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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to advance the understanding of how different forms of digital
technologies (i.e. digital communication technologies [DCTs] and digital in situ technologies [DSTs]) have
varying effects on subsidiaries’ capacities to engage in reverse knowledge transfer (i.e. the flow of knowledge
from subsidiaries to headquarters).

Design/methodology/approach — The increasing accessibility and sophistication of digital technologies
has prompted growing interest in their implications for how multinational corporations (MNCs) organize
value-adding activities. This conceptual paper argues that existing international business research has tended
to treat digitalization as a uniform process. In contrast, the authors distinguish between DCTs and DSTs, each
of which introduces distinct organizational dynamics.

Findings — This study develops a theoretical argument suggesting that the type of digital technologies
adopted by MNCs configures value-adding activities in ways shaped by opposing forces, namely, centrifugal
and centripetal tendencies. These opposing dynamics contribute to variation in subsidiaries’ capacity to
generate and disseminate knowledge. To explain this heterogeneity, this study proposes a framework and a set
of propositions that predict the effects of different digital technologies on the dimensions of disseminative
capacity (i.e. ability, willingness and opportunity).

Practical implications — Headquarters’ adoption of specific forms of digital technologies can influence
subsidiaries’ action in disseminating knowledge. The conceptual discussion in this paper can benefit managers
by clarifying the consequences of adopting different forms of digital technologies to mobilize and leverage
MNCs’ globally dispersed knowledge base.

Originality/value — This paper offers a more fine-tuned perspective on digitalization and its effects on
knowledge management in multinational firms. By rejecting the treatment of digitalization as a uniform
phenomenon, it provides a stronger theoretical foundation for future empirical work on the strategic
management of digital transformation in global contexts.

Keywords Digital technology adoption, Digitalization, Disseminative capacity, Knowledge sharing,
Reverse knowledge transfer

Paper type Conceptual paper

Introduction
Recent research in international business (IB) has underscored that digitalization presents both
new opportunities and operational challenges for multinational corporations (MNCs). The rapid
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CPOIB development of digital communication technologies (DCTs) has been shown to reduce the cost of
22.2 coordinating geographically dispersed activities (Mani et al., 2014) and to strengthen MNCs’
orchestration capabilities by providing a cost-effective means of sourcing, mobilizing and
managing resources across locations and contexts (Awate et al., 2015; Autio et al., 2021).
Moreover, digital technologies can support the standardization of routine tasks and enable
headquarters to monitor subsidiary activities with greater efficiency (Autio et al., 2021; Menz et
254 al., 2021; Nell et al., 2021). These advances have reshaped firms’ internal structures by altering
how activities are coordinated across organizational boundaries. They have facilitated more fluid
modes of organizing and contributed to the modularization of global value chain activities (Menz
et al., 2021; Kano et al., 2022). As a result, the volume and intensity of information exchange
within and between MNC units located in different geographies have increased substantially
(Bhandari et al., 2023; Zeng et al., 2023).

The onset of the digital age in the 1980s has brought fundamental changes to the control
and coordination strategies of MNCs (Cantwell and Shukla, 2025). Some digital technologies
have enhanced cross-border connectivity and facilitated instant knowledge transfer, triggering
new innovations; others have made global operations automated and data-driven, enabling
more central decision-making by headquarters (Cantwell and Shukla, 2025; Meyer et al.,
2023). In response to the digital age, large MNCs such as ABB, SKF and Volvo, among
others, have embarked on digital transformation with the goals of improving production and
maintenance efficiency and integrating their global value chains. Yet, the breadth and depth of
digital technology use vary substantially between firms, depending on how well the adopted
technologies align with strategic objectives (Bjorkdahl, 2020). Both empirical research (e.g. a
study of 26 MNCs by Bjorkdahl, 2020) and industrial report (e.g. the McKinsey Report by
Sternfels, 2024) reveal that a firm’s primary challenge in achieving long-term success with
digitalization resides in aligning its strategic objectives with the adopted forms of digital
technologies, which directly impact organizational structure and strategies across the global
value chain.

Despite these insights, scholarship still tends to treat digitalization as an all-
encompassing concept, often using it as an umbrella term without distinguishing between
specific forms of digital technologies, their functional roles and their divergent
organizational effects. Although studies have examined the impact of individual
technologies such as artificial intelligence, blockchain or 3D printing on IB (Ahi et al.,
2022), they often overlook how the effects of an individual technology may diverge from
those of a combined set of technologies, depending on their application and evolution
over time. As a result, the theoretical framing of digitalization becomes central to
understanding how MNCs adopt and integrate digital technologies in relation to their
global strategies. Recent work by Autio et al. (2021) provides an important step in this
direction by conceptualizing digitalization as a general-purpose technology and
distinguishing between two specific forms: digital communication technologies (DCTs)
and digital in situ technologies (DSTs). DCTs facilitate coordination and integration
across geographically dispersed units, whereas DSTs enhance the efficiency of automated
processes at specific locations. Embedded in production and operational systems, DSTs
can automate and redesign activities within localized operations (Autio et al., 2021; Li
and Mudambi, 2025). This distinction is critical because the dominant form of digital
technology adopted by an MNC can influence the degree of centralization in strategic
decision-making and value-adding activities (Autio et al., 2021). The extent of
centralization, as one of the core coordination mechanisms in MNCs (Nohria and
Ghoshal, 1994), in turn shapes subsidiaries’ capacity to develop and disseminate new
knowledge (Zeng et al., 2018).
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Based on this reasoning, we pose the following research question (RQ): Critical
Perspectives on
International
Business

RQI1. How does the adoption of distinct digital technologies, specifically digital
communication technologies (DCTs) and digital in situ technologies (DSTs),
influence subsidiaries’ disseminative capacity?

It is widely acknowledged that MNCs derive competitive advantage from their ability to

source, recombine and distribute knowledge across geographically dispersed units 255
(Cantwell, 1991; Ghoshal and Nohria, 1989; Andersson et al., 2002, 2007). Reverse
knowledge transfer, defined as the flow of knowledge from subsidiaries to headquarters,
enables headquarters to benefit from subsidiaries’ local experience and competencies. This
process contributes to the accumulation of knowledge stocks, strengthens innovation
capabilities and enhances overall MNC performance (Mudambi et al., 2014; Najafi-Tavani
et al., 2012, 2018). It is therefore both timely and necessary to examine how different forms
of digital technologies shape subsidiaries’ ability to engage in reverse knowledge transfer.
While our primary theoretical predictions emphasize how DCTs and DSTs configure
disseminative capacity through shifts in centralization, we also recognize that digitalization
may yield secondary outcomes. For example, the automation of routine tasks through DSTs
can generate slack resources that subsidiaries might redirect toward experimentation and
innovation. We treat this possibility as an alternative interpretation rather than a core
prediction and return to it later in the discussion.

Although much of the literature has focused on the absorptive capacity of the knowledge
recipient (e.g. Choi and Lee, 1997; Lane et al., 2006), a growing body of research recognizes
the critical role of the sender’s disseminative capacity (Minbaeva and Michailova, 2004;
Minbaeva et al., 2018; Schulze et al., 2014; Szulanski, 2000). Because knowledge transfer
involves both a sender and a recipient, its effectiveness depends not only on the recipient’s
capacity to absorb but also on the sender’s ability to articulate, codify and convey
knowledge. Building on this insight, we draw on recent work that highlights the
heterogeneity of digital technologies (Autio et al., 2021) and integrate it with research on
disseminative capacity (Minbaeva and Michailova, 2004; Minbaeva et al., 2018) to better
understand the dynamics of reverse knowledge transfer in MNCs. Accordingly, we examine
the relationships among the type of digital technology adopted, the degree of centralization
and the distinct dimensions of subsidiaries’ disseminative capacity, namely, the ability to
codify and articulate knowledge, the willingness to share it and the opportunity to engage in
its transfer. The focus of this paper is thus on vertical reverse knowledge transfer and how
headquarters’ digital technology adoption influences subsidiaries’ capacity to disseminate
knowledge to headquarters.

This paper contributes to ongoing debates on the implications of digital technologies for
IB theory and practice in several ways. First, we recognize that different forms of digital
technologies can lead to varied transformations in how MNCs organize their geographically
dispersed operations. To clarify these variations, we focus on two archetypes of digital
technologies and examine how each activates distinct structural forces, specifically
centrifugal and centripetal forces. Stated differently, we aim to understand how the adoption
of specific digital technologies influences the degree to which MNCs centralize or
decentralize their activities, and how this configuration, in turn, affects subsidiaries’
disseminative capacity. Although digitalization has received growing attention in IB
scholarship, especially with regard to its influence on global strategy, its relationship to
specific coordination mechanisms within MNCs remains underexplored (Zeng et al., 2023).
In this context, our conceptual study clarifies how different forms of digital technology used
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CPOIB by MNCs can shape coordination practices and, consequently, reconfigure subsidiaries’
22,2 capacity to engage in reverse knowledge transfer.

This distinction is especially relevant to the broader debate on whether digitalization
reshapes coordination structures within MNC:s, either by enabling more distributed forms of
influence through decentralized access to knowledge and coordination, or by reinforcing
hierarchical control through automation and data-driven monitoring. The adoption of DCTs

256 tends to strengthen centrifugal forces, which can support greater subsidiary involvement in
organizational decision-making by enhancing their visibility and capacity to contribute
knowledge. In contrast, DSTs tend to amplify centripetal forces, which consolidate decision-
making authority at headquarters and relegate subsidiaries to roles focused on operational
execution rather than knowledge generation. Rather than assuming a uniform effect, our
study demonstrates that the configuration of digital technologies adopted by MNCs can
either disrupt or entrench hierarchical structures. In particular, we demonstrate that shifts in
centralization or decentralization, triggered by digital technology choices, have the potential
to redefine the strategic influence and role of subsidiaries within the firm.

Finally, compared to the well-established literature on absorptive capacity, research on
disseminative capacity has received considerably less attention, despite its critical
importance in enabling effective knowledge transfer (Minbaeva et al., 2018; de Sousa et al.,
2023). The existing body of work on disseminative capacity has primarily treated it as an
explanatory variable, examining its influence on knowledge transfer across various
collaborative and operational contexts. However, it remains unclear how different
organizational structures and coordination mechanisms within MNCs facilitate the
development of disseminative capacity. To address this gap, we investigate the technological
and structural antecedents of disseminative capacity. In doing so, we contribute to the
emerging literature by exploring how digitalization affects the distinct dimensions of this
capability within MNCs.

