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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This chapter constitutes an introduction to knowledge coordination in a
geographically distributed, highly interdependent firm (GDHIF). It attempts to
emphasize its importance from both academic and managerial perspectives.
Knowledge coordination is widely known as a critical element of Coordination
Theory (Houtman, Kotlarsky & Hooff, 2014). This approach focuses on "knowledge"
as an enabler of the coordinative resource of firms geographically distributed but
interdependent in their work practices. Based on this understanding, the research

purpose and questions below provide an overview of the study.

1.1 Motivation of the Study

Multinational corporations (hereafter MNC) have engaged in various global
projects to develop new products, services, and solutions (Hambrick, Davison, Snell
& Snow, 1998). As projects and teams expand, task and member dependencies more
frequently occur and become more diverse and compiex, highlighting the need for
team coordination (Espinosa, Lerch & Kraut, 2004). Likewise, there is currently a
good amount of literature on this topic. However, not many studies characterize how
dependency is created; how proposed coordination mechanisms address those
problems (Crowston, 1994). How different organizational mechanisms impact the
knowledge flow from subsidiaries to headquarters of the MNC (Gupta &
Govindarajam, 1991). What constitutes effective distributed organizing in global

product development (Orlikowski, 2002). How to deal with organizational, cultural



barriers existing in these firms (Buckley & Carter, 1999) and improve virtual teams'
efficiency that develop new products and services (Kanawattanachai & Yoo, 2007).
The competitive advantages of highly effective knowledge coordination
(hereafter KC) are well known. Knowledge, coordinated as a strategic resource, can
significantly reduce uncertainty or volatility a firm deals with in the market and
environment and play an essential role in enhancing competitive advantage (Roper &
Crone, 2003). However, as Williams and Lee (2011) point out, "The knowledge-based
view of the MNC suggests such entrepreneurial knowledge coordination to be a
complex and heterogeneous capability. It is not only complex because of its
multidimensional content (financial information, innovative potential), it is also
socially complex. Much of this knowledge is held in tacit form; incentives must be in

place to motivate actors to facilitate knowledge flows between contexts”

1.2 Objective of the Study

The study aims to examine the delivery, application, and improvement of
knowledge coordination mechanisms within GDHIF. To achieve the goal, this study
attempts to clarify the relevance and impact of KC within a GDHIF by focusing on
knowledge coordination mechanisms (both tacit and implicit) used by geographically
distributed teams. An in-depth literature review of KC is developed first. An exemplar
case study of corporate KC is conducted with one of the largest multinational
Destination Management Companies (DMC) in Asia. As a result, this study is
expected to identify effective mechanisms to improve KC for geographically
distributed teams of GDHIF. The focus of the context that contributes to knowledge

coordination studies and KM's practical guidelines for MNC's.



1.3 Scope of the Study

Examining the delivery, application, and improvement of the knowledge
coordination mechanisms within the GDHIF, this case study has been conducted over
one year at EXO Travel Company from the offices and business units in four
countries of East and Southeast Asia (China, Japan, Myanmar, and Thailand). In
terms of the theoretical scope of the study, this research is based on coordination
theories in organizations (Malone & Crowston, 1994; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009) and
considers various organizational knowledge studies and the differences in context and
characteristics of transnational models (Espinosa, Slaughter, Kraut, & Herbsleb, 2007;

Orlikowski, 2002).

1.4 Research Question

There exists a significant number of studies examining the role of knowledge
in the coordination process of a firm (Kanawattanachai & Yoo, 2007; Silva & Agusti-
Cullel, 2003) and a more minor, but still a decent amount of study on the coordination
issues and challenges of firms and organizations with complicated structure and work
systems such as MNC (Bjérkman, Barner-Rasmussen & Li, 2004). However, the
number of studies primarily focusing on the process and mechanism of knowledge
coordination in distributed but interdependent firms is quite a few (Rasiah, 2002).
This research is conducted based on this context, mainly focused on the firm located
in Southeast Asia, with ten countries and more than ten sales offices in the West. With
the European DNA of the company’s founders but mostly Asian staff members, the
company has developed a cultural mixture that gives attractive conditions and

challenges to KC's creation and development in this MNC.



Distributed firms face additional challenges over co-located firms, such as
physical distance, cultural diversity, language barriers, and technological
infrastructure differences (Adenfelt, 2009). These circumstances trigger the research
question: How does a distributed but highly interdependent company coordinate
knowledge across the divisions and functions? Since it is crucial to start from the
beginning, there are three subquestions:

SubQ1. How did KC begin between the HQs and subsidiaries, developing
dependencies on knowledge between them, in the early phase?

Especially in the relationship between HQ and subsidiaries, the development
and delivery of activities across heterogeneous cultures and markets are critical and
ongoing challenges. The researcher’s intention here is to identify and explain, once
understood, how managers and distributed teams' members generate dependencies,

SubQ2. How has KC been developed and matured over time in response to
various challenges in different coordination processes?

Furthermore, this study will observe the dependencies involved in various
tasks within knowledge coordination processes. It will also analyze these
dependencies' nature, that is, identify when these dependencies can be competitive or
facilitative, as noted by Thomas (1957). Dealing effectively with such challenges
requires more than just good ideas, strong leaders, and extensive resources
(Orlikowski, 2002), which brings the third sub-question.

SubQ3. How can a company deal with the potential challenges and operate
effectively across the temporal, geographic, and cultural boundaries?

This becomes especially important to understand when actors might engage

in actions to reduce the degree of dependency (McCann & Ferry, 1979)



1.5 Significance of the Study

GDHIF's are known to have long suffered from poor, insufficient
coordination of knowledge between headquarters and subsidiaries, and there exists
abundant literature to support this (Buckley & Carter, 2004; Carlile, 2004; Faraj &
Sproull, 2000). However, only a handful of studies have sought the examination of
knowledge coordination in teams and firms under the international context, especially
under the asynchronous context in which knowledge coordination does not occur in
the same place at the same time (Espinosa et al., 2007). Firms stimulating and
supporting coordination have better leverage from dispersed resources and
capabilities to reap operational and economic benefits (Hansen & Nohria, 2004).

Besides, there is ample evidence on the importance of coordination
mechanisms; nevertheless, few studies specifically address implicit means and
strategies to solve a lack of team cognition in distributed firms. Finally, as
globalization and technological advances at the service of managers strengthen
organizations' designs, geographic dispersion effects and difficulties on the

coordination of knowledge need continuous reassessment.

1.6 Organization of the Dissertation

This study develops as follows:

Chapter 2 overviews relevant literature (1) conceptualizing KM in general,
including the theories of knowledge; (2) introducing the concept of coordination and
knowledge coordination; (3) providing a brief explanation of dependencies and tacit

and implicit coordination mechanisms identified in the literature; and, finally, (4)



discussing the effects of geographical dispersion on KC mechanisms; thus, the
difficulties in reaching high coordination levels.

Chapter 3 describes how an empirical study is developed in this research
project, explaining why a case study method is chosen for the study. Then, the
introduction of EXO Company, a destination management company, as an appropriate
case for this study due to the structural characteristics and the context in which it
operates as a distributed and highly interdependent firm. Finally, this chapter
describes the analysis and collection of data.

In Chapter 4, based on the data analysis, which consists of interviews,
observation sessions, and corporate materials, the study identifies three main sections
aiming to answer the questions established above. The first part recognizes HQ's
nature and the subsidiaries' dependencies, identifying the KC process's initial steps.
Due to the dependencies mentioned in the first part and the distributed context, this
study identifies the emerging challenges in the knowledge coordination process. In the
end, this chapter explains EXO's strategies to overcome the challenges mentioned
before and prepare for new and coming difficulties.

In chapter 5, the study re-caps the problems and findings specifically focused
on the primary question and subquestions. It also presents the practical and theoretical
contributions and finalizes the study's limitations, conclusions, and future research

direction.



CHAPTER 2

RESEARCH BACKGROUND

In this chapter, the researcher presents extant literature on knowledge,
knowledge coordination, dependency and coordination mechanisms, and distributed
organizations to develop the conceptual foundation for the study. The researcher then
proposes a theoretical framework to reveal the components required to explore firm’s
knowledge coordination. The framework has two essential features. First, it presents
the mechanisms and integrated conditions of the coordination model from Okhuysen
and Bechky (2009). Second, it follows a system process model with three stages of
input-process-output (IPO), which have been widely applied to the study of teams and

organizations (Kraemer & Pinsonneault, 1990; McGrath, 1991).

2.1 Knowledge

Knowledge has long been recognized as one of the critical reasons for
sustaining competitive advantage, and thus many companies struggle to effectively
manage their organizational knowledge (Drucker, 1999; Lee & Choi, 2003; Rao,
2005). In this context, two distinct but complementary approaches to the nature of
knowledge are found in organization study literature. The first approach conceives
knowledge as a possessed invisible resource or asset exclusively owned by
individuals or collective entities such as teams and organizations (Rorty, 2009). In this
view, knowledge can be abstracted, clarified verbally, and codified as documents and
digital files; thus, based on this understanding, teams and organizations can be defined

as the sum of individual skills and knowledge. The second view sees knowledge as



context-dependent, emerging from patterned interactions, and enacted as a repertoire
of practices (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Larson & Christensen, 1993). The team
interacts in a given context in which expertise can develop via the accumulation of
continuously exchanged interactions (team process).

