
1 Introduction

1.1 Motivation and context

“The scientific way of life is governed by three broad classes of interacting 
motives: curiosity, the desire to know what is going on when one’s back 
is turned, where one’s vision cannot easily reach, or where a situation is 
too complex for clear viewing; practicality, the desire that the results of 
one’s labors, search, and enquiry should be useful and significant, that 
they should ‘make the difference’; and intrinsic orderliness, the desire that 
the masses of accumulated data be reduced to a comprehensible order 
and that the complexities which have been unraveled in the satisfaction 
of one’s curiosity be not again obscured by the imposition upon the data 
of an arbitrary order.” (Chein et al. 1948, p. 43)

What the authors of this statement describe here, encapsulates very well 
the motivation that guided this thesis: Curiosity certainly was a main 
driver for the thesis as a whole. First, I myself as well as the organiza-
tional context I was conducting research for, was curious about why an 
international transfer of a particular organizational practice had such a 
different shape and outcome across the various cultural contexts, about 
which factors were responsible for this heterogeneity and how the trans-
ferred practice can really become the “new normal” within its new con-
text. The first main research focus of the study was born from curiosity 
about events that happened in its practical context. After this curiosity 
was satisfied to some extent, the results from this first research endeavor 
as well as my ongoing participant observation reasoning revealed a sec-
ond interesting research focus which attracted my curiosity: the inter-
cultural organizational development my context, an organizational sub-
unit in this case, went through during and after the investigated practice 
transfer. I also managed to satisfy this second curiosity, at least to some 
extent. Second, the practicality of research results is another motiva-
tion that is particularly true for the present thesis. As the research foci 
and questions were born from the actual practical context of the study, 
the results were highly relevant for the practitioners I worked with. To 
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some extent, the results from the first inquiry into the international 
practice transfer as well as my mere presence as an ethnographic and 
action research oriented researcher made the difference in that it con-
tributed to the sub-unit’s development from ethnocentric to ethnorel-
ativistic attitudes and strategies. And third, intrinsic orderliness drove 
the present research endeavor in so far as the complexity I encountered 
in the field was tremendous and just needed to be cleared up in order 
to provide broader access to my study for the scientific world without 
blinking facts or events for the sake of reduced complexity – which is 
a particularly challenging task. 

All that already shows how high my involvement was as a researcher 
in the practical context and how well Chein et al.’s (1948) – being talking 
about action research – statement fits with my own motives. All in all, 
I wanted to engage in actionable research and didn’t want to be the 
researcher who steps in, conducts interviews and disappears again. My 
research context offered me this opportunity by agreeing to a contract 
ethnography (Fayard et al. 2016) which allowed me to actually be in the 
field full-time. The research context is a German automotive manufac-
turer and more specifically a sub-unit of its headquarter (HQ) which 
is engaged in developing and transferring training programs interna-
tionally for automotive retail staff. At the point in time when my doc-
torate started, the department was about to start transferring a strategic 
organizational practice (Kostova 1999) to six countries as a pilot before 
rolling out the practice worldwide. I was able to assume the responsibil-
ity for the transfer of the practice to Spain which allowed me to deeply 
investigate the factors that interact in this transfer process and how this 
interaction leads to certain transfer results. The focus therefore laid on 
the recipient units and only to a little extent on the HQ. However, the HQ 
transfer strategy applied in the transfer proved to be of major impor-
tance for the transfer itself as well as for further development of the 
study in that its change fostered my curiosity to further take a look at 
the HQ sub-unit’s attitudes and strategies towards subsidiaries and their 
development over time. Thus, my focus shifted from the recipient unit 
of the transferred practice and the interacting factors within the transfer 
to the HQ itself and its intercultural organizational development. The 
combination of these two broader topics, international practice transfer 
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on the one hand and intercultural organizational development on the 
other, was triggered by the data I collected, i.e. the link between them 
was first of all an empirical one which in turn triggered further research 
into the literature in order to legitimate this link also theoretically.

1.2 Aims of the study

The study therefore aims at investigating two broader fields of inter-
national management: international practice transfer, a topic where 
already a lot of research was undertaken, and intercultural organiza-
tional development, a topic that has not gained much attention so far 
(Barmeyer 2018).

