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Abstract

Organizations join multi-organizational networks in part to mitigate environmental uncertain-
ties and to access knowledge. However, the transfer of knowledge cannot be assumed simply
as a function of network membership. Researchers in the area of knowledge management
have identified several factors that have been found to affect the transfer of knowledge within,
between, and among organizations. This chapter investigates specifically how organizational
ambiguity impacts the transfer of knowledge within multi-organizational networks. The au-
thors explore the effects of causal ambiguity, defined as the ambiguity related to inputs and
factors, in a multi-organizational context, and discuss the existence of a previously undefined
ambiguity, the ambiguity related to outcomes or “outcome ambiguity.” The authors provide
a discussion on why outcome ambiguity is particularly relevant when multiple organizations
are engaged in a network, where the objective is access to knowledge.
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Introduction

Firms engaged in multi-organizational networks have been found to benefit from network-
wide knowledge transfer and sharing which may not be available to a non-networked firm
operating independently (Argote, 1999; Darr, Argote, & Epple, 1995; Dyer, 1997). However,
membership alone does not guarantee the transfer of knowledge among networked entities.
The degree to which transfer occurs can be contingent upon member organizations’ ability
to remove or abate systemic constraints (Argote, 1999) or isolating mechanisms (Knott,
2002). One of these constraints is represented by the ambiguities or uncertainties that can
be present when multiple organizations become involved in knowledge transfer. Ambigui-
ties can make the transfer of knowledge difficult (Knott, 2002; Mosakowski, 1997), thereby
mitigating some of the expected benefits of network participation.

It should be noted that a multi-organizational network is more complex to study than is an
intra-organizational or dyadic setting. Simmel (1950), who studied social relationships, found
that social triads (and relationships involving more than three entities) had fundamentally
different characteristics than did dyads. First, there is no majority in a dyadic relationship.
In any group of three or more, an individual organization can be pressured by the others to
suppress their individual interests for the interests of the larger group, making the manifesta-
tion of the governance structure and internal competitiveness of such networks complex and
their influences on knowledge transfer interesting but difficult to understand. The fact that
organizations have more bargaining power in a dyad than in a network, and the fact that a
network can offer more gaming possibilities, can confound such difficulty. If one member
withdraws from a dyad, the dyad disappears; this is not true in a network. Finally, third
parties represent alternative and moderating perspectives when disagreements arise. As a
result of these differences, multi-organizational networks are more complex, and relevant
ambiguities in knowledge transfer may play out differently at the network level than at an
intra-organizational or dyadic level.

Informed by the knowledge management and organizational management literature regard-
ing ambiguity, this chapter will begin with a discussion of causal ambiguity and how it has
been shown to affect knowledge transfer in an intra-organizational context. Based upon
this discussion, logical extensions will be made regarding how causal ambiguity would be
expected to affect knowledge transfer within an interorganizational network context. This
chapter will then make the argument that general discussions on ambiguity, including spe-
cific discussions on causal ambiguity, still leave a conceptual gap regarding the ambiguities
related to ultimate outcomes that networked organizations would be expected to experience
as a result of transferring knowledge outside of their boundaries. In response, the factor of
outcome ambiguity will be described in an effort to address this gap in the extant literature.
Finally, the developments in this chapter are discussed, with an emphasis on raising issues
of interest to both researchers engaged in organizational learning and knowledge manage-
ment, as well as to practitioners engaged in human resources and in management of entities
within multi-organizational networks.
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