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L’auteur propose un cadre d’analyse conceptuelle qui permet de considérer le processus de transfert du savoir des Entreprises Multinationales en termes de ‘coévolution’ des acteurs. L’auteur souhaite montrer que le transfert de savoir des entreprises multinationales génère et subit, par conséquent implique, dans certaines circonstances, la ‘co-evolution’ des parties-prenante. En effet des changements s’opèrent à trois niveaux qui interagissent et la compréhension du phénomène de transfert de savoir des entreprises multinationales nécessite un triple niveau d’analyse institutionnelle : l’analyse des niveaux micro, mezzo et  macro. L’objectif de cet article est de montrer la manière dont ces différents niveaux interagissent, apprennent les uns auprès des autres et évoluent par le fait des interactions réciproques et successives. 
Dans la première partie de cet article, nous explorerons l’encastrement originel du savoir des entreprises multinationales dans celui de la maison mère et dans le contexte institutionnel de celle-ci avant son transfert à l’international. Nous verrons pourquoi cet encastrement originel peut être source de distance institutionnelle et créer des barrières au transfert du savoir.  Dans un second temps, nous approfondirons cette approche en tentant de comprendre la nature du savoir qui est transféré et les concepts de réplique des modèles en vigueur dans l’organisation (templates). Troisièmement, nous explorerons le concept ‘d’hybridation’, l’hybridation étant une étape du processus de la coévolution. Quatrièmement, nous montrerons que notre analyse repose sur une étude longitudinale menée durant les quinze premières années de l’implantation de la grande distribution française en Pologne après la chute du mur de Berlin, alors que les acteurs français tentaient de transférer leur Business Model dans un pays ou la distribution ‘à l’occidentale’ n’avait pas cours, nous avons analysée les comportements et les changements décidés par les différents acteurs (analyse que nous avons rendue dans une thèse de doctorat). En nous appuyant sur nos recherches, nous proposons le modèle de coévolution suivant : lors d’une première implantation à l’étranger (‘greenfield’) la coévolution se produit au niveau organisationnel local et à trois niveaux pour le pays hôte. Au fur et à mesure de l’implantation d’autres acteurs du secteur dans le pays hôte, un niveau mezzo- celui de l’industrie -se développe localement. Ce niveau mezzo, à son tour, vient modifier non seulement les comportements des acteurs individuels du secteur dans le pays hôte, mais aussi certains comportements du gouvernement et des législateurs qui par le biais des leviers institutionnels cherchent à réguler les comportements des acteurs dans le pays hôte et la réciprocité des évolutions continue : nous la qualifierons désormais de coévolution. Nous conclurons par le constat que le savoir est inextricablement  encastre a ces différents niveaux du savoir des niveaux  de son encastrement.

An increasing number of studies have been devoted to the effect of MNEs on their host countries and the knowledge transfers they effect or attempt to effect, either to their own subsidiaries or to host country institutions or populations. Considerable research has also been devoted to the influence of the host country context on the transferability of knowledge. However, few studies have dealt with the process that we call ‘co-evolution’ of the actors involved at the three different levels of institutional analysis—the micro, mezzo and macro levels— to demonstrate how the different levels interact, learn from each other and evolve. The understanding of the process of co-evolution, of how these multilevel interactions lead actors to influence each other’s perspectives, how these different level actors learn from each other, is difficult to capture. Indeed the simultaneous understanding of how the micro, mezzo and macro actors in an environment learn from each other, while themselves evolving, is still in an infant stage. Although a relatively reduced number of studies has focused on these issues, we do know that neither organizations nor institutions can be seen as mere recipients of learning (Morgan and al. 2007). They are better viewed as mutual contributors to the development of the learning through the linkages constructed, while the actors involved continually make sense and enact their rules (Kostova, Roth & Dacin, 2008).