Theoretical background

Knowledge transfer in multinational corporations

MNCs are increasingly understood as differentiated networks, in which foreign subsidiaries
possess varying capacities to generate knowledge based on their distinct roles and
responsibilities (Mudambi et al., 2014). Research on MNC competitiveness consistently
highlights knowledge transfer and the ability to recombine knowledge across geographic
locations as foundational sources of sustainable competitive advantage (Grant, 1996; Kogut
and Zander, 1993). Knowledge transfer refers to the process by which organizational actors
(e.g. teams, units or firms) affect one another through the exchange and receipt of experience
and expertise (Van Wijk et al., 2008). Early IB research conceptualized knowledge flows
primarily from a home-country perspective, emphasizing unidirectional transfer from
headquarters to subsidiaries (e.g. Vernon, 1966). More recent work has acknowledged the
strategic relevance of reverse knowledge transfer, in which knowledge flows from
geographically dispersed subsidiaries to headquarters (e.g. Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989;
Benito et al., 2002; Mudambi et al., 2014; Najafi-Tavani et al., 2014). Through such flows,
headquarters can benefit from subsidiaries’ localized competencies, thereby improving
innovation and overall performance (Najafi-Tavani et al., 2012, 2018). While IB scholars
have long emphasized the value of reverse knowledge transfer to the MNC as a whole, they
have also explored how this process affects subsidiaries’ standing within the corporate
network, particularly in terms of the attention they receive from headquarters (e.g. Ambos
etal., 2010; Najafi-Tavani et al., 2014).
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A central factor in the effectiveness of any knowledge transfer process is the absorptive Critical
capacity of the recipient, which refers to “a firm to recognize the value of new, external  Pperspectives on
information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends” (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990,
p. 128). Extensive theoretical and empirical research supports the view that absorptive
capacity is a critical driver of successful knowledge transfer (e.g. Lane and Lubatkin, 1998;
Lane et al., 2001; Mowery et al., 1996).

It is widely recognized that the recipient’s absorptive capacity alone does not fully explain 257
the success of knowledge transfer (Martin and Salomon, 2003; Minbaeva et al., 2018;
Minbaeva and Michailova, 2004). Beyond the recipient’s learning ability, the effectiveness
of knowledge transfer also depends on the sender’s capacity to disseminate knowledge
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2008; Minbaeva and Michailova, 2004). Because valuable
knowledge within MNC networks is often tacit in nature, its transfer imposes additional
demands on both parties. Thus, successful transfer of tacit knowledge requires not only the
recipient’s capacity to absorb but also the sender’s capacity to articulate and convey complex
knowledge, which is referred to as disseminative capacity. Compared to the extensive body
of work on absorptive capacity, scholarly attention to disseminative capacity remains
limited. Nonetheless, a growing stream of research highlights its critical role in enabling
MNCs to mobilize internal knowledge resources (Burmeister et al., 2018; Minbaeva and
Michailova, 2004; Sanchez-Vidal et al., 2018; Szasz et al., 2019). Scholars have theorized
disseminative capacity in terms of multiple components (e.g. Gupta and Govindarajan, 2000;
Martin and Salomon, 2003; Szulanski, 1996) and across different levels of analysis (i.e.
organizational and individual) by drawing on diverse literatures in psychology, economics,
sociology and pedagogy (Minbaeva et al., 2018).

Despite several definitions of disseminative capacity, there is a consensus that it is a
multidimensional construct. For instance, Schulze et al. (2014) conceptualize that
disseminative capacity consists of five components (i.e. attainment of expert knowledge,
assessing receiver’s knowledge base, detachment of knowledge, ability to encode and
support the application of knowledge) and argue that these components collectively
determine the odds of knowledge transfer success. Minbaeva and Michailova (2004)
describe disseminative capacity as the behavior of knowledge senders, which is further
elaborated as organizational actors’ (e.g. expatriate managers) ability and willingness to
transfer knowledge when and where it is required within an MNC. It has been further argued
that successful knowledge transfer cannot occur without creating any opportunity to share
(Argote et al., 2003; Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1988). Therefore, creating opportunities for
frequent interaction within the organization is crucial to disseminating knowledge. Minbaeva
et al. (2018) conceptualize the sender’s disseminative capacity based on Argote et al.
(2003)’s proposed three underlying knowledge transfer mechanisms: ability, willingness and
opportunity. Minbaeva et al. (2018) have proposed and tested that, to transfer knowledge, the
sender needs to have the ability to codify and articulate knowledge, the willingness (i.e.
motivation) to share it, and finally, it needs the creation and use of opportunities by adopting
a comprehensive set of communication channels. We will adopt this conceptualization of
disseminative capacity in this paper.

International
Business

Effects of digital technology on subsidiary’s knowledge transfer

The adoption of digital technologies has introduced wide-ranging changes across multiple
aspects of organizational functioning, including internal and external processes related to
information technology, cost structures, strategy, business models, products, services,
company culture and workforce composition (Swaminathan and Meffert, 2017; Verhoef
et al., 2021). The growing use of digital data generated through networked platforms and
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CPOIB connected devices has blurred traditional industry boundaries and posed significant
22,2 challenges for incumbent firms (Bouncken and Barwinski, 2021; Swaminathan and Meffert,
2017). These challenges manifest as intensified competition and heightened demands for
efficiency (Verhoef et al., 2021). A body of research interprets this expansion of
digitalization as the evolution of a general-purpose technology that affects various stages of
the global value chain, including value creation, delivery and capture (Autio et al., 2021,
258 Sturgeon, 2021; Bouncken and Barwinski, 2021). Advances in digital tools, increased
computing power, the proliferation of low-cost sensor technologies and the emergence of
novel business models have improved operational agility in MNCs and enhanced efficiency
across geographically dispersed units and production facilities in a more economically viable
manner (Sturgeon, 2021). The widespread diffusion of digitalization has also reduced the
salience of spatial boundaries and enabled stronger alignment among geographically
distributed actors (Fitzgerald et al., 2014; Tallman et al., 2018). Moreover, it has facilitated
knowledge exchange across entities by supporting digitally mediated forms of
communication and collaboration (Bouncken and Barwinski, 2021).

Despite the substantial influence of digital technology adoption on knowledge transfer,
empirical research in this area remains relatively limited (Massa et al., 2023). Existing
studies have only sporadically examined how specific technologies, such as cloud services or
the Internet of Things, facilitate knowledge sharing (Ahi et al., 2022). The adoption of digital
technologies by MNCs has affected the organizational structures they use to coordinate
globally dispersed knowledge activities, which enables value creation through knowledge
recombination (Ghauri et al., 2021; Zeng et al., 2023). It has been argued that increased
connectivity driven by digitalization fosters modularization and fragmentation within the
global value chain. As a result, MNCs have greater flexibility to disaggregate and
reconfigure activities across multiple locations (Kano et al., 2022). The use of digital
interfaces supports the mobilization of productive assets, which introduces an additional
layer to internationalization beyond the traditional, country-specific physical infrastructure.
This development has reshaped how MNCs coordinate activities globally (Autio, 2017).

To better understand how MNCs design global strategies for coordinating geographically
dispersed resources and knowledge, Autio et al. (2021) offer a framework that classifies
digital technologies based on their effects on location and control. They conceptualize digital
technology as a general-purpose technology encompassing two distinct forms: DCTs and
DSTs. DCTs support the coordination of decentralized, specialized and non-repetitive
activities (e.g. innovation) more efficiently and at lower cost (Autio et al., 2021; Langlois
and Robertson, 1992). In contrast, DSTs concentrate on repetitive and routine activities by
leveraging technologies such as artificial intelligence, additive manufacturing and big data
analytics (Autio et al., 2021; Schmitt et al., 2019). Historically, these two forms were
grouped under the broad category of information and communication technologies (ICTs), a
classification that overlooked the significance of MNCs’ geographical dispersion, or what
Yamin and Sinkovics (2007) refer to as their essential “multinationality.” During the early
1980s, the introduction of ICT transformed MNCs’ organizational structures and strategies,
leading to increased global integration of operational activities (Buckley and Ghauri, 2004).
While ICT facilitated stronger central control and coordination, it was also perceived as
limiting the autonomy and strategic agency of subsidiaries (Yamin and Sinkovics, 2007).

Over time, as with other general-purpose technologies, the rapid advancement of
digitalization has differentiated DCTs and DSTs by enabling some value chain activities to
be globally dispersed while concentrating others. This paper extends these insights by
examining how DCTs and DSTs influence the geographical configuration of MNC activities
(Autio et al., 2021; Li and Mudambi, 2025), and how these configurations shape knowledge
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dissemination from subsidiaries to headquarters. The next section explores the implications Critical
of adopting these technologies for how MNCs coordinate their globally distributed  perspectives on

operations. International

- . o L Business
Digital technologies and (de)centralization of activities

An MNC’s global strategy depends on how it balances global and local considerations,

particularly with respect to location and control (Autio et al., 2021). These two dimensions 259
are strongly shaped by the influence of centrifugal and centripetal forces, which are activated
by different forms of digital technologies (Autio et al., 2021; Giunta et al., 2025). When
treated as determinants of global coordination, centrifugal forces refer to the drivers of
geographic dispersion, while centripetal forces refer to the drivers of geographic
concentration, particularly around the MNC’s home base (Benito et al., 2002). Autio et al.
(2021) further argue that the scalability of digital systems has created a strategic tension for
headquarters, which must balance the pull of global centripetal forces and the push of local
centrifugal forces when managing and coordinating operations worldwide.

Scholars have argued that digitalization has been emerging under a permanent tension in
the global economy between centripetal and centrifugal forces since the 1990s (Moriset and
Malecki, 2009). From this perspective, ongoing advances in digital technologies have
reshaped both the organizational and spatial structures of global value chains by producing
an inherent tension between concentration and dispersion of activities. The trade-off between
these opposing spatial tendencies is anchored in the contrasting effects of centripetal and
centrifugal forces (Autio et al., 2021; Holgersson et al., 2022; Moriset and Malecki, 2009).
According to Holgersson et al. (2022), centripetal forces encourage the centralization of
economic activities, while centrifugal forces promote the distribution of these activities
across markets through globally dispersed subsidiaries and partners. They further suggest
that the adoption of new technologies can alter the balance between these forces and, over
time, lead to changes in coordination mechanisms.

DCTs can improve both the effectiveness and efficiency with which MNCs leverage and
coordinate their globally dispersed and diverse knowledge bases (Autio et al., 2021). These
technologies enable new business models by facilitating the distribution of different stages of
the innovation process across geographically dispersed units (Dattée et al., 2018; Furlonger
and Uzureau, 2019). The combined use of such technologies reinforces centrifugal forces,
which arise from factors such as the dispersed nature of knowledge required to build large
technological systems, the presence of network effects in creating customer value
propositions and the modularity of products (Holgersson et al., 2022). Supporting this view,
Moriset and Malecki (2009) discuss aircraft manufacturers such as Boeing, Airbus and
Dassault Aviation, all of which have adopted business models that rely on modular design
and global sourcing to access a wider pool of specialized partners. The case of Dassault
Aviation’s Falcon 7X is particularly notable, as it was the first commercial jet to be designed
entirely in digital format. Dassault Aviation operates on both physical and virtual platforms,
allowing 1,500 design engineers worldwide to contribute simultaneously to a shared
database. According to Dassault Aviation (2004), developments in DCTs have made it
possible for partners to communicate design changes overnight, replacing the earlier
standard timeframe of three weeks.

