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Abstract

Knowledge sharing in inter-organizational alliances has been predominantly
studied by investigating causal influencing factors in tightly-coupled alliances.
In contrast, we empirically study how individuals accomplish knowledge
sharing activities in the context of various social and cultural differences within
a loosely-coupled international business-consultancy alliance. Through an in-
depth qualitative case-study approach, we find that the local knowledge-seeking
and -accessing partners socially and culturally deal with various influencing
factors, through two broad sets of ‘knowledge-sharing work’. This includes
harmonization development work, and disharmony mitigation work, that are
both supported through an accompanying mode of work: auto-learning. These
forms of work at the micro (individual and interactional) level, are enabled
through modes of communicative interaction, not just strategic action. Further,
this work mediates between the influencing factors and the knowledge sharing
of the alliances in an iterative and recursive manner. Our findings thus
contribute to showing how knowledge sharing is enacted in inter-organizational
alliances, by highlighting the significance and dynamics of the micro-level
social and cultural practices of knowledge-sharing work.

Keywords: Knowledge-sharing work, communicative interaction, inter-
organizational alliance, loosely coupled partnership, engineering consultancy,
international business, developing country, qualitative research

Introduction

A key objective of organizations from developing
emerging countries
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business alliances, is inter-organizational knowledge
sharing (Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2004, Buckley et
al., 2009, Li et al., 2014, Chen et al., 2016). While
there is growing research on the topic (Guo et al.,
2020, Jiang and Chen, 2018, Liu et al., 2016, Tarba
and Cooper, 2016, Vissak et al., 2020, Zhang et al.,
2019), we have identified at least three issues in the
literature on knowledge sharing in international
alliances that have been under-explored.

Firstly, previous studies predominantly adopt an
entity- and possession-based view of knowledge, and
focus on determining linear and one-way cause-and-

(Ahammad et al., 2016, Fan et al., 2016, Lee et al.,
2020). These studies provide useful insights, but we
still know little about how these factors are
negotiated and addressed at the micro (individual and
interactional) level to enable and facilitate inter-
organizational knowledge sharing (Marabelli and
Newell, 2014).

Secondly, much of the literature has been in the
context of tightly coupled business alliances such as
shared-ownership, foreign subsidiaries, or long-term
buyer-supplier relationships (Bhatti et al., 2020,
Boussebaa et al., 2014, Gulati et al., 2000, Steiner,



2005). As such, we have less understanding of
knowledge sharing within ‘loosely coupled’ alliances
(e.g. consultancy alliances) that generally involve
less equity exchanges and fewer contractual
agreements (Steiner, 2005). Indeed, consultancy
alliances are viewed as unfavourable for knowledge
sharing owing to their ‘loose coupling’, making them
a ‘critical case’ (Flyvbjerg, 2001) for examining
inter-organizational knowledge sharing activities.

Thirdly, the literature has given relatively little
attention to the perspective of local knowledge-
seeking partner organizations based within
developing or emerging contexts (Bell and
Figueiredo, 2012). We consider understanding
knowledge sharing processes of such partnering
firms to be important as this has been reported to
have a direct relationship with business alliances’
success (Iskoujina and Roberts, 2015, Kale and
Singh, 2007, Li et al., 2014, Gomes-Casseres et al.,
2006). Particularly, since knowledge sharing
between individuals and organizations from different
socio-cultural and institutional contexts is assumed
to be especially challenging (Crespo et al., 2014,
Hong et al., 2006, Liu and Giroud, 2016). In light of
these research gaps, we specifically ask: How do
‘local’ individuals negotiate knowledge sharing
activities in the context of various social and cultural
differences within a loosely-coupled international
business-consultancy alliance?

Our research site, NESPAK, is a private limited
engineering consultancy company based in Pakistan.
This organization typically forms business alliances
with foreign partners to conjointly offer consultancy
services on mega-infrastructure engineering projects
such as Hydro-Power Dams, Intra-city Metro Train
lines, Express Highway Road Networks, Flood Early
Warning systems, and others (see Appendix for
sample projects). The financial value of some of the
studied projects ranged between PKR 146.3 billion
to 813.6 billion (approx. £0.6 billion to £3.7 billion),
and they lasted between three to ten years.

NESPAK is involved in contextually unique
infrastructure and civil engineering mega-projects (in
that new civil engineering practices and technologies
are adopted and adapted in the particular geography
of Pakistan). Knowledge-sharing is necessary in
order for the projects to be completed satisfactorily,
and the financial costs of failed or stalled projects are
substantial for all the alliance partners. This provides
another specific advantage of our case i.e. a different
and contrasting setting for studying inter-
organizational knowledge-sharing, since most
knowledge-sharing and innovation studies tend to be

of mass- or batch- manufacturing firms (Bell and
Figueiredo, 2012). Similarly, while the construction
industry, in general, does not involve the creation of
knowledge ‘stocks’ that are ‘new to the universe’
(Chang et al., 2016), the industry tends to involve
various couplings and temporary coalitions (Dubois
and Gadde, 2002a), making it an apposite field for
studying knowledge-sharing activities between
partnering firms.

Drawing on our in-depth qualitative case-study, we
cast light on the social, cultural and relational
practices of ‘knowledge-sharing work” undertaken at
the micro-level within knowledge sharing alliances.
We conceptualize these practices of ‘knowledge-
sharing work” with reference to the focus on
‘knowledge work’ as a key feature to understand how
individual and organizational knowing and
knowledge are produced via situated practices and
processes (Gherardi, 2009, Marabelli and Newell,
2014, Blackler, 1995).

We further show how this knowledge-sharing work
is predicated on processes of communicative
interaction, and not just strategic action, which is
often the focus of much of the literature (Buckley et
al., 2009, Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2004, Schreydgg
and Geiger, 2007, Nicolini, 2009). Also, we highlight
the mediating and recursive role of knowledge-
sharing work between the various factors that
influence knowledge-sharing in loosely-coupled
alliances. In so doing, we offer insights into the
localised, mundane yet dynamic social and cultural
practices within the daily actualization of work that
enable the possibilities of knowledge sharing and
learning between business partners (Brandi and
Elkjaer, 2019).

In the next section, we review the literature on the
factors influencing knowledge sharing within inter-
organizational alliances, integrating insights from
research on ‘knowledge management’, ‘knowledge
work’, the knowledge-based view (KBV) of the firm,
innovation studies, and absorptive capacity. Section
three details our research methods. In section four we
present our empirical findings, which will be
followed by the discussion section. Section six offers
our concluding remarks within which we also present
the limitations, future research suggestions, and
implications of our study.

2. Theoretical Background

Figure 1 summarises the different types of attributes
and factors that provide potential capabilities that
may be utilised in different forms of organization-
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Figure 1: Factors and capabilities influencing knowledge sharing in international consultancy alliances

documented knowledge) and tacit attributes of  (Szulanski, 1996, Teece, 2003). These explicit and
knowledge which is ‘sticky’ and ambiguous tacit attributes of knowledge are further related to
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processual and practice attributes whereby
knowledge is created and enacted in situated social
action (Cook and Brown, 1999a, Brandi and Elkjaer,
2019, Gherardi, 2009). These various attributes of
knowledge contribute to distributed capabilities
(Hutchins, 1995, Weick and Roberts, 1993) that
inhere within different forms of knowing and
knowledge-sharing practices (Blackler, 1995). For
example, being personally bonded and context-
specific, sharing tacit attributes of organizational
knowledge tends to be more time-consuming and
requires processes of show-how (Roberts, 2000)
involving collaborative communications,
observations, and ‘learning by doing’ (see Li et al.,
2014).

The role of individuals is also critical within inter-
organizational knowledge sharing (Bhatti et al.,
2020, Lee et al., 2020, Minbaeva et al., 2018, Meier,
2011) with various related challenges being
identified. For example, since knowledge sharing is
often considered strategically as a discretionary act
that tends to benefit others more than oneself
(Cabrera and Cabrera, 2002), individuals could see
benefit in hoarding valuable and specialized
knowledge (Gerpott et al., 2020, Salk and Simonin,
2011). This may be based on fears of individuals’
knowledge and expertise being imitated, or of their
status and influence being eroded (Becerra et al.,
2008, Hau and Evangelista, 2007).

Further, individually-based factors noted in the
literature include the spread of cross-cultural,
interpersonal, and professional skills, along with the
depth and breadth of knowledge across different
individuals, managers and units in an organisation,
and the dominant logics inscribed in their practices
(Wang and Wu, 2016, Gertler, 1995). Some
qualitative studies highlight the significance of
socio-cultural dynamics as well as relational
resources for knowledge sharing at the micro-level.
These studies identify mutual trust, collaborative
interactions, reciprocal commitments, as well as
cultural approaches to authority and modes of
communication, as influencing knowledge sharing
amongst alliance group-members (see Ardichvili et
al., 2003, Bhatti et al., 2020, Li et al., 2014). While
there appears to be consensus regarding language
barriers impeding knowledge sharing processes (see
Shao and Ariss, 2020), mixed results have been
reported regarding the influence of cultural
differences amongst individuals in facilitating
knowledge sharing (Bresman et al., 2010, Sarala and
Vaara, 2010).