Technological innovations, especially social technologies, are increasingly
common tools within distributed organizations to mitigate geographical distance and
facilitate knowledge sharing (Leonardi, Huysman & Steinfield, 2013). In an
organization, both knowledge-as-a-team input, and knowledge-as-a-team process
need to be well-coordinated to accomplish group tasks. Organizations that do not

coordinate well pay the price in wasted resources (Thompson, 1967).

2.2 Knowledge Coordination (KC)

To date, there have existed various approaches to both coordination and
knowledge coordination in management. In particular, research on knowledge
coordination has been focused on communication (Ballard & Seibold, 2003),
cooperation (Pinto, M. B, Pinto, & Prescott, 1993), and knowledge sharing (Bechky,
2003). It is significantly noticeable that KM aims to develop an awareness of theories
existing outside an organization's boundary and share them internally (Jia & Xia,
2008). To develop a continuous flow of innovation processes, organizations need to
establish knowledge management strategies (North & Kumta, 2014).

Dependencies and coordination have been studied on many occasions.
"Coordination can be seen as the process of managing dependencies among activities"
(Malone & Crowston, 1994). If things could be done independently, then there would

be no need for coordination. Thus, knowledge coordination is the smooth



management of knowledge and skills dependencies Gabelica, Van den Bossche,
Fiore, Segers & Gijselaers, 2016). Aligned dependencies (i.e., agents or resources)
can establish value-added to achieve a joint task and prevent unnecessary duplications
of effort, time, or resources (Martinez & Jarillo, 1991). Conversely, knowledge can be
integrated even if there is no dependency. Knowledge integration is a process that can
create alliances between different organization members in order to share information
and knowledge (Tiwana, 2008)

These definitions incorporate visible components: people (as a resource)
work collectively due to its interdependency, and a goal, task, or job is pursued and
accomplished. The more complicated the process, the greater the interdependence,
which supposedly increases coordination costs (Williams & Lee, 2011). Similarly, the
more complicated the system is, the higher the level of difficulty the agents will have
to reach optimal coordination.

Faraj and Xiao (2006) emphasized that where knowledge-intensive work is
concerned and the focus shifts to "knowledge™ as the object of coordination, the what
(content) and when (circumstances) of knowledge coordination become increasingly

important (Houtman et al., 2014).

2.3 Dependency and Coordination Mechanisms

Rinaldi, Peerenboom and Kelly (2001) defined dependency as “linkage or
connection between two infrastructures, by which the state of one infrastructure
influences or is reliant upon the state of the other.” This means that it is a one-way
relationship, where the actions or performance results of individual/team A affect the

actions or performance of individual/team B. On the other hand, interdependency is a
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“bidirectional relationship between two infrastructures in which the state of each
infrastructure influences or is reliant upon the state of the other.” This means a
bidirectional relationship, where the actions or performance results of individual/team
A affect the actions or performance of individual/team B. The operations of B then
affect A's operations.

Interdependency management is present in many processes and systems of
organizations. It exists when actions taken by one reference system affect the actions
or outcomes of another referent system and, either between actions or resources, the
result from dependencies can bring conflict when they are not well managed and
perceived equally by the work units (McCann & Ferry, 1979). Litwak and Hylton.
(1962) define interdependency as when two or more organizations must take each
other into account if they are to accomplish their goals.

This study takes into account the two categories of dependencies identified
by Crowston (1994): (1) resources needed to perform activities (including the actors
themselves); and (2) tasks, either a goal to be achieved or an activity to be performed.
For instance, knowledge could be the resource required, and new knowledge could
result from completing the activity. However, due to the complexity of managing
individuals as sources of knowledge, it is necessary to have the appropriate incentives
(mechanisms) to use these resources, most optimally. That is why Thomas (1957)
notes that dependencies can be competitive or facilitative. In general, the creation of
dependencies, either as part of an organizational strategy or as a result of operational
circumstances, can result in facilitators of high performance levels or generate high

costs resulting from unwanted dependencies. Therefore, instead of promoting the



11

creation of dependencies, it is important to promote the creation and acquisition of
coordination mechanisms that allow avoiding unwanted dependencies.

Organizations use various coordination mechanisms to promote integration
and connection of different actors and activities (Popadiuk & De Souza Bido, 2015).
Literature suggests that teams coordinate explicitly by using task organization
mechanisms or by communicating. Tacit coordination mechanisms can be defined as
those explicitly employed by a team to help manage task dependencies (Espinosa et
al., 2004).

Literature in organization studies shows us that team members coordinate
"mechanistically” via "task programming mechanisms" (Entin & Serfaty, 1999). The
coordination model developed by Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) presents five types of
mechanisms integrated from the previous research findings that integrate how
emergent practices support coordination: plans and rules, objects and representations,
roles, routines, and proximity.

Plans and rules aim to enhance coordination by defining team members'
responsibilities for tasks and clarifying the allocation of resources to use. They can
also be beneficial for coordination through the agreement that they cause between
parties. Objects refer to tools and resources within reach of team members to enhance
their coordination process by facilitating communication, sharing knowledge, aligning
and acknowledging work, scaffolding, and other activities. Representations can
support group members in developing a broadly shared view of the entire group's
tasks.

Roles help people acquire a general sense for who does what in the work

process, creating a shared understanding of a task responsibility, representing the
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relationships between people, and structure individuals' interactions. Routines refer to
the repeated patterns of behavior that are bound by rules and customs. Routines have
been treated as stores of knowledge (Nelson & Winter, 1982) and as the outcome of
habitual behavior. Routines coordinate by providing a template for task completion,
bringing people together, and creating a shared perspective across groups.

Finally, Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) refer to people's physical proximity to
the fifth coordination mechanism. Within organizations, proximity's impact on
communication and liking is mediated by visibility and familiarity, affecting
coordination. Distance influences the amount of interaction and communication
between people in organizations; "geographic dispersion affects the nature of
interaction within the team and provides fewer opportunities for spontaneous
interaction and acquisition of team knowledge™ (Allen, 1977).

In figure 1, the researcher tries to explain how two different sources create
knowledge dependency. First, to develop routine activities and part of the strategy of
an organization. On the other hand, a sporadic activity in response to a problem or
needs that arise in day-to-day tasks. The use of the different mechanisms, explicit and
implicit, enables the parties to achieve a certain level of coordination, influencing
performance. It is important to highlight that the results of the complete activities
allow the creation of learning processes. It is the responsibility of managers to
encourage the absorption capacity and the willingness to acquire new knowledge due
to feedback and successful externalization of the new knowledge.

A coordination mechanism is an organizational arrangement that allows
individuals to realize collective performance. The challenge is getting resources in the

right place at the right time to enable actors to get the job done. Explicit coordination
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mechanisms are necessary, but also cognitive factors can determine how teams
coordinate. As Espinosa et al. (2007, p 138) argues, "Team members' common
ground, knowledge of each other and the task domain, familiarity with task
programming mechanisms (e.g., software tools, specifications), and awareness of who
is around and who has done what recently are a few examples of these factors." More
recent research suggests that teams can also coordinate "implicitly"” (i.e., without
consciously trying to coordinate) (Cannon-Bowers, Salas, & Converse, 1993;

Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994; Reagans, Miron-Spektor, & Argote, 2016).
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Figure 2.1: Knowledge coordination process and performance.

Source: Espinosa, J. A., Lerch, F. J., & Kraut, R. E. (2004). Explicit versus implicit
coordination mechanisms and task dependencies: One size does not fit all. In
E. Salas & S. M. Fiore (Eds.), Team cognition: Understanding the factors
that drive process and performance (pp. 107-129). Washington, DC:

American Psychological Association.

Implicit coordination has been explained as the "synchronization of member
actions based on unspoken assumptions about what others in the group are likely to
do" (Wittenbaum & Stasser, 1996). Implicit coordination mechanisms are available to
team members from shared cognition, enabling them to understand and expect
member actions and behavior, improving coordination levels. New teams can be more

effective in coordinating through communication. However, as the task progresses
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and team members interact over time, their team cognition will strengthen, helping
them coordinate implicitly because they can anticipate what others are likely to do
and interact more effectively. In addition to acquiring this type of team cognition or
knowledge through experience, it can also be acquired through training, education,
and spaces for informal interaction. It is expected that teams will gradually replace
explicit mechanisms with implicit mechanisms.

The literature considered two contextual variables that affect the nature of
dependencies present. Synchronicity and dispersion are essential in the study of teams
mediated by information technologies because of “time separation (i.e., real-time vs.
different time) or distance separation (co-located vs. dispersed), which have a
substantial effect on how teams organize their work and interact” (Bullen & Bennett,
1990). This study will identify, in figure 2, the four different scenarios resulting from

2x2 variables and explain and focus on dispersed teams.

LOCATION

Real time/Co-located Real time/Distributed
TIME .
Different time/Co-located Different time/Distributed

Figure 2.2: Synchronicity and dispersion.

