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he world economy has shifted from an

industrial manufacturing oriented eco-

nomy to one based on knowledge and

information. It has been argued that
knowledge is of little value if it is not shared in
the organization. According to the previous re-
search, knowledge sharing between employees
is positively related to a firm’s innovation capa-
bility, team performance, and reduction in costs
and profit improvement (Collins & Smith, 2006;
Hansen, 2002). Previous research has identi-
tied a number of factors such as cultural diver-
sity (Voelpel, Dous & Davenport, 2005),
personality and motivation (Widén, 2007), and
social relations and networks (Chiu, Hsu &
Wang, 2006), that influence knowledge sharing.
However there is lack of a comprehensive stu-
dy on the effect of the language diversity on
knowledge sharing.

A possible reason for the lack of attention
paid to exploring the role of the language in
knowledge sharing is the tendency to regard lan-
guage as part of culture. It is presumed that cul-
ture management also includes language
management however, "the bundling of langua-
ge into a culture box has masked its influential
role on various aspects of organizational opera-
tions” (Welch, Welch & Piekkari, 2005, 14). Or-
ganizations usually see the language differences
within their organization as simply a transla-

tion issue that could be solved using the latest
technology (Carol, 1999), however they fail to
appreciate that how language diversity can af-
fect socialization and employees’ relations which
have implications for knowledge sharing.

The purpose of this study is, therefore, to in-
vestigate the influence of language on knowled-
ge sharing in multilingual organizations, more
specifically, what is the effect of language diver-
sity in employees’ personal knowledge networks
on their knowledge sharing behavior and perfor-
mance? Language diversity in knowledge
networks was operationalized in terms of mul-
tilingual and monolingual knowledge networks.
A multilingual knowledge network means
network connections with the individuals who
have different native languages, whereas mono-
lingual knowledge network means connections
with individuals who have the same native lan-

guage.
Methodology

To answer the above question, a quantitative
study was conducted in a Finnish multinatio-
nal. The organization included in this study is
a big player in the energy industry. A question-
naire was distributed through the organization’s
internal survey-software system in all of its sub-
sidiaries. Overall 403 responses were received.
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Results and conclusion
ANOVA test shows that there is no difference
in knowledge sharing behavior of employees
who have monolingual or multilingual know-
ledge sharing networks. However, in terms of
performance, there was a clear difference. Emplo-
yees who have multilingual knowledge sharing
network perform much better than the ones with
monolingual knowledge sharing networks. A
plausible explanation is that diversity in networks
brings diverse perspectives. Moreover, it can al-
so provide access to wide array of information
sources that are usually beyond one’s access due
to language limitations. For example, a Finn who
is handling a project concerning Chinese mar-
ket, and have a Chinese speaking person in his
network, will be able to not only consult with
his Chinese speaking contact but also access the
information through his contact for example th-
rough the contact of contacts in China. This
availability of variety of insights and informa-
tion can be helpful in making better decisions
and ultimately can lead to better performance.
This is the first quantitative study that con-
tirms the relationship between language diver-
sity in knowledge sharing networks and
performance. It shows that variance in langua-
ge diversity in networks can lead to variance in
employees performance.

References
Carol S. Fixman. (1999). The foreign language needs
of US-based corporations. Annals, 511(1), 25-46.

Chiu, C. -M., Hsu, M. -H., Wang, E., & T. G. (2006).
Understanding knowledge sharing in virtual com-
munities: An integration of social capital and social
cognitive theories. Decision Support Systems, 42(3),
1872-1888.

Collins, C. J., & Smith, K. G. (2006). Knowledge exc-
hange and combination: The role of human resource
practices in the performance of high-technology
firms. Academy of Management Journal, 49(3),
544-560.

Informaatiotutkimus 35 (3), 2016

Hansen, M. T. (2002). Knowledge network: Explai-
ning effective knowledge sharing in multiunit com-
panies. Organization Science, 13(3), 232-248.

Voelpel, S. C., Dous, M., & Davenport, T. H. (2005).
Five steps to creating a global knowledge-sharing
system: Siemens' ShareNet. Academy of Manage-
ment Executive, 19(2), 9-23

Welch, D., Welch, L., Piekkari, R. (2005). Speaking in
tongues: language and international management.
International Studies of Management & Organiza-
tion, 35(1), 10-27.

Widén-Wulff, G. (2014). The challenges of knowled-
ge sharing in practice: a social approach. Oxford:
Chandos.