Importantly, from a practice-based view of
organizations (Gherardi, 2009), assuming knowledge
construction is always human-mediated, the
individually-based and relational factors and
capabilities may be activated or made passive in
different situations or by different actions, and are
essential for knowledge sharing (Blackler, 1995).
Furthermore, how these factors and capabilities are
activated and put into use, is crucial for the
actualisation and enactment of knowledge re-
construction. This has not, however, been the subject
of much empirical research (Marabelli and Newell,
2014).

From the intra-organizational perspective, one strand
of the innovation studies literature has focussed on
how firms in developing or emerging contexts may
variously utilise a range of knowledge sharing
practices  (involving  externally-focused  and
internally-focused activities, see Table 1) to acquire
and assimilate knowledge from external sources, and
also to internally re-work or generate their own
knowledge (Dutrénit, 2000). This is in order to move
along the ‘innovation chain’ i.e. from being imitative
or ‘follower’ innovators to advanced, or ‘world-
leading’ innovators (Bell and Figueiredo, 2012).

Various knowledge management studies have also
identified inter-organizational dynamics, including
both alliance-specific as well as partner organization-
specific dimensions that influence knowledge
sharing (Chang and Chuang, 2011, Easterby-Smith et
al., 2008, Meier, 2011, Prasarnphanich and Wagner,
2009, Salk and Simonin, 2011). For example, within
competitive alliances, business partners face a
boundary-paradox (Quintas et al., 1997) i.e. while
they seek an inter-organizational relationship to
share knowledge and achieve the alliance’s common
objectives, they also intend to protect their
knowledge in order to retain their competitive
advantage (Dussauge et al., 2000, Hau and
Evangelista, 2007, Inkpen, 2000).

Partnering organizations’ varying cultural practices
(Tzeng, 2018, Park and Ungson, 2001), knowledge
bases, technical vocabularies as well as
administrative, and decision-making processes
(Devarakonda and Reuer, 2018, Gertler, 1995) and
work strategies, are also reported to add burden on
knowledge sharing practices (Lyles and Salk, 1996,
Zhang et al., 2018). Furthermore, organizations’
asymmetric  bargaining  power,  knowledge,
dependency relations, and institutional heritage
(Chen et al., 2016, Casciaro and Piskorski, 2005),
and inadequate absorptive capacity (Easterby-Smith
et al.,, 2008), as well as the terms of reference
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between partners (Chen et al., 2016), may also
negatively influence the learning and knowledge
sharing processes of the alliance (McEvily and
Marcus, 2005, Kale and Singh, 2007, Gomes-
Casseres et al., 2006).

The KBV of the firm assumes that knowledge is a
property of individuals or organizations (Grant,
1996). From this view, the primary role for inter-
organizational alliances may not be for the partner
firms to acquire knowledge or to expand their own
core knowledge bases (Buckley et al., 2009, Grant
and Baden-Fuller, 2004), which is often an
assumption in the literature on absorptive capacity.
Rather, alliances may be seen as effective modes of
accessing partners’ knowledge in a joint venture to
gain mutual advantage in providing a product or
service (Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2004).

Much of this literature, as noted earlier, theorizes
inter-organizational knowledge sharing as being
motivated and enacted through instrumental- and
strategic-rationality. Also, it tends to follow an
entity-view of knowledge, and often assumes linear
and one-way causal relationships amongst the factors
linked with inter-organizational knowledge sharing
(Argote et al., 2003, Meier, 2011).

In this research, however, we go beyond the
distinctions between possession- and practice- views
of knowledge, and of explicit and implicit
knowledge, and follow Polanyi’s (1966) assertion
that ‘explicit knowledge must rely on being tacitly
understood’ (p. 7). We understand knowing as a
processual mode of attention or awareness in the
service of dynamic human action (Cook and Brown,
1999b, Lave, 1993). Knowledge, in turn, is an
accreted form of directing attention which is (re-
constructed) through practice, and which is
provisional and potentially contested (Blackler,
1995)*. The possession of knowledge is thus always
a product of previous practice (Marabelli and Newell,
2014). In our study, we adopt the understanding that
knowledge is simultaneously situated and abstract
I.e. it emerges from the °...collective activities and
practices actualised jointly and influenced by social,
cultural, and material processes and interactions in
and through organisational life’ (Brandi and Elkjaer,
2019, p.186) and is simultaneously encoded in
symbolic and technological structures (Blackler,
1995). We recognize that situated and abstract

1 We concur with those that delineate conceptual distinctions
between knowing and knowledge, and between tacit and
explicit attributes of knowledge, and who also note the interplay
between these interdependent attributes of knowing/knowledge

knowledge cannot be simply ‘transferred’ across
organizational and cultural boundaries (Easterby-
Smith et al., 2008, Volberda et al., 2010), rather,
‘sharing” knowledge requires the work of knowledge
‘reconstruction’ (Marabelli and Newell, 2014). For
example, codified explicit attributes of knowledge
(e.g. a theorem) have to be materially- and/or
symbolically re-made, potentially in a different
idiom, whether the theorem is to be applied by an
original ‘knower’ or if someone else is to understand
it, repeat it, or acquire it. The reconstruction of
knowledge is thus necessary in order for tacit or
explicit attributes of knowledge to be re-located and
shared to a different time, space, user, or setting.

We conceive knowledge sharing as involving on-
going, active cognitive and social processes of
human interaction, involving mutual (if not
necessarily symmetric) participation, and learning
(Roberts, 2000) that ‘involves eliciting both explicit
and tacit [attributes of] knowledge’ (Ryan and
O’Connor, 2013, p.1616). Knowledge sharing
includes social, relational, and reciprocal practices
amongst individuals, symbolic systems, artefacts,
collectives and organizations (Brown and Duguid,
1998, Cook and Yanow, 1993, Lave and Wenger,
1991, Wenger, 2010). These practices also ‘reflect
mixtures of rationalities, emotions, aesthetics, and
power’ (Brandi and Elkjaer, 2019, p.186).

In this research, we also draw on the societal learning
literature (Habermas, 1984, Eder, 2007). This
literature, while recognizing the significant role
played by strategic rationality, views learning and
knowledge-sharing to be fundamentally dependent
on communicative interaction. In most cases,
strategic rationality is in fact dependent on
communicative interaction, for without a level of
shared understanding, coordination or strategic
action through language or communication cannot
occur.

According to Habermas (1984), communicative
interaction involves the establishment of joint
meaning and understanding, and has a number of
necessary internal features. It involves different
parties justifying their different claims in relation to
their empirical truth (what is the case?), normative
rightness (what is morally appropriate in the
situation?), and expressive truthfulness (are the
claimants expressing themselves authentically?).

(Cook and Brown, 1999, Miller, 2008, Nicolini, 2011). For
presentational purposes, however, we primarily refer to just
knowledge, although we use the term to encompass tacit and
explicit attributes of knowing and knowledge.



These internal features of communicative rationality
are grounded in the social character of human
communication and evolution (Eriksen and Weigard,
2003).

While much of this literature focuses on rational
deliberation, communicative interaction also
underpins practical communication and
argumentation (Geiger, 2009). It is, however, an
underutilised theoretical resource for comprehending
the dyadic exchanges and interactions amongst
different social actors and knowledge sharing

activities within the actualization of alliance work
(Geiger and Schreydgg, 2009, Nicolini, 2009).

Drawing on the societal learning literature
(Habermas, 1984, Eder, 2007), we locate our
research in the under-explored context of loosely
coupled consultancy-alliances where, we argue, the

challenges and dilemmas linked with inter-
organizational knowledge sharing (see Figure 1) are
heightened, and that the alliance-partners are likely
to engage in co-occurring processes of knowledge
sharing and knowledge protection (Estrada et al.,
2016, Guo et al., 2020).

Firm-level learning activities

Hlustrative examples

Externally-focussed learning activities

External training
Experience acquisition that requires practice

Acquisition of codified knowledge

Acquisition of ready-made specifications for new products or

processes that can be brought into use with limited original
design or development

Hiring of ‘ready-made’ human capital

Accessing R&D facilities or activities

Organisational arrangements for external knowledge acquisition

e.g. training courses; post-graduate programmes
e.g. simulated designs under supervision

e.g. accessing articles, theses, books, standards, research
reports or patents

e.g. acquisition or licencing of design details; or acquiring
knowledge from consultants

e.g. ‘poaching’ of staff; or hiring staff with new skill sets

e.g. acquiring R&D facilities from other firms; or knowledge
exchange with universities or research institutes

e.g. membership of trade or industry networks; liaisons with
specific organisations; involvement in scientific meetings

Internally-focused learning activities

Internal training

Various kinds of intra-firm communication of knowledge

Knowledge articulation and assimilation

Various forms of experience acquisition

Knowledge creation by R&D

Knowledge codification

Organisational arrangements for internal knowledge creation,

assimilation and codification

e.g. internal technical or management training

e.g. reporting from external training; formal and informal
induction and socialisation; ‘learning by doing’ activities with
increasing levels of difficulty

e.g. internal technical or management seminars; reporting from
external seminars; discussions; recording and discussing
experiments or projects

e.g. passive acquisition via involvement in activities; or active
exposure to experience-rich opportunities

e.g. provision of an internal knowledge base or activities; or
developing research units or activities

e.g. documentation of technical or management activities or
procedures;

e.g. arrangements related to organisational specialisation in
specific kinds of activity, arrangements for integrating
knowledge across different functional areas in the organisation,
and across different fields of specialisation and also across the
internal boundaries of the firm.




