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Purpose
Although knowledge transfer is generally conceived as a two-way process in which knowledge is transferred to and from the knowledge source, research has tended to focus on the first part of the process and neglect the second part. Our study examines the feedback loop and how knowledge is transferred from the knowledge receiver to the knowledge source.
Design/methodology/approach
We rely on interviews and archival records to conduct an in-depth case study of cross-border knowledge transfer work carried out by a Canadian non-profit organization. 

Findings
We found that by learning about receivers’ knowledge, background and learning styles, as well as their social context or learning environment, such as language, culture, tradition and history, ‘source’ persons are in fact able to acquire for themselves valuable new knowledge. This in turn assists both the source and receiver to establish shared understandings, thereby facilitating a more effective knowledge transfer thus enhancing learning for both the source and receiver.

Research limitations/implications
Given this is a case study of one organization, the findings of this study may not be readily generalizable to other organizations, or settings. Despite this limitation, our study raises some important questions for further investigation and contributes to existing research on intercultural knowledge transfer. 

Practical implications
Individuals involved in knowledge transfer who pay attention to the feedback loop can better perform their roles and also improve their knowledge.

Originality/value
It has been acknowledged in the literature that expatriates engage in extensive learning while transferring knowledge in their overseas assignments. However, little research has examined what they have learned, how they learn, and the benefits of such learning. Our research suggests that knowledge sources can enhance their own knowledge as well as improve knowledge transfer to recipients by nurturing feedback loops. 
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THE HIDDEN DIMENSION OF LEARNING IN INTERCULTURAL 

KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER
1. INTRODUCTION

 Knowledge transfer has generally been conceptualized and studied as the replication of a source’s knowledge and experience by a receiver (Argote, Ingram et. al., 2000; Szulanski et al., 2004). However, in practice knowledge transfer is not simply the transfer of static information, but rather a process where a complex, causally ambiguous set of routines are interpreted, recreated and maintained in a dynamic manner in a new setting. In other words, the transferred knowledge is more likely adapted than merely adopted (Cook and Brown, 1999; Hemetsberger and Reinhardt, 2006; Orlikowski, 2002; Zahra and George, 2002), particularly in intercultural setting. Therefore, it is appropriate and fruitful to define and investigate knowledge transfer as a two-way process, as this helps to capture the richness of knowledge transfer as well as to reveal useful insights to enhance knowledge transfer. 

Researchers have recently begun to recognize the value of exploring knowledge transfer as a two-way process. For example, expatriates and repatriates can serve not only to transfer knowledge to subsidiaries, but also to transfer knowledge back to the headquarters (Furuya et al., 2009; Oddou et al., 2009; Reiche et al., 2009). However, as pointed by Furuya et al. (2009: 201) “surprisingly, though it is commonly held that expatriates engage in extensive learning while on assignment (Bird, 2001; Black et al., 1999a; Osland, Bird, Mendenhall, & Osland, 2006), there is scant empirical research on what they have learned or on what factors may affect their learning.” We believe that empirical research related to learning by expatriates, and knowledge sources in general, is scant because knowledge transfer has primarily been viewed as a one-way process in which useful information is transferred from source (such as expatriates) to a receiver (such as employees in the subsidiary), but not as a two-way process in which both source and receiver learn from each other. 

In this paper, we consider knowledge transfer as a two-way process and particularly focus on the feedback loop between the receiver and the source. We define the feedback loop of knowledge transfer as the information acquired by the original “knowledge source” from the original “knowledge receiver” and his/her local context during knowledge transfer. To explore the feedback loop in knowledge transfer, we conducted an in-depth case study of intercultural knowledge transfer within Mennonite Church Canada  (MC Canada). 

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. We begin by discussing relevant literature on two-way knowledge transfer focusing on the concept of the feedback loop. Then, we develop our research questions. Subsequently, we describe our research methodology and present our findings. Finally, we discuss the implications of our findings to knowledge transfer research and practice.

2.  THE FEEDBACK LOOP AND KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER

Feedback is a basic component of communication, evident when a speaker interprets a listener’s hand gestures, facial expressions, and head nodding to check if the listener has understood the message. Feedback is also important in learning. A well-established principle about classroom learning is that learning improves when students receive timely and relevant feedback on their performance (Butler and Winne, 1995; Corbett and Anderson, 2001). Here “feedback” refers to “corrections, suggestions, cues, and explanations that are tailored to the individual’s current performance and that encourage revision and refinement” (Brown, et al., 2006 ). 
Feedback is important for organizational learning too. Argyris and Schön (1978) specified two kinds of learning in organizations: single-loop learning and double-loop learning. Single loop learning means following the rules, detect deviations, and correct deviations. In double-loop learning organization members not only detect deviations, but they also question whether the “rules”, “assumptions”, or “norms” should be changed. Both single-loop learning and double-loop learning depend on feedback. 


