


is accessible to the seekers of that knowledge. Our
third and perhaps main contribution is that our
research focuses not on connections between firms,
but instead on interpersonal connections: how busi-
nesspeople mobilize their personal networks in
more-developed countries to access useful business
knowledge. In so doing, we contribute to an emer-
ging body of research on diasporas and social net-
works in international business.
The recent surge of literature on diasporas takes as

a point of departure that a diaspora acts as a link
between two different countries. That link, often
between countries at different levels of develop-
ment, can facilitate the sharing of capital (Flisi &
Murat, 2011; Mullings, 2011), technical knowledge
(Agrawal, Kapur, McHale, & Oettl, 2011; Oettl &
Agrawal, 2008), and expectations of how business
should be conducted (Riddle & Brinkerhoff, 2011).
The current paper, which uses a quasi-experimental
design, contributes to that literature by identifying
when managers in a less-developed country benefit
from the perspective of their compatriots now living
in a more-developed country.
The movement of people between different sites

has long been recognized as a potential mechanism
for the diffusion of knowledge to a less-developed
country (Bell & Pavitt, 1997). Although interperso-
nal and interorganizational networks are of course
intertwined (Chetty & Agndal, 2008), research on
how international business can contribute to
upgrading has long focused on ties between firms
rather than on ties between individuals. Indeed, the
best-described mechanism through which contact
with a technologically advanced country can lead to
upgrading is still FDI and the multinational corpora-
tion (MNC) (Blomström & Kokko, 1998; Driffield,
Love, & Menghinello, 2009; Marin & Bell, 2006;
Meyer & Sinani, 2009; Narula & Dunning, 2000).
Other mechanisms, such as exports (Lall, 1998),
or joint ventures and acquisitions (Bresman,
Birkinshaw, & Nobel, 1999; Gubbi, Aulakh, Ray,
Sarkar, & Chittoor, 2010), also emphasize contact
between firms.
However, since the reframing of migration as a

form of “brain circulation” (Saxenian, 2005) rather
than simply brain drain, there has been a growing
body of evidence on how diasporas and migration
could be mechanisms for cross-national knowledge
diffusion. Saxenian (2002, 2005) pioneered work
on what was later termed “returnees”: people
who move back to less-developed home countries
after gaining education and work experience in
more-developed countries. Returnees’ knowledge of

countries at different levels of technological and
economical development allows them to act as a
bridge between those different worlds, and the evi-
dence is that they can act as sources of potentially
useful knowledge, not only in their former host but
also in their home countries (Saxenian & Hsu, 2001;
Vang & Overby, 2006). Subsequent research con-
firms that returnees facilitate knowledge transfer
(Filatotchev, Liu, Buck, & Wright, 2009), and also
that their presence is positively correlated with
innovation in the less-developed country (Liu, Lu,
Filatotchev, Buck, & Wright, 2010).
Saxenian (2006) also coined the term “argonaut”

to refer to people constantly traveling back and forth
between their home and an adopted country.
A similar concept, coined by Madhavan and
Iriyama (2009), is that of “transnational technical
communities” – that is, highly skilled immigrants
who remain active in both their host and home
countries. In their study of US-based venture capital-
ists, Madhavan and Iriyama find that transnational
technical communities facilitate the globalization of
venture capital.
Such research on “returnees”, “argonauts”, and

the like is concerned with knowledge that is trans-
ferred when people physically move between coun-
tries. Yet there is also evidence that people need not
spend time living or working in the same country –

the existence of interpersonal networks is enough.
For example, Kerr (2008) finds that knowledge dif-
fuses from ethnic scientists and entrepreneurs in the
United States back to their home countries, increas-
ing manufacturing output in those countries. The
notion that knowledge can flow through interper-
sonal ties, even when people are not co-located,
is important not only in a diaspora context, but
also more generally. Thus Almeida, Hohberger, and
Parada (2011) document the value to firms of scien-
tific collaborations between individuals, whether in
other firms or in institutions such as universities.
Moreover, in an increasingly globalizing world, it

seems likely that interpersonal cross-border contact
will increase, and with it, the need to extend our
understanding of how knowledge is transferred
when people are not co-located. Thus we regard the
diaspora also as a useful lens to understand the link
between knowledge transfer and interpersonal ties
more generally. Furthermore, apart from the body of
research on expatriates working within MNCs (e.g.,
Oddou & Mendenhall, 1991), the role of individuals
as mechanisms for knowledge transfer in interna-
tional business research has only recently started to
receive significant scholarly attention (e.g., in the
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work of Agndal & Axelsson, 2002; Almeida et al.,
2011; Almeida, Phene, & Li, 2010; Chetty & Agndal,
2008; Madhavan & Iriyama, 2009). Our paper also
contributes to that literature.
Whereas, in the past, interpersonal ties abroad

were generally hard to establish and maintain, mod-
ern transportation and communication technolo-
gies have brought them within reach. With these
changes, the functioning of personal networks
per se has increasingly been a topic of investigation
of international business research. Ellis already in
2000 highlighted the role of interpersonal ties
in identifying export opportunities, and in a study
of entrepreneurs in four Chinese cities, Ellis (2011)
finds that the use of social ties as a way to identify
international opportunities increases with interna-
tional experience, and also that the opportunities
recognized through the use of social ties are econom-
ically more important than those found through
other means (e.g., trade fairs).
In their study of the Argentine automotive indus-

try, McDermott and Corredoira (2010) find that
social ties are beneficial, but not uniformly so. The
effects are different for suppliers at different tiers: the
benefits of social ties were stronger for higher-tier
suppliers, and benefits were also stronger for links to
local suppliers and customers than for links to non-
market institutions such as universities and founda-
tions. The work of McDermott and Corredoira
(2010) differs from other research in that they
examine (although not explicitly) the effects of both
international and local ties in a less-developed coun-
try. Their findings suggest that useful knowledge in a
less-developed country can also be obtained locally,
not only from partners in the developed world. In
other words, their evidence challenges the stylized
notion of more-developed countries as the sole
competent providers of useful knowledge for firms
or managers in less-developed countries.
Indeed, although less-developed countries are cha-

racterized by various institutional weaknesses (Doner,
Ritchie, & Slater, 2005), there is also evidence that
local knowledge matters, for example, in the emer-
ging literature on local innovations at the so-called
“base of the pyramid” – that is, among consumers
who live on less than US$2 a day (Kaplinsky et al.,
2009; London & Hart, 2004). The base-of-the-
pyramid context is a very specific one, but local
knowledge in many different contexts is often of
value. For example, it is likely that valuable knowl-
edge circulates in less-developed countries not only
about how to succeed in local markets, but also about
better and worse strategies for dealing with wealthier

markets. In addition, studies on how less-developed
countries use international connections to upgrade
capabilities emphasize the considerable effort requi-
red by local entities (Kim, 1998; Marin & Bell, 2006),
because knowledge from abroad may be irrelevant, or
may need to be extensively adapted.
However, we do not know under which conditions

knowledge from abroad is better than knowledge
sourced locally. The so-far sparse body of work on
interpersonal networks in international business
tends to examine how a single type of tie (e.g.,
returnee emigrant or transnational technical com-
munity) provides access to global opportunities. Yet
it increasingly happens that people have ties with
businesspeople both locally and abroad, and can
source knowledge from either. Thus our research
question is to uncover when it is advantageous for
managers to seek business knowledge from interper-
sonal ties abroad vs locally.

HYPOTHESES
The usefulness of knowledge received is a broad
concept with multiple drivers and is perhaps best
compared with something such as firm performance,
where various conceptually and empirically distinct
drivers all play a role in determining how well a firm
performs. We argue that knowledge sourced both
locally and abroad can potentially be useful, but that
knowledge sourced through ties abroad is especially
beneficial in three cases: first, when it is novel;
second, when there are strong ties between the
knowledge seeker and the knowledge provider; and
finally, when it can be shared in a relatively short
exchange. The first point, on the novelty of knowl-
edge, builds on previous research on the importance
of international business connections as sources of
new knowledge and technology. The second and
third points consider some implications of the know-
ledge seeker and knowledge provider not being co-
located, and introduce to international business
research the hitherto underexamined dimension of
the accessibility of knowledge from abroad.