DSTs, on the other hand, can be understood as a set of technologies primarily applied in
production engineering and operations management, with the objective of achieving factory
automation (Autio et al., 2021). These tools (e.g. intelligence, big data analytics and additive
manufacturing) are used to automate localized processes within firms. DSTs can also be
embedded in products and services, such as agricultural equipment, to create new forms of
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CPOIB customer value and experience (Baskerville et al., 2020). By automating routine and less
22,2 knowledge-intensive tasks within the MNC’s global value chain, DST tends to concentrate
operational processes and reinforce centripetal forces. Advanced robotics, for instance, can
perform increasingly complex tasks in a cost-efficient manner (Ahi et al., 2022). Similarly,
3D printing has transformed global value chain strategies by allowing product design to
occur in any location, thereby reducing the need for geographically dispersed development
260 functions (Laplume et al., 2016). We argue that DST-driven automation of standardized and
repetitive tasks contributes to the consolidation of certain activities at specific locations, most
notably at MNC headquarters. For example, the use of big data analytics to support “Control
towers,” as in the case of Procter and Gamble, has enabled headquarters to centralize its
supply chain monitoring functions (Galbraith, 2014).

Digital technology adoption and subsidiary disseminative capacity

One of the primary competitive advantages of MNCs lies in their capacity to mobilize and
apply knowledge generated across global units. Subsidiaries, as unique repositories of
knowledge, play a critical role in this process, which is a well-established point in the IB
literature (Gupta and Govindarajan, 2000; Najafi-Tavani et al., 2018; Zeng et al., 2018).
Within MNC networks, knowledge flows in multiple directions: vertically and forward from
headquarters to subsidiaries, vertically and in reverse from subsidiaries to headquarters, and
laterally across subsidiaries (Najafi-Tavani et al., 2018). Although these multidirectional
flows are widely acknowledged, this paper concentrates on vertical reverse knowledge
transfer. We focus on the subsidiary’s capacity to generate and disseminate new knowledge,
as this capability is central to reinforcing and expanding the core competencies of the MNC.
It is important to clarify that subsidiaries are not treated as autonomous or isolated entities.
Rather, they operate as integral components of the MNC and are influenced by structural
constraints and enabling mechanisms established at the corporate level.

The integration of digital technologies into traditional business operations alters the
organizational structures that govern global coordination and decision-making (Autio et al.,
2021; Zeng et al., 2023). Giunta et al. (2025)’s empirical study on the manufacturing sector
in Europe shows the causal effects of types of digital technologies on global value chain
regionalization. Drawing on the global connectivity theoretical perspective (e.g. Autio et al.,
2021), they have further analyzed how two opposing forces triggered by digital technologies
adoptions, that is, centrifugal forces exerted from DCTs reinforce a fragmented product
innovation network and centripetal force associated with DSTs incentivize relocation of
some stages of the production process in a particular location in Europe. DSTs make firms
automate processes, reduce waste and improve productivity, whereas DCTs reduce
geographical distances, facilitating knowledge transfer within a firm (Forman and van
Zeebroeck, 2019; Giunta et al., 2025). In this context, a notable real-world example is
Unilever’s digitalized Materials Innovation Factory in UK. By integrating automation and
robotics (i.e. DSTs), the factory has automated routine tasks, reduced production costs and
accelerated laboratory processes, which in turn has allowed skilled manpower to be
redeployed for more knowledge-intensive activities (El Samra et al., 2024). Thus, the type of
digital technology adopted by the MNC, through its headquarters, affects both the extent and
the nature of subsidiary involvement in reverse knowledge transfer.

Building on our earlier conceptualization of digitalization, we examine the comparative
effects of DCTs and DSTs on the three dimensions of disseminative capacity and develop a
set of propositions accordingly. The coexistence of these two forms of digital technology
presents MNCs with a strategic challenge, namely, how to balance the opposing centrifugal
and centripetal forces they generate (Giunta et al., 2025). Because these forces are rooted in
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the characteristics of the digital technologies adopted and directly influence the degree of Critical
centralization (Autio et al., 2021), our analysis centers on centralization as the primary Perspectives on
coordination mechanism. We therefore set aside other mechanisms, such as formalization or
socialization (Ghoshal and Nohria, 1989; Lunnan et al., 2019). We assume that, in practice,
MNC:s are likely to adopt both DCTs and DSTs in parallel, depending on the nature of their
knowledge-related activities. These technologies should thus not be treated as mutually
exclusive. Guided by this conceptual foundation, the propositions we develop are intended to 261
reflect archetypical configurations (see Figure 1). Our initial focus is on delineating distinct
relationships between the two forms of digital technology and subsidiaries’ disseminative
capacity. This baseline conceptual model will later be extended by introducing contingency
factors that may serve as boundary conditions for the proposed effects.

The concept of disseminative capacity was developed to complement the notion of
absorptive capacity, which emphasizes the crucial role of the knowledge sender in
facilitating effective knowledge transfer. As several scholars have emphasized, the sender’s
capacity to transfer knowledge is not a uniform or singular capability. Instead, it consists of
multiple dimensions (e.g. Minbaeva et al., 2018; Yildiz et al., 2025). This capacity is best
understood through three core components: ability, willingness and opportunity. Drawing on
the motivation-opportunity-ability (MOA) framework, we follow the conceptualization
proposed by Minbaeva et al. (2018), which offers a targeted application of this logic by
shifting the focus to the sender’s role in the knowledge transfer process. This perspective
underscores that the success of knowledge outflows depends on the presence of these three
conditions at the originating unit. Each of these dimensions is discussed in detail below.

International
Business

Ability

According to Minbaeva et al. (2018), a sender’s success in transferring knowledge depends
on its ability to evaluate the recipient’s existing knowledge and needs, detach the knowledge
from its original form and articulate and codify it in a way that aligns with the recipient’s
characteristics. The existing literature has emphasized the importance of the sender’s

Reinforcing
centrifugal forces

) Ability to codify
& articulate
CENTRALIZATION
(i.e., the extent of autonomy,
decision-making power, operational
control, subsidiary influence)
Willingness Opportunity
™ to share to share

Reinforcing
centripetal forces

R Knowled; PO
B R :: [P
Figure 1. The effect of headquarters’ different digital technology adoption on subsidiary disseminative

capacity in MNCs
Source: Authors’ own work
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CPOIB capacity to assess the recipient’s knowledge base, since this enables the sender to determine
22,2 the relevance of its own knowledge in light of the recipient’s needs (Martin and Salomon,
2003; Schulze et al., 2014). Prior research has shown that when a subsidiary’s knowledge is
not perceived as relevant to the MNC’s broader competitive advantage, it is less likely to be
transferred (Najafi-Tavani et al., 2014). In addition, when the sender and the recipient share
similar prior experiences, the likelihood of transfer increases because the sender is better
262 equipped to encode the knowledge appropriately (Argote et al., 2003). After identifying the
relevant knowledge, the sender must extract it from its original organizational context (e.g.
people, processes or routines) and reformat it to suit the specific purpose of the transfer
(Minbaeva and Michailova, 2004; Park, 2022; Schulze et al., 2014).

Technology-based networks and communication systems facilitate knowledge transfer
within organizations by reducing the gap between sender and receiver (Ipe, 2003). When
both parties possess similar knowledge bases, prior experience and technological
infrastructures, the sender is better equipped to tailor the transfer process to align with the
recipient’s characteristics. DCTs improve the sender’s ability to transmit standardized,
codified data, messages and information, although transferring less codified or tacit
knowledge remains more difficult (Gupta and Govindarajan, 1991; Rabbiosi, 2011). We
argue that the adoption of DCTs can strengthen a subsidiary’s ability to engage in reverse
knowledge transfer, which may also enhance its legitimacy and perceived value within the
broader MNC (Schulz, 2001). During the transfer process, electronic coordination
mechanisms can help reduce knowledge heterogeneity between the subsidiary and
headquarters. They also support incremental learning by enabling the refinement and reuse of
existing knowledge resources (Rabbiosi, 2011). In this way, DCTs can help bridge
communication gaps between sender and receiver, contributing to more effective knowledge
transfer outcomes.

In addition to narrowing the gap between sender and receiver and improving the
subsidiary’s ability to transfer codified knowledge, the centrifugal forces associated with
DCTs also promote the dispersion of innovation and value-creation activities across the
MNC'’s global network (Dattée et al., 2018; Furlonger and Uzureau, 2019). This dynamic
strengthens subsidiary mandates not only in production and sales but also in innovation-
related activities (Autio et al., 2021). For instance, Dassault Aviation, an aircraft
manufacturer, built its success on modular product architecture and a decentralized
knowledge base shaped by centrifugal forces (Moriset and Malecki, 2009). This example
illustrates how DCTs facilitate the geographic dispersion of knowledge-intensive functions
such as product design and R&D. When a globally dispersed unit (i.e. sender) possesses
relevant knowledge aligned with headquarters” manufacturing objectives, DCTs improve its
ability to disseminate that knowledge. This creates more opportunities for subsidiaries to
participate in specialized knowledge activities and contribute strategically to the MNC’s
competitive advantage. The strategic role of subsidiaries evolves under decentralized
organizational conditions, which support their knowledge transfer capabilities (Pertusa-
Ortega et al., 2010; Rabbiosi, 2011). A lower degree of centralization grants greater
autonomy to subsidiaries and enables broader involvement of individuals in decision-making
processes (Zeng et al., 2018).

In contrast to the decentralization and centrifugal forces triggered by the adoption of
DCTs, the centripetal forces associated with DSTs tend to lead MNCs to centralize their less
knowledge-intensive or highly routine activities within the global value chain. Prior research
characterizes DST as technologies that automate, upgrade and restructure production and
operational routines at specific locations (Autio et al., 2021; Bilberg and Malik, 2019;
Szalavetz, 2019). The adoption of DSTs enhance the MNC'’s capacity to monitor and control
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operations by automating local processes (Autio et al., 2021). For example, the integration of Critical
big data analytics and the Internet of Things (IoT) enable headquarters to access real-time  perspectives on
information on supply chain storage and processing, which improves the speed and quality of
decision-making (Ahi et al., 2022). These systems increase transparency in global supply
processes without relying on subsidiaries to initiate knowledge transfers. Even when
headquarters and subsidiaries possess comparable knowledge of DSTs and supply chain
systems, the headquarters may have no further need for local knowledge contributions. The 263
centripetal forces associated with DSTs centralize decision-making authority and provide
additional control to headquarters over subsidiary operations (Zeng et al., 2018). Smart
manufacturing systems that incorporate DSTs provide headquarters with real-time data on
components, personnel and processes, thereby improving operational efficiency and
planning capabilities (Buer et al., 2021). These systems support centralized, data-driven
decision-making and limit the subsidiary’s role in acquiring and contributing new knowledge
(Nell et al., 2021; Schmitt et al., 2019). Reverse knowledge transfer becomes unlikely under
such conditions, as DSTs automate and reorganize local processes according to top-down
directives set by headquarters.
Based on the arguments above, we suggest the following propositions:

International
Business

Pla. The adoption of digital communication technologies, which reinforce centrifugal
forces, is positively associated with subsidiaries’ ability to transfer knowledge to
headquarters because reduced centralization grants subsidiaries greater autonomy
to codify, articulate and reformat their knowledge.