In this paper, we will explore the complexity of MNE knowledge transfer leading to co-evolution at all three institutional levels: the organizational level, the industry level and the country national/societal level. First, we will explore the concept of international knowledge transfer and its evolution from being perceived as unidirectional to being perceived as multi-directional. Second, we will build on the idea of co-evolution in organizational theory and expand it to international management knowledge transfers. Third, we will explore the concept of hybridization as a stage in the co-evolution process. Fourth, we will relate our exploration to a longitudinal study of Western retailers transferring their business models to Poland over the last 15 years. On the basis of our research, we will suggest that co-evolution in a Greenfield venture takes place primarily at the organizational level for the MNE and at all three levels for the host country.
Our exploration is in line with recent critical approaches to international management that have challenged established paradigms and encouraged new directions of research (Kilduff & Dougherty, 2000), prompting researchers to “broaden the theoretical lens… so as to better fit the current complex theoretical nature of MNEs and allow for a more refined and relevant examination of institutional processes in these organizations” (Kostova, Roth, & Dacin, 2008: 1003-1004).
Evolutions in interpretations of 
international management knowledge transfer
Knowledge transfer as unidirectional
For decades transfers of knowledge had been understood as unidirectional processes in which the transferors, usually western technologically advanced countries, were ‘teaching’ practices, norms operations and technical knowledge to their less advanced counterparts, the transferees’, usually located in less developed countries, which had not had similar experience. The literature on international management and multinational companies concentrated on the study of FDIs (foreign direct investments) made by corporations of Triad countries (Ohmae, 1985) who were making ethnocentric choices (Granovetter,1992), using expatriates as the vehicles for the transfers of the knowledge needed to succeed abroad. These expatriates were the bearers of knowledge and capabilities (Kogut & Zander, 1993).  Successful Western company headquarters were thus able to establish units in foreign countries, where the expatriates were transferring their ‘best practices’, hoping to find new opportunities for their business models, new customers for their products or services: this was the typical approach used by the western countries considering development in Central Europe during the 90s.  
The headquarters’ value systems, identity (Kostova, 1999) and key indicators were seen as embedded in the know-how (Polanyi, 1967) the expats had learned at ‘home’ and were charged with transferring to the organizations’ foreign subsidiaries; the latter were thus learning indirectly, so to say, from headquarters, as the knowledge that was being transferred and that had allowed for the national success, had been captured by the organization over time. This knowledge was stored in various tools and in different formats: norms, practices, procedures (Nelson & Winter, 1982), routines (Levitt & March, 1988), business models (Markides, 2008;  Hurt & Hurt , 2007). The expats were in charge of transferring this knowledge to the organizations’ new foreign locations (Tsang, 1999); they were the enablers, the carriers of that embedded knowledge and the guarantors of the implementation, which would allow to satisfy the needs of the organizations for efficiency and competitive advantage achievement (Kostova, 1999) in the foreign location. 
The stickiness of the knowledge (Jensen & Szulanski, 2002) was identified as one of the reasons why the transfers might not immediately lead to success or create barriers to learning (Hurt & Hurt, 2005). The lack of absorptive capacity (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000; Cohen & Levinthal, 1990) of the locals or the liability of foreignness (Zaheer, 1995) accounted for some of the other problems the foreign units encountered, namely in developing countries. The knowledge developed from the internationalization being sometimes captured by centers of excellence that gave MNEs a competitive advantage (Moore & Birkenshaw, 1998; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989; Nohria & Ghoshal, 1997).