The Novelty of Knowledge
A point of departure of the literature on interna-
tional business and economic upgrading is that
knowledge from abroad is valuable because – and to
the extent that – it is new. For example, MNCs,
through their subsidiaries in less-developed coun-
tries, are argued to be a more likely source of
novel and non-commoditized knowledge than mar-
ket-based avenues such as exports or licensing, as
cutting-edge knowledge is rarely available on the
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market (Lall, 2001; Narula & Dunning, 2000). In
other words, international business connections are
valuable not simply because they are a conduit for
knowledge, but specifically because they can provide
access to knowledge that is new to a given context.
Ellis (2011) highlights the distinction between a

business network (of which a subsidiary and a head-
quarters could be members, and where the emphasis
is on the “bigger picture”) and a social network
(where interpersonal ties connect parties). Although
they operate at different levels, both types of net-
works can provide their members with privileged
access to knowledge. Interpersonal ties across
national boundaries are similar to subsidiary–parent
relationships in that they provide the additional
advantage (over local ties) of acting as possible
sources of new, non-commoditized knowledge.
There may be instances that do not follow this
overall trend: for example, a local may happen to be
an expert in a particular area that a contact abroad
does not know about. But even given these notable
exceptions, managers in a less-developed country are
generally more likely to find their ties abroad (rather
than their local ties) particularly useful when they
seek new-to-the-industry knowledge. Thus we would
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: The more that a manager needs
new-to-the-industry knowledge, the more useful it
will be to seek knowledge from contacts abroad as
opposed to locals.

The Accessibility of Knowledge
When considering the nature of knowledge, the
comparison between the organizational network of
a multinational (where a subsidiary can typically
access the knowledge of other subsidiaries and/or
headquarters) and the personal network of an indi-
vidual is instructive: Both can be good sources of
novel knowledge. But the same cannot be said about
the accessibility of knowledge, and this difference
relates to the nature of the two types of networks.
Once an MNC has identified sources of valuable

knowledge, it is in the interest of the corporation to
try to ensure that that knowledge is shared as widely
as possible within the MNC. Whether through
strengthening ties between different organizational
units or even, if needed, through strengthening ties
beyond the MNC, the evidence suggests that MNCs
will take steps to facilitate the effective transfer of
knowledge. For example, Criscuolo (2005) records
that scientists in pharmaceutical industries go
abroad for up to a year to understand advances at

other subsidiaries. Similarly, Zhao, Anand, and
Mitchell (2004) document various cross-border
visits to help Chinese automakers understand the
technology of their partners in the United States
and Germany. One program involved 41 Chinese
managers and engineers going to Germany for a year
to learn the latest technologies. While the expense
of such visits may be an issue for many firms, the
point is that multinationals can and do provide
resources to help make knowledge more accessible to
their various subsidiaries and joint-venture partners.
Interpersonal networks, however, do not have the

same level of resources. A manager who asks a former
colleague, college roommate, or mentor now living in
a different country for knowledge does not have the
option of a 6-month stay abroad to help him or her to
make sense of the new knowledge. For this reason,
when accessing knowledge through an interpersonal
network abroad, the accessibility of the knowledge is
essential. Unless it can be successfully shared, it will
not be of much use to the knowledge seeker. In
exploring the accessibility of knowledge from abroad,
we consider first who is involved in sharing knowl-
edge, and second how knowledge transfer takes place.
Knowledge can be more or less accessible based on

the nature of the ties between whom the knowledge
is exchanged. Tie strength itself has been shown in
past research to contain conflicting effects that
operate at cross-purposes (e.g., Levin & Cross, 2004;
Levin, Walter, & Murnighan, 2011). On the one
hand, weak ties – relationships where the two people
have never met or do not know each other well –
tend to provide more novelty, but on the other hand
provide less willingness to listen and share. How-
ever, these effects change somewhat when consider-
ing ties in a local vs international context.
Weak ties tend to provide novel knowledge and

fresh ideas, because weak ties generally operate in
different circles (Granovetter, 1973; Levin & Cross,
2004; Levin et al., 2011). Because local weak ties
provide better access to social circles beyond those of
the respondent and his or her regular advisors, the
knowledge is less likely to be redundant with what the
respondent already knows. Moreover, within a local
context, the differences in willingness to listen and
share are not likely to be all that large, and certainly
not enough to counteract the valuable non-redun-
dancy that the local weak ties can provide. Consistent
with prior evidence, when considering knowledge
seeking and knowledge giving only among locals, we
would expect knowledge from weak-tie local contacts
to be more useful than from stronger local ties with
their more redundant knowledge.
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This is unlikely to be the case when considering
ties abroad. We argue that substantial non-redun-
dant knowledge is likely to be found for both weak
and strong ties abroad, but that the willingness to
listen and share will be much more critical in
distinguishing strong from weak ties abroad. As
regards novelty and non-redundancy, a manager’s
contacts abroad, whether they are weakly or strongly
connected to the knowledge seeker, are by definition
active in a different country and thus provide exten-
sive access to knowledge that is likely to be novel to
the manager back in the home country. Obviously,
not every contact abroad will have novel knowledge
that is relevant to the knowledge seeker’s problem,
but the odds should be significantly higher than
locally. As a result, strong ties to contacts abroad are
just as likely to be potential sources of novel knowl-
edge as are weaker ties abroad – maybe slightly less
so, but likely not enough to make a meaningful
difference.
However, because of the challenges presented by

the fact that they are not co-located, weak-tie con-
tacts abroad may be particularly unmotivated to
help. First, knowledge sharing itself is complex, as it
does not necessarily happen in a single conversation
but can involve multiple modalities and time peri-
ods – for example, initial contract through email,
followed by a phone call, perhaps the exchange of
some documents, and then another call. Interna-
tional interactions often require even more effort,
such as logistical and coordination issues due to
different time zones, schedules and so forth. More-
over, weak ties abroad are likely to lack a shared
context, norms, or the possibility of third-party
sanctions for ignoring or mistreating a knowledge
seeker, and there are also fewer possible benefits for
the provider, such as the likelihood of reciprocal
help or an improved reputation, to helping some-
one living in another country. Thus we would
expect contacts abroad to be much less motivated
to share their knowledge if they barely know the
knowledge seeker. As a result, we would expect
these weaker ties abroad to be less useful overall –
their access to novel knowledge largely untapped.
In contrast, when there already is a close bond
between two individuals, even if they are living
in different countries, we would expect the know-
ledge provider to be motivated to make the effort
to share his or her novel knowledge. Thus we would
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: Tie strength will moderate the
impact of knowledge seeking on the receipt of

useful knowledge, such that stronger ties to con-
tacts abroad will be more useful than weaker ties to
contacts abroad, but weaker ties to locals will be
more useful than stronger ties to locals.

In sum, we extend existing theory on tie strength,
including its dual nature (Levin & Cross, 2004; Levin
et al., 2011), to a cross-border context, arguing that
one aspect of tie strength (non-redundancy – i.e., a
benefit of weak ties) will be more important locally,
whereas the other aspect of tie strength (willingness
to share – i.e., a benefit of strong ties) will be more
important for ties abroad.
Also related to the accessibility of knowledge

seeking abroad is the length of knowledge-seeking
interactions. Specifically, knowledge obtained is
considered useful or not depending on the value it
brings to the knowledge seeker in doing his or her
work, regardless of the amount of time it takes to
obtain it, and most studies focus on the absolute
value of knowledge obtained. However, because
managers operate under time constraints and with
competing demands, the efficiency of obtaining
knowledge, which takes into account both the use-
fulness of the knowledge and the cost in terms of the
time it takes to obtain it, is also relevant. Longer
interactions are indeed associated with providing
more value, partly because people choose to con-
tinue interactions that are proving valuable, and
partly because longer interactions allow for more
valuable knowledge to emerge and/or be created
(Levin et al., 2011). This benefit of longer interac-
tions is true for local ties, and it is true for ties abroad.
Nevertheless, despite their benefits, longer interac-
tions – by definition – come at a cost: they are time
consuming. So if an interaction can be both useful
and short, then that is usually a good thing.
We argue that considerations of efficiency shape

the benefits obtained from advice providers locally
vs abroad. Ties abroad as a rule have access to more
novel knowledge, and if an interaction can be short,
then this will tend to favor them over local ties. If
knowledge seeking were costless, then it can be
expected that the inputs of an advice provider
abroad, per a given unit of time spent, would always
tend to be more useful than advice from local ties.
But the benefits of getting knowledge from abroad –

that is, those novel and useful ideas – must be
considered in the context of the higher cost of
obtaining this knowledge. The higher costs of
obtaining knowledge from abroad are incurred, first,
because the knowledge provider and knowledge
seeker are not physically co-located, and, second,
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because such knowledge is more likely to be
embedded in a less-familiar context.
First, people benefit from physical co-presence