Knowledge transfer is integral to organizational learning. Accordingly, the feedback loop is an important and essential component of knowledge transfer. In simple terms, the feedback loop may inform what parts of the transferred knowledge worked, what did not work, and how to enhance subsequent knowledge transfer. The feedback loop is particularly important for sharing tacit knowledge and in situations when the underlying knowledge lacks a deep, articulated and established theoretical base (Pisano, 1994). Also, paying attention to the feedback loop can help in improving knowledge transfer when there are significant differences between the context of the source and the context of the receiver, such as in an international context. 

Researchers have started to recognize the value of exploring knowledge transfer as a two-way process. For example, it has been argued that expatriates and repatriates can serve not only to transfer knowledge to subsidiaries, but also to transfer knowledge back to the headquarters (Furuya et al., 2009; Oddou et al., 2009; Reiche et al., 2009). Reiche and his colleagues (Reiche et al., 2009) propose a conceptual framework to study international workers assigned to jobs as knowledge transmitters, with an emphasis on their role in transferring knowledge back to their home organization. Oddou and his colleagues propose several personal and organizational factors that facilitate the process of knowledge repatriation (Oddou et al., 2009). Finally, Oettl and Agrawal (2009) argue that knowledge flows that result from the cross-border movement of inventors benefit both the firm that recruited the inventor and the firm that lost the inventor. Despite an implicit acknowledgement that knowledge transfer benefits both the source and the receiver, research has seldom examined knowledge transfer as a two-way process in which both the parties learn from each other.
2.2 Conceptual Framework

We conceptualize knowledge transfer as consisting of two distinct yet interdependent processes: 1) the sharing of potentially useful information by the source, and 2) the feedback of relevant and useful information from the receiver to the source. These two processes interact with each other to enhance knowledge transfer. 

In a knowledge transfer situation, when knowledge is transmitted from a source to a receiver, the receiver needs to interpret, contextualize and assimilate the knowledge received. Meanwhile, the source observes how the knowledge is interpreted, contextualized and assimilated by the receiver. Such feedback could help the source to refine his/her knowledge and also transfer knowledge more effectively by customizing the content of knowledge. Accordingly, the research questions that guided our study were: 1) In a knowledge transfer situation, does the knowledge source learn from the knowledge receiver as a result of feedback loops? and 2) How does the feedback loop and the source’s resultant learning help the source to subsequently transfer knowledge more effectively?

3. METHODOLOGY

We used a case study method because our investigation explores a dynamic process embedded in its context. As Yin (1984) suggests, the case study approach is appropriate when examining how and why research questions within the context of a phenomenon of interest, and involving people who are accessible and are able to recall the relevant events relatively accurately. The case study approach enables detailed and in-depth understanding of a phenomenon of interest, like the study of a feedback loop in knowledge transfer and its role in effectively transferring knowledge.  

3.1 Setting

Our research site was the “Witness Program,” developed and operated by MC Canada. The Witness Program places voluntary workers world-wide to provide services such as community development, health-related work, pastoral care, Bible study, and English language teaching. We chose MC Canada as the research site for three reasons. First, the site meets the knowledge transfer criteria because the volunteer workers are charged with teaching subjects that have varying degrees of tacitness and ambiguity, both of which influence knowledge transfer. Second, the knowledge transfer under the Witness Program occurs between volunteers and students who have no prior relationships with each other, thereby removing any effect of prior history between the sources and receivers on knowledge transfer. Third, most of the knowledge transfer occurs in a face-to-face setting, and there are strong differences between the socio-cultural background of the Canadian volunteers (sources) and the settings where they transfer knowledge to the receivers (e.g., Bolivia, China, Columbia, Indonesia, South Africa and South Korea). Because of the differences in knowledge levels and the context of the sources and the receivers, the feedback loop is more likely to be transparently observable in MC Canada (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1984). 

In addition, a member of our research team has in-depth personal experience and close contacts with MC Canada, thus allowing us unrestricted and open access to the research site (Bartunek, 1984, reports a similar experience). Such access was important not only for pragmatic reasons but also to collect reliable data on whether the sources received any knowledge from the receivers, which can be a sensitive issue for some sources to admit and elaborate upon.

