
Master Thesis    Copenhagen Business School Dezember 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Knowledge Transfer in Chinese 

Acquisitions of German Firms 

A Promising Strategic Symbiosis? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author:  Maximilian Forbach, MSc. Business, Language and Culture 

Supervisor: Peter Gammeltoft, Prof. at Department of International Economics and Management 

STU-count: 181.726  



II 
 

Abstract 

 

This paper examines the special strategic relationship between Chinese acquirers and German targets. 

Chinese strategic-asset-seeking investments are a very recent phenomenon, which have attracted 

increasing attention in international business research, as well as mass media. Knowledge transfer in 

acquisitions has remained a prominent topic since the turn of the century at the intersection between 

knowledge management and acquisition literature. Based on five in-depth cases studies of Chinese 

acquisitions in Germany, this study addresses the question how German firms contribute as a source of 

knowledge to the internationalization of their Chinese acquirers. First, the strategic rationales behind 

the transactions are portrayed in detail. Second, a potential knowledge transfer in the course of the 

post-acquisition period is enquired. This paper concludes that Chinese and German firms choose to 

engage in those acquisitions, since the partner offers them valuable and complementary strategic 

assets. Furthermore, knowledge transfer does indeed take place at varying degrees. In general, the 

peculiar constellation between both firms has the potential for a promising strategic symbiosis. 

Nonetheless, the respective intentions behind the deal have to be aligned before. Additionally, several 

barriers have to be circumnavigated in the acquisition aftermath, such as cultural and language 

differences, varying educational backgrounds, or the retention of key personnel. The findings of this 

paper add to existing research, and provide useful insights for practitioners. 
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1. Introduction 

 

A growing number of Chinese investors is acquiring German firms with a knowledge-seeking motive 

since 2002. Research has found that acquisitions are a promising strategy to tap into the resource base 

of a firm, especially for acquiring technologies and capabilities (Ranft and Lord 2002; Knoerich 2010). 

German firms are very promising targets due to their complementary resources, such as state of the 

art technological and process know-how, innovation capabilities, and a global reputation for superb 

quality. Chinese corporations, on the contrary, are capable of low-cost manufacturing and producing 

large scales, have access to a huge sales market, and dispose over a solid capital base (Bruche and 

Wallner 2013). Accordingly, Chinese enterprises supplement their organizations through the 

acquisitions of German firms. The access to and transfer of knowledge is often a central aspect. 

  Nonetheless, knowledge transfer in acquisitions remains a complicated endeavor. 

Teece (1977, 2000) argues that knowledge transfer in general is associated with high cost, requires 

significant resources, and is overall challenging. Knowledge transfer in acquisitions is even more 

demanding: “A well-established literature highlights that many acquisitions fail to achieve their 

objectives and instead result in organizational difficulties and poor performance” (Ranft and Lord 2002, 

p. 421). It has occurred to many acquirers, “that the transfer and utilization of knowledge through 

acquisitions can be a daunting task. It is contingent on a successful integration of the acquired unit, 

and very often the process of integrating the acquired units fails outright” (Bresman, Birkinshaw, and 

Nobel 1999, p. 6). An international setting adds yet another level of complexity to any intended 

knowledge transfer: “it is clear that the problems associated with transfer will increase with 

geographical and cultural distance” (Bresman et al. 1999, p. 5). 

 This study aims at analyzing the recent trend of Chinese acquisitions in Germany, and adds a 

knowledge transfer perspective to the existing research. The remaining sections of the introduction 

embed the research into the surrounding larger context, argue for the relevance of the topic, and 

formulate the research question. The final section will guide the reader throughout the whole paper. 

 

1.1 Research Context 

 

China has reappeared strongly on the international economic stage since the millennium. In 1978, the 

country had already begun to reform its market and gradually open up to the world economy. 

Afterwards, it had received an ever growing stream of foreign direct investment (FDI) (European 

Chamber of Commerce 2013). Subsequently, also Chinese exports mounted, and today, it is the 

number one exporting country in the world (Germany Trade & Invest 2014). The millennium marks a 

turning point, as China began to show its new economic strength abroad. In the year 2000, it 
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introduced its going out-policy, and in 2001, it joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) (Bruche 

and Wallner 2013). Subsequently, also the level of Chinese outward foreign direct investment (OFDI) 

has increased (European Chamber of Commerce 2013). 

 The latter trend has been widely unnoticed academically, until Child and Rodrigues (2005) 

pointed out that Chinese companies increasingly seek strategic assets abroad in the course of their 

internationalization. They state that this developments stands in contrast to mainstream theory, which 

“tends to assume that firms internationalize to exploit competitive advantages, Chinese firms are 

generally making such investments in order to address competitive disadvantages” (Child and 

Rodrigues 2005, p. 1). Child and Rodrigues propose further, that Chinese corporations internationalize 

also to learn and improve, to acquire well-established brands, advanced technology and research and 

development (R&D) capabilities. Very likely, China hopes to accelerate this way its own late 

development-processi, and follow in the footsteps of Japan, as well as the four Asian tigers Hong Kong, 

Singapore, South Korean, and Taiwan. One small aspect of that catch-up progress is the recent trend 

of Chinese acquisitions of German firms. 

  

1.2 Topic relevance 

 

The research paper at hand is relevant on an academic, practical, and societal level. On the academic 

level, it adds to existing research on the strategic-asset-seeking of Chinese corporations, Chinese 

investments in Germany, as well as knowledge transfer in acquisitions. It contributes an in-depth 

qualitative account of the post-acquisition events of Chinese strategic-asset-seeking investments. This 

paper adds, furthermore, a knowledge perspective to the research on Chinese acquisitions in 

Germany. And finally, it gathers data on the knowledge transfer in international acquisitions. 

  On a practical level, this study contributes rich insights into the evolvement of Chinese 

acquisitions in Germany, which may serve a twofold purpose for practitioners: First, both parties of 

such deals can compare the development of their transaction with similar cases. And second, 

managers, who are interested in such a deal, can use this paper as a source of information. 

  On a societal level, this study helps to objectify the debate on Chinese acquisitions in 

Germany. The rapidly growing competition from China, and the sometimes ruthless behavior of 

Chinese firms regarding intellectual property rights have caused both anxiety and anger among the 

German public. Accordingly, the Chinese acquisitions of German firms can be seen as a sensitive topic, 

since they could be perceived as a threat to the continuity of Germany as a location of knowledge, the 

competitiveness of its firms, or the preservation of jobs. This study aims to follow other scholarly 

contributions, in providing a balanced perspective on the matter.  



3 
 

1.3 Research question 

 

The following research question will guide this study:  

How do German firms contribute as a source of knowledge to the internationalization of 
their Chinese acquirers? 

In order to make the stated problem more tangible, it is split up into two sub-questions. The first of 

them concentrates on the special strategic relationship between German targets and Chinese 

acquirers and addresses: 

What is the rationale of both firms behind those acquisitions? 

It will illustrate the motives for the acquisition, any arrangements accompanying the deals, and the 

potential benefits both parties can gain. The second sub-question is going to focus on one single aspect 

of the potential benefits. It will enquire: 

 In which way do German targets transfer knowledge to the Chinese acquirers? 

This question examines the current state of knowledge transfer between both acquisition parties and 

the influence of various determinants on the process. 