Table 1: Externally- and internally-focused learning and development activities (Bell and Figueiredo, 2012, p.24-
5, Dutrénit, 2000, Figueiredo, 2002, Figueiredo and Cohen, 2019, Figueiredo et al., 2020)

3. Research context and methods

NESPAK was established by the Government of
Pakistan in 1973. It has nearly 4500 employees, and
had an annual turnover of PKR 8.2 billion (approx.
£38 million) in the fiscal year 2018/19 (see
NESPAK, 2020). While NESPAK forms project-
based alliances with foreign companies to conjointly
offer  engineering-consultancy  services, the
‘...0bjective of its creation was to create a pool of
talented engineers, attain self-reliance in engineering
consultancy and replace foreign consultants’
(NESPAK, 2020). This makes NESPAK an
interesting research site to study micro-level
practices of knowledge sharing as the objective of
forming inter-organizational business alliances is not
only to deliver engineering consulting services but
also to learn from partnering-consultants through
project work?.,

As a semi-state organization, NESPAK has to bid for
government project funding, but is in a favourable
position to secure funding because of the political
desire to enable national economic development. As
such, the organization benefits from ‘local content
policy’ — policies implemented by many countries to
develop the national economy via capacity-building,
organisational strengthening, job creation and
embedding locally-based firms in international
networks and value chains (see Geipel and
Hetherington, 2018, Oyewole, 2018). While local
content policies have been studied in various
countries and in various sectors of industry (e.g.
Ngoasong, 2014, Jegede et al., 2013), their potential
for influencing knowledge-sharing in international
project-based infrastructure alliances has not
previously been considered.

In this research, we adopted a qualitative case-study
approach (Stake 2006; Flyvbjerg 2006; Charmaz
2000). We also followed Dubois and Gadde’s
(2002Db) guidance on abductive research that suggests

2 The innovation studies literature tends to distinguish between
‘levels’ of knowledge in terms of whether firms are ‘industry-
leading’, or ‘latecomers’ in terms of innovation (see Figueiredo
2002; Figueiredo et al 2020). Within these frameworks, the
levels of knowledge being shared with, and accessed by,
NESPAK would be from ‘intermediate’ to ‘advanced’ in
international terms, with NESPAK being the largest and leading
engineering construction firm in their market. NESPAK

taking ‘@ non-linear, path-dependent process of
combining efforts with the ultimate objective of
matching theory and reality’ (Dubois and Gadde,
2002b, p.556). This implies moving back and forth
between a developing theoretical framework and
empirical findings, guided by a specified outline of
our conceptions of knowledge-sharing work within
international business alliances (see Dubois and
Gadde, 2002b for detailed discussion). We followed
Patton’s (2014) guidelines on ethical treatment of
research data throughout the research.

Using a snowball approach to recruit participants, we
interviewed 25 NESPAK engineering consultants.
The criteria used for selecting participants were that:
a) they should have worked directly with foreign
partners on a project, and b) they should have had
responsibilities for planning and implementing
project-related state-of-the-art engineering
technologies (since these involved an incentive for
knowledge-seeking). The appendix includes
summary data on the pseudonymised participants
and the projects in which they participated.

After securing data-collection approvals and consent,
the first author conducted semi-structured interviews
with the participants during the years 2015-2016.
Following ‘systematic combining’ (Dubois and
Gadde, 2002b), the interview guide was developed
based on the existing literature. The interview
questions asked were open-ended but focused on
local consultants’ knowledge-sharing work practices
with foreign engineering consultants during joint-
consultancy work (Charmaz 2000). These questions
included: Is the consultancy alliance sufficiently
conducive for the sharing of the required knowledge,
skills and engineering activities with you?... How is
it conducive or not conducive for knowledge
sharing?

The interviews were conversational in style and the
questions asked during the interviews were intended

initiates project ideas and plans before developing these plans
with foreign partners; and a number of NESPAK’s projects
involve innovations to adapt to local circumstances. NESPAK
also accesses public laboratories and Universities; and
NESPAK has significant international experience, in that it has
contributed to projects in 38 other countries. For the framework
used to classify these ‘levels’ of knowledge, see Chang et al.
(2016).



to encourage the participants to share their
perspective, reflections and experiences of
collaborating with foreign partners along with the
contextual aspects of the consultancy project
(Charmaz  2000). ‘Laddering” and ‘probes’
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2021) were used for follow-
up questions to explore with the participants their
actions, assumptions, implicit meanings (Stake,
2006) linked with the dynamics and challenges of
knowledge-sharing work. We also asked questions
regarding how the participants dealt with the
challenges they faced during the joint-consulting
project work. As our participants had worked with
foreign partners on 12 different mega-infrastructure
projects (see Appendix), it offered opportunities to
compare, contract, analyze and describe variation
between different aspects of the knowledge-sharing
work within the joint-consultancy projects. For
example, in our study, variations between the
projects included individual factors owing to
different NESPAK and foreign consultants being
involved, as well as the projects requiring different
technical and organisational contents. Intra-
organisational factors, learning activities, and the
inter-organizational and alliance-factors likewise
diverged between different projects.

The participants used English, Urdu, and Punjabi
language during the interviews that lasted for 90mins
on average. In addition to the interviews, the research
data also included the first author’s research-diary
notes on the formal and informal observations and
interactions with the participants. While we write
about data collection and analysis processes
sequentially, in practice these were occurring
simultaneously (Charmaz 2000; Suddaby 2006).
When no new insights or views were emerging from
the interviews, the authors decided to stop
conducting further interviews.

Grounded theory (GT) is said to be “most suited to
efforts to understand the process by which actors
construct meaning out of intersubjective experience ”
(Suddaby, 2006, p.634). Our interpretive data
analysis approach was guided by the Straussian
version of GT (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, Strauss and
Corbin, 1998) as well as Easterby-Smith et al.’s
(2021) suggestions. In order to develop greater
familiarization with the data (Merriam and Tisdell,
2016), the interview audio-recordings and research-
diary notes were first translated and transcribed by
the first author. Drawing on the literature reviewed
for the study, we reflected on the way our participants
described knowledge-sharing work activities and
events, the roles played by local and foreign

engineering consultants as well as their working
relationship. We also reflected on the first author’s
notes on the interactions with the participants’ before
and after the interview. This was to see if the extant
literature along with first author’s reflections and
experiences of being in the research field, may spark
ideas for data-coding (Charmaz 2000; Suddaby
2006; Dubois and Gadde, 2002b). We also traced the
nature of the collaborative project work involved as
well as the technological and contextual
requirements of the projects in our data analysis. This
was owing to our research participants working on
different consultancy-project alliances. Based on the
accounts of knowledge-sharing instances provided
by our participants, we classified them into two broad
categories: ‘smooth’ and ‘rough’ instances of
knowledge sharing (discussed in the next section).

In the next step of open coding, we loaded the
transcripts into NVivoll and broke down the data
into open codes (discrete parts and delineating
concepts). Based on line-by-line analysis to
understand the participants’ views (Strauss and
Corbin, 1998, p.119), relevant labels were assigned
according to the data. Saldana’s (2016) descriptive,
in-vivo, process, evaluation, and causation coding
methods were used for this open coding. For
instance, using process coding, we assigned the
code/label ‘independent working’ to the data-quote:
‘I started analyzing Chinese construction codes and
comparing them with American and British codes .

For the next stage of conceptualization, we identified
patterns among the codes, and developed categories
by grouping ‘similar events, happenings, and objects
under a common heading or classification’ (Strauss
and Corbin, 1998, p.103). The initial categories were
developed based on the concepts grounded in the data
with their defining properties. Grounded theory
required constant comparison of data codes and
categories throughout the analysis stage (Charmaz
2000). Following this, we grouped and collapsed the
categories based on careful study of their similarity
and differences in the process of axial coding, and
chose labels to closely reflect the meanings of the
emerging categories. An example of an axial code is
‘Norm-building and reciprocation’ constituted by
the categories of ‘Cultural differences’, ‘Cultural
adaptability’, and ‘Felt obligations’. The last stage
of analysis was selective coding, which is “the
process of integrating and refining the
theory” (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p.143). The
emerging core categories were developed as
umbrella terms that encapsulate the related concepts,
incidents and issues in the data, and offer ‘a
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theoretical narrative that has explanatory and
predictive power’ (Charmaz 2000, 16). For example,
the core category of ‘Harmonization development
work” comprises of ‘Direct interpersonal exchange’,
‘Informal socialization’, ‘Rational argumentation’
and ‘Norm-building and reciprocation’ categories.
As a result of the abductive and systematic
combining (Dubois and Gadde, 2002b), we found
some context-specific novel findings that allow us to
make theoretical statements about the social situation
under scrutiny, and about the processes and
relationships involved in knowledge-sharing work in
joint consultancy project-alliances. These core
categories are presented as “the main theme(s) of the
research ... (they) consist of all the products of
analysis condensed into a few words that seem to

explain what ‘this research is all about’” (Strauss
and Corbin, 1998, p.146).