Transferring practices from one business unit to another is on every 
multinational company’s (MNC) agenda and has become “a modern 
business imperative” (Chiang et al. 2017, p.1). The capability to transfer 
practices is seen as a source of competitive advantage (Argote/Ingram 
2000; Ahlvik/Björkman 2015; Kostova 1999) as long-term business suc-
cess is highly dependent on the flow of ideas and knowledge. Increas-
ing internationalization as well as misunderstandings and conflicts that 
frequently occur when it comes to practice transfer are highlighting the 
importance of the topic even more (Barmeyer 2018). Organizational 
practices are defined as 

“particular ways of conducting organizational functions that have evolved 
over time under the influence of an organization’s history, people, inter-
ests, and actions and that have become institutionalized in the organiza-
tion” (Kostova 1999, p. 309).

Chiang et al. (2017) provide an extensive summary of literature on the 
issue of practice transfer and state that – despite the big amount of stud-
ies on this topic – there is still a need for a more holistic and encom-
passing understanding of practice transfer. A lot of effort was under-
taken to study the issue from a variety of different perspectives like 
an institutional one (Kostova 1999), a focus on how agency (Tempel/
Walgenbach 2012) or the power of actors involved influence the trans-
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fer (Ferner et al. 2011). Some studies focus on a variety of influencing 
factors (Ahlvik/Björkman 2015; Björkman/Lervik 2007; Edwards/Molz 
2014; Gamble 2003; Klimkeit/Reihlen 2016; Kostova 1999; Szulankski 
1996; Tempel/Walgenbach 2012), others on the outcomes at recipient 
unit level in terms of the practice’ institutionalization (Ahlvik/Björk-
man 2015; Björkman/Lervik 2007; Ferner et al. 2011; Kostova 1999) and 
its adoption or adaptation respectively recontextualization (Barmeyer 
2012; Brannen 2004; Edwards/Molz 2014; d’Iribarne 2012; Ferner et al. 
2011; Lervik/Lunnan 2004) to increase its fit with local circumstances 
(Fortwengel 2017). 

Literature is still scarce, first, when it comes to the HQ’s role as con-
textual factor on both organizational and individual level. Apart from 
discussions about standardization vs. localization (Pudelko/Harzing 
2007) or ethnocentrism vs. ethnorelativism (Perlmutter 1969), there are 
only few case studies concerned with the HQ’s role (Ansari et al. 2014; 
Barmeyer/Davoine 2011; Fortwengel 2017; Søderberg 2015) or with how 
the group of people who is in charge of the transfer influence it (Klim-
keit/Reihlen 2016; Søderberg 2015). Second, Chiang et al. (2017) call for 
more studies which are taking the process of institutionalization into 
account by studying the practice’ implementation, internalization and 
integration within the recipient unit. So far, only Ahlvik and Björkman 
(2015) have tested the existence of these dimensions in a quantitative 
study. And third, to the best of my knowledge, no study has been con-
cerned so far with relating contextual influences on the transfer with the 
practice’ institutionalization and recontextualization. The first major 
purpose of this thesis therefore is to bring these three important cat-
egories together, providing an answer to the following research ques-
tion: How are the practice transfer’s context, the process of the practice’ 
institutionalization and its recontextualization interrelated? In order to 
answer this question, a single case study is undertaken which investi-
gates in detail the transfer of the practice to three Spanish dealerships.

By answering this question, the study advances current literature 
by bridging all three categories. It is thus contributing to a better and 
more holistic understanding of the interrelationships of categories that 
have proven to be relevant in international practice transfer, provides 
an answer to the “need for a more integrated and holistic view” (Chiang 
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et al. 2017, p. 2) and shows the “value of conceptual bricolage” (Gam-
ble 2010, p. 705). Additionally, by applying an adapted framework that 
originates from organizational change research (Pettigrew 1987) the 
study also contributes by promoting a new way of structuring research 
on that topic. 