P1b. The adoption of digital in situ technologies, which reinforce centripetal forces, is
negatively associated with subsidiaries’ ability to transfer knowledge to
headquarters because increased centralization limits subsidiaries’ autonomy and
reduces the relevance of their knowledge contributions.

Willingness
Extensive research on reverse knowledge transfer has shown that subsidiaries’ willingness is
positively associated with effective knowledge sharing toward headquarters (e.g. Gupta and
Govindarajan, 2000; Kong et al., 2018; Minbaeva et al., 2018; Najafi-Tavani et al., 2012).
While willingness is often discussed as a factor that enables recipients to absorb new
knowledge (e.g. Schleimer and Pedersen, 2013), it also plays a central role in shaping the
sender’s capacity to disseminate knowledge (Minbaeva et al., 2018). Scholars have
consistently identified motivational constraints as significant barriers to successful
knowledge transfer (Gupta and Govindarajan, 2000; Szulanski, 1996). According to Su et al.
(2021), subsidiaries with strong motivation are more likely to allocate resources, personnel
and time to support knowledge transfer efforts. In line with this view, a meta-analysis by
Zeng et al. (2018) finds that centralization is an important determinant of subsidiaries’
willingness to transfer knowledge. Further evidence suggests that a higher degree of
centralization can diminish a subsidiary’s willingness to share knowledge, as it limits the
unit’s autonomy to respond to local demands and conditions (Ciabuschi et al., 2010).
According to Wang et al. (2004), a subsidiary’s willingness to engage in knowledge
transfer is shaped by its perception of the knowledge’s value and the quality of the
relationship with the recipient. Despite the strategic importance of knowledge sharing,
subsidiaries may still be reluctant to transfer their knowledge to headquarters (Mudambi and
Navarra, 2004). We propose that a subsidiary’s willingness to share knowledge is driven by
three interrelated mechanisms. First, the anticipation of gaining influence within a
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CPOIB decentralized MNC serves as a primary motivator. When DCTs are adopted, subsidiaries
22,2 become better equipped to coordinate their specialized activities with other globally
dispersed units, which increases their potential to shape organizational decisions. DCTs
enhance subsidiaries’ capacity to contribute distinctive knowledge to the firm’s competitive
advantage, particularly in decentralized contexts where influence is more widely distributed.
The centrifugal forces stimulated by DCTs direct economic activity and knowledge
264 generation outward across the MNC'’s global network (Autio et al., 2021), thereby expanding
subsidiaries’ opportunities to increase their influence. For example, when subsidiaries share
locally generated knowledge efficiently through DCTs, they can signal their strategic
relevance to headquarters. This, in turn, may strengthen their position within the
organizational network and increase their influence in future decision-making processes
(Najafi-Tavani et al., 2014).

Second, autonomy in generating and disseminating context-independent knowledge is a
critical factor influencing subsidiaries’ willingness to share knowledge, and DCTs play an
important role in enhancing this autonomy. By using DCTs, subsidiaries acquire the capacity
to generate knowledge from their local environments and transmit it across the MNC
network with greater efficiency. Through the reinforcement of centrifugal forces, DCTs
support the decentralization of knowledge-intensive activities and enable subsidiaries to
operate more independently in producing and sharing knowledge that is globally relevant.
The improved communication and coordination infrastructure enabled by DCTs allow
subsidiaries to deliver insights from diverse contexts in a timely manner, facilitating effective
knowledge dissemination across borders (Autio et al., 2021). This autonomy enhances their
strategic contribution to the MNGC, as they are not tightly constrained by local limitations and
are instead positioned to create and share knowledge that serves the broader organization.

Third, the incentives for subsidiaries to disseminate knowledge may become more
pronounced when DCTs are adopted, as these technologies increase the efficiency of
knowledge transfer across the MNC. Although subsidiaries may hesitate to share knowledge
due to concerns about losing their competitive edge or receiving insufficient recognition,
DCTs help mitigate these concerns by facilitating more seamless and timely communication
(Forsgren, 1997; Szulanski, 1996). DCTs reduce information asymmetries between
headquarters and subsidiaries, which supports stronger collaboration and closer alignment of
organizational goals (Kong et al., 2018). As DCTs amplify centrifugal forces, it enables
subsidiaries to demonstrate their value contributions in real-time, making it more likely that
headquarters will recognize and reward their efforts. For example, in the case of Dassault
Aviation, DCTs enabled partners to deliver critical updates overnight, which significantly
improved coordination and ensured timely acknowledgment of knowledge contributions. By
fostering a more collaborative organizational climate, DCTs help ensure that subsidiaries
perceive themselves as valued participants in the knowledge system, with the assurance that
their contributions will generate a visible and timely impact on the MNC’s broader
operations.

In contrast, the adoption of DSTs by headquarters reinforces centripetal forces, which
concentrate decision-making authority and operational control at the central level (Autio
et al., 2021). These technologies offer real-time, data-driven monitoring and control
capabilities, consolidating decision-making processes and enhancing operational efficiency
(Chien et al., 2007; Nell et al., 2021). For instance, DSTs have enabled firms such as General
Electric (GE) to apply machine learning models that optimize core operational decisions,
including delivery scheduling and inventory control, which are the types of functions
previously required human input from multiple decentralized units (Barro and Davenport,
2019). By introducing standardization and automation to routine tasks, DSTs reduce the need
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for specialized human capital, shift operational activities toward centralized structures and Critical
diminish reliance on knowledge contributions from geographically dispersed subsidiaries Perspectives on
(Szalavetz, 2019).

This centralization has significant implications for the willingness of subsidiaries to
transfer knowledge, particularly reverse knowledge, to headquarters. DSTs reinforce
centripetal forces, consolidate decision-making authority and restrict the subsidiary’s
involvement in knowledge creation and dissemination (Autio et al., 2021). As DSTs 265
centralize strategic processes over time, subsidiaries become increasingly disconnected from
knowledge-intensive activities. Research has shown that centralized coordination
mechanisms reduce subsidiaries’ autonomy and limit their inclination to search for, acquire
and share local knowledge (Zeng et al., 2018). Traditionally, headquarters have implemented
various monitoring tools (e.g. expatriate assignments and bureaucratic procedures) to control
subsidiary behavior and ensure alignment with corporate objectives. These efforts are
intended to mitigate potential opportunistic actions that may arise from information
asymmetries (e.g. Chatzopoulou et al., 2022). However, such monitoring inherently
introduces a level of control that constrains subsidiaries’ autonomy, as headquarters aim to
enforce compliance with centralized decisions. Prior research confirms that increased
monitoring from headquarters is negatively associated with subsidiary autonomy
(O’Donnell, 2000). As a result, even when subsidiaries hold valuable localized knowledge,
their limited autonomy weakens their incentive to share that knowledge with headquarters
(Pertusa-Ortega et al., 2010).

Within this context, the adoption of DSTs reduce subsidiaries’ willingness to transfer
knowledge back to headquarters. As subsidiaries become increasingly limited to performing
standardized and automated tasks, their capacity to contribute locally specialized knowledge
becomes less relevant in the broader decision-making process. This reduction in relevance
discourages their participation in knowledge-sharing efforts (Nell et al., 2021). It can
therefore be argued that DSTs not only restrict subsidiaries’ ability to contribute but also
diminish their willingness to engage in reverse knowledge flows. The centralization of data-
driven decision-making processes weakens the mechanisms that previously supported
knowledge exchange and innovation.

In sum, based on these arguments, we suggest the following propositions:

International
Business

P2a. The adoption of digital communication technologies, which reinforce centrifugal
forces, is positively associated with subsidiaries’ willingness to transfer knowledge
to headquarters because reduced centralization enhances their autonomy to act on
local initiatives and increases the likelihood that their contributions will be
recognized and rewarded.

P2b. The adoption of digital in situ technologies, which reinforce centripetal forces, is
negatively associated with subsidiaries’ willingness to transfer knowledge to
headquarters because increased centralization confines them to routine tasks and
reduces both their autonomy and the recognition of their knowledge contributions.

Opportunity

In addition to the sender’s willingness and ability, opportunities must be actively established
in order for knowledge to be transferred effectively (Argote et al., 2003). Such opportunities
often arise through frequent interaction between sender and receiver (Minbaeva et al., 2018).
Opportunity refers to the situational conditions that enable a particular behavioral outcome
(Maclnnis et al., 1991). Within an MNC network, these conditions may either support or
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CPOIB constrain the ability of knowledge senders and recipients to learn from one another (Najafi-
22,2 Tavani et al., 2018). Even when a sender has the ability to codify and articulate knowledge
and is willing to share it, the absence of appropriate opportunities renders that knowledge
unutilized. Through interaction, senders can better understand the needs of receivers and
shape their knowledge contributions accordingly (Minbaeva et al., 2018). Opportunities for
knowledge sharing may take both formal and informal forms (Ipe, 2003).
266 Formal opportunities, referred to as purposive learning channels (Rulke and Zaheer,
2000), include training programs, structured work teams and technology-based systems
designed to support knowledge transfer (Bartol and Srivastava, 2002). Informal
opportunities, also known as relational learning channels, include personal relationships and
social networks that facilitate learning and sharing through trust-based interactions (Nahapiet
and Ghoshal, 1998). Electronic platforms and other technology-based systems can enhance
purposive learning channels by creating structured environments that engage a broader set of
individuals and accelerate the flow of knowledge (Ipe, 2003). However, prior studies suggest
that much of knowledge transfer continues to occur in informal contexts, particularly through
face-to-face exchanges rooted in trust and personal relationships (e.g. Jones and Jordan,
1998; Pan and Scarbrough, 1999; Truran, 1998; Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). Regardless of
whether interactions are formal or informal, effective knowledge transfer between
geographically dispersed entities depends on the ability to use diverse communication
channels. When senders have access to multiple channels and can select those best suited to
recipients’ needs, the likelihood of successful knowledge transfer increases (Minbaeva et al.,
2018).