4. Findings

4.1 ‘Smooth’ and ‘Rough’ knowledge sharing in
alliances

As we present in Table 2 below, in the alliances with
predominantly ‘smooth’ knowledge sharing the
participants had mostly  positive  working
relationships and fewer barriers in coordinating, and
jointly undertaking project-work with foreign
consultants. There was a felt reciprocal obligation
between partners to communicate and collaborate in
order to achieve alliance-goals. On most occasions,
the participants reported that their partner-
consultants were willing to share information and
knowledge along with collaboratively reviewing and
revising the logics, rationales and justification
underpinning their project-related mutual decisions,
technologies, engineering approaches, etc. The
foreign consultants in such alliances also extended
support to one another in meeting the client’s project
requirements. Despite the cultural differences
between the partners, our participants described
interactive knowledge sharing activities, as one
participant said:

‘There were discussions on issues, meetings, and
joint working as we used to sit in the same room.
There were day-long discussions, and they give
us feedback and we give them feedback [on
project designs, planning, implementation,
obstacles etc]. There was lots of knowledge
sharing during the design process as we used to

spend hours and days on the same points.’
[Mohsin]

In contrast to the alliances with predominantly
‘smooth’ knowledge sharing, there were projects in
which collaborative working relationships were
significantly lacking. The participants reported
numerous challenges in undertaking joint alliance
work that included seemingly unprofessional and
unsupportive attitudes of foreign counterparts in
undertaking project-work, who were seen as being
keen on protecting instead of sharing their
knowledge (Guo et al., 2020, Estrada et al., 2016).
On the other hand, local engineering consultants,
who were all qualified engineers (with relevant prior
knowledge, work experience and qualifications
ranging from Undergraduate to PhD degrees,
detailed in the Appendix), desired to collaborate and
learn from/with foreign counterparts in the joint
alliance work. This was described to be important in
order to develop knowledge about project related
state-of-the-art  technologies and engineering
methods, and to assess, discuss and evaluate their
compatibility with contextually unique requirements
and conditions of mega-infrastructure projects.
However, in alliances with predominantly ‘rough’
knowledge sharing, the foreign partners were
reported to expect that their proposed project-related
solutions, technologies and rationales were to be
simply accepted and implemented by the
participants. In such alliances there were fewer
knowledge sharing activities as well as collaborative
review and constructive discussions during joint
project-work between the participants and foreign
consultants as was found in smooth knowledge
sharing alliances. For example, one participant
reported:

‘Majid (a participant) asked him (another
NESPAK colleague) to find Zhou (foreign
consultant) and not to let him leave (office
premises) without responding to some queries.
The colleague replied that Zhou was not taking
phone calls...Majid looked at me and said: ‘You
see how it is difficult for us to approach and
communicate with foreign counterparts.’

Evident in this excerpt is that extended experience of
such a ‘rough’ alliance entailed the development of
negative feelings towards the foreign partner.

It is important to note that these ‘smooth’ and ‘rough’
instances of knowledge sharing are accentuated
representations of the empirical data in order to
delineate their contrast. In the data, smooth and rough
instances of knowledge sharing were sometimes
found within the same project alliance, and there
were likewise instances of knowledge-sharing that
were arrayed along a continuum between these polar
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Knowledge
alliance, & its

sharing
reported

characteristics

Sample project

Representative Data

Alliance with predominantly
‘smooth’ knowledge sharing

reciprocal and
collaborative
relationship between
local and foreign
consultants

mutually coordinated
project work
compatible work
strategies

mutual respect for both
partners

NJHPP project:

Neelum river water in
Pakistan to be diverted to
a power station on
Jhelum river through a
long tunnel

‘There is a symbiotic relationship between us, because completion
of the project is to the benefit of each partner. We seek knowledge
about new technologies, advances and improvements in the field
while sharing input about our local geological, economic and
political/ legal conditions. We [both partners] then collectively
work to transform technologies according to local specific
conditions. So, the contributions of both partners are of great
value.’ [Shahbaz]

‘When they (foreign partners) visited Pakistan, we worked
together and consulted them, and whenever we had problems, they
guided us in return. We also have extensive formal and informal
discussions during the lunch or during the working in the same
rooms.” [Muneeb]

Alliance with predominantly
‘rough’ knowledge sharing

lack of collaborative
working relationship
between partners
language barriers

lack of compatibility
within work approaches
unsupportive attitudes of
foreign partners

LOLMT project:

to construct an intra-city
metro trainline in the
provincial capital city

‘They don’t share knowledge with us. Actually, when they come
here, they are considered knowledge donors, so their attitude
towards this collaboration and work is very casual. They stay at
the Pearl Continental Hotel®, often remain in the hotel and play
badminton and swim there... We have to request them many times
to come to the NESPAK office to discuss a matter. Then they come
around 10 or 11 a.m. and leave the office at 3 or 4 p.m. They are
just like tourists so they are enjoying their time here, not working.’
[Waseem]

‘Their emails, construction codes and user interface for their
software are all in Chinese and I can’t understand anything. Even
when they do calculations, write our names and phone numbers

and take meeting notes, it’s all in Chinese. ...
required information is largely compromised’. [Abdullah]

so exchange of

Table 2: Alliances with predominantly ‘Smooth’ or ‘Rough’ knowledge sharing

experiences. Nonetheless, these ‘smooth’ and
‘rough’ instances of knowledge-sharing tended to
accumulate into ‘smooth’ and ‘rough’ trajectories of
knowledge-sharing. It is also important to note,
however, that in the studied projects, even the
predominantly ‘rough’ projects were successfully
completed according to the project criteria. Thus,

In our analysis of knowledge sharing practices within
the two broad types of alliance, we identified that our
participants negotiated, brokered, and developed
knoledge via a number of social and cultural
practices of ‘knowledge-sharing work’. The
knowledge-sharing work encapsulates the work
strategies, tactics, activities, cognitive processes and
social interactions of individuals as they utilize and
address the tensions in knowledge sharing and
reconstruction while conjointly performing project-
work tasks with foreign partners (see Table 3).

Drawing on the different modes of knowledge-
sharing work, within the predominantly ‘smooth’
knowledge sharing alliances, the local partners were
attempting to develop harmonious working
relationships with their foreign partners. On the other
hand, within the predominantly ‘rough’ knowledge

3 The most expensive hotel in Lahore.

knowledge was shared in rough and smooth
business-alliance projects, without which the
projects could not have been completed.

sharing alliances, the local partners adapted these
strategies and tactics, and instead employed modes of
knowledge-sharing work to focus more on mitigating
the apparent disharmony with the foreign partner. By
doing so, the participants variously accessed,
applied, acquired, synthesised, and developed
different knowledge, skills and practices.

However, in both types of knowledge sharing
alliances, there was a strategy of auto-learning,
whereby the local partners undertook project work
independently both in preparation for the project and
during the project. This was to acquire and develop
their own project-related knowledge in order to
engage productively with their foreign partner,
though there was some difference in focus in this
learning between alliances with predominantly
‘smooth” or ‘rough’ knowledge sharing. We
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conceptualize these processes and practices of
knowledge-sharing work with reference to the focus
on ‘knowledge work’ as a key feature to understand
how individual and organizational knowing and
knowledge are produced via situated practices and
processes at the micro-level (Gherardi, 20009,
Marabelli and Newell, 2014, Blackler, 1995).

Modes of sharing-
work

Representative data

Harmonization development work

Direct
interpersonal
exchange

‘They gave us a presentation about the (revised FEWS) model and its functionality, followed by cross-questioning,

debate, discussion, agreement/ disagreement, deliberation and reading project manuals.’ [Yawar]

‘We also installed new pressure gauges, tunnel instruments and pore pressure measurement instruments under

their supervision, and they trained us while working collectively.” [Haroon]

Informal
socialization

‘T had a very good friendship with one of the foreign engineers. We often played cricket with them ... They used
to ask me to arrange a cricket match ... so we used to play [cricket] behind the office building... Further, we often
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arranged hikes and trips to nearby areas which are full of scenic beauty*. Such events gave me opportunities to
build an association and informal relationship with him, and in return he helped me along the way and discussed
many other engineering methods and technologies and the nitty-gritty of each. In normal circumstances, they do
not discuss anything beyond routine work’. [Mohsin]

‘During such events [informal gatherings and dinners, site-seeing and visits], we used to chat with them that
enhances our association with them and comfort level, and as a result we feel easy with them.” [Sattar]

Rational
argumentation

‘We critique their work and they critique our work, and so additional knowledge is shared to convince other party.’

