help in developing informal ties. Informal ties assist in
learning from others without any formal requirements or procedure to fill in for (Martin-Rios, & Erhardt,
2017; Uzzi & Lancaster 2003).

The similarity of tasks across contexts is found to be the most fundamental task characteristic that
affects the transfer of knowledge. The higher the similarity of the same elements of tasks the greater is the
chance for a smooth transfer. The similarity of tasks increases the likelihood of transfer of knowledge is
proved at the individual and at the organizational level (Darr & Kurtzberg, 2000). Grant (1996) argued that
prior knowledge or similarity of language enhances the capacity of learning manifold as it helps in
interpreting the new experiences.

b. Supportive conditions for knowledge/material:

The valuation of internal versus external knowledge has been debated since long, Katz & Allen (1982)
tossed the concept of “not-invented-here” (NIH) syndrome as a probable explanation of the inherent bias
towards internal knowledge in the face of external knowledge. Managers generally consider internal
knowledge superior because of close relationships with the internal organizational members yet, there are
theories that claim that favoritism for insiders exists but there are general preferences for external
knowledge as well (Menon & Pfeffer, 2003). Internal knowledge is easily available within the organization
and is easy to use as well. However, the ease of access and use can create issues of their own e.g. when
knowledge is easily accessible it becomes subject to over scrutiny and the flaws within the available
internal knowledge are easy to locate as opposed to external knowledge (Cialdini, 2001). It is difficult to
scrutinize external knowledge given the difficulty of access and use, as access issues make the external
knowledge scared and unique whereby creating the perception of value (Cialdini, 2001).

Internal and external knowledge differ based on accessibility. Since, members of an organization generally
enjoy close proximity therefore frequent communication make internal knowledge easily available and free
of cost as well. Similarly, the barriers of legality and technological medium for access are also removed
during the process. Managers generally prefer internal knowledge as it is extremely ease to access internal
knowledge (Antonelli, & Colombelli, 2018). The domain in which the knowledge exists i.e. public or
private is gaining attention in transfer of knowledge literature (Uzzi & Lancaster, 2003; Montoya, &
Leazer, 2019). The public domain knowledge is considered to be hard information as opposed to private
knowledge which is soft information about an organization, though not equally available. The transfer of
public or private knowledge requires different set of ties with the organization (Uzzi & Lancaster, 2003).
Public knowledge can easily be transferred via formal linkages whereas private knowledge transfer requires
more close-knit ties. Similarly, if the knowledge to be shared uses the language of the knowledge holder
and receiver, the transfer process becomes much easier as opposed to differences in language.

c. Supportive conditions for link/relationship:

Organizational culture defines the norms, values, core believes and the social customs that are followed by
the members of the organizations (Wei & Miraglia, 2017), thus organizational culture plays an important
role in the transfer of knowledge (Davenport et al., 1998).

Chase (1997) affirmed that culture is by large one of the largest obstacle in creation of knowledge-based
enterprises. Collaboration between the members of organization is a crucial aspect of an organizational
culture from ten transfer of knowledge perspective. Goh (2002) argued that collaboration is one of the pre-
requisite for successful knowledge transfer. As transfer of knowledge require member to interact, share and
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collaborate for creating new knowledge via transferring the existing knowledge. Collaboration between
organizational members is subject to trust among the members and such trust can be observed in
knowledge-friendly cultures (DeTienne & Jackson, 2001; Lee & Choi, 2003; Seyedyousefi, Fard, &
Tohidi, 2016).