As discussed earlier, a higher degree of decentralization, enabled by DCTs, provides
subsidiaries with greater autonomy to develop new knowledge and motivates them to pursue
appropriate opportunities to share it with headquarters. DCTs can introduce new mechanisms
that support interaction within the firm (Verhoef et al., 2021) and allow for novel forms of
collaboration across a distributed network of diverse actors. For example, digital
technologies such as augmented reality and cloud-based platforms can improve both intra-
and inter-firm knowledge transfer (Ahi et al.,, 2022). These tools help build online
communities within the organization that foster collaboration and facilitate knowledge
exchange across dispersed units (Schmitt et al., 2019). Prior research demonstrates that
electronic coordination mechanisms strengthen communication among organizational units
(e.g. Fulk and DeSanctis, 1995; Niederman, 2005) and enhance the flow of knowledge
between subsidiaries and headquarters (Rabbiosi, 2011). The centrifugal forces associated
with DCTs contribute to the decentralization of specialized activities within MNCs. This
decentralization not only grants subsidiaries autonomy to develop local knowledge but also
encourages them to identify and pursue opportunities for sharing it, particularly when such
initiatives can help them gain visibility and relevance within the MNC. Through these
opportunities, subsidiaries contribute to the MNC’s competitive advantage by leveraging
their local knowledge base (Marino et al., 2020; Schotter et al., 2017). In this context, DCTs
play a catalytic role by initiating the interaction process and serving as a coordinating
interface between subsidiaries and headquarters.

Through the automation of routine activities, DSTs improve operational excellence
(Autio et al., 2021), centralize decision-making authority (Nell et al., 2021) and expand the
headquarters’ capacity to make data-driven decisions (Leonardi, 2020). This form of digital
technology introduces a structural shift within MNCs and broadens headquarters’ scope and
influence over decision-making at the subsidiary level (Galbraith, 2014; Schmitt et al.,
2019). The higher degree of centralization, driven by the centripetal forces associated with
DSTs, limits subsidiaries’ opportunity to generate knowledge from their local environments
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(Lunnan et al., 2019) and restricts the transfer of that knowledge to headquarters (Zeng et al., Critical
2018). In contrast to decentralization, centralization tends to reduce the development of  perspectives on
creative solutions, impede communication across departments and constrain the flow of
ideas and knowledge (Pertusa-Ortega et al., 2010). DSTs-supported centralization enables
headquarters to access real-time data for more efficient decision-making, but it narrows the
scope for subsidiaries to engage in knowledge creation and dissemination. While DCTs
foster a collaborative environment that encourages frequent interactions between 267
headquarters and subsidiaries, facilitating knowledge dissemination, DSTs primarily focus
on upgrading operational efficiency and may not provide as many opportunities for
subsidiaries to interact with headquarters for knowledge transfer.

In sum, based on the above discussion and arguments, we suggest the following
propositions:

International
Business

P3a. The adoption of digital communication technologies, which reinforce centrifugal
forces, is positively associated with subsidiaries’ opportunities to transfer
knowledge to headquarters because reduced centralization creates more frequent
and diverse interaction channels for knowledge exchange.

P3b. The adoption of digital in situ technologies, which reinforce centripetal forces, is
negatively associated with subsidiaries’ opportunities to transfer knowledge to
headquarters because increased centralization narrows subsidiaries’ access to
interaction channels and reduces occasions for knowledge sharing.

Discussion and conclusion
In contrast to most studies in the contemporary IB literature that examine the emergence and
anticipated effects of digitalization, this paper adopts a different approach by avoiding the
treatment of digitalization as a monolithic phenomenon. Following the distinction developed
by Autio et al. (2021), we argue that different forms of digital technology adoption give rise
to distinct structural conditions within MNCs and activate two opposing dynamics:
centripetal and centrifugal forces. Before outlining the paper’s broader contributions and
implications, it is necessary to acknowledge its limitations. This is a conceptual paper
grounded in theoretical argumentation and does not incorporate empirical analysis. Future
studies may empirically assess the propositions developed here. Moreover, by focusing on
archetypical configurations, the paper does not address institutional or legal constraints
imposed by host country governments (Kallinikos, 2011), nor does it consider the high
location dependence of certain digitally enabled products (Yoo et al., 2010). Our theoretical
development also centers exclusively on the sender’s disseminative capacity and does not
account for the recipient’s absorptive capacity in the knowledge transfer process. Subsequent
research could explore knowledge transfer as a relational process between subsidiaries and
headquarters by integrating both perspectives. In particular, examining how digitalization
reshapes the balance of power between these two actors, especially when subsidiaries lead
the adoption of digital technologies, could yield meaningful insights. Such inquiry would
extend current IB discussions of digital transformation beyond questions of efficiency and
coordination and bring greater attention to its organizational consequences within MNCs.
Moreover, this paper has focused on one type of coordination mechanism (i.e.
centralization) because it is directly linked to the two forms of digital technology discussed.
However, knowledge transfer within MNCs depends on multiple coordination mechanisms,
including formalization and socialization, each of which warrants closer examination (Zeng
et al., 2018). Centralization refers to the locus of decision-making authority, formalization
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CPOIB governs the standardization of processes and routines and socialization involves informal
22,2 interactions that build trust and facilitate knowledge flows. Future research could investigate
how these mechanisms interact with digital technologies to condition subsidiary behaviors
related to knowledge dissemination. A deeper understanding of how digitalization impacts
all three types of coordination would offer a more thorough explanation of knowledge
transfer in globally distributed organizations.
268 At the same time, an alternative way to interpret the dynamics outlined in this paper
would be through the lens of power and resource dependence. From this perspective, the
relationship between headquarters and subsidiaries can be viewed as one of mutual
dependence, where control over critical resources shapes influence and decision-making
authority (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). The adoption of a resource dependence interpretation
could be seen as strengthening headquarters’ control over scarce resources (e.g. data, capital-
intensive infrastructure and advanced analytics) by consolidating them in centralized
locations, thereby reinforcing asymmetries of dependence. Conversely, DCTs may allow
subsidiaries to leverage locally embedded resources and knowledge, thereby reducing
dependence on headquarters and creating opportunities to renegotiate influence within the
MNC network. While this narrative is theoretically plausible and resonates with existing
research on intra-MNC power relations (Jiang et al., 2023), we have not adopted RDT as the
guiding framework for our analysis. Our aim has been to conceptualize the structural
mechanisms through which digital technologies configure disseminative capacity, focusing
specifically on coordination rather than control of resources. Nevertheless, acknowledging
this alternative perspective is valuable because it highlights how digitalization may alter not
only coordination structures but also the distribution of power within MNCs. Future research
could build on our framework by explicitly integrating a resource dependence logic,
examining how digital technologies shift relative dependencies between headquarters and
subsidiaries across industries and institutional contexts.

Despite these limitations, this paper contributes to the ongoing conversation in the IB
literature by offering a finer-grained approach to digitalization. We examine how different
types of digital technologies generate centripetal and centrifugal forces that shape the
evolving relationship between headquarters and subsidiaries and redefine their strategic
roles. Considering that MNCs adopt both DCTs and DSTs in parallel, digitalization is a
complex process with inherent trade-offs between these opposing forces and creates
variation in the degree of subsidiary autonomy. By focusing on archetypical configurations,
we illustrate how the degree of centralization shifts in response to the dominant form of
digital technology and how this shift influences subsidiaries’ capacity for reverse knowledge
transfer. This shift holds particular relevance for understanding whether subsidiaries function
merely as recipients of headquarters-driven digital initiatives or actively participate in
shaping digital transformation across the MNC. This way, we contribute to the
underexplored domain of knowledge flows between subsidiaries and headquarters in the
context of digitalization.

Furthermore, although the receiver’s absorptive capacity is well recognized (Argote et al.,
2003; Andersson et al., 2015; Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Van Wijk et al., 2008; Zhou et al.,
2018), the sender’s disseminative capacity (Burmeister et al., 2018; de Sousa et al., 2023;
Minbaeva and Michailova, 2004; Sanchez-Vidal et al., 2018; Szasz et al., 2019; Yildiz et al.,
2025) as a success factor for reverse knowledge transfer is less explored. In that context, we
developed a set of propositions that postulate how the level of de(centralization) that
emerged from forms of digital technology affects the sender’s disseminative capacity. By
doing so, we extend discussions on how digitalization reshapes not only the efficiency of
knowledge flows but also the decision-making process across MNCs. Our theoretical
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predictions suggest that digitalization is not merely a technical shift but also an Critical
organizational process, altering the autonomy of subsidiaries and their ability to influence Perspectives on
headquarter strategies.

Our theoretical predictions offer MNCs a distinct perspective on digitalization. They
clarify how different forms of digital technology may be used to either distribute specific
activities across the value chain or to centralize and integrate others. This differentiated view
helps MNCs understand how digital technologies influence the balance between centrifugal 269
and centripetal forces, thereby shaping the role of subsidiaries in knowledge transfer. One
key implication is that digitalization does not inherently democratize the MNC structure.
Rather, its consequences depend on whether the adopted technologies enhance headquarters’
control (via DSTs) or expand subsidiaries’ strategic influence (via DCTs). Future research
could explore this further by examining how digitalization reshapes power asymmetries
within MNCs across various industries and institutional environments.

Although the propositions we propose seem straightforward and clear, the reality, as is
often the case, is more complex and involves several contingencies. In our paper, we assume
that both forms of digital technologies are provided by headquarters, which is knowledgeable
about these technologies. However, this might not always be the case for DCTs. If a
subsidiary independently adopts these technologies in response to local environmental
demands, the headquarters might initially have limited knowledge of it. This could produce
different effects across three dimensions (i.e. ability, willingness and opportunity) of the
subsidiary’s disseminative capacity, rather than the uniformly positive effects outlined in our
conceptualization. According to Lane and Lubatkin (1998)’s conceptualization of relative
absorptive capacity, the success of knowledge transfer depends on the similarity of the
knowledge base between the sending firm (e.g. the subsidiary) and the receiving firm (e.g.
headquarters). The subsidiary’s success in disseminating knowledge relies on its ability to
articulate and codify knowledge based on the recipient’s existing knowledge base and needs
(Minbaeva et al., 2018). Under these circumstances, since the headquarters is less
knowledgeable about the DCTs the subsidiary employs in its value chain activities, the
knowledge gap between the two parties might reduce the subsidiary’s ability to disseminate
knowledge. However, DCTs would likely remain positively associated with the other two
elements of the subsidiary’s disseminative capacity.