Emerging economies call into question the unidirectionality of management knowledge transfer
The perception of knowledge transfers as unidirectional was based on a universalistic understanding of management and knowledge underlying the organizations (Frenkel, 2008). With the collapse of the Berlin wall, the traditional understanding and role of governments in the former communist bloc changed. Some unilateral visions of the unidirectionality of the transfer of knowledge started to be called into question as early as the late 1990s (Child & Czegledy, 1996;  Djelic, 2002; Geppert, 1996). It became more and more apparent that these countries were not transitioning toward one single format of ‘capitalism’, but instead, were ‘transforming’ into a variety of different capitalisms, as their national institutions were progressively setting up their individual political, economic and social frameworks (Boyer & Hollingsworth, 1997). Individual countries were developing their own coordination and control systems based on their histories, cultures, social behaviors that have not been fully understood to date (Morgan, Whitley& Moen, 2007). Choices were being made by the different nations to create their own ‘rules of the game’ as opposed to importing the West’s ‘one best way’. These choices were institutionalized and mutated by the nations, who were, and still are quite often, transforming while doing. Systemic linkages, fits and complementarities among the different players have evolved and are evolving to date. The linkages are giving birth to different patterns of economic organizations in which the MNEs are operating, thus contributing to the learning while all the actors and institutions are learning in turn.
Knowledge transfer as multi-level exchanges
MNEs operating in different economic arenas are evolving, leading their host environments to mutate as cultural values and regulatory institutions are being reshaped; in turn these evolutions affect the economic outcomes of the MNEs. Organizations, institutions are combining and recombining external and internal elements, and learning (Morgan, Whitley& Moen, 2007). These mutual contributions are reinforcing macro, mezzo and micro environment changes, both driving and resulting in mutual learning. In this context, MNEs can no longer be considered as monolithic units that contain the knowledge to transfer, but as inter-active members of the institutional life they contribute to (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Attempting to disentangle the places where knowledge is being created (the macro-national, mezzo-industry and micro-company) is an artificial segmentation, as “there is no one dimensional view of complementarities” (Morgan, Whitley& Moen, 2007:441). All the social blocs involved in this process support each other.  It is also the reason why this evolutionary view of MNEs and institutions can be embedded in institutional theory.
A number of authors quoted in Kostova, Roth and Dacin (2008: 995-996) have used institutional theory to analyze institutional profiles, changes (namely in transforming economies) of national institutional systems and identified the constraints that these changes exert on the MNEs as well as on the diffusion of institutional practices. In the last few years, a certain number of authors have pointed out how national and business systems play complementary roles that entail institutional changes (Morgan, Whitley& Moen, 2007; Whitley, 2007; Redding & Witt, 2007; Lane, 2007). 
We suggest that both MNEs and the environment exist in an ecosystem of knowledge where knowledge is being created by the interaction of the different levels which ‘co-evolve’ through this interaction. Knowledge is constantly evolving and morphing, making the boundaries among the levels of knowledge creation more difficult to disentangle.
Co-evolution
Co-evolution became a popular metaphor in organizational science studies from the early 1990s on. Originating in ecology (Ehrlich & Raven, 1964) the concept is based on the insight that organisms and/or organizations evolve in relation to their environments while at the same time these environments evolve in relation to them. Transposed into the field of organization studies, the metaphor opens the way to explore interdependencies between organizational evolutions (Lewin & Volberda, 1999; McKelvey, 1997; Volberda & Lewin, 2003; Lewin and Volberda, 2005). We find that the concept of co-evolution provides a powerful lens through which to interpret the ways in which host country contexts stimulate alternations in MNC subsidiary practices while the MNCs themselves stimulate changes in the host country contexts and organizations.
Many multinationals attempt to transfer their home-grown business models in their entirety to host country’s environments. In manufacturing, this has often been done effectively because incompatibility between the models and the local environment was not insurmountable. In services, however, attempts to transfer a global model to these transitioning economies often failed (Hurt & Hurt, 2005) because of a strong mismatch with the local context. On the other hand, by a process we call ‘co-evolution’—by developing the business model in conjunction with the development of the host country, some service firms were able to reach a level of service excellence because of an offer progressively ‘fitted’ to the host country firm’s evolving needs. The firms re-inventiedinvented both their managerial and supply chain practices in the process.
Our research suggests that allowing subsidiaries to act as largely independent start-ups on Greenfield markets helps subsidiaries generate a response that fits the evolving needs much more effectively than attempting to transfer a business model bred in a developed market economy ‘as-is’. 