[Adeel]

‘There are technical tasks involved here, and people present their arguments to prove rationality of their preferred
engineering methods.” [Manzoor]

Norm-
building and
reciprocation

‘They (foreign partners) are working all over the world, so they are ready to face different cultural norms, and
similarly we are also used to dealing with various foreign companies and we are also ready to change ourselves.’
[Nasir]

‘We did not face any issue because of cultural differences. We offer prayer, and they go for lunch. | used to offer
prayer during the same lunch break.’ [Asad]

Auto-learning

Desk research

‘We examined work and technologies that were used in different cable-car projects developed across the world
and the performance of those technologies.” [Adeel]

‘We consulted literature and [published] text a lot to understand the tunnelling process...Information and
knowledge is also available on the Internet in the form of text, pictures and videos ... Apart from this, we had to
do a lot of work to collect information about the site as it is highly sensitive, being exactly on an earthquake fault
line. So, each member [of the NESPAK project team] worked on their respective part of the consultancy,
including studying soil characteristics, rock conditions, reservoirs’ dimensions, potential storage for water and
its flow and discharge. We then analysed this using different software in order to develop a compatible concept
design for the project’. [Shahbaz]

Work involving
language barriers

‘Chinese engineers have so many apps and modern devices even if we send them text on WhatsApp, their app
immediately translates it into Chinese. In meetings, they often record the discussion and points and later translate
into Chinese.” [Amna]

‘We also have interpreters but they are not from an engineering background ...[and] they are unable to translate
technical terms...so exchanges of information and knowledge is largely compromised.’ [Abdullah]

Disharmony mitigation work

Confrontation via
deliberate
‘mistakes’ and
disagreements

‘T would disagree with them [foreign partners] on some argument, they will give me ten more arguments to
convince me which increases knowledge sharing.” [Azaad]

‘I confronted a guy who was reluctant to share even small things [regarding the project]. We had to extract
knowledge in any case for project completion. [For this] | remember sometimes | intentionally did the wrong work
and tried to get him [foreign partner] to notice it. Once he noticed, he used to make corrections and tell me the
right way to do the task and its justification.” [Haroon]

Creating
interpersonal
obligations

‘One MWH engineer was reluctant to tell us about a certain behavior of a turbine part. I remember, we were
travelling to the site and had a lunch in a roadside restaurant. [During that] | started discussion on that part and the
foreign engineer, I don’t know what made him agree, but he shared the required detail while sitting there and
during further travelling’ [Yawar]

‘To give them more respect and make the relationships warmer, | invited them [foreign engineering consultants]
to dinner at my home and introduced them to my family. They also showed us picture of their families. Similarly,
they serve us warmly when we go there. This makes the professional relationship very good at a personal level,
which subsequently results in better mutual understanding’ [Adeel]

Table 3: Modes of social and cultural practices of knowledge-sharing work

4.2  Harmonization development work

Our analysis indicates that the participants had to
make efforts to develop a harmonious working

interpersonal interaction with foreign consultants,
informal  socialization, engaging in rational
argumentation, and developing reciprocal normative
expectations between themselves and their partner

relationship in order to make the alliance run
smoothly and be productive for knowledge sharing.
They sought to do so via various modes of direct

4 The area where NJHPP is being undertaken is located in
Muzaffarabad, the capital of Kashmir. This area is a well-
known tourist and recreation area in Pakistan.
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4.2.1 Direct interpersonal exchange

Partners would visit each other’s offices in-person in
order to undertake the alliance-work. Foreign
consultants would travel to Pakistan for project-tasks
that were critical and required close collaborative
work with the local partners. During these stages of
the project in particular, there was direct
interpersonal exchange. This involved practical
demonstrations of installing, using and testing of new
state-of-the-art technologies, engineering techniques
and methods, observation of project-site conditions
(Rooney et al., 2015), training in new software, as
well as reviewing and revising each other’s project
work (Roberts, 2000). One participant told us:

‘This was sort of on-the-job training as we
worked collectively...and they continuously
guided us through practical demonstration of the
whole process... The [project] work was
performed through seeing and touching turbines’
parts, listening to the sounds, observing the
working of whole turbines and their parts. It
[knowledge  sharing]  happened  through
observing foreigners working on it and assisting
them in the work. We asked them questions like
‘What are the indicators of a part being faulty?’,
‘What does it look like?’ etc. and they answered
it through practical demonstration’. [Nasir]

4.2.2 Informal socialization

Along with direct formal project-related interactions,
interpersonal relationships and friendships between
local and foreign partners were reported in many
smooth knowledge sharing alliances, and were said
to have an important role for enabling knowledge
sharing. Our participants aimed to form informal
relationships with foreign engineering consultants as
this impacted knowledge sharing activities within the
project work. Adeel described:

‘We (local and foreign consultants) used to spend
time together either on-site, in office or during
dinners/lunches. That is an obvious opportunity
to develop friendship and informal association,
and to discuss the issues in formal and informal
ways. There is general discussion on other things
as well. There is a cordial relationship [between
us], so its benefit is that both partners have good
association and understanding of each other and
that is necessary for knowledge sharing’. [Adeel]

The informal socialisation involved a number of
aspects such as working lunches, project-site visits,
reciprocally hosting each other when visiting

respective countries for project work, sharing of
traditional food, as well sporting and other
recreational activities. These exchanges, though,
were not simply about interpersonal socialisation, but
also afforded an opportunity for more informal
discussions of the project details such as the
methodologies and technologies being used, and also
other related developments in their field. This finding
supports the contention of Ado et al. (2017) that the
exploitation of informal social interactions can be
crucial for knowledge sharing and learning in joint
ventures.

4.2.3 Rational argumentation

The ‘smooth’ knowledge sharing alliances, however,
were not without disagreements. In many such
alliances, the respondents noted disagreements with
their partners in relation to work-related issues.
These disagreements included differences in
professional opinion over the compatibility of
engineering methods as well as the customization of
technology with respect to the local project sites.
Such disagreements occurred within both the initial
design as well as the implementation stages of the
projects. However, these disagreements were
described to contribute positively  towards
knowledge sharing between the partners as they
worked through project requirements and solutions.
Akram stated:

‘We disagree when we observe that a technology
or engineering method is not suitable in these
conditions. It is necessary to resolve an issue
before the huge damage occurs in the
construction  work...  Knowledge sharing
increases because both parties debate the issue,
we explain justifications [for our preferred
methods] and share more points to convince each
other. On the other hand, silence leads nowhere’.
[Akram]

The quote shows the willingness of NESPAK
engineering consultants to engage in rational
argumentation, and the expectation that the foreign
counterparts will also participate in the discussions
constructively. Our participants perceived a value in
reasoned debate for exchanging technical
information and different perspectives. They
reported that these exchanges contributed towards
the development of a synthetic project output that
constructively combined the knowledges of both
local and foreign partners. Moreover, the local
engineering consultants were not just knowledge-
seeking partners, but also providers and
spokespersons for locally developed engineering,
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geographical, and climatic information. Both the
foreign partner’s models and technologies, and the
local partner’s site-specific engineering,
geographical, and climatic information and
understanding, were essential for the completion of
these projects. It was through the rational
argumentation and deliberation between the partners
that both sets of knowledge were to be integrated and
synthesised.

4.2.4 Building reciprocal norms

While the excerpts provided in the discussion of the
‘smooth’ knowledge sharing alliance may give the
impression of a naturally harmonious working
relationship, our data analysis revealed that the
shared norms and collaborative relationship between
the foreign and local partners were worked at, and
that this work was motivated by a number of different
considerations. The quote below shows the
importance of the development of these norms for
knowledge sharing as well as project completion:

‘They tend to respond properly to our emails and
phone calls whenever we contact them. Although
we try not to disturb them at the weekend,
however when handling a fast-track project, we
sometimes have to contact them at odd times.
They do not mind and respond properly. On the
other hand, if we are expected to provide
something on a certain date, | ask my engineers
to complete the work even if we have to work
until midnight. 1 believe we should come at par
as we are learning from them’. [Ashfaq]

As indicated in the quote, Ashfaq is aware that he is
potentially impinging upon their foreign partners, but
the shared project goal provides a reason for this, and
the apparent positive response from the foreign
partner indicates their recognition of the priority of
the communication. In turn, Ashfaq reciprocates this
prioritisation by stressing to his engineering
consultants that they need to meet the agreed
deadlines. Building this norm of prioritising the
partner is also influenced by a felt obligation to work
at a level equal to that of the foreign partner.
Although not clear from the quote, this may be from
a felt interpersonal obligation, a sense of personal
pride, the desire to gain knowledge, or from the
desire to maintain professional status with their
foreign partners. Whatever the mix of motivations,
this obligation serves to reinforce the building of
reciprocal norms.

In sum, by engaging in direct interpersonal
interaction,  informal  socialization,  rational
argumentation, and developing reciprocal norms, the

respondents  variously  developed relatively
harmonious working relationships. These different
strategies and tactics for developing harmonious and
constructive working relationships facilitated the
local partners in accessing and applying the
knowledge of the foreign partners. It also led to them
acquiring knowledge about how to customize and
synthesize foreign partners’ knowledge, as well as
developing their own knowledge in terms of how to
productively collaborate with foreign partners.

4.3 Auto-learning

This form of knowledge-sharing work involved
significant amounts of research undertaken by local
partners without the involvement of their foreign
counterparts. This included not only desk-study of
project-related new engineering techniques, methods
or technologies but also conducting their own field
research  of  site-specific ~ conditions  and
characteristics (see Table 2). Doing so was said to be
important in order to enable the local partner to
interact productively with the foreign partners, and to
access their knowledge while undertaking project
work conjointly.

While auto-learning was evident across both
‘smooth’ and ‘rough’ knowledge sharing alliances, it
operated slightly differently in each type of alliance.
In a ‘rough’ knowledge sharing alliance, the
NESPAK project team were sometimes faced with
language issues as well as lack of compatibility with
foreign partners’ knowledge base. For example, on a
particular project, Chinese counterparts used a set of
construction codes and conventions that the
participants were unfamiliar with, and these codes
were provided in a language which none of the
participants understood. It was a requirement of the
foreign partner to follow Chinese construction codes
for the project’s civil work. However, no assistance
was extended in translating these codes even when
requested. As a result, NESPAK engineering
consultants were to independently make sense of
these construction codes as Ayla explained:

‘I started analysing Chinese construction codes
and comparing them with American and British
codes. | made so many comparisons between
them that | had these things on my fingertips.
Further, I have to use Chinese software. Though
the theory and logic behind all software are the
same, their interface was in Chinese...We
adopted their ways of working, such as their
software, construction codes and calculation
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methods, and developed our own excel sheets
with macros to do calculations. [Ayla]®

While this was similar in process and purpose to the
independent desk research in the ‘smooth’
knowledge sharing alliances, as the quote suggests,
‘rough’ knowledge sharing alliances required local
partners to invest significant additional work to
undertake the project. The additional work, however,
contributed  towards improved  professional
knowledge and skills of the individuals and the
organization that will put it in an advantageous
position over other local firms to work with Chinese
partners in future projects.