Source: Crowston, K. (1994). A taxonomy of organizational dependencies and
coordination mechanisms. Ann Arbor, MI: MIT Center for Coordination

Science.
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2.4 Distributed Organizations

In many countries, small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) have been
turned into bigger MNCs, and many others have increased the amount of distributed
work. Some companies choose to have distributed development across geographically
separated sites are acquisitions of local companies, alliances, and market demands.
(Carmel, 1999). MNCs want to draw on specific locational knowledge and other
resources to achieve global coordination advantages from operating in different local
environments (Andersson, Dellerstrand & Pedersen, 2014). MNCs increase diversity
and complexity to new levels and make new and unprecedented demands on top
management concerning business strategy, structure, and behavior (Drucker, 1999).

Frequently companies use to reach international operations through
international strategic alliances. Either as a joint venture system or consortia,
companies join together to take advantage of a partner's knowledge of local markets,
share technology and resources, or distribute new products and services through
established distribution channels (Daft, 2010). MNCs focus on geographically
distributed teams for the utility found in the parent (headquarter) relation and
subsidiaries regarding KC.

What makes a distributed firm (DF) different from other businesses is that it
faces internal and external diversity. It has to create unity within its managerial
organization and yet does justice to the diversity of peoples, nationalities, and
loyalties (Drucker, 1999). In addition to the challenges that a DF faces in financial
management, the main challenges are knowledge boundaries (Carlile, 2004). Dealing
effectively with such challenges requires deep competence in what Orlikowski (2002)

labeled "distributed organizing," which is “the capability of operating effectively
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across the temporal, geographic, political, and cultural boundaries routinely
encountered in global operations” (Orlikowski, 2002, p. 249).

The main characteristic of the DF, which generates the most significant
number of challenges for the coordination of knowledge, is the geographical distance.
Table 1 contains how coordination mechanisms change for DF. This reality makes it
difficult to have the necessary and indispensable information (Williams & Lee, 2011).

Distributed working teams, also referred to as virtual teams, represent an
organizational unit whose members are not geographically collocated (Ryssen &
Godar, 2000). “As organizations become more distributed in terms of expertise,
geographical spread, and temporal activity, appropriate alignment and coordination
among distributed team members becomes more critical for minimizing the
occurrence of information flow failures, poor decision-making, and degraded team
performance” (Caldwell, Palmer, & Cuevas., 2008).

In a highly centralized MNC, a subsidiary that identifies promising
opportunities communicates its observation, including a recommended reaction within
the context, to headquarters expecting feedback or decision on these issues. (Palmie et
al., 2016). In contrast, Paimie et al. (2016) claim that if decision-making power is
decentralized, they can devise responses to these opportunities independently, e.g.,
modifying existing products to meet local needs. Therefore, reporting, information
processing, and decision-making are the fundamental parts of the coordination
process between the parent firm and the subsidiaries. In general, companies face
problems in receiving information in both ways; if there is no clarity from the
recipient, this generates a need for clarification and, in turn, causes delays, loss of

opportunities, and more inferior decision quality (Nelson & Winter, 1982).


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NnfbgLX_G0i-eHwEHVM5ia42LtuOcd70c7PV7Y5FPAo/edit#heading=h.qsh70q
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Table 1.1: Coordination mechanisms: Collocated vs. Distributed team

Collocated Distributed

Explicit Mechanisms

On-line calendars, shared

Routines, plans, rules
» P ' documents and manuals.

Team Communication

Meetings, spontaneous Calls, videocalls, video
encounters / interactions conference, chat, emails

Implicit Mechanisms

Team and task cognition This has not been
through interactions, effactively addressed in
informal activities, and the literature.®

training.

Souces: Espinosa, J. A., Slaughter, S. A., Kraut, R. E., & Herbsleb, J. D. (2007).
Team knowledge and coordination in geographically distributed software

development. Journal of Management Information Systems, 24(1), 135-169.

In recent years, managers and organization theorists have studied the
importance of technology in distributed business strategies, including impact and
improvement within the knowledge coordination process. “Technologies that enable
people to meet, coordinate, and collaborate online help facilitate communication and
decision-making among distributed, autonomous groups of workers, such as in virtual
teams” (Daft, 2010). However, regarding cognitive mechanisms for asynchronous and

geographically distributed teams, the literature has not effectively addressed how
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companies can replace the results of interactions, informal and spontaneous activities
to avoid lack of familiarity with cross-site colleagues and working environments
(Espinosa et al., 2007).

There is an increasing demand for coordination within DFs since they need to
integrate activities that are dispersed across subsidiaries (Martinez & Jarillo, 1991).
However, in addition to the evident and growing need for coordination in the
distributed firms, their characteristics generate challenges and difficulties in applying

the coordination mechanisms introduced above.



CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH METHOD

3.1 Research Design

The research method chosen for this study is single-case research. "A case
study refers to an empirical study that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in-
depth and with its real-life context™ (Yin, 1994). In this context, the researcher
decided to carry out a single case study (CS) to theorize the process of knowledge
coordination within an MNC. One of the essential characteristics of CS is that
although it is focused on contemporary studies, it allows the use of different types of
information sources such as documents, data history, interviews, observations, videos,
among others.

On the other hand, CS can be developed on individual studies, groups of
individuals, communities, social groups, organizations, and institutions, allowing
considerable flexibility when analyzing a particular phenomenon within its varied
context (Yin, 1994). CS concedes a vast number of fields on which research can
focus.

The reasons why this study chose a single case study are diverse and include
the fact that CS, being descriptive or exploratory, is focused on analyzing processes,
how something was done or how it works, for this particular research, how does a
distributed but highly interdependent company coordinate knowledge across the
divisions and functions?

On the other hand, it allows researchers to see if any particular strategy is

successful or not because it can expose outcomes. In this case, whether or not the
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strategy used by EXO to tackle the various challenges derived from the organization's
geographical distribution work efficiently. In general, it provides exciting results from
rich and well-analyzed data. Finally, this study's objective when using CS is to
contribute to existing theory, which will allow future research to use theoretical

propositions to guide its data analysis.

3.2 Site Selection

EXO Travel was chosen for this study based on two reasons: (1) Its use of
distributed teams for their product/service development and its support departments
that interact with headquarters and subsidiaries. EXO in the Asian market operates in
ten countries. This diversification of EXO knowledge sources allows the study to look
for complete coordination of knowledge context (challenges, advantages, solutions,
ideas, and gaps for innovation). (2) Sharing of knowledge is an integral part of its
growth and success. The study spotlights this consideration as a potential source of
validity due to an environment rich in ideas, questions, and success through
coordination and knowledge sharing.

The EXO story begins from Vietnam in 1993 when three young
entrepreneurs, Eric Merlin, Olivier Colomes, and Denis Colonna, met each other and
realized that it was the perfect time and place to start a travel company. As they were
eager to continue their pioneering role in travel innovation in Asia, EXO began to
look outside Vietnam's borders to expand their business. Today, the company is
operating in ten Asian countries: Vietham, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand,
Indonesia, Japan, China, Malaysia and Singapore (chronological order), with 24

offices in those destinations, and another seven international sales offices in Australia,
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Brazil, France, Germany, Spain, UK/Ireland, and the USA. The headquarters is in
Thailand, and, as a centralized company, it is in Thailand where the CEO and top
managers make decisions.

EXO has been given several prestigious awards for its work in the region.
The spotlight was recently placed on sustainable practices, being awarded Pacific
Asia Travel Association's Gold Award in the CSR category and a nomination from
Virtuoso for sustainable tourism leadership. EXO had grown substantially since 1993
when they arranged trips for about 1,200 guests; in 2017, EXO hosted more than
110,000 people on world-class travel experiences across Asia, reaching more than
USD 125-million in total sales.

One of the essential keys to KC study is identifying and understanding the
company’s source of knowledge in which the research is conducted. The main
challenges to achieving this are finding the sources of knowledge and reaching an
agreement to share this information. Managers and other team members showed their
willingness to share the EXO success story, creating a comfortable and friendly
environment.

KC implies a high level of communication, trust, and clarity in the objectives.
The measurements of the coordination are identified with experience, as well as their
effects and low-level costs. KC is hard to quantify in a report or a company manual.
For this reason, some other quantitative research methods were not considered for the
study. These characteristics led me to choose the case study methodology since the

objective was to go far and wide about the process.
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3.3 Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection and analysis of the study depend on theoretical sampling
(Yin, 1994) and thematic analysis (Saldafia, 2013). Data collection gathers data from
three different sources: interviews, observation, corporate documents, and other
materials. First, the study conducted interviews with members of EXO Travel for over
one year. Each interview lasted for 25 to 35 minutes. A total of 12 interviews were
conducted and audiotaped, following an interview guide not to lose the focal point.
The questions (see Appendix 2) addressed were classified into three categories: (1)
Basic questions about EXO operations and KM practices (to conduct the interviewees
into the subject); (2) More focused questions on KC, such as identifying dependencies
and coordination mechanisms provided or set by the company and describing general
experiences on the use of the mechanisms; and (3) Questions about the KC challenges
and issues related with geographical location, which were focused on 'how' and 'why.'
The majority of the interviews were conducted face to face in the offices of EXO in
Thailand.