THE TRANSFER AND THE EVOLUTION OF KNOWLEDGE IN A SUBSIDIARY
The need to transfer knowledge ‘as is’ embedded in similar practices no matter what country the MNE is operating in, facilitates intra-organizational communication and understanding, contributes to reduce costs, and allows outperforming competitors (Kogut & Singh, 1988; Kogut & Zander, 1993). We know today these practices, aimed at improveingimproving performance in local subsidiaries, have sometimes led to unsuccessful results, and MNEs have learned to differentiate practices in their subsidiaries (Kostova, 1999).
· Organizations  still attempt to transfer ‘as is’ sending expats
· Subsidiaries evolve both under the evolutionary process and the influence of different evolutionary forces from those of their headquarters
a) evolutionary changes of organizations
b) local PEST forces drive change and learning 
c) local industry isomorphic drivers influence local behavior and learning 
A) Evolution of organizations It has been empirically observed, and documented by research (Van de Ven &Poole, 1996), that organizational processes change over time under the influence of individuals, groups, and contexts.  Organizations are sometimes seen to be changing in ‘a life cycle mode’ ( Van de Ven &Poole, 1996; 513) as they develop in terms of institutional rules or programs that require developmental activities, or they can be said to be changing in a “dialectical mode” as the organizational entity is considered to “exist in a pluralistic world of colliding events, forces, or contradictory values that compete with  each other for domination and control” ( Van de Ven & Poole, 1996; 517) or seen to change in an evolutionary mode; no matter how we look at these motors of change, whether we consider  “the process as prescribed a priori, by deterministic or probabilistic laws or whether we see the progression as constructed and emerging as the process unfolds” (Van de Ven and Poole, 1996, p 522), whether we label the process as change, evolution or development and accept the reasons for the different interpretations that drive the changes, whether we see the motors of development as driven by one or the other, or all the dimensions together  (insert process theories of organizational development and change): we argue that changes in organizations are bound to take place over time. We also argue that there is similar evolution is taking place at the level of the learning achieved in the newly created subsidiary under the local forces, drivers, culture and structure of the industry. Thus we argue that  learning evolves as a by-product, but under different drivers and evolutionary pressures at the subsidiary level than those that affect headquarters and the home industry, namely because of the local context and the local answers of the local industry members, which are often competitors originating from different country legislative, political and cultural contexts.
B) Local political, legal, economic and technological drivers of change and learning in post soviet countries
The 90s and the post soviet era in the former Comecon countries has been a bonanza for researches interested in change and evolution of macro, mezzo and micro systems. In the post soviet era, after the fall of the Berlin wall of 1989, a whole region (see map) was suddenly confronted to MNEs new entrants from different countries, the birth of new local industries under the impetus , sudden changes were about to simultaneously take place at the different levels (political, economic and legislative levels) in countries that had lived under the communist, centrally driven economies for over forty years. The beginning of the 1990s decade was a blank page to be written under the researchers’ eyes, and thus provide ‘a real life laboratory’.

Hybridization
The concepts of hybridization borrowed from biology and transferred to managerial science by Boyer and Hollingsworth (1997) called into question the ‘one best way’ of knowledge transfer of MNEs, it was apparent that multi-contextualization was leading to the need for practice transformation (acting local) that had to take place locally for the models to be successful and knowledge to ‘work’, as the people and the organizations were learning form their ‘trajectories’ (Boyer, 1997). The difficulty of achieving convergence of nationally developed knowledge across the multi-national company foreign subsidiaries was quite rightly attributed to national, cultural, historical and administrative heritages that were compelling MNE subsidiaries to adapt and act more independently, to stray from headquarters’ ‘photocopying’ and local grafting of home country knowledge; this realization became more and more obvious with time as societies became more exposed to each other (Humes,1993). The quest for homogenization, aiming at convergence of practices gave way to the acceptance of divergence: at the country subsidiary level subsidiaries (Child, Hong & Wong, 2002).