As per their conceptualization, DSTs centralize certain activities through continuous
automation of repetitive activities. The subsidiaries adopting these technologies only follow
the headquarters’ one-way centralized decisions. They are granted less autonomy, which
curbs their capacity to seek knowledge from the local environment to engage in knowledge-
intensive activities and transfer relevant knowledge. Nevertheless, this may not always be
the case. Previous research indicates that subsidiaries undergo a competency development
process and evolution over time (e.g. Birkinshaw, 1998; Birkinshaw and Hood, 1998;
Cantwell and Mudambi, 2005). This evolution can change their role in an MNC network by
gaining a mandate. DSTs, adopted by the subsidiary through the directive from headquarters,
can generate slack time for a subsidiary, as routine automated tasks gradually detach the
required level of human skills from the automated process over time (Autio et al., 2021).
Despite all adverse effects, slack time allows organizations to experiment with new strategies
and innovative projects within a resource-constrained environment (Agrawal et al., 2018;
Nohria and Gulati, 1996). Previous research shows that financial and managerial slack is
associated with subsidiary innovation initiatives (Nohria and Gulati, 1996; Villar et al.,
2018). The slack generated from process automation (by DSTs adoption), along with a
subsidiary’s digital expertise, can allow it to develop its competencies according to the

International
Business
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CPOIB market demand and can enable it to change its role from an executor to a contributor or
229 innovator (e.g. Ryan et al., 2020, 2022).
’ This raises an important question:

Q1. Do DSTs always reinforce headquarters control, or can subsidiaries leverage
automation-driven slack to pursue new competencies and eventually challenge
270 existing hierarchies?

Future research could examine the conditions under which subsidiaries use DSTs-enabled
slack time to enhance their strategic influence. An exemplary case illustrated by Ryan and his
colleagues (2022) offers a preliminary answer to this question by showing how a medical
equipment manufacturing subsidiary mandated by the headquarters has evolved and become
the generator of innovation through continuous upgradation of production facilities and
related competencies relying on its slack resources. Thus, a subsidiary can balance between
the adoption of DSTs and DCTs. In addition, since a higher level of modularity causes
centrifugal forces (Holgersson et al., 2022), a lack of product modularity can impose critical
moderating effects on our theoretical framework’s tenets by reducing the level of
geographical knowledge dispersion (Autio et al., 2021). This can also influence a
subsidiary’s adoption of DCTs as well as the level of autonomy associated with it.

As noted elsewhere, adopting digitalization in traditional MNCs is now more than
integrating some digital technologies in their internal and external operations. It has reshaped
and complicated MNCs’ organizational structure and global strategies to a considerable
extent (Autio et al., 2021; Zeng et al., 2023). Digitalization has also influenced MNCs’
pursuit of competitive advantages by accumulating globally dispersed knowledge (Ahi et al.,
2022). Tt is evident from different industry reports that digital technologies have become
imperative for MNCs to stay competitive in the digital age (Ghauri et al., 2021). Though
some studies (e.g. Autio et al., 2021; Chen and Kamal, 2016; Laplume et al., 2016) highlight
the role of digital tools in acquiring and spreading knowledge across the globe to integrate
global value chain activities (Feliciano-Cestero et al., 2023), extant literature barely focuses
on how the interrelated relationships between knowledge transfer and digital technologies
can influence an MNC’s emerging new strategies (Massa et al., 2023).

Despite increasing attention to digitalization as a dominant research theme in IB, its
implications for subsidiary knowledge dissemination remain underexplored. Effective
knowledge transfer is crucial for the survival and performance of MNCs, where
subsidiaries play an indispensable role in possessing unique knowledge stocks. In our
conceptual model, we have examined how two opposing forces, stimulated by different
forms of digital technology, shape subsidiaries’ disseminative capacity. Our discussion
contributes to a deeper understanding of how digitalization shapes
headquarter—subsidiary relationships, raising critical questions about whether digital
technologies democratize decision-making or reinforce existing hierarchies. This
perspective can help managers move beyond the umbrella term “digitalization” to develop
a clearer understanding of the consequences of different digital technologies in their
global value chain activities. Future research could build on this foundation by exploring
industry-specific variations in digitalization’s effects on MNC structures and subsidiary
strategic autonomy. The conceptual foundation of this paper is built on considering
structural condition of typical MNCs operating in manufacturing industry, embracing
digital transformation (e.g. Meyer et al., 2023). Future research within the context of a
more specific industry, such as the service industry, or a different firm type, like a “born-
digital” would complement our theoretical understanding.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. conl cpoi b/ articl e-pdf/22/2/253/ 10355884/ cpoi b- 02- 2025- 0046en. pdf by guest on 30 May 2026



Funding Critical
The authors thankfully acknowledge financial support from the Jan Wallander, Tom Hedelius Perspectives on
and Tore Browaldh Foundation.

International
Business
References
Agrawal, A., Catalini, C., Goldfarb, A. and Luo, H. (2018), “Slack time and innovation”, Organization
Science, Vol. 29 No. 6, pp. 1056-1073. 271

Ahi, A.A., Sinkovics, N., Shildibekov, Y., Sinkovics, R.R. and Mehandjiev, N. (2022), “Advanced
technologies and international business: a multidisciplinary analysis of the literature”,
International Business Review, Vol. 31 No. 4, p. 101967.

Ambos, T.C., Andersson, U. and Birkinshaw, J. (2010), “What are the consequences of initiative-taking
in multinational subsidiaries?”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 41 No. 7,
pp. 1099-1118.

Andersson, U., Buckley, P.J. and Dellestrand, H. (2015), “In the right place at the right time!: The
influence of knowledge governance tools on knowledge transfer and utilization in MNEs”,
Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 5 No. 1, pp. 27-47.

Andersson, U., Forsgren, M. and Holm, U. (2002), “The strategic impact of external networks:
Subsidiary performance and competence development in the multinational corporation”,
Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 23 No. 11, pp. 979-996.

Andersson, U., Forsgren, M. and Holm, U. (2007), “Balancing subsidiary influence in the federative
MNC: a business network view”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 38 No. 5,
pp. 802-818.

Argote, L., McEvily, B. and Reagans, R. (2003), “Introduction to the special issue on managing
knowledge in organizations: creating, retaining, and transferring knowledge”, Management
Science, Vol. 49 No. 4, pp. v-viii.

Autio, E., Mudambi, R. and Yoo, Y. (2021), “Digitalization and globalization in a turbulent world:
Centrifugal and centripetal forces”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 11 No. 1, pp. 3-16.

Autio, E. (2017), “Strategic entrepreneurial internationalization: a normative framework”, Strategic
Entrepreneurship Journal, Vol. 11 No. 3, pp. 211-227.

Awate, S., Larsen, M.M. and Mudambi, R. (2015), “Accessing vs sourcing knowledge: a comparative
study of R&D internationalization between emerging and advanced economy firms”, Journal of
International Business Studies, Vol. 46 No. 1, pp. 63-86.

Bartlett, C.A., and Ghoshal, S. (1989), Managing across Borders: The Transnational Solution, Harvard
Business School Press, Boston.

Bartol, K.M. and Srivastava, A. (2002), “Encouraging knowledge sharing: the role of organizational
reward systems”, Journal of Leadership and Organizational Studies, Vol. 9 No. 1, pp. 64-76.

Barro, S. and Davenport, T.H. (2019), “People and machines: partners in innovation”, MIT Sloan
Management Review, Vol. 60 No. 4, pp. 22-28.

Baskerville, R., Myers, M.D. and Yoo, Y. (2020), “Digital first: the ontological reversal and new
challenges in IS research”, MIS Quarterly, Vol. 44 No. 2, pp. 509-523.

Benito, G.R., Larimo, J., Narula, R. and Pedersen, T. (2002), “Multinational enterprises from small
economies: internationalization patterns of large companies from Denmark, Finland, and
Norway”, International Studies of Management and Organization, Vol. 32 No. 1,
pp- 57-78.

Bilberg, A. and Malik, A.A. (2019), “Digital twin driven human-robot collaborative assembly”, CIRP
Annals, Vol. 68 No. 1, pp. 499-502.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. conl cpoi b/ articl e-pdf/22/2/253/ 10355884/ cpoi b- 02- 2025- 0046en. pdf by guest on 30 May 2026



CPOIB Birkinshaw, J. (1998), “Foreign-owned subsidiaries and regional development: the case of Sweden”,
222 Birkinshaw, J. and Hood, N. (Eds), Multinational Corporate Evolution and Subsidiary
’ Development, Palgrave Macmillan, London, UK, pp. 268-298.

Birkinshaw, J. and Hood, N. (1998), “Multinational subsidiary evolution: capability and charter change
in foreign-owned subsidiary companies”, The Academy of Management Review, Vol. 23 No. 4,
pp. 773-795.

Bhandari, K.R., Zdmborsky, P., Ranta, M. and Salo, J. (2023), “Digitalization, internationalization, and
272 & X ; : " .
rm performance: a resource-orchestration perspective on new OLI advantages”, International
Business Review, Vol. 32 No. 4, p. 102135.

Bjorkdahl, J. (2020), “Strategies for digitalization in manufacturing firms”, California Management
Review, Vol. 62 No. 4, pp. 17-36.

Bouncken, R. and Barwinski, R. (2021), “Shared digital identity and rich knowledge ties in global 3D
printing—a drizzle in the clouds?”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 11 No. 1, pp. 81-108.

Buckley, P.J. and Ghauri, P.N. (2004), “Globalisation, economic geography and the strategy of
multinational enterprises”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 35 No. 2, pp. 81-98.

Burmeister, A., Lazarova, M.B. and Deller, J. (2018), “Repatriate knowledge transfer: antecedents and
boundary conditions of a dyadic process”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 53 No. 6, pp. 806-816.

Buer, S.V., Semini, M., Strandhagen, J.O. and Sgarbossa, F. (2021), “The complementary effect of lean
manufacturing and digitalisation on operational performance”, International Journal of
Production Research, Vol. 59 No. 7, pp. 1976-1992.

Cantwell, J. (1991), “A survey of theories of international production”, Pitelis, C. and Sugden, R. (Eds.),
The Nature of the Transnational Firm, Routledge, London, pp. 16-63.

Cantwell, J. and Mudambi, R. (2005), “MNE competence-creating subsidiary mandates”, Strategic
Management Journal, Vol. 26 No. 12, pp. 1109-1128.

Cantwell, J. and Shukla, P. (2025), “Spatial development of technological knowledge and the evolution
of international business activity across technological paradigms”, International Business
Review, Vol. 34 No. 1, p. 102356.

Ciabuschi, F., Martin Martin, O. and Stdhl, B. (2010), “Headquarters’ influence on knowledge transfer
performance”, Management International Review, Vol. 50 No. 4, pp. 471-491.

Cohen, W.M. and Levinthal, D.A. (1990), “Absorptive capacity: a new perspective on learning and
innovation”, Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 35 No. 1, pp. 128-152.

Chatzopoulou, E.C., Spanos, Y.E. and Lioukas, S. (2022), “Headquarters monitoring mechanisms,
subsidiaries’ financial slack, and the contingent role of subsidiaries” external embeddedness”,
Long Range Planning, Vol. 55 No. 1, p. 102044.