4.4 Disharmony mitigation work

Our analysis revealed that the local partners adapted
their knowledge-sharing work practices to mitigate
any disharmony with foreign partners, and engage in
knowledge sharing activities with them. As indicated
in relation to the additional auto-learning needed
within the ‘rough’ knowledge sharing alliances, the
local partners adopted different tactics and strategies
to address difficulties in knowledge sharing rather
than to enhance it. This included efforts to draw
knowledge from their foreign partners by feigning
‘mistakes’ or disagreements with them in order to
generate confrontation and to be corrected. Local
partners would also attempt to develop a sense of
interpersonal obligation with specific foreign
partners in order to encourage them to share
knowledge.

4.4.1 Confrontation via deliberate ‘mistakes’ and
disagreements

The practice of deliberately generating disagreement
with foreign partners was adopted when they
appeared reluctant to share project-related
documents and knowledge. In order to address this,
our participants described adopting situation-specific
tactics to access knowledge from their foreign
counterparts:

‘...I may also intentionally disagree with foreign
consultants on some points while knowing that |
am wrong. This makes foreign engineers explain
extra points and share more knowledge to prove
their arguments.’ [Haroon]

5> The Chinese construction codes were not just in a different
language, they also involved significant technical differences
with regards to approximation and calculation methods as well
as testing and simulation techniques.

This tactic of intentionally feigning disagreements or
mistakes was used to stimulate a level of
disagreement or confrontation as the foreign
counterpart would in response offer explicit rational
argument for their suggested methods. This enabled
the local partner to develop more knowledge about
the proposed methods. This tactic, however, was
recognized as potentially counterproductive, in that it
might further deteriorate the working relationship
with the foreign partner rather than aid access to their
knowledge, and so was used sparingly.

4.4.2 Creating interpersonal obligations

While the harmonization development strategies of
socialization and reciprocal norm-building were used
to facilitate knowledge access, these strategies were
inflected in a different manner within ‘rough’
knowledge sharing alliances. The local partners used
rare opportunities to create interpersonal relations
with specific foreign partners who otherwise
remained aloof and unwilling to share knowledge
with the participant. For example, Nasir reported:

‘Once, a Chinese engineer’s computer hard drive
crashed and his data were lost. [To recover this],
I personally visited Hafeez Centre® three times
and got his data recovered. He was much obliged
then; he is in China now but still he always sends
me documents or any information as and when |
ask him’. [Nasir]

This example shows that even when there is little
cooperation and social interaction between local and
foreign partners, there are still opportunistic tactics
whereby an interpersonal relationship and its
attendant mode of reciprocal obligation could be
activated and then nurtured. By going out of his way
to help the foreign consultant, Nasir managed to
interpersonally bridge between the two cultures in
order to mitigate this cultural difference.

Norm-building and reciprocation (from
harmonization development work) and creating
interpersonal  obligations  (from  disharmony
mitigation work) are thus similar processes, but they
appear to be motivated differently — the first is to try
to build a positive relationship, the second is to deal
with or try to transform a negative relationship. The
former also appears to be more generically and more
broadly-motivated in terms of career development
and aspirations, whereas the latter appears to be more

® The Hafeez centre is the main marketplace for IT and relevant
technologies in Lahore.
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instrumentally-motivated in relation to the particular
project at hand.

In summary, the local partners, and likewise, the
foreign partners, engaged in a number of knowledge-
sharing strategies and tactics within project-work in
order to help facilitate knowledge sharing, or,
alternatively, to try to overcome or address its related
difficulties. It was found that in both the ‘smooth’
and the ‘rough’ knowledge sharing alliances,
considerable effort, energy, and persistence went into
trying to make the alliance cohesive in order to
access, develop, and synthesize knowledge between
the partners, and thus complete the projects.

In the ‘smooth’ knowledge sharing alliances, the
participants developed individual knowledge from
their engagement in the alliance-work as the foreign
partners applied their knowledge, skills and
capabilities for the project. The local partners,
however, did not acquire the core project-related
knowledge of their foreign partners but did develop
and acquire knowledge of its customisation and
synthesis with respect to their own specific
conditions. Moreover, the participants developed an
independent knowledge base of their own local
conditions which provided them with an
indispensable role in the combined project. Also, the
participants developed supporting capabilities which
were not the key capabilities of their foreign partners,
but were new or initially underdeveloped.

In the ‘rough’ knowledge sharing alliances, there was
also access to, and application of, the foreign
partner’s knowledge, and the participants likewise
developed individual knowledge through their
engagement with the project. However, within such
alliances, there was disharmony mitigation work
needed in order to try to bridge the socio-cultural
differences and work-related tensions between local
and foreign partners. This was achieved through
adapting the socialization tactic as a mode of
developing interpersonal obligations  and
relationships with the foreign partners.

There was an additional finding that was unexpected
from the knowledge sharing literature. As noted
above, NESPAK benefits from ‘local content policy’
and is in a favoured position to attract state funding.
In the alliance with the ‘roughest’ knowledge-
sharing, the Chinese state-owned partners also
benefitted from local content policy since the project
was part-sponsored as part of the One Belt One Road
Initiative. With few alliances where both foreign and
local partners benefitted from local content policy it
is difficult to speculate as to the reasons why this

alliance experienced such ‘rough’ knowledge
sharing, but it raises questions for future research on
knowledge-sharing in such state-supported alliances,
as we discuss in the last section.

5. Discussion

Our findings both relate to, and extend the literature
on individual, intra-organizational, and inter-
organizational factors that influence knowledge
sharing practices (see Figure 2). We highlight the
different forms of social and cultural knowledge-
sharing work undertaken by local partners in order to
access, develop, customise, synthesise, and acquire
knowledge, while also acknowledging the
knowledge-sharing work performed by foreign
partners. We found that the micro-level social and
cultural practices of knowledge-sharing work
mediate between, on the one hand, these influencing
factors and their combinative capabilities, and on the
other hand, instances of knowledge-sharing and the
cumulative trajectories of the alliances. In so doing,
we contribute to an understanding of how mundane,
micro-level dynamic social activities and practices
help negotiate and address socio-cultural differences
and other factors that impact the re-construction of
knowledge (Brandi and Elkjaer, 2019).

The modes of knowledge-sharing work are variably
utilised across instances of both ‘smooth’ and
‘rough’ knowledge-sharing. That is, although there is
an association between, for example, disharmony
mitigation work and ‘rough’ instances of knowledge-
sharing, this does not hold true for all instances of
this mode of knowledge-sharing work. Auto-
learning, for example, was observed in both ‘smooth’
and ‘rough’ learning instances.

These instances of smooth or ‘rough’ knowledge
sharing, however, do accumulate into predominantly
‘smooth’ or ‘rough’ trajectories of knowledge-
sharing. The predominant trajectory of a project
alliance reciprocally influences both the social and
cultural practices of knowledge-sharing work that are
utilised, and the individual, relational, and inter-
organizational factors which enable these practices
of knowledge-sharing work. As such, as well as a
mediating dynamic between the influencing factors,
the modes of knowledge-sharing work, and the
cumulative trajectories of knowledge-sharing, there
is also a recursive reinforcing dynamic between
them, whereby the experience of an alliance as
predominantly ‘smooth’ or ‘rough’ has effects on
individual’s motivations and attitudes towards their
partner. While it is not claimed that these trajectories
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are irreversible, they appear to require extra effort to
change.

The importance of direct interpersonal exchange — a
form of relational resource (Bhatti et al., 2020, Ho
and Wang, 2015) — was highlighted by its presence
in the ‘smooth’ knowledge sharing alliances, and its

relative absence in the ‘rough’ knowledge sharing
alliances. While these ‘rough’ alliances were still
completed satisfactorily, they entailed significantly
more work on the part of the local partners who were
able to develop less customization, supporting, and
synthesis knowledge than in the ‘smooth’ knowledge
sharing alliances.

Influencing factors and combinative
capabilities
work

Social and cultural
practices of
knowledge-sharing

Instances of knowledge sharing,
and trajectories of knowledge
sharing alliances

.. - Harmonization
Individual factors development work
Willingness to share .
and Iezgrn * plrect
Interpersonal and Constructive interpersonal /' ‘Smooth alliance’
professional skills capabilities exchange _
o Informal (relatively
Intra-organizational socialization ‘Smooth’ socially and
factors Internal * Rational knowledge culturally
Learning and interactive argumentation sharing cohesive
development communicative * Norm-building instances alliances)
structures and capabilities and _
activities reciprocation
Inter-organisational External Auto-learning ‘Rough’ [ . )
factors interactive knowledge Rough alliance
Relational resources ~ communicative _ sharing (involve extra
Cultural differences ~ capabilities Disharmony instances burdens on
mitigation work knowledge
Alliance-related o Confrontation sharing and
factors via deliberate development,
Local Content policy ‘mistakes’ and — lack of social or
disagreements cultural cohesion)
— ¢ Creating
interpersonal
obligations

Figure 2: The dynamics of knowledge-sharing work between the influencing factors and
trajectories of knowledge sharing in alliances

Direct interpersonal exchange through face-to-face
interaction has long been recognized to better
facilitate the exchange and development of situated
knowing and tacit attributes of knowledge in
comparison to other modes of communication
(Rooney et al., 2015, Li et al., 2014, Polanyi, 1958,
Roberts, 2000, Cook and Brown, 1999b). This is in
terms of the content of the project-based knowledge,
the social relationships that animate and perform the

project, and also the processes of knowledge sharing.
By being mutually involved in joint problem-solving,
direct practical demonstrations, design discussions,
running simulations, project-site observations and
visits, and assistance with each other’s work, the
local and foreign partners develop a learning
environment which enables the grounding for
knowing and sharing knowledge (Reich et al., 2017,
Polanyi, 1958, Cook and Brown, 1999b). This
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benefits both partners and enables the synthesis of
their different knowledge (Jiang and Chen, 2018,
Ryan and O’Connor, 2013, McEvily and Marcus,
2005).