During these visits, the researcher was allowed to stay to observe the social
behavior and interactions of the empioyees and their daily practices. The observation
field notes were included in the coding process since they both have detailed records
and interpretations on work practices, system operations, and social interactions
(Saldaiia, 2013).

In addition to these two methods, various archival data such as corporate
manuals and white papers provided by EXO and other electronic information from the
corporate website and online articles from the Internet were also gathered for the

analysis.
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Interviewees were carefully chosen based on their locations, functions, and
positions to incorporate a wide range of perspectives on KC. Table 2 illustrates the

distribution of the interviewees.

Table 3.1: Description of Interviewees

. Location
Rank / Position Total
HQ TH JP CH MY
Manager 2 0 0 0 0 2
Staff 2 4 1 2 1 10
TOTAL 4 4 1 2 1 12

The interviewees were chosen as follows: four from 3 subsidiaries (Japan,
Myanmar, and China), two from EXO Academy (trainers who develop activities
within the ten destinations in Asia), three from Thai subsidiaries, and three from the
Headquarters. Another consideration was the hierarchical level of the interviewees,
from managers and employees. It was determined that this diversification and a broad
scope would help achieve better and more reliable data collection.

Concerning EXO's experience, most interviewees were at least 1 or 2 years
working with EXO. There was one exception of an employee who joined EXO a
couple of months before the interview. The researcher also considered this case as it
kept fresh his first impressions of his arrival and reception in EXO. Likewise, an
interesting case of an interviewee who had previously been in a different subsidiary
had also changed positions within the company. First, he was from the organizer of

meetings, incentives, conferences, and exhibitions (MICE) to assistant training and
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people development (TPD). Finally, it is important to highlight two North Americans,
three South Americans, two Europeans, and five Asians from the interviewees.

Following Miles and Huberman (1984), data analysis was conducted
simultaneously along with data collection to improve and narrow down upcoming
questions since it increased the understanding of the phenomena and the
organization's context for future interviews. For the data analysis, the interviews were
codified and then classified according to the interviewee's location to find the
similarities, differences, and patterns among the various groups and perspectives.

The interviews were transcribed verbatim, and essential pieces of information
were extracted using open and axial coding methods (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Open
coding focuses on uncovering general recurrent themes. These themes are then
classified, which involves finding relationships among these themes, to produce a
theoretical framework with hierarchical codes.

Later on, axial coding extends the analysis of the first list of codes by
classifying them with respective categories based on commonality. "To determine
which [codes] in the research are the dominant ones and the less important ones ...
[and to] reorganize the data set: synonyms are crossed out, redundant codes are
removed, and the best representative codes are selected™” (Boeije, 2010) (see Appendix
1). The relevant information aims to fill the gaps and provide empirical support for
what the study has found during the research literature review (see Chapter 2).

In summary, this study was conducted in EXO travel company with 23
offices in 10 countries throughout Asia, with the headquarters based in Thailand and
seven sales offices in Europe, America, and Australia. Previous research and informal

talks helped the researcher understand EXO and its knowledge management practices
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before entering into an extensive case study investigation, mainly by providing the
answers to the questions about knowledge coordination within the transnational
project context. Internet articles, EXO training books, and the EXO website were part
of this previous investigation. The study continues with interactions and interviews of
EXO members from all contexts and their range/level. High-quality theoretical
research was focused on obtaining tools before interviews as a source to get the best
out of each of them. The questions were asked to find the difference, similarities, and
patterns within individual responses.

The study aims to answer the questions that help understand the phenomenon
of research better and find exciting approaches and methods for innovation that allow
future studies to further examine the coordination of knowledge within distributed
organizations.

By following the entire knowledge process of EXO, this study was able to
identify, analyze, and record the different coordination processes between individuals
and departments and the impact of these processes on each activity's final result.
EXO's observation and analysis include identifying the different types of knowledge,
activities, technical expertise, productions, and equipment, either in the primary
commercial operations or tasks and support tasks and identifying the frequency of

those interactions and the timing of the KC processes.



CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS

This chapter contains three major parts that address the primary and sub
research questions proposed in chapter 1: (a) A description of EXQO's knowledge
coordination within its new product and service development to identify how KC
begins between the HQs and subsidiaries; (b) The challenges and issues of knowledge
coordination identified from both the headquarters and subsidiaries over processes of
KC; and, last but not least, (c) The development and implementation of EXO's
strategies dealing with these challenges across its temporal, geographic, and cultural
boundaries.

EXO's success can be attributed to its extensive presence in the tourism
industry in Asia. More than 20 years of experience endorses EXO's success as one of
the world's most recognized Destination Management Company. This research
explores knowledge coordination in its daily practice of a company and examines how
its corporate KM strategy has significant effects on EXO's success. By doing so, then,
this study offers a contribution to the KM literature with a meaningful improvement
in understanding of knowledge coordination in the context of distributed and

interdependent firms.

4.1 How does EXO coordinate its knowledge?
The content of EXO's documents and books consulted for this research has a
detailed history since the beginning of EXO in 1993 in Vietnam. Over the years, the

expansion decisions were made until reaching ten destinations in Asia.
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From the beginning, EXO Travel was operated as an MNC, but over time the
company grew even larger and more complex. Simultaneously, it was faced with
more challenges, and standard routines and procedures did not work out well in front
of new problems and situations. In response to this situation, in 2007, EXO Travel
decided to start moving toward a transnational business model, a highly differentiated
approach from a domestic structure with an international division, to address the
global environment's increased complexity, yet offer high levels of coordination,
learning, and transfer of organizational knowledge and innovations (Daft, 2010).

The corporate structure of EXO is presented in Figure 3. In this Figure, EXO
is composed of a headquarters (EXO Group) located in Thailand. More than 20
subsidiaries of two kinds in around 15 countries: (1) destination offices located in 10
Asian countries and (2) sales offices located in the main target markets of EXO (USA,

France, Great Britain, Germany, Italy, Mexico, Australia).
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Figure 4.1: EXO Travel, Source of Coordination

The headquarters is the basis of all the top-level corporate c-suite titles,
where the firm's decisions are made. However, due to globalization and the
accelerated pace of changing trends and innovation in all industries, having a high-
quality product or service is not enough to compete efficiently. That is why EXO
must have strategies to achieve a comparative advantage through efficient
mechanisms to share and coordinate knowledge from subsidiaries to headquarters and
vice versa, as explained later in detail with interviewees' words.

Like most large distributed firms, EXO deals with constant change, and it
requires flexible KM strategies that fit those contexts. The headquarters (HQ) is the

source of most organizational knowledge based on the corporate members' collective
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and cultural knowledge. EXO Group influences and teaches individuals and teams
how to act and behave in certain situations based on a shared understanding delivered
through EXO Culture. The product officer in EXO Groups noted that:

“EXO Group is the center of all the destinations, so everything that each
destination has been sent by EXO Group, such as from marketing, gets things like
templates for booking and tour guides.”

On the other side, to create the most appropriate tour packages, EXO Group
uses the information collected from Destination offices and Sales offices. Figure 4.2
illustrates the interaction between the three various offices along the process of

knowledge coordination to answer SubQ1.
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Figure 1.2: Knowledge Flow between Units in EXO Travel
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EXO Group communicates the request (Ri) to one of the sales offices in the
first stage to create the new product. Those interactions are always open to receiving
feedback and questions (Qi) to ensure that the instruction was appropriated and
acknowledged. Often, issues may arise, and the Group has to find the proper answer
(Ai) on time, including finding a new resource or reconsidering the task requested. As
explained by EXO Marketing Manager:

“Each destination has a Product Manager, so they manage all the products
that have been created in each country. Under the product manager, they have
individual team members and come with new experiences and ideas. They are going
all around every day seeing what is new, what needs to be updated, how our clients
are responding to existing experiences; they take the perspectives of travelers.”

When two or more actors (units), sources of knowledge, interact through
coordination mechanisms to accomplish a task, the result could be considered an
individual (organizational) learning process.

Subsequently, managers, who are often in these interactions, have to convey
and stimulate teams to proceed to complete the tasks required (Ri). As part of the
coordination mechanism, teams need to have a clear idea of the availability and
location of resources or input required to perform the tasks (see 2.3). At this stage, the
actors should be aware of the conditions and reasons for working on it. However, if
that is not the case, units have communication tools that allow them to search and
contact any particular agent in either the Group, Destination, or Sales office. Often,
the completion of the duty requires external input that must be searched, captured,
stored, integrated (as long as it is congruent with the organizational culture), and

ready to deliver to Group.
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The Product Manager in Thailand explained that this process requires back
and forth communications between the units to clarify, rectify, correct, and approve
the project's details. With evident interdependence among parties, every knowledge
coordination process tries to optimize the number of interactions to reduce
coordination costs.

“A part of our task is to reduce that process. So, when I started, the process
was very long. We constantly had to go back and forward. However, our goal is to
refine that process, so we do not have very much back and forward, so we were
setting standards of writing of what we expect from Product that was shared with
Product, and they now have a reference, and they can go and see how to go forward.
When we started, we had to re-write all of our content because it was a complete
mismatch. Because we set the standard, now the process is super smooth, and we can
update quickly, so the point for us was to streamline everything that we are doing, and
we are doing a pretty good job with this.”