(e.g., Leamer & Storper, 2001; Rosenkopf & Almeida,
2003). As much as advances in telecommunications
have resulted in a “powerful imitation of closeness”
(Leamer & Storper, 2001: 652) and made it easier to
communicate halfway across the globe, there remain
serious limitations to telecommunications technol-
ogy. As a result, the greater logistical complexity of
engaging with a person abroad can weigh down the
benefits of extended interactions with advice provi-
ders from abroad. For example, it is harder to co-
create new knowledge through an intense back-and-
forth exchange, to spend an extra hour beyond what
was scheduled, or to go back to someone to clarify
something afterwards. Such long and involved inter-
actions are more likely to be useful when consulting
local contacts, where there are fewer logistical
constraints.
Second, knowledge requiring a long interaction to

convey is often embedded in a unique context that
may differ in important ways from what the knowl-
edge seeker is confronting. Such contextually
embedded ideas take a long time to explain and be
fully understood (Szulanski & Jensen, 2006), they
may not “translate” well into a new context, and
hence are less likely to be very useful in the end. For
example, if a business solution will work only if
government regulators are supportive, if the com-
pany’s supply chain is configured a certain way, or if
employees are familiar with a certain computer
system, then it is unlikely that it will translate well
internationally into a completely different context.
If the knowledge can be transferred quickly, though,
then it may be the kind of knowledge – for example,
less complicated logistically and less contextually
embedded – that is especially well suited for knowl-
edge seeking abroad.
The point, of course, is not that spending more

time discussing such knowledge will be harmful – on
the contrary, taking more time to explain some-
thing, even something relatively straightforward, is
almost always helpful – but it may not be efficient.
That is, we argue that the longer the interaction
needs to be, the less it plays to the strengths of
knowledge seeking from interpersonal ties abroad –

namely, quick and easy access to novel knowledge –

and the better off the knowledge seeker might have
been to consult someone locally instead. Indeed,
beyond a certain point, local contacts are likely to
be better sources of advice. That is to say, the benefits
that accrue to longer interactions will come more

rapidly with local ties, as it is easier to tap into and
co-create knowledge with someone locally. To be
sure, a longer interaction generally provides more
benefits, even with a tie abroad, but in an interaction
with a tie abroad, it will take longer to “extract” the
same level of added benefit than it would locally.
After all, local interactions, benefiting from the
possibility of both physical co-presence and a greater
shared context, lend themselves relatively well to
longer and more involved interactions. We therefore
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3: The longer the interaction, the
more useful it will be, but this effect will be larger
with local contacts than with those abroad.

METHODS

Overview
To address our research question on the potential
value of interpersonal ties as a possible mechanism
for international knowledge transfer, we use a quasi-
experimental research design. That is, our interest is
not in which knowledge-gathering strategies man-
agers do or do not currently use (although this could
be an interesting future research question), but
rather on what the potential value would be if
managers were to seek business knowledge using
interpersonal ties abroad. With quasi-experimental
design, one of the central tensions that must be
managed is whether “the internal validity costs of
eschewing deliberate manipulation and more con-
fident causal inferences are worth the gains for
external validity of having an initially more repre-
sentative sample” (Cook & Campbell, 1979: 90). We
used a range of strategies to minimize trade-offs
between internal and external validity.
The data for this study were gathered in South

Africa, a country that is behind the technological
frontier along a number of metrics (Archibugi,
Denni, & Filippetti, 2009) and similar to a range of
other leading less-developed countries, such as
Argentina, Brazil, Indonesia, and Thailand. We
asked 249 South African middle managers – who, in
addition to working full time, were also participants
in a part-time graduate-level program at a South
African business school – to think of “a current,
major project at work that has real significance for
your career”, and then to “seek the advice of outside
people to improve your performance on this work
project, both locals and people who are currently
based abroad”. In the terminology of Ettlinger (2003:
146), we used a “microspace” approach: We used as
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starting point the “universes of interaction” of the
managers, and asked them to identify and consult
from that universe one South African living and
working in South Africa and one South African
living and working abroad in a more-developed
country, which by their own choosing turned out
to be mostly the United Kingdom (38%), the United
States (25%), and Australia (19%). Respondents
could approach multiple potential knowledge
sources before deciding on which one local source
and which one source abroad they would report.
For the sake of internal validity, participants were

given three guidelines: First, we kept nationality
constant for both types of ties, thereby allowing us
to rule out various alternative explanations. (This
design is also in keeping with the reality that most
managers in less-developed countries have personal
ties internationally primarily to compatriots living
abroad either as expatriates or emigrants.) Second,
participants were expected to contact individuals
whose “skills or knowledge are relevant to your
efforts on your chosen work project”. Third, partici-
pants were restricted to sources who had not already
been consulted on the chosen work project. By
having both types of ties be outside the manager’s
usual advice network for that project, various alter-
native explanations could be ruled out. In particular,
this design helped mitigate a home-country bias,
because respondents had to make the effort to
identify potentially useful knowledge sources, both
locally and abroad, beyond those who had already
been involved. Participants, after consulting their
two contacts, submitted a short essay describing
their experiences.
Other than these guidelines, participants – just as

in an unprompted, business-knowledge-seeking
situation (e.g., Levin et al., 2011) – were given the
freedom to identify any aspect of their work project
on which they wanted knowledge, and had free
choice in terms of which contacts they sought out
and how they interacted with them. This methodo-
logical decision meant that the two ties could have a
very different relationship to the knowledge seeker
(e.g., friend vs ex-colleague) and could offer very
different types of knowledge (e.g., handling an
organizational change vs technical details on a new
compliance process). The main gain of this approach
is that it increases external validity: that is, the
research is likely to capture a wide range of knowl-
edge-seeking behavior, directed by the
managers themselves. To illustrate this point, we
randomly selected 15 respondent essays (see below)
and describe qualitatively in Table 1 the nature of

both ties, their expertise, and the knowledge sought
from each by the respondent.
From their essays it was clear that participants had

an inclusive definition of what constitutes useful
knowledge. Knowledge was sometimes deemed use-
ful because it was novel, and sometimes because it
validated existing ideas:

What made him one of the “best” is that he wasn’t afraid to
try something different.

After we finished our conversation, I was pleased with the
progress, because just answering his questions, gave me an
opportunity to think through some of the challenges. He
then email[ed] me with his input and most of the ideas that
he echoed were part of what was inmy plan, so that helped as
a way of validating my ideas.

Participants also valued knowledge sometimes
because they were able to get considerable time and
attention from the advice giver, and sometimes
because the interaction was quite efficient:

I initiated the session by taking [her] through the problem
statement, explaining what I thought would be an appro-
priate approach to tackling the problem and clarifying any
questions she had regarding the project and/or the outcome I
desired. We also spent a fair amount of time on how ABC
actually used their current processes and project manage-
ment methodology. I also shared my secondary outcome of
facilitating discussion between the TLs and the CRMs and the
cycle of lack of accountability and reinforcement of this
behavior that prevailed. … We brainstormed a fair amount
of radical applications.

He paid attention to what I was saying and did not diverge
into some other conversation. It was like he already knew
what I would ask and had already prepared responses. The
conversation lasted about 15 minutes but it was very helpful.

In short, the qualitative evidence suggested that we
needed to use an inclusive approach in how we
conceptualized the usefulness of knowledge received.
After having completed the essays, participants

received a voluntary, confidential email survey asking
about the two people as well as some general ques-
tions. Although consulting the two people and
subsequently writing an essay about the knowledge-
seeking process were course requirements, respon-
dents were told, truthfully, that the course instructor
would never see any of the email surveys and would
not know who did or did not complete them.
The survey questions probed the process of seeking
knowledge, the nature of knowledge sought, and
respondents’ relationships with knowledge providers.
Where possible, items were taken from existing scales.
The survey questions, as well as the overall

research design, were based on preliminary results
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and feedback from a pilot project of 29 managers
from another cohort. That pilot proved very useful
in demonstrating some of the challenges of doing
research in a less-developed context. For example,
we initially sought responses concerning four advice
providers, but respondents were far less likely to
complete questionnaires, and even when they did,
the quality of data was often problematic. The
challenge of obtaining an acceptable response rate
in a less-developed-country context is well docu-
mented (Harzing, 2000; Hoskisson, Eden, Lau, &
Wright, 2000). We therefore decided to shorten the
survey to reduce the response burden on respon-
dents. In addition, we removed demographic ques-
tions and instead had participants fill out an in-class
questionnaire with demographic, employment, and
other background information. The course instruc-
tor reviewed and supplemented the data on organi-
zational size, both for accuracy and for consistency.
We also took the decision to ask about only two
advice providers, even though respondents were
allowed to approach more. That decision has impli-
cations for our findings. We do not know whether a
given manager contacted more than one advice
provider, and if so, why the choice was made to
report on a particular one. We presume that respon-
dents completed the survey for their most salient
interactions, but it would be interesting for future
research to look at the value of different interactions
farther down in the pool of potential contacts.