3.2 Data Collection 

To strengthen our study, we used two modes of evidence gathering: archival data and retrospective interviews. For the archival data, we examined each issue of the Canadian Mennonite (a biweekly magazine published by Mennonite Church Canada) for the period of our study, read reports prepared by MC Canada for its constituency, and searched the MC Canada website. These sources helped us gain a broad understanding of MC Canada, its mission, and the Witness Program. They also provided preliminary support for choosing this as an appropriate research site for our exploratory research, because it was evident that a desire and openness to feedback learning was part of the identity of this program. For example, an article on cross-cultural work at the research site emphasizes the “need to be open and willing to learn from others” (Dyck, 2006; emphasis added here). Another article described how MC Canada as an organization deliberately seeks to learn from members from minority cultures also within Canada, with the director of the Witness Program putting is as follows: “The hope is that we can be more deliberate about building bridges to these groups [from other cultures], to be more attentive to their needs, to learn more from them" (Suderman, 2002; emphasis added here).

For our second data source, the retrospective interviews, we recruited the study participants with the help of MC Canada. The director of the Witness Program of MC Canada e-mailed an invitation to participate in our study to mission workers who had recently worked overseas. The e-mail explained the nature of our study and requested the recipients to contact the research team directly if they were willing to take part. In the interest of confidentiality, we did not inform the director of the names of our interview subjects. We interviewed a total of 14 workers, who ranged in age from mid-20s to mid-60s. Following Eisenhardt (1989:545), we found that after multiple interviews with 14 interviewees we had reached the point of theoretical saturation. Our sample size of 14 interviewees compares well with similar research studies; for example, a recent study of learning processes in non-profit organizations was based on 12 interviewees (Kong, Jenkins and Ardagh, 2009).

We collected the interview data using semi-structured questions in two phases. In phase 1, we interviewed six interviewees, but conducted two interviews with each interviewee. In the first interview, we sought to understand the nature of the person’s assignment, their experience in general, what they taught, and the difficulties they experienced. In the second interview, we focused more specifically on the feedback loop and asked questions about what subjects each individual taught, the questions their students raised, the students’ reactions to the content, and whether and how the interviewees’ knowledge of the subject matter improved as a result of their teaching experience. After phase 1 interviews, we tightened and fine-tuned our interview questions so that we could ask all questions in one comprehensive interview for each interviewee. Accordingly, in Phase 2 we conducted one interview each with eight interviewees. In other words, we conducted 20 retrospective interviews with 14 interviewees in two phases.
Six of the 14 interviewees in our study were male, and the number of years they had worked overseas varied from 10 months to 14 years. Our subjects had worked in a number of countries: Korea, China, Indonesia, Costa Rica, Bolivia, South Africa, Kenya, Zambia, Colombia, Brazil, and Burkina Faso. We recorded all the interviews by using a digital voice recorder and transcribed them. Our analysis is based on the transcribed interview data from over 20 hours of interview time. 
4. DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

We analyzed the interview data through an iterative process of continuous “reflection of the data, asking analytic questions and writing memos throughout the study” (Creswell, 2003:190). We coded the content of each interview into theme categories relevant to our research questions. In addition to summarizing the content for knowledge transferred and knowledge gained, we also identified and examined concrete interviewee examples that illustrated the challenges of intercultural knowledge transfer, interviewees’ reflections of their experiences, and comments that were potentially related with our research questions. We present our findings with respect to each of our research questions.


The first question that guided our study was: In a knowledge transfer situation, does the knowledge source learn from the knowledge receiver as a result of feedback loop? A predominant theme expressed by the interviewees pertained to how much they learned in the process of teaching others overseas. This theme is best captured in the words of one interviewee who refused to acknowledge that she transferred knowledge or taught anything to her students. In her words: 

I don’t even want to think that we went there to teach them …I learned much, much more from them than I could possibly teach them.

Other interviewees echoed the above thoughts: 

You may think that you are going to teach things when, in fact, you are going to learn more than you will ever teach.

When you teach English, you learn more about English. You learn your language better through teaching it. You learn music better by teaching it.

The interview data clearly suggested that feedback loops existed within the context of our study. In addition to mentioning that they experienced learning in the process of knowledge transfer, the interviewees offered specific examples of how their knowledge was enhanced as a result of interacting with knowledge receivers. 