The process of KC's subsequent feedback from HQ either congratulates when
the task is complete or follows the reasons for poor performance or inadequate
stimulation from previous stages. Feedback is critical for further steps since, based on
the knowledge received, Group has to renew its strategy and proceed with a new

request (Ri+1) to the following subsidiary (figure 4.3).
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Figure 4.3: EXO Travel, knowledge coordination between the units

The researcher acknowledges that there is the possibility of direct contact
between the sales offices and destinations. This contact is sometimes promoted by HQ
to streamline processes, reduce costs, and create shared knowledge. For this reason,
HQ must ensure the correct distribution of coordination mechanisms and encourage
communication between the parties to guarantee high levels of performance.

It is essential to highlight that this process has as many variables as the
number of Destinations and Sales offices. Each destination has to have a business
strategy for each market. At the same time, each market has to count on tour packages
for each destination to offer; it is essential to keep in mind that the headquarters also
requires establishing a specific and tailored communication strategy for each
subsidiary due to its heterogeneity. Table 3 summarizes the means identified through

observation and interviews to coordinate activities with different levels of



interdependence. Most authors suggest that as dependency increases, increasingly

powerful coordination mechanisms are used. Therefore, after observing the

complexity of the coordination mechanisms used in the identified activities, the

researcher was able to categorize the interdependence level.

Table 4.1: Coordination mechanisms and interdependency levels

Task - Activity Interdependence Means to achieve coordination
level
Product translation Low Standardization
Vertical communication
Plans / rules
Sales brochure Medium Planning
production Scheduled meetings
Product creation High Mutual adjustments

Horizontal communication

Cross-functional teams

In practice, EXO recognizes the importance of shared understanding

34

throughout the process of knowledge coordination among its almost 1,000 employees.

However, as knowledge coordination is a socially complex capacity, due to its

emotional and motivational dimension (Williams & Lee, 2011), EXO's organizational

indoctrination process begins from the moment of recruitment. As explained by the

EXO Group Assistant Training Manager, answering the question ‘what do you like
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the most from working in EXO?’,“EXO values youth over experience. Do not get me
wrong, we still want the best people here, but many other DMC's would put
experience as the #1 recruitment priority. | appreciate this strategy. EXO gives
autonomy to people and also values their ideas/suggestions.”

EXO Academy delivers common understanding in assembly drawings,
schedules, or other plans drawn up by the organization. Plans, rules, and routines
create a shared knowledge for the whole interdependent task or work process.
However, EXO Academy also implements a bottom-up approach, studying the
response and feedback from the subsidiaries to nurture the headquarters with the
common understanding necessary to facilitate the decision-making process based on
the availability, location, and status of the resources.

Indeed, the headquarters must polish the products, and after the approval of
the directives, they must be translated for the language of each target market. Not all
products are suitable for all markets, so there must first be a filter of which products
to send to which markets. As the Marketing Executive in Thailand explains while
describing his duties:

“I work selling Asia to Spanish markets such as Latin America, Spain,
Portugal, and Italy. We create a marketing strategy for all different segments. So, my
duties are creating a marketing strategy for Spanish markets and making sure we
implement them. My right hand is in Vietnam and is a Spanish girl, and then one of
my bosses is in Mexico, and he is French, and the other is in Italy.”

Therefore, the parties involved in any coordination process must be clear of
their role and the other team members' roles and status. In the context of distributed

and asynchronous dependencies (see 2.4), members have a particular need to have a
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shared knowledge of who the dispersed members of their teams are and the context in
which they are involved. For example, when two various tasks require the same
resources, an individual (unit) may be assigned to more than one activity, but it can
work only one at a time. Another case is when a task becomes the resource for a
different unit to perform a new action, which requires the correct order and the
resource flow between the two units. In both cases, EXO promotes quality control

tasks to ensure that an output of one task is the correct input for the next.

4.2 Challenges in KC

Once identified the process of creating and developing EXO products and
having an idea of how did KC begin between the HQs and subsidiaries, developing
dependencies on knowledge between them, the reader will find the main challenges
and drawbacks encountered in these processes in this section (SubQ2). This section
contains two main obstacles that describe problems and new challenges due to the
development gap between subsidiaries and HQ and the geographical distribution.

4.2.1 Development Gap

One of the first challenges identified in this study for the coordination of
knowledge in distributed and interdependent firms is the development gap between
the dependencies. Furthermore, this development gap goes beyond the economic
level; it is also a concern regarding employees' aptitude and attitude. As noted by the
Training Manager assistant by explaining main differences between his previous job
experiences and working in EXO:

“It's very different in EXO, where we have about 38 nationalities. Asians are

very much oriented toward a collectivist mindset, whereas | come from a country
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where individualism is strong. I think it's translated in the daily job: local colleagues
will not care if you are not the best fit at your job, as long as you respect the Group
and its leaders. This group effect is good, but needs to be balanced, as the extreme of
it could be that you end up working in a great team spirit, but with non-skilled and
non-motivated people.”

Also, in a context as diverse as it is in EXO, no matter how much the efforts
are focused toward standardization, it is crucial to keep in mind that ten destinations
are involved, and, from the headquarters’ perspective, this implies flexibility to adjust
processes for each context (see 2.4). Flexibility translates into the need to have
representations of their dependencies' context, a common understanding that avoids
conflicts between the parties. From subsidiaries, members are aware of this issue. As
a travel consultant in Thailand commented:

“I think the most significant challenges are we all have a different nature.
Moreover, | think based on each nature, it makes us work differently. We need to
understand each other because sometimes the different ways we work can cause
conflict.”

Moreover, one of the consequences derived from the development gaps
between the dependencies is that there may be processes and activities in which one
of the parties questions their dependent position. If one of the parties has a better
understanding of the activity, it may consider reaching a higher performance level
independently. In this case, the IS Director explains this situation from the
headquarters point of view:

“Sometimes, tensions arise because of unique challenges in a destination,

which the Group (headquarter) and Local Management might have different views on
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how to solve. The issue is that you cannot give too much ‘freedom,’ but at the same
time, you need to adapt and customize to each destination. For example, using the
Self-guided app in Japan is unique because of Japan's operational environment. EXO
Group could not provide a clear and detailed SOP on operating with this as EXO
Japan is closed to the ground. There might be the risk that the experience destination
feels slowed down and elements in the teams lose motivation.”

This shows that there are occasions when the headquarters tries to keep the
dependency levels high or sufficient to maintain control of the subsidiaries. On the
other hand, the subsidiaries find fewer reasons to continue in the position of
dependents as they grow. Hence, less developed subsidiaries face a position of greater
dependence on headquarters than more developed subsidiaries.

Development gaps between the dependencies also imply an inconvenience in
accessing the resources to reach high task performance levels. Resources include
skilled labor, communication tools, and quality of life levels that also affect employee
performance. These aspects become evident. As mentioned from the office in China:

“Another challenge we have every day is the internet issue. So many
blocks; we always need a VPN, or we cannot work or communicate with Group
(headquarters). Moreover, every day the internet has connection issues; then we
always lose time waiting for the internet to work properly.”

4.2.2 Geographical Distribution

Furthermore, in a context of distributed dependencies, knowledge
coordination lacks one of the Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) model mechanisms,
which allows reaching high-performance levels: "proximity.” As explained by the

Marketing Executive:
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“It is way easier to explain yourself face to face. Even when we have
great ways and tools to communicate, it is not the same as just walking to your
colleague and talking face to face.”

Consequently, the dispersion translates into greater complexity for the
dependencies to create a bond of familiarity that allows them to reach trust levels (see
2.2). Hence, the distributed team members must face the difficulty, through
technological tools provided by the organization, to get an idea of their distributed
peers' capabilities and, based on this representation, coordinate knowledge effectively.
As indicated by the Product Officer at the headquarters, managing the coordination
with ten different destinations implies the need to create a shared mental model for
each of the destination’s characteristics.

“Yes, it is different because many countries have their style; they are
unique. So, I try to understand that many people have their own culture and try to
understand and set the format. If you know, if you talk with them every day, you will
understand what they want and their style and manage and coordinate with them well.
So, try to understand, because | have to talk a lot to many people around Southeast
Asia in our offices in my job. When | have a problem in Vietnam, | know | have to
contact Susu and is China Jack. Cambodia is Chris, and so on. Yes, | have to
understand their nature, how fast they answer my questions, and how I can finish the
job with them. So, we have to understand each other very well.”

"The difference is more about the personal side. Here, we make jokes
every day. We order afternoon tea, and we share moments, we make fun of the others,

and so on."
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Myanmar's travel consultant shows us the problems of lack of visibility
caused by the equipment's geographical dispersion. According to Allen (1977), lack
of visibility, such as formal meetings and even casual or informal encounters,
prevents team members from seeing what others are working on or getting direct
evidence of the task progress to adjust individual work accordingly. A member from
headquarters commented on this issue:

"I think the problem that I face is the late response. Sometimes | am
delayed, sometimes they (distributed colleagues) are delayed, and we do not inform
each other when we can respond. So, it is like we keep waiting without any

information, without knowing when to get back to the agent.”

4.3 EXO’s Response

In the previous section, various issues were embedded in the two main
challenges, 4.2.1 and 4.2.2. Similarly, the following section groups into two strategies
the way EXO tries to face the main challenges in its knowledge coordination
processes, answering SubQ3.