Sample
Bello, Leung, Radebaugh, Tung, and vanWitteloostuijn
(2009) raise two main concerns about student
samples: first, that students are often young and
inexperienced, especially in terms of international
business; and second, that such studies are often
classroom exercises or hypothetical scenarios, too
far removed from real-life business decisions.
Neither of these generalizability concerns, however,
applies to the current study. First, we did not include
young or inexperienced undergraduates. Rather, our
respondents were, on average, 30.3 years old, and
had worked in their current job for 2.3 years and
current industry for 5.7 years. All were working full
time, and their organizations had an average of
19,177 employees, 60.1% of whom were located
abroad. Further enhancing the salience of interna-
tional business for our respondents was the fact that
about half (49%) of our respondents had traveled
abroad on business in the previous 5 years. In short,
these managers had substantial and ongoing work
experience, including internationally. Second, our

research design was not a classroom or lab exercise;
rather, it involved real-life interactions concerning
important work projects and decisions. Respondents
spent an average of nearly one-third (32%) of their
workday on these work projects, so these work
projects required a substantial, real-life time invest-
ment. Moreover, the managers in our study did in
fact reach out to ties abroad and locally, not just
react to a hypothetical scenario. Table 1 suggests that
projects were non-trivial, that the managers have a
depth of ties both locally and abroad, and that both
types of ties have relevant expertise for the type of
knowledge sought.
We excluded from our study the small number of

non-South African (i.e., foreign) managers (mostly
from neighboring African countries), as well as three
South Africans who were not working and so could
not seek knowledge on a work project. All of the
remaining 249 managers were sent an email request
to complete the questionnaire, and non-respon-
dents received two or three email reminders. Partici-
pants were also asked whether we could use the
in-class survey information for the research project.
Four managers did not give us permission to use the
information, and so we excluded them from our
sample. Ultimately, we received completed, valid
surveys from 131 managers (response rate=52.6%).
This response rate is considered high for a survey in a
less-developed country (Hoskisson et al., 2000).
We did not detect any evidence of response bias, as

there were no statistically significant differences
between respondents and non-respondents for age,
gender, race, organization size inside or outside
South Africa, industry tenure, or job tenure. In
addition, both groups were similar in terms of their
experiences abroad in the prior 5 years, for example,
in terms of howmany business trips abroad they had
taken, whether or not they had lived abroad, and –

among those who had – how long and in how many
countries they had lived abroad during those 5 years.
The sample’s racial breakdown was 46% White, 41%
Black, 10% Asian (including Indian), and 2%
“Coloured” (mixed race).

Variables

Dependent variable
We measured the receipt of useful knowledge by aver-
aging three items adapted from Levin and Cross
(2004). Convergent validity was very high (Cron-
bach’s α=0.89). We did not try to supplement these
self-reports with independent observations (e.g.,
from supervisors), as third parties are rarely in a
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position to know the details of transferred knowl-
edge, let alone its usefulness. Although recipients
and sources might differ in their perceptions of the
value of an exchange, our focus was on the knowl-
edge recipients’ definitions of value, since “a knowl-
edge seeker is the best, perhaps the only, judge of the
usefulness of knowledge received” (Levin & Cross,
2004: 1482).
We had designed the research in such a way that

respondents could approach the most appropriate
sources of help, but this introduced the challenge
that respondents could approach respondents for
different types of knowledge. Given how broad is
the construct of “useful knowledge received”, we
also chose to ask on the survey about the extent to
which each contact person provided the respondent
with each of the five types of actionable knowledge
as identified by Cross and Sproull (2004) – specific
answers or input, referrals, problem-solving assis-
tance, validation of ideas, and legitimation – using
items adapted from their article. (These five items
used the same seven-point scale as our three-item
outcome variable.) The three overall items and the
five items corresponding to each type of actionable
knowledge all loaded onto a single factor – based on
principal axis factoring, with eigenvalues of 4.8, 0.7,
0.7, 0.5, 0.4, 0.4, 0.3, 0.2, and all factor loadings
above 0.5 (average loading of 0.74) – thereby sug-
gesting that a single, overall indicator of receipt of
useful knowledge would be most appropriate, rather
than multiple types of knowledge.
We chose not to create a combined, eight-item

scale, as the five types of actionable knowledge had
the option of “NA – did not receive anything like
this” (which we treated as a missing value), and we
were concerned that it might bias the sample to
exclude these observations. That is, if a respondent
received few or none of the five types of actionable
knowledge from someone – and hence chose “NA”
for those items – we did not want to exclude that
observation, especially since one could argue that
such knowledge-transfer interactions are simply low
in usefulness and thus should not be excluded. Hence
we ultimately used only the three overall items
reported above, which did not have an “NA” option.

Independent variables
For Hypothesis 1 we asked respondents to rate on a
1–7 scale the extent to which their focal project
demanded skills, knowledge, and/or expertise that
were new to their industry (new-to-the-industry skills
needed). For Hypothesis 2 we used a 1–4 scale,
adapted from Burt (1992), measuring tie strength as

new (i.e., initiated for assignment), distant, in-
between, or extremely close. For Hypothesis 3 we
asked respondents to estimate (in minutes) how
much time they spent consulting with each person
concerning the focal project (related time spent). We
then took the logarithm of this estimate, as a loga-
rithm accounts better for how people perceive the
passage of time (Currall & Judge, 1995; Levin,
Whitener, & Cross, 2006; Levin et al., 2011), and it
also reduces skewness – in our case, a maximum-
likelihood test for the Box–Cox power transforma-
tion showed that maximum normality could be
attained for our data at λ=0.01, which is closest to a
log transformation (Neter, Kutner, Nachtschiem, &
Wasserman, 1996).
We included a dummy variable, tie abroad (coded as

0= local tie, 1= tie abroad), which was subsequently
multiplied by tie strength (to create tie abroad × tie
strength) and by related time spent (to create tie abroad
× related time spent). These two interaction terms were
used to test Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 (see
Analyses subsection below for more details).

Control variables
To rule out the alternative explanation that it was
the communication mode that led to our results, we
asked respondents to indicate what percentages
of their interactions with each person were via
in-person, phone, instant messaging (IM), or email.
Since “ipsative” scales (percentages that add up to
100%) like these cannot be used as predictors in
regression or in factor analysis – because they are
artificially (negatively) correlated, owing to the nat-
ure of the scale – we used multidimensional scaling
(MDS) to identify an underlying dimensional struc-
ture. Specifically, when we constrained the MDS to a
single dimension using the combined sample of
contacts abroad and locals, the result was remarkably
close to what one would predict a priori based on
communication richness theory (Daft & Lengel,
1986): that is, the four modes were approximately
equally spaced. Thus we created a single variable,
communication mode richness, where the four ipsative
scales are weighted accordingly: 4× for in-person,
3× for phone, 2× for IM, and 1× for email (see
Appendix for more details).
Other controls included variables related to the res-

pondent’s demographics (age, gender, race), job
history (industry tenure, job tenure), organization
(size inside and outside home country), and work
project (percentage of workday spent on project; the
extent to which project required new skills for the
respondent personally, e.g., mastering a personal
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learning need, even if widely known by others in the
industry, such as the ability to read financial reports).
We also used a two-item measure (with good reliabil-
ity; Cronbach’s α=0.72) of howmuch the respondent
identified with South Africa or South Africans. This
was adapted from an item in Haslam, Oakes,
Reynolds, and Turner (1999), since “this item is highly
correlated with other global measures of social and
organizational identification” (Haslam, 2001: 367).
We also controlled for variables related to the

contact person’s demographics (gender, race), demo-
graphic similarity with the respondent (same race,
same gender, same age – to rule out homophily as an
alternative explanation), knowing people in com-
mon, and having a shared perspective (including a
squared term, as prior research suggests that there
are benefits and dangers of having too little or too
much shared perspective, and so we wanted to
capture any potential curvilinear effects fully). To
control for several logistic difficulties, we included a
dummy variable for communicating with someone
several time zones away, and we added an estimate
for how much time the respondent spent tracking
down the contact person and communicating with
him or her about topics not related to the work
project. Finally, using the same two social-identity
items as before, we asked respondents to estimate
how much the contact person identified with South
Africa or South Africans (Cronbach’s α=0.85).