 

1.4 Readers’ guide 

 

The introduction has so far treated the context of the research, the relevance of the topic, and the 

research problem. Chapter two sets forth the necessary steps to answer the research question by 

discussing theoretical and practical aspects of the research methodology. This includes the research 

design, the data collection and analysis, as well as a short note on the reliability and validity of the 

research. Chapter three lays the theoretical foundation for the answer of the stated problem. It 

combines ideas from the research on Chinese FDI in Germany, and concepts from knowledge transfer 

in acquisitions into a single theoretical framework. The following fourth chapter provides the reader 

with background information to aid his understanding of the case study. It addresses specific 

characteristics of the German economy, and introduces the cases companies. Chapter five then tells 

the case narrative. Therein, the gathered data is analyzed based on the structure of the theoretical 

framework.  The sixth, and final, chapter concludes on the overall contribution of the paper, reflects 

on any limitations, and proposes leads for further research.  
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2. Methodology 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to plan the research process leading to the present study. The first 

section addresses the theoretical aspects of it, whereas the second one examines practical issues of 

the data collection process. The third section covers the methods underlying the data analysis. And 

the fourth, and last segment, reflects on the overall research process. Taken together they allow the 

reader to reason the methodology which created the findings of this study. 

 

2.1 Research Design 

 

This subsection constitutes the research process from a theoretical perspective. The bedrock is hereby 

the research process onion by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2003). Accordingly, the research 

philosophy, approach, strategy, time horizon, and finally, data collection methods are discussed one 

by one in the following. 

 

2.1.1 Philosophy of Science 

 

Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, and Jackson (2008) name three main reasons why spending thoughts on 

aspects of philosophy of science generates real value for conducting good management research: It 

clarifies research designs regarding what evidence is needed, how it can be collected, as well as in 

which way it could be analyzed in order to provide answers to the research question. It adds further 

benefit by creating insights on the feasibility of the research. And finally, it aids the researcher in 

adapting designs specifically to the subject nature, which includes leading him also to previously 

unconsidered approaches. Discussing the philosophy of science usually comprehends addressing the 

ontology – the philosophical assumptions about the nature of reality -, epistemology – the set of 

assumptions about how to inquire that reality -, and their influence on the design of the study 

(Easterby-Smith et al. 2008).  

 The research paper at hand can be best located on the continuum between the two 

philosophical extremes positivism and interpretivism. This allocation to the realistic tradition of science 

comes with the advantage that elements of both traditions can be combined:  

In this way, realism, as applied to the study of human subjects, recognizes the importance of 
understanding people’s socially constructed interpretations and meanings, or subjective reality, 
within the context of seeking to understand broader social forces, structures or processes that 
influence, and perhaps constrain, the nature of people’s views and behaviours (Saunders et al. 
2003, p. 85). 

A major benefit for this paper can be seen that the intermediary stance allows the choice to either 

inquire individual perceptions of the ongoing events, or to focus on general factors influencing those 
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events, depending on which seems more promising to find an answer to the research question. This 

rather pragmatic handling of the philosophy of science is in line with general tendencies in business 

research to allow for some flexible fluctuation, rather than restricting itself to one radical extreme in 

the outlook on the world (Saunders et al. 2003; Easterby-Smith et al. 2008). 

 More specifically, the presented study follows a critical realist perspective. The essence of 

critical realism is the distinction between three domains that together compose reality:  

The empirical domain includes that which we can observe – things that happen and exist according 
to our immediate experience. The actual domain is a broader one, and refers to that which 
transpires independently of the researcher or any other observer who might record it. Finally, the 
domain of the real includes those mechanisms that are productive of different events and other 
‘surface phenomena’ (Alveson and Sköldberg 2009, p. 40). 

The task of the researcher is therefore to inquire how those three domains interrelate, and, ultimately, 

advance to the domain of the real: “Scientific work is instead to investigate and identify relationships 

and non-relationships, respectively, between what we experience, what actually happens, and the 

underlying mechanisms that produce the events in the world” (Danermark et al. 2002 cited in Alveson 

and Sköldberg 2009, p. 40).  

In practical terms, it means for this thesis that there must also be a discrepancy between 

research and reality. The research focus in this thesis lies on knowledge transfer in the empirical 

domain, which is shaped by the experience of humans, for example the participants’ and the 

researcher’s. Those accounts might be different from what actually happens, and it is not by default, 

that the researcher can draw the right conclusions to the underlying mechanism of the real domain. 

Herewith Alveson and Sköldberg’s (2009, p. 44) main point of critique is acknowledged: “the strong 

claim by critical realism to grasp reality. It is always problematic to say something about causes which 

are not visible to us”. Nevertheless, this paper attempts to portray the real domain, however, both the 

reader and researcher need to be aware of the limitations in doing so. 

 

2.1.2 Research Approach 

 

The overall research design of the present study is inductive, as the goal is to apply existing theory. For 

this purpose, ideas from two separate research streams are going to be extracted and combined in 

one theoretical framework in a first step. In a second step, that theoretical framework is applied to 

structure the field research. At the argumentation level, however, deduction and induction collude: 

The theoretical framework is applied to the empirical data, and used for the data analysis. At the same 

time, inferences are drawn from that analysis on the applicability of the framework. The described 

research approach is illustrated in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Research design 

2.1.3 Research Strategy 

 

Based upon the research question, philosophy of science, and research approach, a case study serves 

as the strategy for this investigation. Such a case study design enables both the reader and the 

researcher to develop a deep understanding of the enacted process, as well as the context it is situated 

in (Morris and Wood 1991 cited in Saunders et al. 2003). It is further advantageous, if new information 

or discoveries during the data collection come up, since it allows a certain amount of flexibility in 

modifying the original design (Yin 2009).  

 

Figure 2: The holistic multiple case study design (based on Yin 2009) 
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The unit of analysis of this case study are German firms acquired by Chinese investors. More 

specifically, it is the potential knowledge transfer taking place between them and the Chinese acquirer. 

The acquisition process itself, as well as the post-acquisition relationship between both firms serve as 

the surrounding context. In order to cover this phenomenon, a holistic multiple case study design is 

applied, as suggested by Yin (2009). This approach is illustrated in Figure 2. Yin (2009) argues that using 

multiple-cases promises to result in a better case study and offers greater analytical value. Therefore, 

they should be preferred over single-case designs, whenever there are the resources and opportunity. 

 

2.1.4 Time Horizon 

 

The time horizon of this case study is longitudinal, which is necessary to portray the change in 

knowledge transfer, as the post-acquisition relationship between both firms evolves. Unfortunately 

though, the time restrictions of this project itself only permit to collected primary data once 

throughout the research process. The participants are therefore asked to cover both past and present 

events, as well as to give their personal prediction of future developments, in order to reach a 

longitudinal timeframe. Nonetheless, it would certainly be of advantage to conduct a series of 

interviews over a longer period of time. 

 

2.1.5 Research Methods 

 

The case study approach allows the researcher to choose between various methods for the data 

gathering, such as questionnaires, interviews, observation, and documentary analysis (Saunders et al. 