4.3.1 Cultivating a Workplace Cuiture

Since the phenomenon of knowledge coordination in distributed firms is
continuously changing and transforming, the strategies to face and tackle KC
challenges require flexibility and adaptation. To deliver KC mechanisms to the
dependencies is part of these strategies. Its success can be identified by the level of
awareness of team members and the capability to make appropriate use of them on

each task or context. For instance, the use of task organization mechanism for
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"administrative coordination™ (Faraj & Sproull, 2000), or on the contrary,
coordination by communication when tasks have little or no routine aspect.

In 2016, EXO Group created the Training and People Development (TPD)
Department, aiming to have a full-time team dedicated to creating and developing
ideas and training programs for delivering training to all of the company's members,
from top management teams to the new interns. Hence, for the design and distribution
of coordination mechanisms and other content, EXO created EXO Academy, and its
mission, explained by the TPD Manager from EXO Group, is:

"The actual mission is to inspire personal growth, personal-professional
growth through sharing and learning sessions, and connections too, because we have
over 870 [people], 26 offices in 10 countries, 38 nationalities. Finding a way to create
a common connection and a common bond between all those people becomes a bigger
challenge, and then a 2nd part is how do you maintain services standards between all
these countries t0o."

It all starts with a strategy of recruiting profiles that best fit and adapt to this
industry's constant changes. This strategy is part of the knowledge delivered by EXO
Academy in the annual training to the Manager Directors of each destination. As TPD
Manager describes:

“Another point in this year's training is about recruiting people with the
right mindset instead of having the right skills from the start. We are in an industry
that has seen tremendous changes over the last five years and more to come in the
near future. In training, we communicate the vision of EXO Travel. To become the #1
Travel Company in Asia, we need to have people who are willing to grow, learn,

adapt, take on new challenges. Also, people who are EXO culture fit.”
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The mentality that EXO seeks includes the ability to embrace the principles
and values of the firm's organizational culture. This research had access to the EXO
Culture book of 2018. Even though EXO Academy training is annual, every office
has trained personnel to receive newcomers. In most cases, these employees have
voluntarily prepared to share EXO's knowledge regarding processes and tasks and
EXO culture. As one explained:

“EXO Culture book: the content we get from the green book given by
EXO. The purpose is to let newcomers know our values, habits, the story of the
company, our work style, and our tours' focus. Specific training for each position is to
prepare every person for their responsibilities in the company. The contentis TC
(Travel consultant) manual, TP (Tour Plan) manual, the products, the suppliers' Data
Base, EX024, emails to clients.”

As mentioned by the Travel Consultant from China, this material is delivered
annually to newcomers and all EXO members. They contain the company's history,
values, calendar of activities, and content of that year's training is also a notebook. In
this material, Olivier Colomes, CEO and Co-founder delivered his message to the
people.

"Since my first day of work at EXO Travel, back in July 1993, welcoming
new team members onboard has been my utmost pleasure. Growing the EXO family
over the years, with members from so many different nationalities and backgrounds,
has built up our culture and success. You will enjoy our fantastic, multinational, and
open-minded environment, where people’s happiness is our number one priority."

As explained by the IS executive in Japan, this initial contact provides tacit

and implicit mechanisms necessary for knowledge coordination processes for co-
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located and distributed activities. Therefore, as soon as members start in the company,
they receive an introduction to the organization's common understanding to create
team cognition. In asynchronous and distributed collaborative work, team cognition
helps team members explain other members' actions, understand the task's status, and
develop clear expectations about the future actions of the dependent and the states of
the task. Thus, shared mental models help them to coordinate implicitly. As the
people development director noted:

“We hope that by making better onboarding programs and better training
throughout someone's EXO career that someone who is like ‘oh, ok, I understand the
company, the values, the culture, the goals, how | fit into this," and then they end
becoming better in the company and stay longer.”

Every year the People Development Department aims to deliver knowledge
through interactive activities, with general objectives for all destinations but specific

applications. Table 4.2 shows the objectives of EXO Academy 2018.

Table 1.2: EXO Training Objectives in 2018

Objectives 1. Consider and understand where we are headed
2018 2. Build connections between our teams

3. Forge more reliable communication at all levels
4. Improve the creation and sharing of ideas

5. Share knowledge and best practices
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As the Director of EXO Academy mentioned, one of the biggest challenges is
identifying each destination's specific needs and shortcomings. However, EXO uses
innovative programs and platforms to analyze the data of post-training results in each
country.

Lastly, EXO understood that, like performance efficiency, dependency
interactions are influenced by happiness and warmth among employees. As explained
by the training manager:

“It is a simple concept called warms and wow, getting people thinking
about how you create a warmer friendlier work environment in teams, how do you
create trust, information sharing, and communication not only between a team in the
office but between offices, between countries' offices and between countries. (...)
because we should be about friendly, happy people. Happy people provide great
service, communication turns to be wow, and we need to be wow in partners, agents,
suppliers, and customers.”

This strategy raises the efficiency of the coordination processes, provided the
awareness and use of this strategy from top to bottom levels of the company. A
marketing executive noted:

“If you are happy, you can transmit that happiness to others. Furthermore,
it is not only about me; you can feel a warm reply from a colleague and feel how they
are also comfortable and happy.”

It is not an irrelevant factor. About 80% of the interviewees described
their first impression upon arriving at EXO as a friendly environment and quickly got
to feel comfortable. Thus, EXO recognizes the importance of providing an

environment of happiness and comfort for its employees to achieve high-performance
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levels and, primarily through good practices as an organizational culture strategy,
from its interaction with its work teams. EXO academy provides managerial strategies
such as the importance of feedback, problem-solving, communication skills, among
others. As commented by the assistant TPD manager:

“Managerial tips, EXO Academy 2019: delivering feedback, delegation,
taking responsibility. Greater coordination and cooperation between teams is based on
better management from supervisors, team leaders, managers, and directors.”

4.3.2 Enterprise social media (ESM)

Recently, organizations face the growing global phenomenon of the rise of
the culture of sharing (see 2.1). This characteristic of human behavior joins the
constant improvements in technology, making sharing increasingly faster, cheaper,
and more accessible. Companies, as well as individuals, have easier access to the use
of these technologies. Leonardi et al. (2013) have found that companies use ESM for
two purposes. The first is to connect with the outside of the company, such as
customers, suppliers, and other business ecosystem members.

Moreover, the companies have used ESM for internal communication and
social interactions within the company. For example, ESM enables employees across
the world to coordinate, collaborate, and increase performance levels. For instance,
EXO has a platform called EXO24, a corporate social media record with every EXO
member record, which includes a profile with a key performance indicator (KPI).
Among others, as the PHP developer in Thailand explained it:

“We can mainly separate EXO24 into three categories; the first is to share
knowledge or information such as Facebook and check people's profiles. The second

thing is for operational activities. Like scheduling, shared agendas, you can check and
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request holidays, which means direct contact with human resources. Also, you can
upload sales reports.”

This platform has multiple uses and tools. Besides registering each EXO
member's profile as an organizational directory, it also has tacit mechanisms of
interaction and communication for distributed teams, such as objects and
representations, and creating a type of "visibility" within the organization (see 2.3).
The marketing executive noted:

“We also have tools such as our EXO24 where we can share information
with people from all destinations, like our internal FB, and that is super nice because
you can "see" your colleges on other destinations. | use it a lot because | need to
contact people from other destinations that | do not know; so, in EXO24, you can just
type the name of the person, and you will get all relevant information about that
person, including email, department, skype, how many years in the company and,
recently, we are doing our KPIs there, which is super cool.”

EXO 24 is designed to enable interaction and improve the performance of
dependencies distributed within the firm. The members of distributed teams
acknowledge the value and use of EXO24 while recognizing the significant objective
of the platform as mentioned below by the assistant training manager, the regional
CRM specialist and the inbound supervisor in China, respectively, all of whom are
members of distributed teams with high interaction:

“We also do things like sharing activities all together around the world on
a specific day; for example, the last Friday of the month we do special days. The last
time was Hat day, so all the offices around the world allowed people to wear any kind

of hat, and then we post pictures, which makes people feel connected. Even though
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we are separated, we are in the same company; we are sharing this activity. So that is
what EXO is aiming to do, to reduce distances with other destinations.”

“I think the original idea was to, first of all, have a CRM feature for
developing our sales. CRM is used by both Sales Managers and Travel Consultants
better to identify our customers' and agents' needs. Then, the second part is about
having an intranet that connects our people beyond offices and destinations. The third
idea is to have a sort of HRIS for our HR people.”

since, for example, you know you need to contact the director of marketing,
but you do not know who he or she is, you can log in and search with filters like
country, position, department, and you get the details such as name, email, gender,
everything of the person you were looking for (...) and also to share ideas and then
use them to work as a team. That is why EXO24 is also very useful because, with the
internal portal, you can easily communicate with anyone anywhere, and assign any
task, ask any question, work together, collaborate.”