Analyses
Since we have nested data – that is, two knowledge-
seeking ties for each respondent – we used hierarch-
ical linear modeling (HLM), a technique that does
not rest on the assumption of independent observa-
tions (Hofmann, Griffin, & Gavin, 2000). HLM does,
however, require a listwise deletion of missing
values, which reduced our usable sample to 233
knowledge-seeking ties and 127 respondents. Fol-
lowing Hofmann (1997), we partitioned the variance
in our outcome variable into within- and between-
subject components. A one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) indicated no significant between-subject
variance (τ00=0.004; χ2[126]=122.15; p>0.50;
ICC=0.003). One concern with using HLM is that
it is not possible to test in the usual way any cross-
level interaction – such as with Hypothesis 1, where
a respondent-level variable (new-to-the-industry skills
needed) is moderated by a tie-level variable (tie
abroad) – if the tie-level variable is a dummy variable
with a mean of 0.5 (as in the case of tie abroad).
Attempts to test such a cross-level interaction in the
usual way will result in a singularity, which prevents

the HLM model from converging on a solution. To
resolve this problem, we followed Hofmann (personal
communication, 2010) and ran a standard two-level
model (Hofmann, 1997), specified as follows. The
level-1 (in our case, tie-level) equation was:

Receipt of useful knowledge= γ0 + γ1 tie abroadð Þ
+ γ2 contact0s genderð Þ
+ γ3 contact0s raceð Þ
+ γ4 same raceð Þ + γ5 same genderð Þ
+ γ6 same ageð Þ
+ γ7 communicationmode richnessð Þ
+ γ8 similar time zoneð Þ
+ γ9 contact identifieswithhomecountryð Þ
+ γ10 people in commonð Þ
+ γ11 shared perspectiveð Þ
+ γ12 shared perspective squaredð Þ
+ γ13 nonrelated time spentð Þ
+ γ14 related time spentð Þ + γ15 tie strengthð Þ
+ γ16 tie abroad ´ related time spentð Þ
+ γ17 tie abroad ´ tie strengthð Þ + error

In the above equation, each of the terms were
simultaneously predicted by HLM in a series of level-2
(i.e., respondent-level) equations:

γ0 = β00 + β01 respondent’s ageð Þ
+ β02 respondent’s genderð Þ
+ β03 respondent’s raceð Þ
+ β04 respondent’s job tenureð Þ
+ β05 respondent’s industry tenureð Þ
+ β06 respondent’s org: size inhome countryð Þ
+ β07ðrespondent’s org: size outsidehome countryÞ
+ β08 percent of workday spent onprojectð Þ
+ β09 new-to-respondent skills neededð Þ
+ β010 new-to-the-industry skills neededð Þ
+ β011 respondent identifieswithhome countryð Þ
+ residual0
γ1 = β10 + β11 new-to-the-industry skills neededð Þ
+ residual1
γ2 = β20 + residual2
γ3 = β30 + residual3

..

.

γ16 = β160 + residual16
γ17 = β170 + residual17
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Before testing our hypotheses, we ran a baseline
model (Model 1) that did not include the regression
terms above for γ16 and γ17 (in the level-1 equation
and any level-2 equations) or β11 (in the second
level-2 equation). In the full model (Model 2), which
is what is shown above, we tested Hypothesis 1 in the
second level-2 equation. This equation predicted γ1,
which is the impact on receipt of useful knowledge
from contacting a person abroad, and the predictor
variable in this equation was the extent to which
the respondent needed new-to-the-industry skills
(i.e., β11). This latter term, β11, was the cross-level
interaction effect used to test Hypothesis 1: that is, it
indicated the extent to which the level-2 variable,
new-to-the industry skills needed, had a statistically
significant impact on the slope of the level-1 variable,
tie abroad, in the level-1 equation. We also report
below what the intercept (β10) was in this equation
that tests Hypothesis 1 (i.e., in the equation predict-
ing γ1). Since Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 both
involve only level-1 variables, we could test them
more simply using standard interaction effects: γ16 for
Hypothesis 3 and γ17 for Hypothesis 2. We computed
R2 as (Hofmann 1997: 734):

R2 =
σ2one-wayANOVA - σ

2
random regression

σ2one-wayANOVA

RESULTS
As expected, there was not a significant correlation
between the receipt of useful knowledge and
whether the knowledge provider was local or abroad
(r=−0.10; see Table 2): that is, both types of ties were
equally likely to provide useful knowledge to the
managers in our sample. To investigate the condi-
tions when contacting a tie abroad is more helpful,
we turn to our HLM regression results in Table 3.

Hypotheses Testing
All three hypotheses were fully supported. To illus-
trate our three hypothesized interaction effects,
we graphed our results from Table 3’s Model 2 in
Figures 1–3. In each figure, the horizontal scale
ranges from for one standard deviation below the
mean to one standard deviation above the mean. As
predicted by Hypothesis 1, respondents found it
significantly more useful to contact a tie abroad the
more they needed new-to-the-industry skills (β11
coefficient=0.14, p=0.019). This is the cross-level
interaction effect shown in Table 3’s Model 2. Next,
as predicted by Hypothesis 2, tie strength signifi-
cantly moderated the usefulness of contacting a tie

abroad (γ17 coefficient=0.28, p=0.021): specifically,
the stronger the tie, the more useful it was to contact
a tie abroad (and, conversely, the weaker the tie, the
more useful it was to contact a local).
Finally, as predicted by Hypothesis 3, related time

spent also significantly moderated the usefulness of
contacting a tie abroad (γ16 coefficient=−0.66,
p=0.015). Three aspects are evident in Figure 3: First,
both slopes are positive. In general, the longer the
interaction discussing the manager’s work project,
the more useful the interaction was to the manager –
whether the advice provider was local or abroad.
Second, the slope for local ties is twice as steep as
that for ties abroad (1.26 vs only 0.60), which means
that this effect was significantly greater for interac-
tions with local contacts than it was with contacts
abroad. Third, there is a crossover point below which
ties abroad provide more value, but beyond which
local ties provide more value for a given interaction
length. In our sample, using the loggedmeasure, this
translated to about 49min, but obviously this esti-
mate is likely to vary depending on the situation.

Robustness
Because our respondents provided all of the data for
this research, there is a potential for common meth-
ods bias. However, moderation effects, as in our
study, are less vulnerable to common methods bias,
as noted by Brockner, Siegel, Daly, Tyler, and Martin
(1997) and others, “because it shows that respon-
dents did not unthinkingly rate all items as either
high or low” (Levin & Cross, 2004: 1482). Moreover,
Evans (1985) has concluded, based on a series of
Monte Carlo simulations, that if common method
variance is present, then the probability of obtaining
statistically significant interaction effects is actually
reduced, not increased. In addition, a principal
components factor analysis of all our level-1 items
revealed not one but seven factors with eigenvalues
above 1.0, with the largest factor accounting for only
19% of the total variance, well below the 50%
cut-off for Harman’s single-factor test (Podsakoff,
MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). In sum, our
use of a commonmethod is unlikely to have affected
or biased our hypothesized results.
In addition to our tests of the different types of

knowledge received, we also asked respondents how
codifiable was the knowledge that they received [“All
the information/advice I received from this person
can be sufficiently explained in writing (in written
reports, manuals, emails, faxes, etc.)”; 1=none of it,
4=half of it, 7= all of it], based on items in Hansen
(1999) and Levin and Cross (2004). We considered
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Table 2 Means, standard deviations, and correlations

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Receipt of useful knowledge 5.44 1.01
2. Respondent’s age 30.34 4.98 −0.03
3. Respondent’s gender 0.59 0.49 0.06 0.01
4. Respondent’s race 0.46 0.50 0.05 −0.05 −0.03
5. Respondent’s job tenure 1.29 0.41 −0.10 0.36** −0.05 −0.03
6. Respondent’s industry tenure 1.74 0.32 −0.03 0.62** 0.13 0.01 0.26**