2003). This study picks interviews, because of the generally sensitive nature of the topic. Easterby-

Smith et al. (2011, p. 145) recommend interviews, when “the subject matter is highly confidential or 

commercially sensitive; and there are issues about which the interviewee may be reluctant to be 

truthful other than confidentially in a one-to-one situation”. This study plans to supplement the 

interview data with additional information extracted from online sources, mainly newspaper articles 

covering the acquisitions. According to Yin (2009), the possibility to use multiple sources of evidence 

is one of the main advantages of the case study approach, and it further improves the validity of the 

results.  
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2.2 Data Collection 

 

The following subsections cover all practical aspects of the data gathering process. This includes the 

criteria for the case selection, as well as the actual fieldwork. The section concludes with a moment of 

reflection about political and ethical aspects in obtaining and handling the primary data. 

 

2.2.1 Selection of Cases 

 

This research paper uses purposive sampling to select the case companies. In that approach, “the 

researcher has a clear idea of what sample units are needed, and then approaches potential sample 

members to check whether they meet eligibility criteria” (Easterby-Smith et al. 2008, p. 218). This 

method proves advantageous, when the researcher wishes to select particular cases, and when the 

sample size is fairly small, therefore it is especially suited for case study research (Neuman 2000 cited 

in Saunders et al. 2003). Those are two of the reasons why purposive sampling is chosen. Another, 

third reason, is that it is unsure whether the whole population can be determined. A probability 

sampling design is ruled out for that matter. 

 Before companies are approached, the criteria for choosing potential participants have to be 

defined. Saunders et al. (2003, p. 175) state: “The logic on which you base your strategy for selecting 

cases for a purposive sample should be dependent on your research question(s) and objectives”. The 

time of the acquisition is the first criteria of this study. More specifically, Chinese acquisitions of 

German firms between 2002 and 2012ii are selected. It would be ideal for this paper to find acquisition 

cases from various years, as this allows to analyze how the knowledge transfer evolves over time. The 

second criteria regards the characteristics of the German targets. A certain variation on aspects such 

as industry, size, and previous ownership will allow a greater generalizability of the results. For this 

same reason, it is important to include solvent, as well as insolvent target firms. The third criteria 

concerns the ownership structure of the Chinese acquirers: Both state-owned and private investors 

are considered. Consequently, it can be ruled out that a certain detected behavior can be attributed 

to the special ownership structure of the acquirer. The fourth criteria is to concentrate solely on cases 

where strategic-asset seeking motives of the acquirer can at least be suspected; The inclusion of 

transactions undertaken for different purposes makes no sense in the light of the research problem. 

   Relevant transactions are going to be identified through lists provided in 

previous studies and consulting reports. In total, 35 firms matched the beforehand defined criteria1. In 

                                                           
1 Appendix 1 provides a list of Chinese acquisitions in Germany between 2002 and 2012, which the author gained 
access to through the researchers Bruche and Wallner at a later point in the research process. At that time, the 
empirical data was already gathered. Therefore, it did not seem feasible anymore, to contact the unconsidered 
firms for this research paper. The list is included nonetheless as an aid for future researchers. 
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a next step, they are contacted via personalized emails.2 Those emails include also a description of the 

project, which was designed to answer any questions the contact person might have.3 The emailing 

generated four positive answers, and a fifth case company was obtained through personal contacts.  

 The five selected transactions include sufficient variation on the beforehand defined criteria. 

Regarding the time of the acquisition though, more diversity could have been beneficial. Most deals 

took place in 2011 and 2012. This circumstance permits easy comparability, but more firms taken over 

in earlier years would have allowed to draw better conclusions regarding the different stages of the 

evolving knowledge transfer process. 

 

2.2.2 Conduction of Interviews 

 

The five interviews are conducted in April and May 2014. Three of them are scheduled in person and 

on-site the firm’s location. This included travelling to Germany on two occasions. One interviewee 

cancelled last minute, but it was fetched up on later as a phone interview. Two interviewees only 

agreed to a phone interview from the start, as it allowed them more flexibility regarding both the 

location, and the exact date and time. 

Each case company will be represented by a C-level employee during the interviews, which 

were all on board already before the acquisition. This is very valuable for the research, as it ensures 

that the interviewees dispose over sufficient knowledge, as well as the authority to talk about it 

unrestrictedly. It turned out that the high hierarchical status of the interviewees poses great difficulties 

though regarding the scheduling of the appointments. 

 The interviews are conducted in German, since it is the interviewees’ and researcher’s mother 

tongue, and therefore, allows richer conversations. Before the interview, all participants receive the 

topic guide via email, as it is expected to generate superior answers when they have the possibility to 

prepare themselves and recall some of the information. All five interviews are recorded, which will 

allow the researcher to focus fully on the conversation without missing important aspects. 

 

2.2.3 Politics of Access 

 

Negotiating access to the firms proved challenging at times. Part of that difficulty can be explained by 

the circumstance, that all companies, with one exception, are approached without the help of personal 

relations. This cold calling method, where firms are contacted out of the blue, is usually not very 

promising (Easterby-Smith et al. 2008). Several measures are undertaken to overcome this barrier: the 

                                                           
2 See Appendix 2 for an example. 
3 See Appendix 3. 
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initial emails are personalized; a short project description is included, addressing openly the research 

scope, and both costs and benefits for the company; the overall layout of the project description aims 

to be professional; and the language is rather neutral, using research, as well as master thesis, to 

describe the project, in order to be perceived professional, yet not threatening. All of those measures 

supposedly have a beneficial influence on the willingness to grant access (Saunders et al. 2003; 

Easterby-Smith et al. 2008). Indeed, four interviews could be obtained through cold calling.  

  The sensitivity of the research topic played another mayor part in the difficulty to 

negotiate, both physical, and cognitive access. A few companies denied the wish for an interview 

explicitly due to the sensitive nature of the topic, or denied in their rejection, that any knowledge 

transfer would take place. During the scheduled interviews, the managers appeared also very cautious 

once knowledge transfer came up for discussion, and sometimes downplayed the importance of it in 

the acquisition. That came to no surprise though, as Otto (2013) faced the same obstacle in his study.  

Saunders et al. (2003) stress that negotiating access is a continuous task throughout the whole data 

gathering. This includes not only physical access, but also cognitive access, meaning the participants 

need to be willing to share their information with the researcher. The author tried to encounter this 

obstacles by highlighting his non-judgemental position as a researcher, and by explaining that he does 

not perceive knowledge transfer as something negative. Easterby-Smith et al. (2008, p. 132) state: “the 

researcher needs to be aware of conflicts that may be far deeper and more complex than will be 

evident to a relative newcomer in the organization“. As it turned out, those conflicts would span way 

beyond the studied organizations in this enquiry. 

 

2.2.4 Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical considerations play a central role during and after the collection of primary data, due to the 

sensitive nature of the research topic. Saunders et al. (2008, p. 132) define ethics in the research 

context as “the appropriateness of your behavior in relation to the rights of those who become the 

subject of your work, or are affected by it”. A list if ten key principles in research ethics by Easterby-

Smith et al. (2008) is used to identify important ethical themes. The author finds three of those aspects 

to be of certain importance for the protection of the research participants’ rights: Ensuring a fully 

informed consent; ensuring the confidentiality of research data; honesty and transparency in 

communicating about the research. 

 The informed consent of the research participants is given, since they agree voluntarily after 

they were informed about the research purpose and design, as well as the associated cost and benefits 

(Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). Further, the interviewees are able to choose anonymity, in order to 

ensure the confidentiality of the research data. Since all participants decided for this option, all 
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individual and company names will be disguised in this study. To be transparent and honest about the 

communication of my research, the author chooses to make the analysis of the cases available to the 

research participants before submitting it, and allow room for their comments. The final research 

paper has also been shared with them. 