EXO24 is an innovative tool that combines two essential strategies to connect
people: technology and organizational culture. It is also equipped with business-
related data and personal and professional knowledge sourced from EXO Academy
since connectivity efficiency to improve performance levels requires members to

interact and communicate through this tool.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION

5.1 Summary of the Research

The findings of this study are summarized as three main sections. First, the
dependencies in the knowledge coordination processes between distributed parts were
explored (SubQ1). Subsequently, the knowledge coordination process's description
allowed identifying challenges directly related to the characteristic of geographical
distribution (SubQ2). Communication problems, misinformation, and differences in
dependency perception were part of the difficulties found. Finally, the strategies that
face the main challenges were identified as coordination mechanisms (SubQ3). These
strategies reduce, directly or indirectly, the effects and costs of low levels of
coordination.

This study starts from the limitations of previous research on knowledge
coordination, in which authors recognized the absence of abundant coordination
mechanisms for distributed teams (see 2.3). This case study found the organization's
strategies that, directly or indirectly, mitigate the effects and difficulties in knowledge
coordination processes within distributed and interdependent companies (see 4.3).
The objectives and resources destined to activate coordination capabilities with
collocated and distributed peers, the use of social technology to reduce distances, and
robust organizational culture that enable understanding capacity and create a sense of
familiarity and trust, are part of the tacit and implicit mechanisms used by EXO travel

to optimize its coordination processes (see 4.3.1).
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After identifying the answers to these sub-questions, the researcher concludes
that distributed companies must first analyze the need to create dependencies between
their subsidiaries. For this, firms must specify the resources they have and the costs of
generating dependencies around these resources. At the same time, it is important to
consider the contexts in which resources interacted when dependencies are created
around tasks. Thus, it is essential to provide distributed teams with the necessary
technology to coordinate knowledge efficiently. This technology must also be part of
the tools that generate trust and visibility among teams since distributed members
require more resources to obtain a clear shared idea of their team members. Shared
cognitive knowledge also allows us to identify the differences between contexts and
raise performance levels by understanding the team's behavior and anticipating other
members' actions.

Finally, distributed companies must create strategies that allow these
resources to share a solid organizational culture that helps mitigate cultural and
developmental differences in the countries where the subsidiaries are located. This
study highlights that having coordination mechanisms is necessary but not sufficient
to achieve high knowledge coordination levels. The distributed team members require
training and incentives to use the mechanisms mentioned above properly, and a solid

organizational culture optimizes knowledge coordination processes.

5.2 Theoretical Contribution
One of the contributions of this study to the organization and management
theories is to explore different strategies and tools offered by the company to improve

the members' cognitive mechanisms in terms of mutual knowledge of the tasks and
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the team. These strategies were identified as useful and transcendent in EXO Travel's
success through different coordination processes (see 4.3). Literature has concluded
that knowing the team members and sharing the tasks' knowledge is necessary to
ensure positive KC processes (Daft, 2010; Espinosa et al., 2007). However, the
implicit mechanisms for asynchronous and geographically distributed companies are
not abundant, especially when strengthening and improving cognitive skills.

The correct merge of the identified mechanism and with technological tools
aims to avoid, or at least reduce, the impact of a lack of understanding of different
contexts and decrease the time required for members to acknowledge, obtain an
answer and feedback, or correct miscommunication. Part of the results observed when
accessing EX024 (EXO’s ESM) is a large amount of content shared between the
offices in different destinations (see 4.3.2). Activities that were carried out in all
subsidiaries of the company allowed collocated colleagues to interact and share extra-
work spaces, and at the same time, improved the connection between offices by
sharing and comparing the results of activities through ESM.

The interviews in this study show the evidence of the team's knowledge
between distributed teams, unlike similar studies that surfaced in the literature review
such from Espinosa et al. (2007) and Kiesler and Cummings (2002). Despite
interacting with members of the company in different countries, and sometimes
asynchronous, EXO’s members have tools that allow them to have clarity of details
such as the appearance of the offices in other subsidiaries, local cultural celebrations,
professional profiles of their colleagues in different countries, in addition to having
the possibility of contacting them spontaneously, creating some levels of familiarity

and trust. Team cognition is relevant since they need to manage knowledge
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dependency, whereas technical groups are more concerned with technical
dependencies.

This study highlights how the mechanisms mentioned above promote and
improve team cognition, either deliberately or by integrating innovative tools and
technology. Some studies agree "shared knowledge of the team is more important for
members working across sites, whereas shared knowledge of the task is more

important with members at a single site”(Espinosa et al., 2007).

5.3 Managerial Implications

Nowadays, companies have abundant sources to prepare their strategies and
corresponding structures to coordinate internal knowledge, both collocated and
distributed. These strategies correspond to the creation or acquisition of coordination
mechanisms required by the actors participating in these processes. However, due to
the complexity of designing incentives to ensure the correct use of tools and
willingness to collaborate using and sharing knowledge, companies must also
consider the social environment and its implicit mechanisms.

This paper provides managers and entrepreneurs with an in-depth
understanding of managing their global business by striking a balance between
operation and innovation. In particular, by paying more attention to their circulation
of knowledge and work process, they will better understand issues, discover solutions
for their constantly changing challenges, and deal with them by adjusting their
organizational system. The study of knowledge coordination in a distributed and
highly interdependent knowledge firm provides a theoretical contribution to

knowledge coordination literature by complementing the existing theories and
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providing empirical evidence on knowledge integration and management across
organizational boundaries and global business.

Part of the complexity of knowledge coordination in distributed companies
when managing dependencies is if actors performing an activity have their interests or
visions of the ideal state. This challenge occurs when the individual actors' personal
goals differ significantly or when actors are distributed units, giving them a different
idea of the primary objective or understanding priorities due to the context and,
consequently, the performance when they execute activities.

Achieving coordination in a transnational organization is a much more
complicated process than in a domestic centralization or decentralization of decision
making. It requires encouraging and adapting to a new culture and values to reach
individual and team willingness in information sharing and learning. Hence, to
achieve global coordination, it is not enough for headquarters to take an active role in
planning, scheduling, and control; firms require managers to promote and effectively
distribute organizational culture and values to keep the global organization's widely
distributed pieces working together and moving in the same direction. Often,
managers are in charge of determining essential variables in coordination processes
such as participants, team size and available resources (including deadlines).

Knowledge coordination processes are complex, not only because of the
means and availability of resources (individuals or units) but also because of their
willingness to coordinate spontaneously. In conditions of distributed actors (units) in
which they interact in different contexts, highlighting and strengthening the common
characteristics is part of a coordination mechanism that facilitates familiarization

between actors, mainly if it develops non-routine activities.



53

The researcher wants to acknowledge the extensive work and resources
invested by EXO Travel to sustain this company for more than 20 years. Without a
doubt, their values, philosophy, and organizational culture are a large part of the
success of this company. It is important to continue in constant evaluation and review
of the elements in charge of the relationship between headquarters and offices and
encourage contact between destination and sales offices to avoide potential inefficient
nodes in the knowledge coordination process. Finally, it is important to keep training
programs up-to-date that adjust to the tourism industry's changes through innovative
ideas that enable connecting different cultures and contexis of a highly interdependent

and distributed organization.

5.4 Limitations and Future Direction

Given this case study's unique context and characteristics, the complexity of
replicating the research is recognized and the difficulty generalizing results found.
However, this exploratory study is the beginning of creating new ideas and inspiration
to analyze these phenomena using different methodologies, based on the detailed
information presented in this study.

Future study is expected to include more data of various sources from
subsidiaries, business partners, and even customers to identify a bigger picture of
context that will provide new insights to the study of challenges in the coordination of
knowledge of a distributed and interdependent firm. On the other hand, the study of a
post-sale coordination process will also improve our understanding of this subject and

provide a better solution to the management and business in general developments.
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Appendix A

Coding Template for Interviews

1% order 2" order
Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
“EXO Group is the center of all the destinations, so
Unique
Dependency | everything that each destination has been sent by
distributed
recognition | EXO Group, such as from marketing, gets things like
context
templates for booking and tour guides.”
“Each destination has a Product Manager, so they
manage all the products that have been created in
each country. Under the product manager, they have
EXO Culture
First-hand | individual team members and come with new
coordination
experience | experiences and ideas. They are going all around
mechanism
every day seeing what is new, what needs to be
updated, how our clients are responding to existing
experiences; they take the perspectives of travelers.”
“A part of our task is to reduce that process. So, when
| started, the process was very long. We constantly
had to go back and forward, but our goal is to refine
Coordination Process
that process, so we do not have very much back and
mechanism | optimization

forward, so we were setting standards of writing of
what we expect from Product that was shared with