7. Respondent’s org. size in home country 2.77 1.26 0.01 −0.01 0.00 −0.36** −0.17 −0.11
8. Respondent’s org. size outside home

country
2.08 1.92 −0.08 −0.20* 0.02 −0.23* −0.18* −0.14 0.65**

9. Percentage of workday spent on project 0.32 0.25 0.02 0.03 0.20* −0.10 0.03 0.15 0.16 0.02
10. New-to-respondent skills needed 4.23 1.40 0.07 0.01 0.00 0.12 0.02 −0.10 −0.16 −0.24** 0.03
11. New-to-the-industry skills needed 3.01 1.81 0.08 −0.10 −0.18* −0.02 0.10 −0.19* −0.14 −0.14 −0.07
12. Respondent identifies with home country 5.98 1.18 0.06 −0.10 0.02 −0.17 −0.18* −0.02 0.25** 0.20* 0.00
13. Tie abroad 0.49 0.50 −0.10 0.01 −0.03 0.01 0.01 −0.01 −0.02 0.00 −0.01
14. Contact’s gender 0.73 0.45 0.00 −0.02 0.23** 0.01 −0.04 0.06 −0.12 0.07 0.12
15. Contact’s race 0.70 0.46 0.01 0.03 0.04 0.52** 0.07 0.09 −0.28** −0.11 −0.02
16. Same race 0.68 0.47 −0.02 0.01 0.04 0.56** −0.02 −0.03 −0.08 −0.17** 0.00
17. Same gender 0.64 0.48 0.04 0.12 0.44** 0.06 0.12 0.11 −0.05 −0.07 0.08
18. Same age 0.42 0.49 −0.08 0.04 −0.01 0.01 −0.01 0.05 0.05 −0.01 0.04
19. Communication mode richness 2.42 1.08 0.13 0.06 0.02 0.09 0.06 0.06 −0.08 −0.13 0.02
20. Similar time zone 0.73 0.45 0.05 −0.09 0.00 −0.10 0.04 −0.02 −0.05 −0.07 −0.04
21. Contact identifies with home country 5.52 1.21 0.22** 0.10 0.03 −0.03 −0.13 −0.05 0.12 0.00 0.08
22. People in common 3.73 1.88 0.14* −0.13* 0.06 0.08 −0.12 −0.11 −0.15* −0.08 −0.08
23. Shared perspective 5.46 1.40 0.24** −0.01 0.07 0.23** −0.03 0.09 −0.16* −0.14* 0.01
24. Shared perspective squared 1.97 3.26 −0.02 0.00 0.00 −0.17** 0.06 −0.06 0.19** 0.10 0.07
25. Nonrelated time spent 1.61 0.54 0.00 −0.04 0.01 −0.07 −0.11 −0.01 0.09 0.08 0.09
26. Related time spent 1.69 0.41 0.37** 0.05 −0.04 0.05 −0.16* −0.09 0.07 −0.08 −0.01
27. Tie strength 2.53 0.94 0.08 −0.01 0.02 −0.01 0.02 −0.05 0.12 0.10 0.04
28. Tie abroad × Related time spent −0.04 0.28 0.15* 0.12 0.02 −0.04 −0.10 −0.05 0.11 −0.04 0.02
29. Tie abroad × Tie strength −0.14 0.69 0.14* −0.02 0.00 −0.02 0.00 −0.03 0.04 −0.01 0.05

Variable 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

10. New-to-respondent skills needed
11. New-to-the-industry skills needed 0.18*

12. Respondent identifies with home
country

0.15 0.17

13. Tie abroad 0.01 0.01 −0.01
14. Contact’s gender −0.08 −0.07 −0.02 −0.14*

15. Contact’s race 0.05 0.02 −0.09 0.15* 0.13*

16. Same race 0.10 0.00 −0.09 −0.11 −0.08 −0.04
17. Same gender 0.02 −0.12 −0.06 −0.03 0.05 0.14* 0.04
18. Same age 0.01 −0.05 0.02 0.04 −0.11 −0.12 0.09 0.00
19. Communication mode richness 0.09 0.05 −0.05 −0.64** 0.08 −0.06 0.09 0.08 −0.20**
20. Similar time zone 0.05 0.03 −0.09 −0.62** −0.04 −0.16* 0.00 0.05 0.08 0.42**

21. Contact identifies with home country −0.01 −0.07 0.25** −0.24** −0.02 −0.18** 0.16* −0.02 0.01 0.11 0.02
22. People in common 0.12 0.05 0.08 −0.27** 0.12 −0.03 0.06 0.01 0.00 0.22** 0.22**
23. Shared perspective 0.07 −0.01 −0.05 −0.13* 0.08 0.09 0.19** 0.08 0.14* 0.14* 0.08
24. Shared perspective squared 0.01 0.03 0.12 0.04 −0.05 −0.13* −0.14* −0.02 0.00 −0.06 −0.03
25. Nonrelated time spent 0.08 −0.06 0.10 0.07 −0.05 −0.16* 0.00 0.01 −0.05 0.09 -0.07
26. Related time spent 0.08 0.06 0.15* −0.19** −0.02 −0.12 0.05 −0.10 −0.04 0.22** 0.08
27. Tie strength −0.02 0.08 0.06 −0.29** −0.03 −0.11 0.11 0.04 0.19** 0.28** 0.24*
28. Tie abroad × Related time spent 0.12 0.03 0.12 −0.14* −0.07 −0.14* 0.06 −0.03 0.07 0.10 0.04
29. Tie abroad × Tie strength 0.05 0.10 0.03 −0.20** −0.08 −0.12 0.06 0.02 0.22** 0.20** 0.21**
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Table 2 Continued

Variable 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28

22. People in common 0.23**

23. Shared perspective 0.21** 0.32**

24. Shared perspective squared −0.09 −0.16* −0.62**

25. Nonrelated time spent 0.01 0.07 −0.02 0.02
26. Related time spent 0.21** 0.14* 0.06 −0.01 0.35**

27. Tie strength 0.21** 0.33** 0.21** −0.06 0.02 0.11
28. Tie abroad × Related time spent 0.13 0.05 −0.01 0.02 0.23** 0.70** 0.11
29. Tie abroad × Tie strength 0.08 0.25** 0.16* −0.07 −0.05 0.10 0.76* 0.12

N=233 for Variables 1 and 13–29; N=127 for Variables 2–12. Two-tailed tests. *p<0.05; **p<0.01.

Table 3 HLM regression results for receipt of useful knowledge

Model 1 Model 2

Level-2 variables
Respondent’s age −0.02 (0.02) −0.02 (0.02)
Respondent’s gender 0.11 (0.13) 0.14 (0.13)
Respondent’s race 0.13 (0.18) 0.08 (0.18)
Respondent’s job tenure −0.08 (0.14) −0.07 (0.14)
Respondent’s industry tenure 0.29 (0.24) 0.23 (0.25)
Respondent’s org. size in home country 0.07 (0.07) 0.07 (0.07)
Respondent’s org. size outside home country −0.03 (0.04) −0.01 (0.04)
Percentage of workday spent on project −0.05 (0.24) −0.10 (0.23)
New-to-respondent skills needed 0.03 (0.04) 0.03 (0.04)
New-to-the-industry skills needed 0.05 (0.03) −0.02 (0.04)
Respondent identifies with home country −0.07 (0.05) −0.07 (0.05)
Level-1 variables
Tie abroad 0.13 (0.20) See note below
Contact’s gender −0.06 (0.14) −0.07 (0.14)
Contact’s race −0.01 (0.16) 0.03 (0.16)
Same race −0.30† (0.16) −0.25† (0.15)
Same gender 0.11 (0.13) 0.12 (0.13)
Same age −0.23† (0.13) −0.23† (0.13)
Communication mode richness 0.01 (0.07) 0.01 (0.07)
Similar time zone 0.04 (0.19) −0.01 (0.20)
Contact identifies with home country 0.13* (0.05) 0.14* (0.06)
People in common 0.00 (0.03) −0.01 (0.03)
Shared perspective 0.23*** (0.05) 0.24*** (0.05)
Shared perspective squared 0.06† (0.03) 0.06* (0.03)
Nonrelated time spent −0.25* (0.12) −0.23† (0.12)
Related time spent 0.95*** (0.18) 1.26*** (0.22)
Tie strength −0.01 (0.07) −0.17† (0.09)
Tie abroad × Related time spent (Hypothesis 3) −0.66* (0.27)
Tie abroad × Tie strength (Hypothesis 2) 0.28* (0.12)
Tie abroad × New-to-the-industry skills needed
Intercept 0.07 (0.20)
Cross-level interaction effect (Hypothesis 1) 0.14* (0.06)

R2 0.246 0.292
Level 1, N 233 233

Unstandardized coefficients shown, with robust standard errors in parentheses, based on intercepts-as-outcomes (Model 1) and slopes-as-outcomes
(Model 2) regression models using HLM. Level 2, N=127 respondents. All variables grand-mean centered, except for tie abroad (0= local tie, 1= tie
abroad), which is not centered, per Hofmann (personal communication, 2010). Main effect for tie abroad is replaced in Model 2 with an equation that
captures the cross-level interaction effect (see Methods section).
† p<0.10; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001.

Interpersonal ties abroad Daniel Z Levin and Helena Barnard
15

Journal of International Business Studies



asking respondents in advance what types of knowl-
edge they were seeking, but – to preserve external
validity – we did not want to bias, prime, or con-
strain them in their knowledge search. Thus we
asked only after the fact about what type of knowl-
edge they received, which is not necessarily some-
thing that can be predicted ahead of time. If we were
to control in HLM for codifiable knowledge and the

square of codifiable knowledge – under the (correct,
it turns out, at least for our sample) theory that
codifiable knowledge might be helpful but too much
might become counter-productive – then we find
largely similar results: the cross-level interaction
effect for Hypothesis 1 becomes marginally signifi-
cant (p=0.069) but in the same direction, with no
change at all to Hypothesis 2 (p=0.010) or Hypoth-
esis 3 (p=0.017). Interestingly, we did not find a
significant correlation between the type of tie (local
vs abroad) and knowledge codifiability (r=−0.021,
p=0.733). Thus we are reassured that our results do
not seem to differ substantially based on the type of
knowledge – be it codifiability (Hansen, 1999) or
other typologies (Cross & Sproull, 2004).