 

2.3 Data Analysis 

 

Before the actual start of the analysis, a case study database is created, following a suggestion by Yin 

(2009). For this purpose, the recorded answers of the interviewees are transcribed mostly word by 

word4. A completely accurate transcription will not be needed, since the interviewees’ responses are 

solely analyzed regarding their content, rather than their context. Therefore, sentences are 

summarized every now and then, when it seems appropriate. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) warn it is 

frequently overlooked, that the transcription process involves a translation from oral speech to written 

texts, which creates difficulties in portraying all aspects exactly. It will also inevitably lead to some 

interpretation by the transcriber. The author tries to minimize hence any interpretation on his account 

and portray the original meaning as closely as possible. 

 Afterwards, the evidence from that case study database is going to be categorized. The analysis 

of such qualitative data consists in general of two phases, categorization and unitizing data. The 

categorization may be based on the data itself, or derived from the theoretical framework (Saunders 

et al. 2003). Yin (2009) argues the preferred strategy is to rely on one’s own theoretical propositions, 

because they reflect the research question and literature, and accordingly already shaped the data 

gathering process. The author chooses to follow Yin’s suggestion therefore, and categorize all 

interview data under the themes of the interview guide, since the guide originates directly from the 

research question, theoretical review, and framework. In the second phase of analyzing, relevant bits 

of data, referred to as units, will be placed under the appropriate category. Such units of data may be 

anything in size, ranging from complete paragraphs, to solely a number of words (Saunders et al. 2003). 

Whenever those units do not fit under one of the existing themes, they are gathered separately to see 

whether they justify the establishment of an individual category. 

 In the end, all data is analyzed across all five cases. The author chooses to use one of the 

techniques suggested by Yin (2009) - cross-case synthesis -, because it is especially suited for analyzing 

multiple cases. One possible application of this technique is to arrange the individual case data in tables 

according to some common framework. Accordingly, several tables are going to be created, each 

picking an individual theme of the interview framework, and assembling the relevant evidence from 

                                                           
4 See Appendix 6. 



12 
 

all five cases underneath them. According to Yin (2009), it is now possible to draw cross-case 

conclusions, as well as to go beyond the single features of a case. In the latter instance,  

the analysis can start to probe whether different groups of cases appear to share some similarity 
and deserve to be considered instances of the same “type” of general case. Such an observation 
can further lead to analyzing whether the arrayed case studies reflect subgroups or categories of 
general cases – raising the possibility of a typology of individual cases than can be highly insightful 
(Yin 2009, p. 160). 

The described cross-case synthesis technique will lead to the written case study report. 

 

2.4 Reliability and Validity 

 

It is common practice to judge the quality of research designs and the credibility of the research 

findings based on validity and reliability (E.g. Saunders et al. 2003; Yin 2009).  Validity is “concerned 

with whether the findings are really about what they appear to be about” (Saunders et al. 2003, p. 

101). The purpose of reliability is to ensure “that the operations of a study – such as the data collection 

procedures – can be repeated, with the same results” (Yin 2009, p. 40). Reliability and validity, as well 

as all related sub-concepts, can be seen as a test for any study (Yin 2009); they allow the researcher to 

critically reflect on his work. 

 Validity itself can be split up in three different criteria: construct validity, internal validity, and 

external validity (Yin 2009). Construct validity covers whether the concepts being studied have been 

operationalized accurately. Case studies are frequently criticized on this regard, as they tend to use 

subjective measurements to ascertain data (Yin 2009). Therefore, the measurements of knowledge 

transfer are going to be based upon existing literature, to address this concern. Internal validity deals 

with whether the causal relationships in the study have been assessed correctly (Saunders et al. 2003). 

This concern does not affect the present paper too much, since this case study has a strong exploratory 

nature. Whenever the author makes inferences from the data, he will search for rival explanations and 

base them on previous literature (Yin 2009). External validity deals with the matter whether the 

research findings can be generalized to other research settings. Single case studies are seen especially 

critical regarding this aspect (Saunders et al. 2003). A multiple case study can address that point of 

criticism effectively though, as it is based on the same replication logic as experiments (Yin 2009). Since 

a broad sample of five acquisitions is analyzed, the findings of this case study can surely be generalized 

to the whole population of German firms acquired by Chinese investors for strategic-asset-seeking 

purposes. 

 In order to achieve reliability of the findings, it has to be ensured that the raw data has been 

analyzed in a transparent manner, and other researchers could come to the same conclusions 

(Easterby-Smith et al. 2002 cited in Saunders et al. 2003). Yin (2009, p. 119) found that case studies in 

the past were often flawed in this aspect: “Too often, the case study data are synonymous with the 
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narrative presented in the case study report, and a critical reader has no recourse if he or she wants 

to inspect the raw data that led to the case study’s conclusions”. He urges researchers therefore to 

address this shortcoming and improve the reliability of case study research by documenting all 

research procedures accurately in a case study protocol, and to establish a separate case study 

database (Yin 2009). Yin’s recommendations are going to be observed in this study by including all 

interview data in the appendix, and by disclosing the research approach throughout this chapter. 

 

2.5 Summary 

 

A series of steps are undertaken in order to answer the given research question for the present study. 

First, ideas are extracted from two independent research streams, and combined in one theoretical 

framework. In a second step, this theoretical framework is applied to a real life case study, which has 

a longitudinal time horizon. The data for that case study is gathered through semi-structured 

qualitative interviews with representatives of five different companies, which are purposively selected. 

During this selection process, but also later in the interviews, various issues regarding ethics and 

politics of access are encountered. The gathered data is then collected in a case study data base, 

analyzed using the cross-case synthesis approach, and presented in a case study narrative.  
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3. Theoretical Review: Chinese Acquisitions in Germany and Knowledge Transfer 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to lay the theoretical foundation for the field research. In the beginning, 

the theoretical framework for this study is introduced. It summarizes the special strategic constellation 

of Chinese acquirers and German firms, and provides the context for the research on knowledge 

transfer. The next two sections elaborate on the two independent research streams behind the 

framework. The first of those two sections summarizes the research on Chinese acquisitions in 

Germany, and addresses: why do both parties engage in those acquisitions? Whereas the second one 

reviews theories on knowledge transfer to answer: what are the determinants of knowledge transfer 

in acquisitions? In the end of the chapter, the theoretical framework is operationalized for the field 

research of this study, before a summary is provided. 

 

3.1 Introduction of Theoretical Framework 

 

The theoretical framework of this study is a blend of two separate models. The basic structure was 

developed by Knoerich (2010), whose model explains on a firm-level perspective the strategic 

relationship between the German targets and the Chinese acquirers5. This paper extends his model by 

using Minbaeva’s (2007) schematic diagram of knowledge transfer6. The following paragraphs 

introduce the theoretical framework, shown in Figure 5, in more detail. 