Choi, C. and Lee, S. (1997), “A knowledge-based view of co-operative interorganizational
relationships”, Beamish, P. and Killing, J. (Eds), Co-operative strategies: European
perspectives, The New Lexington Press, San Francisco, p. 33.

Chen, W. and Kamal, F. (2016), “The impact of information and communication technology adoption
on multinational firm boundary decisions”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 47
No. 5, pp. 563-576.

Chien, S.W., Hu, C., Reimers, K. and Lin, J.S. (2007), “The influence of centrifugal and centripetal
forces on ERP project success in small and medium-sized enterprises in China and Taiwan”,
International Journal of Production Economics, Vol. 107 No. 2, pp. 380-396.

Dattée, B., Alexy, O. and Autio, E. (2018),“Maneuvering in poor visibility: how firms play the
ecosystem game when uncertainty is high”, Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 61 No. 2,
pp. 466-498.

Dassault Aviation (2004), “DASSAULT AVIATION revolutionizes aircraft development with the
virtual platform and PLM”, available at: www.3ds.com/fileadmin/customer-stories/import/pdf/
Dassault-Aviation-7X-brochure.pdf (accessed 18 September 2024).

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. conl cpoi b/ articl e-pdf/22/2/253/ 10355884/ cpoi b- 02- 2025- 0046en. pdf by guest on 30 May 2026


http://www.3ds.com/fileadmin/customer-stories/import/pdf/Dassault-Aviation-7X-brochure.pdf
http://www.3ds.com/fileadmin/customer-stories/import/pdf/Dassault-Aviation-7X-brochure.pdf

de Sousa, P.R., de Castro, J.M., Gohr, C.F. and Barbosa, M.W. (2023), “Knowledge transfer based on Critical
disseminative capacity, absorptive capacity, and learning: a comparative study between Brazil Per n n
and Germany”, The Learning Organization, Vol. 30 No. 2, pp. 181-213. erspectives o

I ional
Easterby-Smith, M., Lyles, M.A. and Tsang, E.W. (2008), “Inter-organizational knowledge transfer: ntemat%ona
current themes and future prospects”, Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 45 No. 4, Business
pp. 677-690.
El Samra, A., James, A. and Malik, K. (2024), “Disrupt through digital: a study on the challenges faced 273
when digitalizing R&D”, R&D Management, Vol. 54 No. 4, pp. 713-723.

Feliciano-Cestero, M.M., Ameen, N., Kotabe, M., Paul, J. and Signoret, M. (2023), “Is digital
transformation threatened? A systematic literature review of the factors influencing firms’ digital
transformation and internationalization”, Journal of Business Research, Vol. 157, p. 113546.

Fitzgerald, M., Kruschwitz, N., Bonnet, D. and Welch, M. (2014), “Embracing digital technology: a
new strategic imperative”, MIT Sloan Management Review, Vol. 55 No. 2, pp. 1-12.

Forsgren, M. (1997), “The advantage paradox of the multinational corporation”.
Forman, C. and van Zeebroeck, N. (2019), “Digital technology adoption and knowledge flows within

firms: Can the internet overcome geographic and technological distance?”, Research Policy,
Vol. 48 No. 8, p. 103697.

Fulk, J. and DeSanctis, G. (1995), “Electronic communication and changing organizational forms”,
Organization Science, Vol. 6 No. 4, pp. 337-349.

Furlonger, D., and Uzureau, C. (2019), The Real Business of Blockchain: how Leaders Can Create
Value in a New Digital Age, Harvard Business Press, Boston.

Galbraith, J.R. (2014), “Organizational design challenges resulting from big data”, Journal of
Organization Design, Vol. 3 No. 1, pp. 2-13.

Ghauri, P., Strange, R. and Cooke, F.L. (2021), “Research on international business: the new realities”,
International Business Review, Vol. 30 No. 2, p. 101794.

Ghoshal, S. and Nohria, N. (1989), “Internal differentiation within multinational corporations”,
Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 10 No. 4, pp. 323-337.

Ghoshal, S. and Bartlett, C.A. (1988), “Creation, adoption, and diffusion of innovations by subsidiaries
of multinational corporations”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 19 No. 3,
pp. 365-388.

Giunta, A., Marvasi, E. and Sforza, M. (2025), “Digitalization and regionalization of global value
chains in European industries”, Journal of Industrial and Business Economics, pp, Vol. 52 No. 3,
pp.- 1-30.

Grant, R.M. (1996), “Toward a knowledge-based theory of the firm”, Strategic Management Journal,
Vol. 17 No. S2, pp. 109-122.

Gupta, A.K. and Govindarajan, V. (1991), “Knowledge flows and the structure of control within
multinational corporations”, The Academy of Management Review, Vol. 16 No. 4, pp. 768-792.

Gupta, A.K. and Govindarajan, V. (2000), “Knowledge flows within multinational corporations”,
Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 21 No. 4, pp. 473-496.

Holgersson, M., Baldwin, C.Y., Chesbrough, H.M. and Bogers, M.L. (2022), “The forces of ecosystem
evolution”, California Management Review, Vol. 64 No. 3, pp. 5-23.

Ipe, M. (2003), “Knowledge sharing in organizations: a conceptual framework”, Human Resource
Development Review, Vol. 2 No. 4, pp. 337-359.

Jones, P. and Jordan, J. (1998), “Knowledge orientations and team effectiveness”, International Journal
of Technology Management, Vol. 16 No. 1/2/3, pp. 152-161.

Jiang, H., Luo, Y., Xia, J., Hitt, M. and Shen, J. (2023), “Resource dependence theory in international
business: progress and prospects”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 13 No. 1, pp. 3-57.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. conl cpoi b/ articl e-pdf/22/2/253/ 10355884/ cpoi b- 02- 2025- 0046en. pdf by guest on 30 May 2026



CPOIB Kallinikos, J. (2011), Governing through Technology: Information Artefacts and Social Practices,
229 Palgrave Macmillan, New York, NY.
g Kano, L., Narula, R. and Surdu, I. (2022), “Global value chain resilience: understanding the impact of
managerial governance adaptations”, California Management Review, Vol. 64 No. 2, pp. 24-45.
Kogut, B. and Zander, U. (1993), “Knowledge of the firm and the evolutionary theory of the
multinational corporation”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 24 No. 4,
274 pp. 625-645.
Kong, L., Ciabuschi, F. and Martin, O.M. (2018), “Expatriate managers’ relationships and reverse
knowledge transfer within emerging market MNCs: the mediating role of subsidiary
willingness”, Journal of Business Research, Vol. 93, pp. 216-229.

Lane, P., Salk, J. and Lyles, M.A. (2001), “Absorptive capacity, learning, and performance in
international joint ventures”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 22 No. 12, p. 1139.

Lane, P.J. and Lubatkin, M. (1998), “Relative absorptive capacity and interorganizational learning”,
Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 19 No. 5, pp. 461-477.

Lane, P.J., Koka, B.R. and Pathak, S. (2006), “The reification of absorptive capacity: a critical review
and rejuvenation of the construct”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 31 No. 4, pp. 833-863.

Langlois, P. and Robertson, P. (1992), “Networks and innovation in a modular system: lessons from the
microcomputer and stereo component industries”, Research Policy, Vol. 21 No. 4, pp. 297-313.

Laplume, A.O., Petersen, B. and Pearce, J.M. (2016), “Global value chains from a 3D printing
perspective”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 47 No. 5, pp. 595-609.

Leonardi, P.M. (2020), “COVID-19 and the new technologies of organizing: digital exhaust, digital
footprints, and artificial intelligence in the wake of remote work”, Journal of Management
Studies, Vol. 58 No. 1, p. 249.

Li, P. and Mudambi, R. (2025), “The complementarity and connectivity of locations: digitalization,
sustainability, and disruptions”, ZFW — Advances in Economic Geography, Vol. 69 No. 1, pp. 1-9.

Lunnan, R., Tomassen, S., Andersson, U. and Benito, G.R. (2019), “Dealing with headquarters in the
multinational corporation: a subsidiary perspective on organizing costs”, Journal of
Organization Design, Vol. 8 No. 1, pp. 1-24.

Mani, D., Srikanth, K. and Bharadwaj, A. (2014), “Efficacy of R&D work in offshore captive centers:
an empirical study of task characteristics, coordination mechanisms, and performance”,
Information Systems Research, Vol. 25 No. 4, pp. 846-864.

Maclnnis, D.J., Moorman, C. and Jaworski, B.J. (1991), “Enhancing and measuring consumers’
motivation, opportunity, and ability to process brand information from ads”, Journal of
Marketing, Vol. 55 No. 4, pp. 32-53.

Martin, X. and Salomon, R. (2003), “Knowledge transfer capacity and its implications for the theory of
the multinational corporation”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 34 No. 4,
pp. 356-373.

Marino, A., Mudambi, R., Perri, A. and Scalera, V. (2020), “Ties that bind: ethnic inventors in
multinational enterprises’ knowledge integration and exploitation”, Research Policy, Vol. 49
No. 9, p. 103956.

Massa, S., Annosi, M.C., Marchegiani, L. and Messeni Petruzzelli, A. (2023), “Digital technologies and
knowledge processes: new emerging strategies in international business. A systematic literature
review”, Journal of Knowledge Management, Vol. 27 No. 11, pp. 330-387.

Menz, M., Kunisch, S., Birkinshaw, J., Collis, D.J., Foss, N.J., Hoskisson, R.E. and Prescott, J.E.
(2021), “Corporate strategy and the theory of the firm in the digital age”, Journal of Management
Studies, Vol. 58 No. 7, pp. 1695-1720.

Meyer, K.E., Li, J. and Brouthers, K.D. (2023), “International business in the digital age: global
strategies in a world of national institutions”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 54
No. 4,p.577.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. conl cpoi b/ articl e-pdf/22/2/253/ 10355884/ cpoi b- 02- 2025- 0046en. pdf by guest on 30 May 2026



Minbaeva, D.B. and Michailova, S. (2004), “Knowledge transfer and expatriation in multinational Critical
corporations: the role of disseminative capacity”, Employee Relations, Vol. 26 No. 6,
pp. 663-679.

Minbaeva, D., Park, C., Vertinsky, I. and Cho, Y.S. (2018), “Disseminative capacity and knowledge
acquisition from foreign partners in international joint ventures”, Journal of World Business,
Vol. 53 No. 5, pp. 712-724.

Mowery, D.C., Oxley, J.E. and Silverman, B.S. (1996), “Strategic alliances and interfirm knowledge 275
transfer”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 17 No. S2, pp. 77-91.

Perspectives on
International
Business

Moriset, B. and Malecki, E.J. (2009), “Organization versus space: the paradoxical geographies of the
digital economy”, Geography Compass, Vol. 3 No. 1, pp. 256-274.