Some of the interviewees who went to Asian countries such as Korea, China and Indonesia were assigned to teach English. Given that the interviewees were teaching a language that was their mother tongue, the possibility of learning from the non-English speaking students seemed minimal. Yet, most interviewees mentioned that they in fact learned about the nuances and idiosyncrasies of the English language when non-English speaking students raised questions that are never raised in Canada because of the socialization of Canadian students in English language. Similarly, interviewees revealed that they learned about other subjects too, such as music: 

I learned music in a very North American way, and then going into Latin America … people there hear different tunes than what I hear … different rhythms than what I hear … You have to tune your ears to hear different sounds as you work in different cultures.  

Taken together, by paying attention to the feedback emanating from the receivers, the interviewees gained a deeper understanding of the very knowledge they had attempted to transfer — including how that knowledge was perceived, interpreted or assimilated by the receivers — which helped the source to subsequently transfer knowledge in a way that made more sense for knowledge receivers. 

The second question that guided our study was:  How does the feedback loop and the source’s resultant learning help the source to subsequently transfer knowledge more effectively? 
The learning from feedback loops depended on the nature of the information that the source received during the interaction with the knowledge receiver. The interview data suggest that, taken together, the feedback loop consists of two major types of information: knowledge, and context.  The former (knowledge) consists of two sub-types of information. First, the information that emanates from the receiver in the process of knowledge sharing by the source. This information may be largely in the form of questions that the receiver may ask in order to clarify the meaning and/or questions asked in order to verify the validity of the information. Second, the information that emanates from the receiver in the process of assimilating the knowledge being transmitted by the source and applying it in receiver’s context. This information may be reflected in questions about application, comments about how the knowledge may be more (or less) useful in the receiver’s context, and suggestions that add more meaning to the information transferred by the source. This type of information also includes the receiver’s responses to the source’s evaluation questions, which measures how much the receiver has understood what the source has already shared.  

The latter type of information (context) refers to information about the local conditions or the learning environment, which include language, culture, history and traditions of the local community or the country. This information may be acquired through general and casual interactions. For example, all interviewees indicated that their social interactions involved learning the local language, engaging in activities with local people, watching movies together, participating in the festivals and local events, and playing sports with local people.  

The knowledge and context information so gained by the knowledge sources helps them to subsequently transfer knowledge more effectively, due to three main reasons. First, the source gains a broader view or more nuanced understanding of the knowledge being transferred, since the receiver’s questions may challenge the source’s taken for granted assumptions. For example, in an interviewee’s words
According to the grammar books, we should not be saying, ‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ We should say, ‘What will you do tomorrow?’ or ‘What are you going to do tomorrow?’ … But that isn’t the way we speak, and so when you teach the students … you learn much more about how you use the language…[because the students ask questions that are not raised by those who grow with the English language]. 

Second, the source gains understanding about the receiver’s knowledge background. For example, one interviewee learned that her students’ capability of written and reading English was much better than that of oral English, and that students had learned phonetics before taking her class. Consequently, this interviewee revised her teaching strategies to draw more on phonetics in teaching English. Another interviewee said that he always started his lecture or presentation with questions so that he could find out what the listeners have already known, what they do not know and what they want to know. By paying attention to the knowledge level and aspirations of his students, he was able to effectively relate the knowledge being transferred. 

In addition to the above, the interviewees offered several examples to illustrate how knowing the knowledge background of students helped them to improve subsequent knowledge transfer. For example, when one interviewee learned that Chinese students had the habit of memorizing textbooks, he changed his exam questions to open-ended questions to encourage students to engage in more active thinking. Similarly, when another interviewee (a music teacher) realized that her students heard different tunes and rhythms than she heard, even though the music is the same, she started to teach them music in their way (Latin America) instead of the North American way.


Third, the source gains understanding about the receiver’s context. These observations helped the knowledge sources to better transfer knowledge by paying attention to aspects that were more in tune with the receivers’ contexts. For example, an interviewee said that understanding the local culture (in Colombia) and the realities that students had to face helped her to better motivate her students to learn and to bring the subject closer to them. Another interviewee, who taught students oral English in China, said that learning the Chinese culture helped her to better design the scenario or exercises for their oral English practice. Another said that when she taught in another culture, she “would always try to conceptualize [her lesson] into [the students’] culture so that it would have more meaning [for them].”
In addition to the benefits of tailoring the message to the sources, by paying attention to feedback loop and learning from the receivers, the knowledge sources showed that they valued and respected the students. Consequently, the students formed a more socially favourable judgement of the knowledge sources, which motivated the knowledge receivers to learn from the knowledge sources. As an interviewee said, “Mutual learning happens through building relationships and being open to each other’s ideas and cultures.” Or, as another interviewee said “I think [in] a good relationship mutual learning takes place because there is an appreciation of the others perspective.”