The second major aim of the study is to contribute to the very lim-
ited understanding of an organization’s intercultural development 
(Barmeyer 2018). Intercultural organizational development describes 
the development of an organization towards more effective and appro-
priate intercultural behavior which involves changes in its strategies, 
processes and structures (Barmeyer/Mayrhofer 2016). The main goal 
of intercultural organizational development is moving an organization 
from an ethnocentric to an ethnorelativistic attitude through intercul-
tural learning (Barmeyer 2010). So far, almost no empirical research 
has been conducted that is specifically concerned with this topic – with 
some exceptions that go into that direction to only some extent (Mal-
night 1995; Muratbekova-Touron 2008). However, there is a number of 
related, existing concepts this study is able to draw upon. On the one 
hand, the field of organizational development (French/Bell 1994; Ander-
son 2019) and its inherent concepts of organizational learning (Argote 
2013; Argyris/Schön 1978; Senge 1990) and action research (Bradbury 
et al. 2008; Chein et al. 1948; Cooperider/Godwin 2011; Lewin 1946; 
Susman/Evered 1978) may give guidance also for its intercultural man-
ifestation. The intercultural dimension can then be brought in by look-
ing at the HQ stakeholders’ attitudes towards international subsidiar-
ies (Perlmutter 1996, Barmeyer et al. 2012) and the different strategies 
and structures MNUs may take on (Bartlett/Ghoshal 1989) on the one 
hand, as well as the notion of intercultural learning (Bartel-Radic 2006; 
Bartel-Radic 2013; Thomas 2003) and intercultural competence (Ben-
net 1993; Gertsen 1990) on the other. By integrating all these existing 
concepts into a theoretical basis, this study aims at providing, first, a 
conceptual grounding for studying intercultural OD as well as, second, 
an urgently needed empirical example for an actual intercultural OD. 
Using an inductive and interpretive approach, the study aims at ethno-
graphically observing and analyzing the natural flow of the develop-
ment without trying to squeeze it into a priori defined concepts and at 
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intervening as an action researcher whenever it seems needed in order 
to further foster the ongoing development. The guiding question of this 
second focus of the study therefore is: How does a sub-unit’s intercul-
tural development proceed and how can this development be further 
facilitated? In order to answer this question, the second half of the study 
can be termed an action research endeavor which is composed of se- 
veral guided reflections and interventions. 

As a whole, this dissertation aims at shedding more light on the 
functioning of international management by accompanying a HQ sub-
unit and its subsidiaries for more than 3 years as an ethnographer and 
action researcher and placing two, yet interrelated foci on the topics 
international practice transfer and intercultural organizational devel-
opment. The perspective applied during the whole research process is 
an interpretive one that is viewing the world as socially constructed 
and dynamic, culture and human interactions being a complex, yet 
beautiful mystery that can be approached by deeply diving into and 
engaging with it.

1.3 Organization of the study

In order the reach the aims of the study, this dissertation is structured as 
follows: First, in order to provide an overview of the state of research in 
both the field of international practice transfer and intercultural orga-
nizational development, chapter 2 and 4 are dedicated to them. Chap-
ter 2, thus, engages with three possible perspectives a researcher may 
take on when thinking of and researching on international practice 
transfer, namely, the context within which the transfer takes place and 
influences it on different levels, the process of institutionalization and 
the recontextualization of the transferred practice at the recipient unit. 
The overview of the state of this field therefore follows the idea of Pet-
tigrew (1987) who stated that change – the transfer of a practice natu-
rally implies a change at the recipient unit – may not be looked at with-
out taking its context, its process and its content into account. Chapter 
2.4, then, subsumes these three perspectives in one model. Before then 
turning to the second thematic field of the study, Chapter 3 provides 
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a short digression about a constructive view on culture. Considering 
culture as a chance and source for innovation and development (Adler 
1980) is a grounding assumption of the thesis as a whole. This chap-
ter fits well in between the two chapters on the thesis’ two main top-
ics because the change in understanding culture more and more as a 
resource is one major aspect of both the theoretical and the empirically 
observed development from ethnocentrism to ethnorelativism. Chapter 
4, then, engages in designing a conceptual grounding for investigating 
the intercultural OD by reviewing important related concepts such as 
organizational learning and OD in general, intercultural learning and 
ethnocentrism, polycentrism and geocentrism in particular before link-
ing the two main topics of the thesis in chapter 5. A holistic conceptual 
framework is presented at this stage. Chapter 6 displays the research 
design that is characterized by an ethnographic single case study and an 
action research approach. This approach is based on my ethnographic 
involvement in the field and also involves qualitative data collection 
methods. The researcher’s reflexivity will be a topic here as well as my 
paradigmatic orientation. Chapter 7 is dedicated to the analysis of the 
data collected within the two research phases. 7.1 is structured along 
the three perspectives applied and concludes with a summary. Chapter 
7.2 is divided into the three time periods learning and reflection, con-
solidation and internationalization and the turnaround, following the 
temporal bracketing approach proposed by Langley (1999). This chap-
ter equally concludes with a summary. The concluding chapter 8 above 
all summarizes the main empirical insights and contributions of the 
study as well as a reflection on my own impact on the research context 
and the findings themselves as an ethnographer and action research. 
Limitations, practical implications and the conclusion complete this 
last chapter. 