Product, and they now have a reference,
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1% order 2" order Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
and they can go and see how to go forward. When we
started, we had to re-write all of our content because
it was a complete mismatch. Because we set the
Coordination Process
standard, now the process is super smooth, and we
mechanism | optimization
can update quickly, so the point for us was to
streamline everything that we are doing, and we are
doing a pretty good job with this.”
“EXO values youth over experience. Do not get me
wrong, we still want the best people here, but many
EXO Culture

coordination

Recruitment

other DMC's would put experience as the #1

priorities | recruitment priority. | appreciate this strategy. EXO
mechanism
gives autonomy to people and also values their
ideas/suggestions.”
“I work selling Asia to Spanish markets such as Latin
America, Spain, Portugal, and Italy. We create a
Team marketing strategy for all different segments. So, my
Unique
members in | duties are creating a marketing strategy for Spanish
distributed
three markets and making sure we implement them. My
context
continents | right hand is in Vietnam and is a Spanish girl, and

then one of my bosses is in Mexico, and he is French,

and the other is in Italy.”
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1% order 2" order Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
“It's very different in EXO, where we have about 38
nationalities. Asians are very much oriented toward a
collectivist mindset, whereas | come from a country
where individualism is strong. | think it's translated in
EXO Culture | Balanced
the daily job: local colleagues will not care if you are
coordination | collectivist
not the best fit at your job, as long as you respect the
mechanism mindset
Group and its leaders. This group effect is good, but
needs to be balanced, as the extreme of it could be
that you end up working in a great team spirit, but
with non-skilled and non-motivated people.”
“I think the most significant challenges are we all
have a different nature. Moreover, | think based on
Coordination | Tolerance
each nature, it makes us work differently. We need to
mechanism sensibility
understand each other because sometimes the
different ways we work can cause conflict.”
“Sometimes, tensions arise because of unique
Unique challenges in a destination, which the Group
Out of
distributed (headquarter) and Local Management might have
context risk
context different views on how to solve. The issue is that you

cannot give too much 'freedom’, but at the same time,
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1% order 2" order Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
you need to adapt and customize to each destination.
For example, using the Self-guided app in Japan is
unique because of Japan's operational environment.
Unique
Out of EXO Group could not provide a clear and detailed
distributed
context risk | SOP on how to operate with this as EXO Japan is
context
closed to the ground. There might be the risk that the
experience destination feels slowed down and
elements in the teams lose motivation.”
“Another challenge we have every day is the internet
issue. So many blocks; we always need a VPN, or we
Unique Unique
cannot work or communicate with Group
distributed | communicat
(headquarters). Moreover, every day the internet has
context ion issues
connection issues; then we always lose time waiting
for the internet to work properly.”
“It 1s way easier to explain yourself face to face.
Coordination | Collocated | Even when we have great ways and tools to
mechanism | advantages | communicate, it is not the same as just walking to

your colleague and talking face to face.”
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1% order

concept

2" order

concept

Quote from Interview Data

Coordination

mechanism

Understandi
ng the

context

“Yes, it is different because many countries have
their style; they are unique. So, I try to understand
that many people have their own culture and try to
understand and set the format. If you know, if you
talk with them every day, you will understand what
they want and their style and manage and coordinate
with them well. So, try to understand, because | have
to talk a lot to many people around Southeast Asia in
our offices in my job. When | have a problem in
Vietnam, I know | have to contact Susu and is China
Jack. Cambodia is Chris, and so on. Yes, I have to
understand their nature, how fast they answer my
questions, and how I can finish the job with them. So,

we have to understand each other very well.”

Coordination

mechanism

Sharing

moments

"The difference is more about the personal side.
Here, we make jokes every day, we order afternoon
tea, we share moments, we make fun of the others,

and so on."
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1% order 2" order Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
"I think the problem that I face is the late response.
Late Sometimes | am delayed, sometimes they (distributed
Unique
response / | colleagues) are delayed, and we do not inform each
distributed
communicat | other when we can respond. So, it is like we keep
context
ion issues | waiting without any information, without knowing
when to get back to the agent.”
"The actual mission is to inspire personal growth,
personal-professional growth through sharing and
learning sessions, and connections too, because we
EXO Culture Creating | have over 870 [people], 26 offices in 10 countries, 38
coordination common | nationalities. Finding a way to create a common

mechanism

connections

connection and a common bond between all those
people becomes a bigger challenge, and then a 2nd
part is how do you maintain services standards

between all these countries too."

EXO Culture

coordination

mechanism

Right
mindset
over right

skill

“Another point in this year's training is about
recruiting people with the right mindset instead of
having the right skills from the start. We are in an
industry that has seen tremendous changes over the

last five years, and more to come in the near future.
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1% order 2" order Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
In training, we communicate the vision of EXO
Right
EXO Culture Travel. To become the #1 Travel Company in Asia,
mindset
coordination we need to have people who are willing to grow,
over right
mechanism learn, adapt, take on new challenges. Also, people
skill
who are EXO culture fit.”
“EXO Culture book: the content we get from the
green book given by EXO. The purpose is to let
newcomers know our values, habits, the story of the
EXO Culture company, the style of our work, and our tours' focus.
coordination | EXO culture | Specific training for each position is to prepare every
mechanism person for their responsibilities in the company. The
content is TC (Travel consultant) manual, TP (Tour
Plan) manual, the products, the suppliers' Data Base,
EX0O24, emails to clients.”
“We hope that by making better onboarding
programs and better training throughout someone's
EXO Culture
Sense of | EXO career that someone who is like 'oh, ok, |
coordination
belonging | understand the company, the values, the culture, the

mechanism

goals, how I fit into this," and then they end becoming

better in the company and stay longer.”
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1% order

concept

2" order

concept

Quote from Interview Data

Coordination

mechanism

Corporate

social media

“We can mainly separate EX024 into three
categories; the first is to share knowledge or
information such as Facebook and check people's
profiles. The second thing is for operational
activities. Like scheduling, shared agendas, you can
check and request holidays, which means direct
contact with human resources. Also, you can upload

sales reports.”

Coordination

mechanism

Communica

tion tools

“We also have tools such as our EXO24 where we
can share information with people from all
destinations, like our internal FB, and that is super
nice because you can "see™ your colleges on other
destinations. | use it a lot because | need to contact
people from other destinations that I do not know; so,
in EXO24, you can just type the name of the person,
and you will get all relevant information about that
person, including email, department, skype, how
many years in the company and, recently, we are

doing our KPIs there, which is super cool.”
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1% order 2" order Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
“We also do things like sharing activities all together
around the world on a specific day; for example, the
last Friday of the month we do special days. The last
time was Hat day, so all the offices around the world
Unique
Reducing | allowed people to wear any kind of hat, and then we
distributed
distance post pictures, which makes people feel connected.
context
Even though we are separated, we are in the same
company; we are sharing this activity. So that is what
EXO is aiming to do, to reduce distances with other
destinations.”
“I think the original idea was to, first of all, have a
CRM feature for developing our sales. CRM is used
by both Sales Managers and Travel Consultants
EXO Culture
Connecting | better to identify our customers' and agents' needs.
coordination
people Then, the second part is about having an intranet that

mechanism

connects our people beyond offices and destinations.
The third idea is to have a sort of HRIS for our HR

people.”
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1% order 2" order Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
“...since, for example, you know you need to contact
the director of marketing, but you do not know who he
or she is, you can log in and search with filters like
country, position, department, and you get the details
EXO Culture such as name, email, gender, everything of the person
Team
coordination you were looking for ( ) and also to share ideas and
awareness
mechanism then use them to work as a team. That is why EXO24 is
also very useful because, with the internal portal, you
can easily communicate with anyone anywhere, and
assign any task, ask any question, work together,
collaborate.”
“It is a simple concept called warms and wow, getting
people thinking about how you create a warmer
friendlier work environment in teams, how do you
Happy _ _ _ o
create trust, information sharing, and communication
EXO Culture people
not only between a team in the office but between
coordination provide
offices, between countries’ offices and between
mechanism great
countries. ( ) because we should be about friendly,
service

happy people. Happy people provide great service,
communication turns to be wow, and we need to be

WOow in partners, agents, suppliers, and customers.”
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1% order 2" order Quote from Interview Data
concept concept
“If you are happy, you can transmit that happiness to
EXO Culture Friendly
others. Furthermore, it is not only about me; you can
coordination work

feel a warm reply from a colleague and feel how

mechanism | environment
they are also comfortable and happy.”
“Managerial tips, EXO Academy 2019: delivering
EXO Culture feedback, delegation, taking responsibility. Greater

coordination

mechanism

Training

objectives

coordination and cooperation between teams is
based on better management from supervisors, team

leaders, managers, and directors.”




Appendix B

Face-to-Face Interview Questionnaire (Sample)

Background

1. What are your main areas of expertise?

2. How many years of experience do you have in these areas?

3. Can you describe the first impression you got when you started working at EXO?
4. Can you tell me about your previous job experience?

5. Can you briefly describe your daily job activities?

Related to KC

1. Who is part of your team (a) locally and (b) distributed?

2. What information/knowledge do you need to exchange with them (a) locally and
(b) distributed?

3. What problems do you encounter when trying to communicate, coordinate, or
exchange information with them (a) locally and (b) distributed?

4. What differences do you find working with your team locally and distributed?

5. How is EXO supporting/improving your interaction with the team (a) locally and

(b) distributed?
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Appendix C

Abbreviation
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Abbreviation

(GDHIF) Geographically Distributed but Highly Inter-dependent Firm
(MNC) Multinational Corporations

(KC) Knowledge Coordination

(DMC) Destination Management Companies
(KM) Knowledge Management

(HQ) Headquarters

(SME) Small and Medium-sized Enterprises
(DF) Distributed Firm

(CS) Case Study

(TPD) Training and People Development
(ESM) Enterprise social media

(KPI)

Key Performance Indicator
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