DISCUSSION
All of our hypotheses were supported. As expected,
we did not find a main effect for the benefits of
consulting a contact abroad for knowledge: that is, it
was not always more useful to contact someone
abroad rather than locally. However, we did find
support for several boundary conditions for when
seeking knowledge from contacts abroad is beneficial.
Specifically, it is especially useful to seek knowledge
from a contact abroad when the manager is in
need of new-to-the-industry knowledge (supporting
Hypothesis 1), and also when the manager already
has a strong relationship with the contact abroad
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Figure 1 Moderator effect for needing new-to-the-industry
skills (Hypothesis 1).
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Figure 2 Moderator effect for tie strength (Hypothesis 2).
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Figure 3 Moderator effect for related time spent (Hypothesis 3).
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(supporting Hypothesis 2); otherwise, the logistical
and other difficulties of obtaining this new knowl-
edge are too great, and we find that the manager
would be better off contacting someone locally.
Similarly, obtaining additional useful knowledge by
having longer interactions was much more successful
locally than with contacts abroad (supporting
Hypothesis 3).
For years, the dominant models of how interna-

tional connections facilitate industrial upgrading
focused on MNCs establishing high-value-added
activities, such as research and development labs, in
less-developed countries. The validity of those mod-
els is being challenged by the fact that globalization
thus far has been characterized by the dispersion of
mainly low-value activities, the agglomeration of
high-value-adding activities (Leamer & Storper,
2001; Nachum, 2000; Zaheer & Manrakhan, 2001),
and the realization that the so-called “right” type of
FDI is rare (Narula & Dunning, 2000). The emer-
gence of new poles (e.g., Singapore, China) may
counter the trend towards an increased bifurcation
of economic activity globally, but it seems likely that
many of the less-developed countries will continue
to receive less high-value-adding FDI than they may
hope for, and that the developed world will remain a
powerful magnet for skilled and talented people
from the less-developed world, with the associated
concerns about a “brain drain”.
Against this backdrop, our study presents evidence

of an alternative mechanism through which less-
developed countries can gain access to useful knowl-
edge, and in so doing, it contributes to the emerging
literature on diasporas and migration. It focuses not
on connections between firms, but instead on inter-
personal connections: how businesspeople in less-
developed countries can mobilize their personal links
to the developed world. Examples of knowledge
seeking in the current study included a stumped
mining engineer who contacted an old professor
who had since moved to Australia, a marketer who
asked a long-time friend from university about digital
marketing technology in the United States, and a
manager working in the banking industry who con-
tacted a psychologist sister-in-law about change man-
agement in dealing with lay-offs after the financial
crisis. The frequency of this type of knowledge seek-
ing and providing is not known, but it seems intuitive
that such interactions can and do happen, especially
when there is a large diaspora community. Moreover,
with the rise of social media and global interconnect-
edness, these interpersonal ties abroad are likely to
become even more important.

Whether Mexicans and Vietnamese nationals in
the United States, Lebanese and Senegalese nationals
in France, or South Africans and Indians in the United
Kingdom, it is increasingly common to find people
from less-developed countries living in the developed
world. Many of those expatriates or emigrants are
highly skilled, and research like that of Saxenian
(2005) and Liu et al. (2010) documents the positive
impact of so-called returnees, that is, migrants who
subsequently return to their home country. But many
migrants do not return to their country of origin, and
the potential contribution of compatriots living
abroad is not yet well understood. This study con-
siders the benefits to a (less developed) country of
tapping into this pool of potential contacts and finds
that such contacts do indeed represent a source of
useful, new knowledge.
Thus, through our study, we advance the current

research on “brain drain” and “brain circulation”.
Saxenian (2005) has argued that it may be appro-
priate to conceptualize the relocation of people from
less-developed countries to the developed world as
“brain circulation” rather than a “brain drain”, as
people move between their home and host coun-
tries. But whereas her research focuses on the move-
ment of people between countries (and with them,
their knowledge), our work examines people who are
based in different countries yet share knowledge
across national boundaries without leaving those
countries. The differencematters: manymore people
remain settled in a country (whether their country of
birth or an adopted country) than continually move.
Thus, to the extent that knowledge can be shared
remotely, there is a greater possibility of a country
benefiting from its diaspora.
Our paper also contributes to an emerging literature

on interpersonal networks and international business.
The continued globalization of business suggests that
an understanding of how interpersonal ties operate
internationally as a conduit for the flow of useful
business knowledge is likely to become increasingly
important. Enderwick (2011) suggests that expatriate
employees and immigrant employees are two viable
“modes” that firms can use to acquire international
knowledge. In the current paper, we suggest a third
suchmode for knowledge acquisition, namely, to seek
knowledge from expatriates and emigrants who are
not necessarily fellow employees but who might
nonetheless still be willing and able to provide useful
knowledge. In other words, we argue that a firm may
use interpersonal networks to access knowledge on an
as-needed basis, rather than always internalize it
through hiring people with the relevant skills.
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The increasing importance of interpersonal ties
also introduces new methodological possibilities
and challenges to the field. Much of the research on
cross-border knowledge transfer has relied on the
use of proxies, such as patents (Gittelman, 2008),
and fairly indirect measures, which can sometimes
be understood in quite different ways. When the
unit of analysis is an individual, however, then the
analysis can be more precise, and a field such as
social psychology offers extensive guidelines for
how to approach measurement. Our study moves in
this direction, although it, too, is limited in that
we measured only a general output construct (the
receipt of useful knowledge) and not each specific
underlying mechanism, such as novelty. Future
research in this vein should therefore push even
further in the direction of direct measurement
whenever feasible.
This paper investigates where managers should

preferentially go – locally or abroad – were they to
seek knowledge beyond their current advice network
for a given work project. The pool of potential
contacts is essentially limitless, but it would not be
realistic (or practical) to assess the value of reaching
out to every possible knowledge source. We are
capturing the very important step of starting to go
beyond one’s usual advice network for a given work
project. We demonstrate that it is unwise to claim
that contacts abroad are necessarily better sources of
knowledge than local ones (or vice versa). Rather, we
provide evidence of several key elements that shape
the benefit that can be provided by an advice
provider locally vs abroad: the novelty of knowledge
sought, the strength of the relationship, and the
length of the interaction. However, one of the
boundaries of our study is that we do not explore
what would happen if managers expanded their
search further. As noted earlier, future studies on
the depth of the pool of interpersonal ties both
abroad and locally would shed further light on the
nature and feasibility of knowledge seeking through
personal contacts.
Our study also has interesting implications for

managers in terms of the time they have available
to seek knowledge. Our evidence suggests that
when time constraints are critical, managers should
seek knowledge abroad, because they will get
more usefulness for the limited amount of time they
have available. However, if the usefulness of the
knowledge exchange is critical (or if the manager
has more time to invest), then they are likely to
be better off going to a local contact. Although
managers gain more useful knowledge from contacts

both abroad and locally if they spend more
time with them, they gain more “bang for their
buck” for every additional hour spent with a local
contact.
To pinpoint more precisely the effect of knowledge

seeking from same vs different contexts, we hold
constant – as part of the research design – that both
the knowledge seeker and the knowledge provider
are originally from the same country. This, as well as
the fact that managers seek advice from compatriots
now living in technologically and economically
more advanced countries, allows us to explore the
potential benefit of a diaspora where knowledge is
shared between people with the same nationality
but who are living in countries at different levels of
development. Although on average, and all else
being equal, contacts who live in countries at
higher levels of development will have more novel
knowledge than locals, there may be specific
instances that do not follow this overall trend. For
example, a local may have substantial novel knowl-
edge about a particular topic that a contact abroad
might not have. However, our focus on compatriots
also represents a limitation of the research, as the
reality is that people can source knowledge from
contacts with a range of different backgrounds. So
although our focus in this study has been on man-
agers contacting compatriots living and working
abroad, another potential source of knowledge is
interpersonal contact with foreigners. For example,
a Mexican manager might contact a Spanish execu-
tive based either inMexico or in Spain for knowledge
on a particular issue. Anecdotally, we have found
examples of both these types of knowledge transfer,
and both can work well, suggesting the potential
effectiveness of various types of interpersonal ties
abroad.
Although our study was motivated by concerns

specific to less-developed countries, and empirically
tested among managers from such a context, the
assumption that contacts from more-developed
countries are likely to be the most useful sources
of useful knowledge to managers in less-developed
countries must also be challenged. First, Enderwick
(2011) notes that it is important to consider the
type of knowledge sought. Partners with limited
technical know-how may still be excellent sources
of knowledge about markets and market condi-
tions. Second, as less-developed countries evolve,
managers in these countries are likely to have
increasingly useful pools of local contacts. Evi-
dence suggests that pockets of excellence are
increasingly found in those countries: for example,