The findings with regard to the facilitating power of
informal socialization deepen previous arguments
that informal social interaction activities, such as
dining (Dacin et al., 2010), sports events (Lok and de
Rond, 2013), hosting, or other shared recreational
activities are significant for knowledge sharing.
While previous theorisations of knowledge brokering
point to the influence of informal socialization (e.g.
Tzeng, 2018), we however found in our study that
informal socialization was not simply an addition to
formal work interaction, rather, it changed the social
relationship in which project-work takes place. We
argue that informal socialization, while seemingly
mundane, is a key micro (individual and
interactional) practice which draws on social,
cultural and material processes (Brandi and Elkjaer,
2019) that facilitate knowledge sharing between the
partners (Kale and Singh, 2007, Soekijad and
Andriessen, 2003).

Also, the importance of the process of rational
argumentation and deliberation has received less
attention within the knowledge sharing literature
(Geiger and Schreytgg, 2009) as compared to the
societal learning literature (Habermas, 1984, Eder,
2007). According to Habermas (1984), societal
learning occurs through communicative interaction
when different parties justify their different claims in
relation to their empirical truth, normative rightness,
or expressive truthfulness. In the practical
argumentation and deliberation described by the
respondents, empirical truth was foregrounded. The
cultural expectation that professional consultants are
to engage in rational argumentation, also enabled the
use of tactical confrontation by feigning mistakes or
disagreements. Drawing on the expected norm of
rational argumentation in order to mitigate
disharmony between local and foreign partners,
highlights the important cultural ground for
knowledge sharing practices (Brandi and Elkjaer,
2019).

Within the rough knowledge sharing alliances the
norm of rational argumentation was said to be not
observed by foreign partners who, according to the
participants, seemed to presume that their
professional  knowledge and  project-related
recommendations did not need to be justified.
Notwithstanding the instances where rational
deliberation was lacking, our findings show the
synthetic potential of rational argumentation and

deliberation in knowledge sharing. This expands the
types of knowledge sharing beyond simply accessing
and acquiring knowledge based on an entity-based
conception of knowledge (Grant and Baden-Fuller,
2004), to also include developing, customising, and
synthesizing modes of knowing and knowledge.
Through the synthetic process of rational
argumentation, new knowledge is simultaneously
constructed, developed, and shared between local
and foreign partners through the acknowledgement,
articulation, and consideration of differences. This
further indicates how differences, as much as
similarities, can be utilised for sharing and
developing of knowledge.

While empirical truth was foregrounded in the
processes of rational argumentation and deliberation,
a significant concern with normative rightness was
articulated in relation to the reciprocal norms
developed in the ‘smooth’ knowledge sharing
alliances, and regularly noted as lacking in the
‘rough’ knowledge sharing alliances. Although the
normative nature of organisations has been noted
previously (Hirschhorn, 2000), this has not been
considered in the knowledge management, KBV,
absorptive  capacity, and innovation studies
literatures which tend to foreground instrumental and
strategic concerns (e.g. Grant and Baden-Fuller,
2004).

The findings indicate, however, that even fixed-term,
loosely coupled, instrumental inter-organizational
relationships are imbued with normative meaning by
their participants. These normative meanings are
clearly influenced by professional, interpersonal, and
organizational expectations (Brandi and Elkjaer,
2019). The local partners clearly instrumentalized
these normative relationships as relational resources,
to a degree, in their use of informal socialization as a
means to access, develop, and acquire knowledge.
Also, the tactic of developing interpersonal
obligations as a means to mitigate disharmony is
likewise predicated on the interpersonal normative
impulse of reciprocity articulated in social exchange
theory  (Blau, 1964). Notwithstanding the
instrumentalization of these normative relationships,
this is only possible because of the development of a
normative grounding that enables instrumental
sharing of knowledge.

The different micro-level practices of social and
cultural knowledge-sharing work also add to the
understanding of learning mechanisms from the
innovation studies literature (see Table 1). In
particular, the understanding of the nature of these as
‘work’ shows how learning mechanisms are actually
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accomplished in practice. They do so by pointing to
the underlying processes by which such learning
mechanisms are involved in the (re-)construction of
knowing and knowledge. For example, rather than
just assuming that ‘training’ produces learning, it is
the work involved in direct interpersonal exchange
that constructs knowledge across partners. Likewise,
auto-learning better describes the practical and
normative motivations of preparatory learning,
which are not foregrounded in conceptions such as
desk research (‘acquiring codified knowledge’) or
‘learning by doing’ (auto-learning can involve a
combination of these learning modes). In our study,
auto-learning was practically and normatively
important in order to provide foundational
knowledge with which the local partners could
contribute to the inter-organizational alliances, or by
which they could overcome some of the
disharmonious lack of cultural similarity or relational
resources (Bhatti et al., 2020). Also, this auto-
learning work contributed towards the development
and utilisation of the interpersonal and professional
skills that are called upon and improved through
knowledge sharing.

Similarly, the underlying process of rational
argumentation shows the constructive and two-way
process of knowing/knowledge development in
alliances —and is different from the entity-based view
of knowledge “communication”, “articulation” and
“assimilation” evident in much of the knowledge
management, absorptive capacity, innovation
studies, and KBV literatures (Marabelli and Newell,
2014). Our findings suggest that social and cultural
knowledge-sharing work is foundational for
harmonious knowledge-sharing. The issues of
empirical truth and normative rightness indicate
some of the foundational underlying micro-level
processes and issues through which knowledge-
sharing takes place.

Our findings also indicate that the factors influencing
inter-organizational knowledge sharing are not static,
fixed, or unproblematic. Rather, the social and
cultural practices of knowledge-sharing work that we
identified in our study, show the different processes
of how the different influencing factors are in fact
activated, developed, or addressed at the micro-level.
For example, the practice of harmonization-
development work nurtures and develops the foreign
partners’ willingness to share (Raza-Ullah and
Eriksson, 2017, Salk and Simonin, 2011, Szulanski,
1996). Instead of their willingness to share being
considered as pre-given and fixed, it is variously
stimulated by the local partners through direct

personal interaction, informal socialization, rational
argumentation, tactical confrontation, and the
development of reciprocal norms. Similarly, the
auto-learning, and development of interpersonal
obligations, are attempts to narrow or bridge the
knowledge, cultural, and social differences between
the local and foreign partners (Das and Teng, 2001,
Ford and Chan, 2003, Lauring and Selmer, 2012,
Yildiz, 2016). This implies that these socio-cultural
differences should not be considered as static or
unchanging.

6. Conclusion

Much of the previous literature on knowledge
sharing has portrayed a relatively linear and one-way
cause-effect relationship between the individual,
intra-organisational, and inter-organisational
influencing factors and knowledge sharing within
inter-organizational alliances. We contribute to the
literature by indicating that there is a recursive,
interactive and mediating relationship of alliance-
partners’  knowledge-sharing work with the
influencing factors and the knowledge sharing
instances and trajectories of the alliances. As such,
all of these potentially impact upon the types and
degrees of knowledge sharing produced through the
alliance-work. We also identify that ‘smooth’ and
‘rough’ instances of knowledge sharing may be
variably exhibited in an alliance, but can also
accumulate into reinforcing trajectories  of
knowledge-sharing within an alliance over time.

Our second contribution is that we offer a nuanced
understanding of how the ‘local’ knowledge-seeking
and -accessing partners socially and culturally
negotiate the different factors influencing knowledge
sharing. This is addressed through broad sets of
practices that we collectively labelled as knowledge-
sharing work: harmonization-development work, and
disharmony-mitigation work, both of which involve
auto-learning which is differentially inflected. The
second contribution thus also adds to the theorisation
of knowledge-sharing by showing that social,
cultural and relational work enables knowledge-
sharing through modes of communicative action.
This involves questions of (at least) empirical truth
and normative rightness, and not just strategic
instrumentality, which is the focus of much previous
research.

In combination, these insights show that there is a
need for the knowledge sharing literature to take
much greater account of socio-cultural dynamics as
well as micro (individual and interactional) level
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practices. These dynamics and practices help enable
knowledge sharing as an on-going, active social
process in the actualization of inter-organizational
alliance work (Jonsson, 2015, Loane and Bell, 2006,
Brandi and Elkjaer, 2019, Iskoujina and Roberts,
2015).