Mudambi, R. and Navarra, P. (2004), “Divisional power, intra-firm bargaining and rent-seeking
behavior in multidivisional corporations”, Economics Bulletin, Vol. 4 No. 13, pp. 1-10.

Mudambi, R., Piscitello, L. and Rabbiosi, L. (2014), “Reverse knowledge transfer in MNEs: subsidiary
innovativeness and entry modes”, Long Range Planning, Vol. 47 Nos 1-2, pp. 49-63.

Najafi-Tavani, Z., Giroud, A. and Sinkovics, R.R. (2012), “Mediating effects in reverse knowledge
transfer processes”, Management International Review, Vol. 52 No. 3, pp. 461-488.

Najafi-Tavani, Z., Giroud, A. and Andersson, U. (2014), “The interplay of networking activities and
internal knowledge actions for subsidiary influence within MNCs”, Journal of World Business,
Vol. 49 No. 1, pp. 122-131.

Najafi-Tavani, Z., Robson, M.J., Zaefarian, G., Andersson, U. and Yu, C. (2018), “Building subsidiary
local responsiveness: (when) does the directionality of intrafirm knowledge transfers matter?”,
Journal of World Business, Vol. 53 No. 4, pp. 475-492.

Nahapiet, J. and Ghoshal, S. (1998), “Social capital, intellectual capital, and the organizational
advantage”, The Academy of Management Review, Vol. 23 No. 2, pp. 242-266.

Nell, P.C., Foss, N.J., Klein, P.G. and Schmitt, J. (2021), “Avoiding digitalization traps: tools for top
managers”, Business Horizons, Vol. 64 No. 2, pp. 163-1609.

Niederman, F. (2005), “International business and MIS approaches to multinational organizational
research: the cases of knowledge transfer and IT workforce outsourcing”, Journal of
International Management, Vol. 11 No. 2, pp. 187-200.

Nohria, N. and Ghoshal, S. (1994), “Differentiated fit and shared values: alternatives for managing
headquarters-subsidiary relations”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 15 No. 6,
pp. 491-502.

Nobhria, N. and Gulati, R. (1996), “Is slack good or bad for innovation?”, Academy of Management
Journal, Vol. 39 No. 5, pp. 1245-1264.

O’Donnell, S.W. (2000), “Managing foreign subsidiaries: agents of headquarters, or an interdependent
network?”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 21 No. 5, pp. 525-548.

Pan, S.L. and Scarbrough, H. (1999), “Knowledge management in practice: an exploratory case study”,
Technology Analysis and Strategic Management, Vol. 11 No. 3, pp. 359-374.

Park, C. (2022), “The death of distance, revisited: disseminative capacity and knowledge transfer”,
Multinational Business Review, Vol. 30 No. 2, pp. 237-258.

Pertusa-Ortega, E.M., Zaragoza-Saez, P. and Claver-Cortés, E. (2010), “Can formalization, complexity,
and centralization influence knowledge performance?”, Journal of Business Research, Vol. 63
No. 3, pp. 310-320.

Pfeffer, J., and Salancik, G.R. (1978), “The external control of organizations: a resource dependence
perspective, Harper and Row, the competitive advantage of nations”, Competitive Intelligence
Review, Vol. 1 No.1, p. 14.

Rabbiosi, L. (2011), “Subsidiary roles and reverse knowledge transfer: an investigation of the effects of
coordination mechanisms”, Journal of International Management, Vol. 17 No. 2, pp. 97-113.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. conl cpoi b/ articl e-pdf/22/2/253/ 10355884/ cpoi b- 02- 2025- 0046en. pdf by guest on 30 May 2026



CPOIB Rulke, D.L., and Zaheer, S. (2000), “Shared and unshared transactive knowledge in complex
229 organizations: an exploratory study”, Lant, T.K. and Shapira, Z. (Eds), Organizational
’ Cognition: Computation and Interpretation, Psychology Press, London, pp. 83-100.
Ryan, P., Buciuni, G., Giblin, M. and Andersson, U. (2020), “Subsidiary upgrading and global value
chain governance in the multinational enterprise”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 10 No. 3,
pp. 496-519.
276 Ryan, P., Buciuni, G., Giblin, M. and Andersson, U. (2022), “Global value chain governance in the
MNE: a dynamic hierarchy perspective”, California Management Review, Vol. 64 No. 2,
pp. 97-118.
Sturgeon, T. (2021), “Upgrading strategies for the digital economy”, Global Strategy Journal, Vol. 11
No. 1, pp. 34-57.
Sanchez-Vidal, M.E., Sanz-Valle, R. and Barba-Aragon, M.I. (2018), “Repatriates and reverse
knowledge transfer in MNCs”, The International Journal of Human Resource Management,
Vol. 29 No. 10, pp. 1767-1785.
Schleimer, S.C. and Pedersen, T. (2013), “The driving forces of subsidiary absorptive capacity”,
Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 50 No. 4, pp. 646-672.
Schulze, A., Brojerdi, G. and von Krogh, G. (2014), “Those who know, do. Those who understand,
teach. Disseminative capability and knowledge transfer in the automotive industry”, Journal of
Product Innovation Management, Vol. 31 No. 1, pp. 79-97.

Schulz, M. (2001), “The uncertain relevance of newness: organizational learning and knowledge
flows”, Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 44 No. 4, pp. 661-681.

Schmitt, J., Decreton, B. and Nell, P.C. (2019), “How corporate headquarters add value in the digital
age”, Journal of Organization Design, Vol. 8 No. 1, pp. 1-10.

Schotter, A., Mudambi, R., Doz, Y. and Gaur, A. (2017), “Boundary spanning in global organizations”,
Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 54 No. 4, pp. 403-421.

Sternfels, B. (2024), “The future of technology”, McKinsey Quarterly, available at: www.mckinsey.
com/capabilities/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/the-top-trends-in-tech

Szasz, L., Racz, B.G., Scherrer, M. and Deflorin, P. (2019), “Disseminative capabilities and
manufacturing plant roles in the knowledge network of MNCs”, International Journal of
Production Economics, Vol. 208, pp. 294-304.

Szalavetz, A. (2019), “Digitalisation, automation and upgrading in global value chains—factory
economy actors versus lead companies”, Post-Communist Economies, Vol. 31 No. 5,
pp. 646-670.

Szulanski, G. (1996), “Exploring internal stickiness: impediments to the transfer of best practice within
the firm”, Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 17 No. S2, pp. 27-43.

Szulanski, G. (2000), “The process of knowledge transfer: a diachronic analysis of stickiness”,
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, Vol. 82 No. 1, pp. 9-27.

Su, C., Kong, L., Ciabuschi, F. and Yan, H. (2021), “Reverse innovation transfer in Chinese MNCs: the
role of political ties and headquarters”, Journal of International Management, Vol. 27 No. 1,
p. 100829.

Swaminathan, A., and Meffert, J. (2017), Digital@ Scale, John Wiley and Sons, NJ.

Tallman, S., Luo, Y. and Buckley, P.J. (2018), “Business models in global competition”, Global Strategy
Journal, Vol. 8 No. 4, pp. 517-535.

Truran, W.R. (1998), “Pathways for knowledge: how companies learn through people”, Engineering
Management Journal, Vol. 10 No. 4, pp. 15-20.

Van Wijk, R., Jansen, J.J. and Lyles, M.A. (2008), “Inter-and intra-organizational knowledge transfer: a
meta-analytic review and assessment of its antecedents and consequences”, Journal of
Management Studies, Vol. 45 No. 4, pp. 830-853.

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. conl cpoi b/ articl e-pdf/22/2/253/ 10355884/ cpoi b- 02- 2025- 0046en. pdf by guest on 30 May 2026


http://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/the-top-trends-in-tech
http://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/the-top-trends-in-tech

Villar, C., Dasi, A. and Botella-Andreu, A. (2018), “Subsidiary-specific advantages for inter-regional Critical

expansion: the role of intermediate units”, International Business Review, Vol. 27 No. 2, Perspectives on

pp. 328-338. .
International
Verhoef, P.C., Broekhuizen, T., Bart, Y., Bhattacharya, A., Dong, J.Q., Fabian, N. and Haenlein, M. te at.0 a
(2021), “Digital transformation: a multidisciplinary reflection and research agenda”, Journal of Business

Business Research, Vol. 122, pp. 889-901.

Vernon, R. (1966), “International trade and international investment in the product cycle”, Quarterly 277
Journal of Economics, Vol. 80 No. 2, pp. 190-207.

Wang, P., Tong, T.W. and Koh, C.P. (2004), “An integrated model of knowledge transfer from MNC
parent to China subsidiary”, Journal of World Business, Vol. 39 No. 2, pp. 168-182.

Yamin, M. and Sinkovics, R.R. (2007), “ICT and MNE reorganisation: the paradox of control”, Critical
Perspectives on International Business, Vol. 3 No. 4, pp. 322-336.

Yildiz, H.E., Zhou, A.J. and Fey, C.F. (2025), “Unfolding and developing disseminative capacity of
subsidiaries via structural integration in MNCS”, Journal of International Management, Vol. 31
No. 3.

Yoo, Y., Henfridsson, O. and Lyytinen, K. (2010), “Research commentary—the new organizing logic of
digital innovation: an agenda for information systems research”, Information Systems Research,
Vol. 21 No. 4, pp. 724-735.

Zeng, R., Grggaard, B. and Bjorkman, I. (2023), “Navigating MNE control and coordination: a critical
review and directions for future research”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 54
No. 9, pp. 1-24.

Zeng, R., Grogaard, B. and Steel, P. (2018), “Complements or substitutes? A meta-analysis of the role of
integration mechanisms for knowledge transfer in the MNE network”, Journal of World
Business, Vol. 53 No. 4, pp. 415-432.

Zhou, A.J., Fey, C. and Yildiz, H.E. (2018), “Fostering integration through HRM practices: an empirical
examination of absorptive capacity and knowledge transfer in cross-border M&As”, Journal of
World Business, Vol. 55 No. 2, p. 100947.

Corresponding author
Harun Emre Yildiz can be contacted at: emre.yildiz@mdu.se

For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. conl cpoi b/ articl e-pdf/22/2/253/ 10355884/ cpoi b- 02- 2025- 0046en. pdf by guest on 30 May 2026


mailto:emre.yildiz@mdu.se
https://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
mailto:

	How can the adoption of different digital technologies shape subsidiary disseminative capacity and reverse knowledge transfer in MNCs?
	Introduction
	Theoretical background
	Knowledge transfer in multinational corporations
	Effects of digital technology on subsidiary’s knowledge transfer
	Digital technologies and (de)centralization of activities

	Digital technology adoption and subsidiary disseminative capacity
	Ability
	Willingness
	Opportunity

	Discussion and conclusion
	Funding
	References