Interpersonal ties abroad Daniel Z Levin and Helena Barnard
18

Journal of International Business Studies



the phenomenon of emerging multinationals
(Ramamurti & Singh, 2009), or certain industries
such as the Indian software industry (Athreye, 2005).
Thus people in less-developed countries may increas-
ingly benefit from the knowledge of local partners.
Moreover, although the literature generally pre-

sumes that little can be learned from engaging with
countries at a very low level of development, there is
evidence that firms from middle-income countries
benefit from engaging with those challenging con-
texts (e.g., Cuervo-Cazurra & Genc, 2008). Future
work may wish to explore the type and value of
knowledge that can be obtained from managers in
countries that, relative to the country of origin, are
more vs less developed.
Indeed, novelty need not be determined only by

technologically more- vs less-advanced contexts. It
can simply come from difference. For example, both
the United States and Scandinavia are highly devel-
oped, but because practices in the two contexts
differ, sharing insights with each other may be
useful. Such interpersonal ties abroad between
advanced economies are likely to be useful, and
perhaps especially so when new-to-the-industry
knowledge is needed, when there is already a strong
tie, and when the knowledge does not require a long
and involved interaction. Exploring the value and
nature of knowledge seeking from countries at a
similar level of development may thus be a fruitful
avenue for future research, suggesting that the
insights that are gained from the diaspora literature
may have wider application.
Our study also provides a unique example of the

benefits of “strong bridging ties” (e.g., Levin, Walter,
Appleyard, & Cross, 2013; Tortoriello & Krackhardt,
2010), that is, relationships that provide both
access to new insights (as in “bridges” across organi-
zations, across expertise domains, across social net-
work cliques – and in our case, across different
countries) as well as trust and familiarity (as typically
occurs with stronger relationships, as we find in
Hypothesis 2). Most relationships provide either
only new insights or only familiarity, and so it is rare
and valuable to find both at the same time. Our
focus on contacts abroad as potentially filling
this dual role is consistent with prior research on
knowledge-seeking relationships in general, but
the idea of strong bridging ties has not to our
knowledge been demonstrated before in an inter-
national context – and especially not at the inter-
personal level. Thus our research expands the list of
potentially productive ties available to managers
seeking useful knowledge.

Finally, our study suggests that the stronger the
interpersonal ties, the more effective the knowledge
obtained from abroad. In considering how such
strong cross-border ties are formed in the first place,
anecdotal evidence suggests two main mechanisms:
MNCs and migration. Although we have argued that
interpersonal networks may provide an alternative
to MNCs as a vehicle for obtaining knowledge from
abroad, many strong ties abroad are actually formed
through an MNC. Stated differently, an MNC is a
network not only of subsidiaries, but also of people
inside subsidiaries. Thus an obvious implication of
our work (and an area for additional research) is that
MNCs can improve cross-border communication
and coordination by better understanding the inter-
personal networks inside the MNC. But our qualita-
tive evidence also suggests that, in some cases, the
knowledge seeker (or provider) was no longer work-
ing for the MNC – the personal connection had
outlived organizational requirements. Such ties had
either continued on their own (Corredoira &
Rosenkopf, 2010) or had become dormant but were
reconnected for the purpose of seeking knowledge
(Levin et al., 2011). A better understanding of the
formation and survival of social networks through
MNCs may help open the largely black box on
spillovers – that is, on how knowledge from the
MNC enters the rest of the economy (Rosenkopf &
Almeida, 2003).
This paper also raises important questions about

the other important mechanism enabling the for-
mation of strong ties abroad: migration. In our
study, some knowledge providers were on temporary
work assignments; some were temporary visitors
seeking education, “hard” currency, or simply inter-
esting experiences before returning to their home
country to settle down; and others had decided to
settle permanently in more stable and economically
prosperous countries. This diversity is typical of
migrant populations (Lucas, 2005), but given the
very different motives of the different groups, it has
important implications for knowledge transfer. For
example, expatriate employees or students are likely
to be keen to retain or build a positive reputation at
home. In contrast, emigrants are known to experi-
ence conflicting emotions – feelings of loyalty to
families and friends living in their home country,
but also guilt and anger (Svasek, 2008) – and it has
been found that those conflicting emotions affect
how willingly they share their knowledge (Barnard
& Pendock, 2013). How different types of migrants
contribute useful knowledge (or not) is thus another
important avenue for future research.
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CONCLUSION
This paper makes three contributions. First, from an
international business perspective, we find that
managers in less-developed countries can proac-
tively obtain useful knowledge from the developed
world by contacting their compatriots now living
abroad, but only under certain conditions. Prior to
our study, scholars have known that expatriates and
emigrants can serve as a link between countries, but
usually in the context of actively forging a connec-
tion between their host country and country of
origin, such as setting up a factory, working in a
joint venture, or other high-involvement activities.
In contrast, we find evidence that expatriates and
emigrants can serve as a broad-based knowledge
resource for managers back home.
Second, we provide evidence of how knowledge is

shared across national boundaries through informal,
interpersonal networks, finding that the best knowl-
edge providers abroad are strong bridging ties, likely
contributing both novelty (because they live in a
different country) and trust (because they have
strong ties to the knowledge seeker). Although
MNCs appear to be an important source of such
interpersonal networks, our study demonstrates that
MNCs are not the only mechanism through which
knowledge can potentially flow internationally.

Similarly, although many knowledge providers are
migrants, we find that knowledge is shared not just if
migrants return to their home country, but even
without any further migration, through the social
networks themselves. These findings contribute to
an emerging body of research on diasporas, social
networks, and international business.
Third, we develop a more detailed understanding

of how the process of cross-border knowledge trans-
fer can occur. We find that knowledge from more-
developed countries is not always more useful than
local knowledge. Put simply: superior results occur
mainly when there is a specific need for new knowl-
edge, a motivation to share it, and an ability to
overcome the inherent logistical difficulties in
obtaining it. This paper thus provides nuanced
evidence about both the potential and the limita-
tions of an under-researched mechanism for cross-
border knowledge transfer: interpersonal ties abroad.
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Appendix

Survey Items

Receipt of useful knowledge
(1) Overall contribution to your performance on
your work project. (2) Overall contribution to the
success of your work project. (3) Overall contribu-
tion to helping you deliver a better work project.
(1= contributed very negatively; 2= contributed
negatively; 3= contributed somewhat negatively;
4= contributed neither positively nor negatively;
5= contributed somewhat positively; 6= contribu-
ted positively; 7= contributed very positively.) Note:
If the project that you identified is ongoing, then
answer the questions based on the help that the
person has given you so far. [Average of three items,
Cronbach’s α=0.89.]

Respondent’s age
Year born [recoded as years until survey date].

Respondent’s gender
0= female; 1=male.

Respondent’s race
[Gauged by instructor, coded as 0=Black, Coloured,
Indian, or Other; 1=White.]

Respondent’s job tenure
Number of years in specific organization you work
for [recoded as logarithm of: months (+ 1)].

Respondent’s industry tenure
Number of years in industry [recoded as logarithm
of: months (+ 1)].

Respondent’s org. size in home country
Approximate number of people employed by your
organization (i.e., size) in South Africa? [Adjusted by
instructor based on external data, recoded as loga-
rithm of: number of employees + 1.]

Respondent’s org. size outside home country
Approximate number of people employed by
your organization (i.e., size) worldwide excluding
South Africa? [Adjusted by instructor based on
external data, recoded as logarithm of: number of
employees + 1.]

Percentage of workday spent on project
On average, what percentage of a normal work day
do you spend on this work project?

New-to-respondent skills needed
To what extent does this project demand skills,
knowledge, and/or expertise that are new for you
personally? (1=not at all; 7= to a very large extent)

New-to-the-industry skills needed
To what extent does this project demand skills,
knowledge, and/or expertise that are new for your
industry? (1=not at all; 7= to a very large extent)

Respondent identifies with home country
(1) Being associated with South Africa (the country)
is important to me; (2) Being associated with
South Africans (as a group) is important to me.
(1= strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3= somewhat
disagree; 4=neutral; 5= somewhat agree; 6= agree;
7= strongly agree) [Average of two items, Cron-
bach’s α=0.72.]
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