 The outset of the framework is the strategic constellation between the Chinese acquirer and 

the German target described by Knoerich. Both enterprises engage in the transaction, because they 

can provide each other with complementary assets: The two arrows forming a rectangle in the model 

show that “the Chinese side offers funding and capital to the German firm, which in return provides 

know-how and investment returns to its parent” (Knoerich 2010, p. 189). The two arrows pointing 

outwards, from respectively the German target and the Chinese acquirer, illustrate that “this entire 

arrangement will allow the German subsidiary to innovate and grow further due to the additional 

funding, while the Chinese side can gain in terms of further technological catch-up” (ibid.). In some 

cases, both firms also “want to expand their businesses in the direction of each other’s product 

segments and geographical markets” (ibid.). In the model, the two arrows between the German target 

and the Chinese acquirer represent their wish to access each other’s geographic region. The German 

firm would like to enter the Chinese market, represented by a circle in the left, whereas the Chinese 

firm would like to enter the German, European, or international market, on the right hand side of the 

model. Those wishes involve often also the desire to compete in different product segments, as the 

                                                           
5 See Appendix 7 for the original model. 
6 See Appendix 8 for the original model. 



15 
 

triangle in the model, featuring the letters A, B, and C, depicts. The letter A represents the high-end, 

and C the low-end segment of the market. The Chinese acquirers, which produce so far often so-called 

good enough products, wish to expand their business by offering also premium products. This situation 

applies vice versa for the German targets. The large arrow in the bottom of the model describes the 

prerequisite for the whole transaction, “that the Chinese side undertakes many confidence-building 

measures to assure the German side” (Knoerich 2010, p. 189). 

 

Figure 3: Theoretical framework 

This study’s main research interest in the previously described strategic constellation is the know-how 

transfer from the German target to the Chinese acquirer. It is emphasized by the magnifying glass in 

the model. This paper uses Minbaeva’s (2007) diagram to insert the knowledge transfer perspective 

into the existing model of the strategic constellation between both firms. She uses a classic 

communication model, consisting of sender, message, receiver, and context, to explain the knowledge 

transfer process. The whole strategic constellation in the model stands for the context in which the 
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knowledge transfer takes places. The German target assumes the role of the sender, and the Chinese 

acquirer the one of the receiver of the message. The latter is represented in the model by the large 

arrow on the top of the model, and embodies the target’s shared knowledge. According to Minbaeva 

(2007), there are furthermore four determinants or barriers, which influence knowledge transfer: the 

disseminative capacity of the sender, the knowledge characteristics, the absorptive capacity of the 

receiver, and the relationships between the senders and receivers. They are depicted through boxes 

with dotted lines in the model. 

 

3.2 Chinese acquisitions in Germany 

 

The following section seeks to explain the strategic constellation between the Chinese acquirers and 

the German targets in more detail through a literature review. In the beginning, the negative 

perceptions towards Chinese investors are reasoned, before the acquisition rationales of both sides 

are explicated. In the end, the issues related to the alignment of both parties’ interests will be 

accounted. 

 

3.2.1 Perceptions of the Chinese investors 

 

As previously mentioned, the increasing competitiveness of Chinese firms, and their at times 

shameless copying of intellectual property, has resulted in some resentments against Chinese 

investors. On top of that, Chinese investors made the mistake to target ailing or insolvent firms in the 

beginning (Williamson and Raman 2011 cited in Bruche and Wallner 2013). Some of the acquired 

companies had to close down shortly after the acquisition, which still has a lasting negative impact on 

the reputation of Chinese investors, despite the fact that acquisitions in general are prone to failure in 

large numbers (Knoerich 2010). “Such cases aroused suspicions that the German firms were only 

purchased to transfer know-how and assets back to China, without any interest by the Chinese firm in 

maintaining the German-based factory” (Knoerich 2010, p. 179). However, Chinese investors learned 

from that experience, and acquisitions of unprofitable firms declined subsequently (Bruche and 

Wallner 2013). 

 

3.2.2 Goals of the Chinese acquirers 

 

It is widely accepted that the Chinese acquirers’ main objective behind the deals are strategic reasons 

(Knoerich 2010; Otto 2013; Bruche and Wallner 2013). Operational synergies or administrational 

aspects play in comparison a rather subordinate role (Otto 2013). Several factors can be part of the 
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strategic rationale of Chinese investors to acquire German firms: access to knowledge, international 

experience, brand names, presence in the European market, or product portfolio supplement. Below, 

those factors are presented individually. 

 The most prominent motive is the access to technological knowledge (Knoerich 2010; Otto 

2013; Robinson, Gao, and Tse 2013; Bruche and Wallner 2013; Klötzel, Krämer, Sandner, and Tang 

2013). German technology is often considered superior and innovative in China (Otto 2013); German 

engineering capabilities enjoy generally a high reputation (Bruche and Wallner 2013). Chinese 

companies have their strength in low-cost manufacturing and lack innovative capabilities (Bruche and 

Wallner 2013). Therefore, Chinese investors plan to “upgrade their industrial technologies” (Robinson 

et al. 2013, p. 33) with their purchase of German firms. Those acquisitions allow the Chinese 

corporations to “leapfrog over an otherwise incremental and lengthy resource accumulation phase” 

(Bruche and Wallner 2013, p. 11). The German targets dispose over the valuable resource technological 

knowledge in various forms: Besides the documented knowledge, e.g. patents, and the “the knowledge 

embodied in its technological assets like products, machines and plants” (Ibid.), it is especially the 

“inherent knowledge […] held by the employees” (ibid.), which is sought after, such as “know-how” 

(Knoerich 2010, p. 179), process technology (Otto 2013; Bruche and Wallner 2013), or tacit knowledge 

in form of exchange and training (Knoerich 2010). The Chinese acquirers usually plan to use the 

appropriated knowledge for the enhancement of their products (Otto 2013).  

 The second motivation to buy German firms is to gain international experience. Many of the 

Chinese corporations “had little or no overseas experience prior to acquiring a German company. This 

was therefore an important step towards internationalization […]” (Knoerich 2010, p. 183). The take-

over aids the internationalization of the Chinese acquirer in various ways: They are able to understand 

foreign markets, such as the European or American, better (Klötzel et al. 2013). The new company sites 

offer their management and employees the opportunity to gather international experience (Klötzel et 

al. 2013). And the internationalization process itself becomes easier with the help of an internationally 

experienced foreign partner (Knoerich 2010). The latter one can potentially achieve a twofold positive 

impact on the internationalization efforts of the Chinese acquirer: First and foremost, they purchase 

Western management know-how, as well as an understanding of Western markets, from which their 

own managers can learn and benefit from (Otto 2013). And secondly, “the German firms have an in-

depth understanding of the norms and regulations […] in industrialized countries” (Knoerich 2010, p. 

183). For this reason, they are able to “advice and support [the Chinese firm] on the improvements 

necessary to meet international standards” (ibid.). 

 The wish to purchase an established brand name is often mentioned as another cause for the 

Chinese investments in German firms (Knoerich 2010; Bruche and Wallner 2013; Otto 2013). Acquiring   
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and owning a German firm itself strengthens the own corporation at home:  

By acquiring a German firm, the Chinese side can also benefit by increasing its share in the Chinese 
market, due to a boost in its own reputation. Owning a German firm at least partially will give the 
Chinese enterprise more leverage and respect in the domestic market, which will lead to 
improvements in business opportunities and most likely an increase in the customer base 
(Knoerich 2010, p. 183). 

Additionally, the very well recognized German brand, the associated high quality, as well as the image 

of technological leadership (Otto 2013) can be used to attract customers in China. However, the 

German brand name is also beneficial for the international business operations of the Chinese 

company; further details will be given subsequently. 