Poland in the 90s as a laboratory
Multi-level interactions between Western firms and their host country (HC) environments could be very clearly observed in the early 90s in central European countries, as a process, not as a static model. It became apparent that multiple levels of analyses necessitated integration—not decoupling. 
The longitudinal fifteen year observation we carried out of Western retailers setting up operations during the 90s and early 2000s in Poland, began as the communist regime was being replaced by newly developing institutions that were market driven, as entire sectors were being born during that same period of time in the same space, and as MNEs company subsidiaries were setting up. The place and time provided an interesting laboratory that allowed observing ‘co-evolution’ at work, that is to say mutual dynamic learning.  These observations provided us with a unique perspective that allowed us to observe how the levels were being woven together, how new complementarities between MNEs and their environment were being developed as the different levels were learning from and transferring knowledge to each other.  The model below illustrates our conception of the co-evolution process that occurred during three phases: 

 
	Phase
	Characteristic of Phase
	Process
	Outcome

	Phase 1
1992-1996
	Retailers (a2) entered Poland (a) attempting to replicate their business models as developed and operating in their home countries within a domestic industry model (a1). 
	The retailers expected that Poland would become a country (b) very similar to (a) quickly and that the retailing industry which did not exist as it did in their home market would be generated in line with their expectations for the country and that retailing b1 would be very similar to a1. Their subsidiaries (b2) were expected to operate as their firms (a2) did in the home country.
	The retailers learned that their managerial practices could not be transferred ‘as is’ to employees in Poland and that consumer habits were not developed. The whole concept of replication of (a) to (b) failed; the generation of a similar country, industry and stores (b, b1 and b2) did not occur as planned.

	Phase 2
1996-2002
	Multi-level exchanges of knowledge took place. Expatriate managers strayed from the practices of their business models and created store operations (c2) in line with the host country context (HC). Hybridization occurred.
	The political, economic and societal context of Poland (c) which did not ‘copy’ Western models acted upon both the retailers (c2) and the burgeoning retail industry (c1). The hybridized retail operations in turn created the industry (c1) and influenced the macro environment of the country (c). Local competitors arose and learned from the new industry model.
	The first stage of co-evolution occurred as two-way exchanges influenced the HC context, the Polish industry model and the hybrid stores. Knowledge was transferred from the HC retail chains (c2+c2+c2) to retailers’ home offices (a1) and prepared the retailers for entry into other countries.

	Phase 3
2002-today
	The formation of a country, industry and subsidiaries suited to HC has taken place. Divergence of business models and practices as well as HC-to- home country knowledge transfers are institutionalized.
	Retailers become ‘citizens’ of the evolved host country, now acclimated to the retailing industry and its effects. A relative stability between the country’s macro environment (d), the Polish retailing industry (d1) and the retailers (d2) has been established. The retailers evolve with HC.
	Co-evolution between retailers and the HC continues as learning is transferred between the home country HQs and HC subsidiaries constantly as the MNC acquires a multi-country mindset.

	Phase 4
The future
	Further co-evolution can be expected, but not necessarily homogenization.
	Multi-level knowledge exchanges will continue as retailers’ embeddedness in two national/societal, industry contexts becomes further institutionalized. 
	



Our study provides a clear example of co-evolution in MNE knowledge transfer. Other examples can be found in professional service industries transferring knowledge to host country clients and thereby influencing the adoption of managerial methods hitherto unused, but at the same time transferring knowledge about HC practices that cause the MNE to redesign and expand its services. Even further examples can be found when MNEs set up operations in India or other emerging economies and develop HR practices suited to the local context, driving development in the HC and reimporting the practices developed.
The limitations of the observations reported in this paper are due to the study being focused on a single country and industry. The above mentioned examples are just a few of the avenues to be explored in further research.
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