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                                                                                        7. Analysis – Micro level

                                                                                                7.4 Network ties and knowledge sharing

                                                                7.4.4 Part Summary

                                
                    Of the four types of network mentioned by Grodal (2005); informal networks, project networks, regional 
 networks and business networks, FLS uses informal networks and project networks. Informal networks such 
 as European Cement Research Academy (ECRA) play an important part in the exploratory open innovation 
 approach adopted by FLS. The ties with ECRA are weak compared with the ties with DTU. Weaker ties 
 according to Grodal (2005) are more critical in passing new and different ideas from new sources. Once 
 there is awareness of these new ideas, those most beneficial for FLS can be identified and partnership 
 established. Over time such weak ties, can become strong ties once a formalized partnership is established. 


Similarly when engaging other firms for short term projects, over time as trust is established with those 
 firms, and a common ground developed, a more formalized relationship can be founded. To attain broader 
 benefits from an exploratory open innovation approach, it is important that the development department 
 and is also included in the process, and short term projects also be considered, and not just focus on the 
 research department and longer term projects. 


Project networks, is another approach used by FLS. The NCTP platform with DTU can be characterized as a 
project network. FLS has other similar projects networks with DTU and other universities and with some 
other firms. The strong ties that exist between FLS and DTU are special and have been built over many 
years. FLS provides research funding to DTU, and employs many DTU graduates. Therefore it's easier for 
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 both sides to engage in collaborations without spending massive amount of resources and time on legal 
 issues. Formal ties are preferred by FLS as the interviews show. Formal ties are based on a contractual 
 framework which acts as a safety net. According to Grodal (2005), Vinding (2002), Godoe (2000), Ahuja 
 (2000) networks with formal ties between the partners and high level trust due to those ties, lead to higher 
 level of innovation as compared to informal and indirect ties. The closed knit networks based on a 


formalized framework provide a better basis for knowledge transfer. 


At the inter-organizational level, FLSmidth uses long-term research collaborations with partners that have 
 been able to establish a relationship with FLSmidth. Contracts are used to establish a formal setting and 
 ground rules for the collaboration. Looking at the variables for inter-organisational cooperation described 
 by Brass et al. (2004), the motive for NCTP collaboration is that it gives FLSmidth access to resources such as 
 knowledge and researchers from a leading university DTU, and funding from the Advanced Technology 
 Fund. DTU gets access to an industrial partner that is a market leader and has equipment needed for 
 industrial scale research, financial resources, along with past cooperation history with DTU. Both have a 
 similar status as leaders in their field, and the new partner Hempel is also a leading firm within their 
 industry. The trust factor is important for FLSmidth and norms reciprocity, which plays an important role, 
 particularly when having to settle disputes. The historical ties between FLSmidth and DTU, a similar culture, 
 are significant factors in developing inter-organisational ties, as is the convener role played by Advanced 
 Technology Fund.  


Such close inter-organisational ties can lead to high information flow between the parties, increasing the 
 possibility of imitation of work practices. When PhD and post doc students are transferring knowledge 
 between FLSmidth and DTU, the close relationship helps to enhances diffusion of knowledge. The diffusion 
 is also enhanced by the social links, as many FLSmidth employees are DTU graduates, and the managers feel 
 more comfortable with engaging a similar organisation. 


Research suggests that when organisations are not direct competitors and are in a formalized collaboration, 
 increase sharing of knowledge and innovative output. Brass et al. (2004). The FLSmidth and DTU 
 inter-organisational relationship enables knowledge sharing beyond the framework of the NCTP platform, at 
 multiple levels. When knowledge sharing is done in a formalized collaboration, and if it is fast and at 
 multiple levels, it has a positive effect on innovation and patent output. 


As Brass et al. (2004) point out that unit ties play an important part as connecting link between 
inter-organisational level ties and inter-personal ties. In FLS the inter-unit ties between FLS cement and mineral 
division R&D are at a low level. There is very limited interaction between the divisions. Similarly among the 
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 departments, interaction is limited, the only exception being the process engineering departments that has 
 a high level of inter-unit cooperation. To enhance the ties between the units, there has to be incentives that 
 encourage cooperation, and also awareness of the resources available in other units, and how those 


resources can be shared among the units. This will require intervention from the top to create incentives 
 and also give the units space to make the necessary allocations of resources for inter-unit cooperation. 


Inter-unit ties influence innovation and knowledge sharing activities. Units that are centrally placed in 
 inter-unit networks, have higher innovation. Increased level of inter-inter-unit cooperation will improve the inter-units and 
 the organisations performance.  


As the answers from the participants suggest, FLSmidth uses different models for collaboration with 
 different partners. The main model used is partnership with universities on longer term research projects. 


In the development department there is no similar collaboration setup, more short term engagements 
 based on immediate needs that vary from project to project. The bulk of collaborations with external 
 partners take place in the research section and it is the trusted partners that figure most often in the 
 collaborations. Engaging in short term collaborations, risks that a lot of time is spent on legal safeguards 
 before commencing the collaboration and during the collaboration on safeguarding IP, leading to both sides 
 not being able to openly share ideas. 


Interpersonal ties are the basis of inter-unit and inter-organisational ties. Actor similarity increases 
 interaction, and fosters trust. Employees with similar backgrounds will find it easier to network and share 
 knowledge Brass et al. (2004). The links many FLSmidth employees enjoy with DTU helps create 


relationships between the organisations, and the fact that many FLSmidth employees are DTU graduate, 
 and mostly engineers, also helps foster inter-personal ties. As the interviews have shown there are some 
 areas where inter-personal ties are strong, and the role of lead specialist in promoting inter-personal ties 
 can go a long way in terms of knowledge sharing between people. It's important to note that proximity also 
 enhances interpersonal ties. When a firm like FLSmidth is spread globally, there is perhaps a need for 
 organizational structures, work flow and processes that encourage non-proximate employees to also 
 develop inter-personal ties. This might be seen as costly, but once ties have been established, they can be 
 maintained using electronic communication.  Employees will then be able to themselves maintain 


relationship they see as beneficial. As there is currently no database where knowledge sharing can happen 
 across FLSmidth, interpersonal ties are important in establishing connections between different groups of 
 employees. 


As Vesamäki points out for the future it is important for FLSmidth to engage more and different partners. 


The focus on longer term partnerships suggests that the experiences from DTU, such as a long term 
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 partnership with mutual trust, has had its benefits, and for the future FLSmidth will be looking to emulate 
 that by finding similar partners with whom it can establish a similar partnership. 


The interviews and research conducted for this paper has shown that it will be difficult to use the 
 FLSmidth’s relationship with DTU as a model for future collaborations with new partners, as the deep 
 history and common ground developed by FLSmidth and DTU over the years is difficult to replicate. This 
 could be the reason that FLSmidth has not been able to establish a similar strong relationship with another 
 leading academic institution. 


The types of engagements mentioned by Kimmo Vesamäki for future networking, shows that there is a 
strategic vision of engaging different partners beyond those currently used, which can open up more 
possibilities than having a narrow approach only directed towards one focus area. It is important to also 
include informal ties to the strategy in a meaningful manner, as the informal ties even with their limited 
effect on innovation as compared to formal ties, can help create links that can develop over time into formal 
partnerships. As a large firm at the forefront of R&D in its industry, maintaining high level research ties with 
top universities like DTU, increases close contact with researcher and foster interpersonal ties and the 
absorptive capacity of FLSmidth. 
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