2 International Practice Transfer – 
State of the Field

International practice transfer is not a new topic in international busi-
ness. Empirical research into cross-national transfer of organizational 
practices was fostered by the increasing export of Japanese practices 
to foreign subsidiaries of Japanese multinationals starting in the 1980s 
(Schmitt/Sadowksi 2003). Chiang et al. (2017) review the literature and 
research on the international transfer of HR management practices and 
synthesize five main questions that have been asked so far: Research-
ers engaged in investigating the rationale behind transferring practices, 
what roles the sending and recipient unit played within the transfer, 
what factors positively or negatively impacted the transfer, what kind 
of practices were transferred and ultimately, how the national context 
influenced the transfer. Practices can be transferred forward, i.e. from 
the HQ to subsidiaries or reverse, i.e. from the host to the home coun-
try (Edwards 1998) as well as horizontal, i.e. between subsidiaries (Chi-
ang et al. 2017) which is rather rare (Barmeyer 2018). Practice transfer 
is always associated with the transfer of knowledge which is a neigh-
boring area of research and is not intended to be of great interest here. 
Rather, the understanding of knowledge being encapsulated in organi-
zational practices (Barmeyer 2018) and that this knowledge can be tacit 
or explicit and thus more or less difficult to be shared and transferred 
internationally is taken into account (Maimone 2018).

Although much research already has been conducted in this field, 
Chiang et al. (2017) detect several areas for future research. This study 
is intending to contribute to some of these: First, the reviewers call for 
integrating established theories by e.g. an analysis on multiple levels. 
This thesis will take the institutional or macro level as well as the orga-
nizational and individual level into account. The integration of these 
three levels contributes to a contextualized investigation of the phe-
nomenon and holds the assumption that, on the one hand, the macro 
context influences both the organizational and individual level and on 
the other hand, all three levels equally influence each other and there-
fore need to be considered holistically (Barmeyer 2010; 2018). Addi-
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tionally, this thesis will draw on established concepts like institutionali- 
zation including its three dimensions implementation, internalization 
and integration – another stream of future research, Chang et al. (2017) 
call for – and recontextualization in order to provide an even more 
holistic view on a particular transfer project. Second, they also call for 
longitudinal studies which allow to take a look at the whole process of 
transfer, i.e. including the events that happened before, during and after 
the transfer. The present study draws on multiple data from a period 
of more than three years and is thus able to witness the before-transfer 
phase, the actual transfer phase and to observe the dynamics after the 
transfer was officially completed. 

The subsequent chapters are organized as follows: First, the litera-
ture on contextual factors on a macro, meso and micro level and their 
impact on the transfer process and outcome is summarized. Second, the 
process of institutionalization involving the dimensions implementa-
tion, internalization and integration is described. And third, the poten-
tial outcomes of the transfer at recipient unit level that the literature 
as discussed so far are shown, having a special focus on the concept of 
recontextualization.

The reason why I’m intending to investigate the transfer from such a 
great variety of perspectives and conceptual lenses is not just because of 
the willingness to close research gaps, advance current research in the 
field and mark an important contribution. I am also benefiting from 
my position in the field as being actively involved in the daily work of 
the organization which actually allows me to take on these different 
perspectives. In fact, the complexity and multifaceted nature of inter-
national practice transfer I encountered in organizational reality does 
not seem to allow any other approach than that or in other words: To 
grasp organizational reality in its complex nature, it is simply necessary 
to integrate various perspectives in order to provide a realistic picture of 
the phenomenon under study. In the following, thus, all these perspec-
tives, that were found to be useful from both theoretical as empirical 
considerations, are outlined.