 A further important part of the Chinese acquirer’s rationale is their wish to develop a presence 

in the European market (E.g. Otto 2013; Klötzel et al. 2013); The acquired firms serve as a beachhead 

for a European, or even global growth strategy (Otto 2013). That is, because expanding on the 

European or global market under the cover of a German firm offers a Chinese corporation several 

advantages: The German firm’s brand has a good reputation and established customer relationships. 

Plus, its distribution network and service assets are developed world wide (Bruche and Wallner 2013). 

For those reasons can the German subsidiary “act as a guarantor to customers on the quality of the 

product and handle after-sales activities at the international level” (Knoerich 2010, p. 183). Chinese 

corporations acquire therefore German firms to ease and bolster their internationalization process. 

   Yet another reason is the strategic supplement of their product portfolio (Otto 

2013; Klötzel et al. 2013). Chinese corporations usually produce simple, standardized products, which 

compete in the market over their low price, and generate profit through high sales volumes. However, 

those markets are very dynamic and competitive. One way out is to enter more high-end market 

segments by enhancing the product technologically (Knoerich 2010). Other measures to upgrade the 

product to a premium segment are the development of a high-end distribution network, and a high-

quality service infrastructure (Otto 2013). It will be increasingly challenging for the Chinese 

corporations to exist and compete without a premium segment and technological leadership, even 

domestically (Otto 2013). The acquisition of a German firm can be a solution to that dilemma. Usually, 

the Chinese corporation buys a premium brand of its own product category, or an enterprise with 

relevant technology (Otto 2013). The result offers a twofold advantage for the Chinese acquirer: First, 

they are enabled to complement their product portfolio and move to other market segments with the 

help of the knowledge, products or brand image of the acquired German firm (Knoerich 2010; Otto 

2013). And second, the Chinese corporation can sometimes even eliminate one of its direct 

competitors, the German firm, in its Chinese home market through the deal (Klötzel et al. 2013).  
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3.2.3 Goals of the German targets 

 

The German firms pursue their own goals with the take-overs through Chinese investors. They choose 

to be acquired because it benefits their financial situation, it allows their current owners to exit their 

investment, or it makes sense strategically. However, not every German target has the same leverage 

in its decision making. The goals of the German firms are discussed in more detail below. 

 A very important part of the German targets’ motivation to be acquired is their financial 

background. In some cases the German targets need funding for their restructuring efforts or even 

face bankruptcy. Those financial struggles are usually caused either by the financial crisis, which led to 

an extreme and unexpected drop of sales numbers, the changing market situation, which requires 

financial strength, or the undertaking of too many projects, which binds too many funds. As a matter 

of course, the German managers’ influence on the selling process is rather limited in those cases. 

Chinese acquirers are then often preferred, because they are ready to pay a higher price than the other 

bidders (Otto 2013). However, it is important to note that not all acquired German firms had 

operational or structural deficits. In a previous study, Otto (2013) found that it is the case only in about 

half of the transactions. On the contrary, Chinese investors also purchased enterprises, whose market 

has developed positively prior to the take-over. Nevertheless, financial reasons remain even then part 

of the German targets’ rationale for strategic purposes. Their financial funds often lack the power to 

grow and develop their business (Knoerich 2010). In those cases, “selling the firm to obtain further 

funding is a viable consideration, as it allows for the establishment of development centers and other 

investments that can eventually bring the company forward and assure its long-term growth” 

(Knoerich 2010, p. 182). 

 Another reason for the sell-off of German firms is often their owners’ wish to exit their 

investment. In the traditional case, the company is family-owned, but no successor could be found. 

However, the owners can also be financial investors looking to cash-in on their investment. In both 

cases a high selling price is an important factor. Therefore, Chinese investors are among the first 

choice, since they pay well. The often strategic intentions are a further strong argument for sellers of 

family-owned companies. The latter are typically deeply rooted in their region, and committed to their 

employees. Therefore, they want an investor who preserves their lifework, and keeps all employees 

on board (Otto 2013). 

 Some German targets also pursue strategic goals through the take-over by a Chinese investor. 

One common motivation is the support a local partner can provide for entering the Chinese market. 

Access to the latter “is generally difficult for non-Chinese foreign investors. To manage the Chinese 

market is more challenging compared to other world markets, due to factors such as its vast size, rapid 

economic growth and structural change, and cultural idiosyncrasies” (Knoerich 2010, p. 183). At the 
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same time is the access to it though “becoming a necessity for many German firms to assure their long-

term competitiveness and survival” (Knoerich 2010, p. 183). Many firms resolve that dilemma of a 

market, which is too important to miss out on, but too challenging to take on alone, by partnering with 

local corporations or recruiting local staff (Knoerich 2010). However, 

 […], some smaller firms consider even this strategy too challenging, as it is still very costly and 
requires experience they do not have. As a result, the cases of Chinese acquisitions of German 
firms suggest a new approach to accessing the Chinese market. Smaller firms permit a Chinese firm 
to acquire them, in order to obtain support from a company with local experience in meeting the 
challenges of the Chinese market (Knoerich 2010, p. 183). 

Nevertheless, even German firms which are already active in the Chinese market look sometimes for 

a local acquirer, as this will help them to grow their business even further (Otto 2013). 

 Another occurring strategic goal of the German side is the wish to diversify their product 

portfolio or production activities with the help of a Chinese partner. In the past, German firms have 

been unable to match their competition from emerging markets regarding production cost. As a result, 

they had to abandon the mass market and focus on high-end niche markets. A Chinese partner offers 

them now the chance to reconquer those lost market segments. The German firms can use China more 

easily as a procurement and production location through their parent firms’ help (Knoerich 2010).  

 

3.2.4 Creation of mutual benefits 

 

The previous discussion shows that each side usually has their own clear agenda for the acquisition, 

nonetheless, they can still be compatible. Knoerich explains this paradox: “goals and interests between 

the German and Chinese sides were indeed very different – but they were largely complementary. 

Thus the German side was able to support the needs of the Chinese firm, while the Chinese firm could 

address the specific interests of the Germans” (2010, p. 182). Ideally, this creates a win-win situation 

where both corporations help each other to reach their goals through the acquisition: “[…] the 

objectives of the German firms built upon the motivations of the Chinese firms in undertaking the 

acquisitions. The motivations of the Chinese were transformed into advantages for the Germans, 

which allowed fulfilment of the latter’s own goals” (ibid.). However, combining the interests of both 

sides is far from easy, and raises a number of issues, as the following short review of previous findings 

illustrates. 

 One very central theme is that the Chinese acquirers need to engage in trust-building activities 

to ensure the success of the deal. Knoerich (2010) identified three common categories of confidence-

building measures: autonomy and independence, assurances and mitigation, and self-confidence. He 

found that the Chinese side often allows the acquired German management to decide fairly 

autonomously on an operational level; they only demand a say on the strategic level, and want to be 

informed about the financial performance. The Chinese investors also frequently assured the German 
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side by guaranteeing the continuity of the German location, as well as the employment of the 

workforce, with an anti-competition clause, or by proving commitment through investments in the 

growth and development of the German firm. Furthermore, the Chinese acquirer would bolster the 

German manager’s self-confidence by interacting with them on an equal level: they would ask for their 

advice, enable them to decide autonomously, and even allow them to deny headquarter requests. 