Apart from having a knowledge friendly culture an organization must foster a sense of innovation and
openness to new experiences for creating new knowledge. Goh (2002) asserted the organizations must
support a culture where the status-co is challenged. Such culture though will require to empower its
members and should provide its members the freedom to explore new ways of problem solutions,
respecting mistakes if any made in the process of exploring new possibilities thereby reducing the sense of
fear of punishment (Stonehouse & Pemberton, 1999).

d. Supportive conditions for receiver:

The receiver of knowledge requires access to transactive memory in the system as a supportive condition
for accessing and retrieving the stored knowledge. Task similarity between the knowledge holder and
receiver supports the ToK process by increasing the likelihood of ToK. The existence of a transactive
memory system in the form of a centralized database can support the ToK process for quick access and
retrieval of knowledge. Difficulties in accessing knowledge results in delays in completing the ToK process
as the sender has to put an additional effort in accessing the knowledge and a subsequent effort of decoding
and utilizing the received knowledge.

1. Putting it together:

Successful transfer of knowledge requires the identification of elements of TOK and their respective
necessary and supportive conditions. The available literature focuses on these elements in pockets. Most of
the published discussion is about the characteristics of the sender and receiver of knowledge and its types.
Since TOK involves people therefore communication models should be taken into account for
understanding the elements of the transfer process. All the elements involved in the transfer process should
be studied as per their attributes and required support from the environment. The given conceptual
framework takes into account both of these considerations (identification of elements and their required
conditionality). In the first stage, elements of TOK are identified using a two-person communication
model: sender (the knowledge holder), material (the knowledge to be sent), link (the relationship between
sender and receiver), receiver (the recipient of knowledge) and new knowledge creation as feedback. In the
second stage, the framework spells the conditions required for the transfer process.

The framework assumes that each of the elements: sender, knowledge, link, and receiver must satisfy the
mentioned necessary conditions for TOK initiation. For example, if the sender can’t transfer knowledge
(one of the necessary conditions for the sender) but the rest of the elements meet the necessary conditions,
even then transfer of knowledge cannot be initiated. Similarly, a lack of trust in the sender-receiver
relationship will hinder the process, even if all the necessary conditions of the rest of TOK’s elements are
satisfied. Thus, all the elements of TOK must meet their respective necessary conditions for the activation
of the communication nucleus. Along with the necessary conditions, the presence of supportive conditions
will accelerate the transfer process. Thus, TOK will become a routine activity in an organization. In other
words, necessary conditions are about the capacity and behaviours of people (involved in the transfer
process) and their relations whereas supportive conditions are about the overall organization’s capacity and
support mechanism. Thus, members of the organization may initiate the transfer process at the individual
level, given the necessary conditions are satisfied but to make it the culture of an organization or a routine
activity, the organization must provide supportive conditions. Table-3 summarizes necessary and
supportive conditions as follows,
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Table-3: Necessary and supportive conditions

Necessary Conditions

Supportive Conditions

1. Embedded in the elements of TOK.
2. Absence will stop the transfer process.

1. Present in the environment.

2. Absence will not stop the transfer process.
3. Presence will transfer knowledge from sender to | 3. Presence will speed up the transfer

receiver. process.
Figure No: 2

v Ability to share v Knowledge v/ Communication v' Absorptive
v Experience Ambiguity v’ Direct relations capacity Necessary
v" Motivation v’ Tacit and Explicit | v Intensity of connectid v" Cognition Conditions
v Willingness to sha v" Value addition v Trust

{ d Transf%r of Knowledge Proce;;s

New
oldert knowledge | S— | Knowledge
Receiver | e—
Sender

A A A
v’ Environmental factors v Internal or External v Networks v Knowledge accessibility .
v/ Opportunity source v Organizational v Transactive memory Supportive
v Transactive memory v/ Private or Public Culture system Conditions

system knowledge v’ Same ownership v Work similarity

The Way Forward

The given framework is a conceptual understanding of how knowledge can be transferred from a
knowledge holder to a knowledge receiver. It defines the elements of the transfer process and their required
conditionality. This framework can assist decision-makers not only to focus on the elements of the transfer
process and help develop their required conditionality but can also help them in locating bottlenecks of the
transfer process. Furthermore, the framework will also assist the decision-makers/managers in identifying
and providing the appropriate conditions for TOK. However, it is suggested for future research that each of
these conditionality’s is empirically tested.
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