6.1 Practical implications

Our conceptualization of the social and cultural
dynamics and micro-level practices of knowledge-
sharing work (see Figure 2) could help business-
alliance partners consider how to develop their
interpersonal, relational, cultural, and professional
knowledge, skills, and dispositions. As we show in
the findings, these have implications for achieving
the knowledge sharing goals and trajectories of
business-alliances. The findings also imply that
knowledge-seeking partners need to ascertain the
relevant similarities and differences between partners
that best facilitate knowledge sharing. In addition,
our findings suggest that in-person visits, informal
socializing activities, and the recognition of cultural
differences, could be further considered within
business alliances’ terms of agreement and working
practices in order to create a more harmonious and
conducive knowledge sharing relationship between
alliance partners.

In addition to insights from this research, we contend
that developing skills in using persuasion tactics and
strategies in the context of knowledge-seeking
activities, could be incorporated within relevant
trainings available to, and/or mentoring of,
individuals and teams involved in inter-
organizational consulting work. This would be
potentially useful in helping overcome challenges
linked with knowledge-sharing in loosely-coupled
alliances. We also argue that communicative
interactions involving practical communication,
demonstration and  discussions, should be
emphasized within terms of reference for inter-
organizational consulting project-work. This could
be invoked, if needed, to facilitate knowledge sharing
between alliance partners as well as to avoid rough
instances of knowledge-sharing aggregating into
rough knowledge-sharing trajectories, given the
potentially significant effort required to reverse
them.

Also, we see value in offering foreign consultants
working on inter-organizational alliance projects
within developing and/or emerging countries,
opportunities to develop skills in negotiating
challenges associated with co-occurring processes of

knowledge sharing and knowledge protection at a
micro-level (Estrada et al., 2016, Guo et al., 2020).

Given the situational, contextual nature of
consulting-work, particularly involving unique
mega-infrastructure projects, professional

development  trainings/mentoring  of  foreign
consultants could also focus on the importance of
‘...eliciting both explicit and tacit [attributes of]
knowledge’ (Ryan and O’Connor, 2013, p.616). This
will be useful in the context of the knowledge re-
construction processes that we see as dynamic and
non-linear in nature. We argue this could contribute
positively towards relatively smooth knowledge
sharing between loosely-coupled inter-
organizational partners, to timely completion of the
consulting project-work, and to the avoidance of
financial penalties for all involved partners.

6.2 Limitations and future research

One limitation of our research is that it focuses
primarily on the perspective of local knowledge-
seeking partners. Future research on knowledge
sharing within inter-organizational alliances could
usefully take a multi-perspectival approach to
include not just the local and foreign partners, but
also their clients and other stakeholders (Bhatti et al.,
2020).

Given that the data collected in the study is primarily
based on individual interviews and research diary
notes, future research could contribute with more
ethnographic and observational data to develop
further understanding of the social and cultural
dynamics highlighted in this study. More research
could study, based on longitudinal data, whether and
how knowledge-seeking and -acquiring partners
develop their inter-organizational knowledge-
sharing practices over time as they accumulate
experiences of working with international alliance
partners. Further studies on the structure of business
alliances, their terms of reference, as well as power
relations and strategies of the partners in relation to
the work, practices, and processes of inter-
organizational knowledge sharing would be useful
contributions to the literature. In particular, given the
potential impact of local content policies which this
research has noted but not been able to fully
investigate, there is clearly a need for further research
on how the broader political economy of the alliance
environment might contribute both as an enabler and
as a barrier to particular modes or forms of
knowledge-sharing.
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Also, future research that recognizes joint-consulting
work as involving interactive, relational and co-
production processes (Sturdy et al., 2009), could
usefully explore the complex interface of power and
inter-organizational knowledge sharing in the
context of loosely-coupled partners that benefit from
local content policies. In the same vein, it will be
worth studying how and why partners who are
supported by their home-governments, participate
within loosely-coupled business alliances in the
manner they do. Also, understanding how
engineering consultants’ work and motivation is
enabled/controlled at a micro-level could further add
to our insights into the influence of local content
policies on inter-organizational knowledge-sharing.
In our study, knowledge sharing between Pakistani
and Chinese partners in a particular project was
reported to be the roughest. Interstate economic
relations and political affinity and supportive
government policies have been discussed previously
in the context of emerging economies’ multinational
enterprises (see Han et al., 2018). However, their
influence on knowledge sharing within loosely-
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Appendix: Participants and Projects Detail

Sr. | Participants’ Management L . . . Foreign . Interv.iew
: Gender Qualification | Project Project Detail Purpose of the alliance Duration
No. | Pseudonyms Level Partner e
(Hour: Min)
1 Arif Male Master’s HVDC project p - Laveline, (Developing the concept design 1:17
Management Installation HVDC transmission -
Lo . Canada and project plans)
line in Pakistan
Senior
2 Akram Male Middle Master’s 1:01
Management
Development of concept design
Middle and project plans for Electricite Electricite de France (Developing
3 Nayyer Male Undergraduate | SCADA Installation of Supervisory the concept design and project 1:28
Management oo . | deFrance
Control and Data Acquisition in plans)
Power distribution centres
. Mangla Dam Development of concept design .
4 Haroon Male m;ﬂeement Master’s Raising and project plans for Raising of | MWH USA Efl)\r/]\(/:? Ec?eéi(lr?z\éﬂoez)ngcihelans) 1:56
g Project Mangla Dam by 40 feet P g project p
Lower .
5 Anwaar Male Middle Master’s 1:07
Management
Top aDnea/SL%?gter;tI;):Sc?Onrcept design DHI DHI Netherlands (Developing
6 Magsood Male Management PhD FEWS Installation of Flood Early Netherlands the concept design and project 2:30
. plans)
Warning Systems
7 Yawer Male Middle Master’s 1:40
Management
Development of concept design .
Middle , Bhikki Power | and project plans for combined | Lahmeyer Lahmeyer Ger”.‘a“y (Deve!oplng )
8 Muneeb Male Master’s - - the concept design and project 1:25
Management Plant Project cycle-based power production Germany lans)
plants P
Senior
9 Ashfaq Male Middle Master’s 1:47
Management
Middle Development of concept design mggdonald Developing the concept design
10 | Manzoor Male Master’s LBDCPP and project plans for lower Bari L ping P g 1:10
Management Limited, UK | and project plans

Doab canal power project
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Sr.

Management

Foreign

Interview

No. Participants | Gender Level Qualification | Project Project Detail Partner Purpose of the alliance Duratl_on _
(Hour: Min)
Professors
from Alliance with Swiss Professors
Switzerland; | for help in hydropower design
. . MWH USA,; | and civil engineering in overall
Senior Development of concept design Norplan desianing the proiect: Alliance
11 | Shahbaz Male Middle PhD NJHPP and project plans for Neelum P ) SIgning the project, 1:30
Norway; with NORPLAN for tunnel
Management Jhelum Hydro Power Plant - L .
ACE engineering; Alliance with
Pakistan; MWH for designing the structure
NDC of hydro power plant;
Pakistan
12 | Mohsin Male Middle Master’s 1:08
Management
Alliance with SMEC Australia
(for the required analysis of
geological and geographical
Snowy conditions of the project site
Mountain including analysis of land sliding
Engineering | such as its study, design, control
Development of concept design | Consultant and mitigation); Alliance with
Top , Murree Cable | and project plans for (SMEC) Cable Car Consultant .
13 | Adeel Male Management Master’s Car Project installation of Murree Cable Australia; Switzerland (for designing the 1:35
Car Cable Car cable car and gondolas through
Consultant Ropeways technology, getting
(Cco) them manufactured with certain
Switzerland | features suitable to the specific
geological and geographical
conditions of the project and its
installation)
Senior
14 | Zaidi Male Middle Master’s 1:11
Management
. Development of concept design
. . Refurbishment . .
15 Nasir _ Male Middle Master’s of Mangla and prpject plans for MWH USA MWH USA_(DeveIoplqg the 155
Hussain Management . refurbishment of Mangla Dam concept design and project plans)
Dam Turbines .
Turbines
16 | Asad Male K/'IrSt Line Undergraduate 1:40
anagement
Senior Dasu Hvdro Development of concept design | MWH USA; | MWH USA and COLINQO
17 | Abdus Sattar | Male Middle Master’s yar and project plans for Dasu dam | COLINQO | Switzerland for development of 1:29
Power Project . . .
Management and hydro power project Switzerland | concept design
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Sr.

No.

Participants

Gender

Management
Level

Project

Project Detail

Foreign
Partner

Purpose of the alliance

Interview
Duration
(Hour: Min)

18

Amna

Female

Lower
Middle
Management

Master’s

Guddu Power
Project

Development of concept design
and project plans for Guddu
power project

Harbin
Electric
International
Company
China

Developing the concept design

1:35

19

Waseem

Male

Lower
Middle
Management

Undergraduate

Lahore
Orange Line
Metro Train
Project
(LOLMTP)

Development of concept design
and project plans LOLMTP

CR-Norelco,
China

CR-Norinco, China (Developing
the concept design and project
plans)

2:00

20

Ayla

Female

Lower
Middle
Management

Master’s

1:02

21

Azaad

Male

Lower
Middle
Management

Master’s

1:38

22

Abdullah

Male

Middle
Management

Master’s

1:58

23

Majid

Male

Lower
Middle
Management

Master’s

1:37

24

Aqgeel

Male

Lower
Middle
Management

Master’s

1:05

25

Naveed

Male

Lower
Middle
Management

Master’s

1:05
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