   Another potential hindrance is the integration of the German targets. Bruche 

and Wallner (2012), and Otto (2013) conclude that so far only little integration efforts were 

undertaken. They attribute this to the inability of the Chinese side to manage the acquired firms: “It is 

a significant challenge […] to integrate a company from an unfamiliar environment that might, in many 

respects, be more advanced than the acquirer” (Bruche and Wallner 2013, p. 12). Accordingly, the 

majority of the Chinese acquirers lacked a strategy for their investment (Otto 2013). So “granting high 

autonomy and independence to a German subsidiary was [actually] a necessary condition for success” 

(Knoerich 2010, p. 187). 

 Three further potential obstacles are cultural issues, the language barrier, and different 

educational levels. Otto (2013) found that German managers see a major challenge in cultural issues, 

such as: The hierarchical working style inside the Chinese organization, following Confucian values. The 

indirect communication style of the Chinese management, stemming from Chinese low-context 

culture. And finally, the non-transparency of the Chinese corporation, resulting from the Chinese 

cultural habit to restrict information access to outsiders. Furthermore, Otto (2013) identified that 

language imposes a major hurdle to the information exchange between China and Germany, as many 

of the Chinese managers are not proficient in English. Instead interpreters or bilingual employees have 

to bridge the communication gap. Apparently, the Chinese side shows also deficits in their education: 

The general workforce lacks vocational training, whereas the management’s expertise is behind 

Western standards, for instance due diligences or post-acquisition plans were not the norm. 

   It remains also unclear so far, to what extent the German side transfers 

knowledge already. According to Knoerich (2010) and Otto (2013), the Chinese investors have realized 

the potential of the German location as a long-term source of innovation and creativity for their own 

enterprise. Otto (2013) found evidence in a few cases for a beginning knowledge transfer from 

Germany to China in form of technological knowhow, process know-how, brand names, patents, and 

management knowhow. Occasionally, German engineers were sent to China, or Chinese personnel 

deployed to Germany, to facilitate knowledge transfer. A few German targets would help to develop 

green field production facilities for their Chinese investors. Knoerich (2010) witnessed a few cases, 

where German firms would invite the Chinese acquirer to develop joint products, so the Chinese 

engineers can benefit from their German colleagues’ experience. However, he also points out: “It is 
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yet unclear how much know-how Chinese firms can gain from such a strategic arrangement […]” 

(Knoerich 2010, p. 190). And further: 

[…] as it seems that the prospects of obtaining advanced technologies is limited in the short term, 
despite occasional access to tacit knowledge. But in the medium term, subsequent to several years 
of successful German-Chinese cooperation, gaining access to more advanced technologies may not 
be a (sic!) utopian ambition. As the relationship between the two firms intensifies, the Chinese firm 
will incrementally learn from its German subsidiary, improving its overall competitiveness (ibid.). 

This research paper aims to gather further evidence for a potential knowledge transfer in Chinese 

acquisitions of German firms. Therefore, common theories on the determinants of knowledge transfer 

in acquisitions are reviewed subsequently. 

 

3.3 Knowledge transfer in acquisitions 

 

The following subsection presents theories on knowledge transfer, while focusing on literature about 

knowledge transfer in acquisitions. Several characteristics make the latter unique. Bresman et al. 

(1999, p. 457) conclude that it “[…] is distinctly different from the process under other modes of 

governance, because of the rapidly-evolving relationship between the two parties”. Ranft and Lord 

(2002) elaborate on that point by explaining which factors contribute to the differences compared to 

other modes of governance. According to them, it does neither clearly fit inter-organizational nor intra-

organizational knowledge transfer. In the beginning, both enterprises may be separate entities, 

however, that relationship changes quickly as one firm assumes legal ownership over the other. 

Therefore, it does not resemble unambiguous cases of knowledge transfer across two separate firms, 

such as alliances for example. Accordingly, many aspects related to knowledge transfer in alliances are 

irrelevant for the case of acquisitions. Nonetheless, the two firms still remain different, regarding their 

organization, culture, and operations, even after the closing of the deal. Therefore, knowledge transfer 

in acquisitions does also not clearly fit into the category of knowledge transfer within existing firms.  

Instead, “acquisitions represent some features of both intra- and inter-organizational knowledge 

transfer, yet they also present unique knowledge transfer dynamics of their own” (Ranft and Lord 

2002, p. 421). Therefore, this study will consider all literature on knowledge transfer for general 

aspects, such as knowledge characteristics, absorptive and disseminative capacity, but focus 

exclusively on reviewing theories of knowledge transfer in acquisitions for aspects related to the 

relationship between senders and receivers. 

 The concept of knowledge transfer is difficult to grasp theoretically. Bresman et al. (1999) 

attribute this to the lack of a clear separating line between the transfer of knowledge and the creation 

of new knowledge. For Zander (1991 cited in Bresman et al. 1999, p. 8), both, the transfer and creation 

of new knowledge are an interwoven process: “recipients would normally be obliged to devote 

substantial resources to assimilate, adapt, and improve upon original technology. Modification and 
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further development of the technology are thus very often an integrated part of the transfer”. 

Accordingly, Bresman et al. (1999, p. 9) define knowledge transfer by its successfulness: “knowledge 

transfer in this context implies successful knowledge transfer, which in line with Zander (1991) means 

that transfer results in the receiving unit accumulating or assimilating new knowledge”. However, 

Minbaeva, Pedersen, Björkman, Fey, and Park (2003, p. 587) raise an important aspect, by claiming 

that the “pure transmission of knowledge from the source to the recipient has no useful value if the 

recipient does not use the new knowledge”. For them the “key element in knowledge transfer is not 

the underlying (original) knowledge, but rather the extent to which the receiver acquires potentially 

useful knowledge and utilizes this knowledge in own operations”. Ranft and Lord (2002, p. 420) 

incorporate this concern in their definition of knowledge transfer. According to them, knowledge 

transfer is “the acquisition and utilization of new sets of knowledge-based resources”, which is 

successful in an acquisition, “when an acquirer appropriates technologies and capabilities in a target 

firm and applies them to commercial ends”. 

 

3.3.1 Knowledge characteristics 

 

The first defining element of knowledge transfer are the knowledge characteristics, or, put in other 

words, the nature of the message which has to be brought across. The challenge is, that "knowledge 

is a multifaceted concept with multilayered meanings. The history of philosophy since the classical 

Greek period can be regarded as a never-ending search for the meaning of knowledge” (Nonaka 1994, 

p. 15). Nowadays, it has gained widespread acceptance to define knowledge as compromising explicit 

knowledge, termed information or know-what, and tacit knowledge, titled know-how (e.g. Kogut and 

Zander 1992; Hedlund 1994; Nonaka 1994; Bresman et al. 1999). Information stands for the 

“knowledge which can be transmitted without loss of integrity once the syntactical rules required for 

deciphering it are known” (Kogut and Zander 1992, p. 386), whereas know-how “is the accumulated 

practical skill or expertise that allows one to do something smoothly and efficiently” (von Hippel 1988 

cited in Kogut and Zander 1992, p. 386).iii Additionally, knowledge can be characterized by the carrier. 

It can reside at the individual level, the small group, the organization, as well as the interorganizational 

domain (Hedlund 1994). It can also be embodied in products, computer programs, production 

equipment, or the like (Starbuck 1984 cited in Hedlund 1994). 

 Winter (1987) developed four taxonomic dimensions along which knowledge can be classified. 