In sum, the feedback loop enhanced the effectiveness of knowledge transfer by facilitating a shared understanding between the source and the receiver cognitively and culturally. As a result, the source could send a message that is more appropriate for a particular receiver and his/her learning environment. Consequently, it is easier for the receiver to understand the message. Further, the receiver has a stronger motivation to learn from the source due to the positive relationship developed when the source showed that he/she was willing to learn from the source and did learn from the source. 
5. DISCUSSION

In this paper, we suggested that knowledge transfer is best viewed as a two-way process consisting of an interplay of teaching (knowledge sharing) and learning (feedback loop). First, we found that our interviewees learned a lot via the feedback loop. They gained more nuanced understanding or broader view of the knowledge being transferred. In addition, they also learned about knowledge receivers (e.g., knowledge background, learning style) and the local context of knowledge receivers (e.g,, language, history, tradition, and culture). Second, we found that the knowledge about the receivers and their local context helped to establish a shared understanding between the source and the receiver cognitively and culturally, and to establish a positive relationship between the source and the receiver. This shared understanding enhanced the source’s ability to transfer knowledge to receivers, and the positive relationship motivated the receiver to be open to the source and to learn. 

We will now highlight some of the limitations of our study and point out some implications for future research.

5.1 Limitations 

Our study has several limitations that must be understood in order to better assess our findings and their implications to future research and the practice of knowledge transfer. First, our study involves a single case of a not-for-profit organization, thus the case is limited in scope. The dynamics of knowledge transfer in MC Canada may be different from the knowledge transfer dynamics in other organizations, particularly for-profit organizations. Second, we conducted 20 retrospective interviews with 14 interviewees. Although we reached theoretical saturation at that point, future research might use a longitudinal interview and survey instrument methodology to complement the findings of our study. Third, within an in-depth single case study, our interviewees transferred knowledge in various subject areas, ranging from English language skills, to Bible study, to culture. While the large variety of knowledge transferred by the interviewees enhances the generalizability of our findings to a variety of knowledge transfer settings, we could not conduct an in-depth examination of a knowledge transfer for a particular content area. As a result, our study is somewhat limited in its richness. 

5.2 Contribution and Future Research

Despite the limitations mentioned above, our study makes a strong contribution to the knowledge transfer literature. First, our study demonstrates how the feedback loop can improve the knowledge of the source. In particular, our findings indicate that this feedback-loop-based knowledge for the source helps to improve the effectiveness of subsequent knowledge transfer by establishing a shared understanding between the source and the receiver cognitively and culturally, thus facilitating the message sending and message receiving in the knowledge transfer. 

Second, a two-way approach to knowledge transfer is useful to develop a deeper understanding of why people share knowledge. Scholars in the past have suggested that individuals share knowledge to enhance their social and professional status (Kankanhalli et al., 2005; Wasko and Faraj, 2005). Our findings take this discussion forward by suggesting that knowledge sharing can also enhance the knowledge of those who share, which then provides further motivation to share knowledge. Put differently, research seeking to identify key success factors for people assigned to work in other countries might benefit from considering the expatriates’ motivation to learn, rather than simply their ability or motivation to teach.

 Our study also has the potential to contribute to management practice by indicating how organizations could develop feedback loops within organizational settings. The archival data made it clear that MC Canada Witness Program fostered a culture of mutual learning by circulating the stories of previous overseas workers. In addition, MC Canada volunteers selected for the Witness Program were given a sensitization training, which focused on helping the volunteers to prepare for the cultural differences and the challenges of teaching in the country they were going to. Further, by emphasizing that the Witness Program seeks to build intercultural relationships, MC Canada encouraged its volunteers to become actively engaged in the communities of the receivers. As a result, interviewees were open and attentive to feedback loops, resulting in enhanced learning for the volunteers (sources) as well as their students (receivers).  

In conclusion, the feedback loop is an important component of knowledge transfer that offers the dual benefits of effective knowledge transfer and enriched understanding of knowledge. By paying attention to the feedback loop, the individuals involved in knowledge transfer can better perform their roles and improve their own knowledge. Future research examining how organizations can facilitate feedback loops in knowledge transfer can go a long way in enhancing the benefits of knowledge transfer to both sources and receivers. 
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