Those dimensions run between the dichotomies tacit versus articulable, not observable in use versus 

observable in use, complex versus simple, and an element of a system versus independent. The purpose 

of those taxonomic dimensions is to assess the characteristics of a particular set of knowledge. Based 

on that assessment, inferences can be drawn on the transferability of it. The more an element of a 
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system, complex, not observable in use, and tacit, knowledge is, the harder it is to transfer. On top of 

that, there is a second conclusion we can jump to from the classification along the dimensions. Ranft 

and Lord (2002) argue that knowledge which is tacit, complex, and an element of a system is more 

likely to generate a lasting competitive advantage for the firm owning it. They use the classic notion of 

the resourced-based view for their argumentation, in which a competitive advantage is created 

through imperfect imitability and substitutability. In their view, tacit and socially complex knowledge 

is not only difficult to transfer, but also more valuable for the exact same reason, since it poses a 

serious challenge for imitation and substitution. 

 

3.3.2 Absorptive capacity 

 

Absorptive capacity is the second determining element of any knowledge transfer. Minbaeva (2007, p. 

575) constitutes that it is “one of the most cited impediments to internal knowledge transfer”. The 

concept was initially brought forward by Cohen and Levinthal (1990, p. 128), which define it as “the 

ability to recognize the value of new information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends”. In 

their view, this ability is mainly favored by prior related knowledge of the knowledge receivers. That 

prior knowledge could consist of basic skills, familiarity with the most recent scientific or technological 

developments in a particular field, or something as basic as a shared language with the knowledge 

senders (Cohen and Levinthal 1990). Szulanski (1996) discussed lack of motivation in relation to the 

characteristics of the recipients of knowledge. There is the possibility that some recipients refuse the 

intake of new knowledge, despite having the ability in form of prior knowledge, commonly also 

referred to as not invented here syndrome. Kim (2001 cited in Minbaeva 2007) incorporated this 

second aspect later directly into the definition of absorptive capacity as intensity of effort. This paper 

follows Minbaeva (2007) in adopting that extended view on absorptive capacity, in which it consist of 

the two elements ability and motivation of employees. 

 

3.3.3 Disseminative capacity 

 

Disseminative capacity, the counterpart to absorptive capacity, describes the ability and willingness of 

senders to share their knowledge, and forms the third defining aspect of knowledge transfer. Previous 

research had already focused on the behavior of knowledge senders, however, Minbaeva and 

Michailova (2004) critize the absence of a consensus on the definition and measurement of the 

concept. Therefore, they attempt to re-establish disseminative capacity, as “being dependent on the 

ability and the willingness of organizational actors to transfer MNC knowledge where and when it is 

needed in the organization” (Minbaeva and Michailova 2004, p. 667). There seems to be no obvious 



25 
 

reason, why the concept of disseminative capacity should be limited to internal knowledge transfer 

within a multinational corporation (MNC). For this reason, this study chose to borrow the concept for 

the research about knowledge transfer in acquisitions. 

 

3.3.4 Relationships between senders and receivers 

 

The relationship between both acquisition parties is a complex process including a variety of factors. 

An acquisition is, according to Ranft and Lord (2002, p. 438) “a portrait of a delicate and complex 

process that presented many challenges and dilemmas for the acquirers, a process that cannot be fully 

understood by considering single variables in isolation”. Frequent issues are related to integration, 

retention, interaction, time, as well as national and organizational culture. They will be discussed 

separately in the following, despite their great intertwining. 

 Integration is a big challenge in acquisitions, especially when access to the target’s knowledge 

is the main motive. When the acquired firm’s knowledge is tacit and socially complex, then the 

acquisition has the potential for harming it, in case the social structure of the target firm is altered or 

its employees decide to leave (Ranft and Lord 2002). Accordingly, acquisition integration receives a lot 

of scholarly attention and a controversy emerged, about how to best proceed after a take-over. One 

side calls for fast integration and decision making.  Inkpen, Sundaram, and Rockwood (2000), for 

example, argue for implementing changes rapidly, possibly in form of a 100-day plan, since they see 

change after the acquisition as inevitable. The other side suggests the opposite approach of moving 

forward more slowly and integrate carefully. Ranft and Lord (2002, p. 436) warn “the acquirer’s desire 

to transfer and integrate the acquired firm’s technologies and capabilities is complicated by the 

dangers of moving too quickly”. They found out that, quite contrary to the usual prescriptions calling 

for fast integration, acquirers had “to ‘take it slow’, to engage in a post-acquisition process of gradual 

learning before major steps toward integration can be attempted without damaging the valued 

technologies and capabilities” (ibid.). Junni (2011) argues that moving fast is best suited for absorption 

types of acquisitions, where the knowledge flow is supposed to go from the acquirer to the target. 

Whereas moving slowly is essential in preservation or symbiosis types of acquisitions, where 

knowledge shall be transferred from the target to the acquirer. Nonetheless, Ranft and Lord (2002) 

stress that too much autonomy for too long could as well have a harming effect. Therefore, they 

assume the existence of a window of opportunity, in which the integration of the target’s knowledge 

functions best. 

 Of crucial importance for the acquisition and knowledge transfer is also the interaction 

between both organizations. Interaction, in form of communication, is not only seen seen as a 

facilitator of the integration process (Bresman et al. 1999; Ranft and Lord 2002; Castro and Neira 2005; 
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Junni 2011), but also as a key factor influencing knowledge transfer. Bresman et al. (1999) detected 

that communication, visits, and meetings fostered the transfer of knowledge, especially when it is of 

tacit nature, such as technological know-how. Castro and Neira (2005, p. 122) deem it necessary in 

that case “to encourage interaction among the personnel of both firms”, because tacit knowledge 

needs “day-to-day contact with skilled personnel in order to watch and practice competence-building 

steps” (Lei et al. 1997 cited in Castro and Neira 2005, p. 122). Ranft and Lord (2002, p. 438) found 

“without rich interpersonal exchanges, managers and employees were not able to begin to understand 

or work with the acquired firm’s knowledge”. Such lavish personal interaction is not necessary though 

for the transfer of explicit knowledge. In that case, computer conversations, exchange of technical 

manuals, or other types of written medium can be adequate (Teece 1998 cited in Castro and Neira 

2005). 

 An important factor for knowledge transfer in acquisitions is trust. There is agreement in the 

literature about poor inter-firm relationships inhibiting knowledge transfer. For example, Bresman et 

al. (1999) found that uneasy pre-acquisition relationships, as well as a lack of personal relationships 

between individual members of both firms afterwards, are serious impediments to the building of trust 

and the transfer of knowledge. The special interdependence between trust and knowledge transfer 

has been summed up by Castro and Neira (2005, p. 123): “the transfer of knowledge also depends on 

the development of an atmosphere of trust and collaboration”. 

 The retention of employees is also a major concern for knowledge transfer in acquisitions. 

When the knowledge is tacit, resides at the individual level, or resides in complex social relationships, 

then acquisitions pose the danger of harming or destroying the knowledge base in case employees 

decide to leave. In those cases, becomes the retention of key personnel in the acquired firm crucial for 

knowledge transfer, and with that for the success of the whole transaction (Ranft and Lord 2000, 2002; 

Castro and Neira 2005). However, “when the knowledge is formalized and is independent of the social 

system, the importance of retaining personnel decreases” (Castro and Neira 2005, p. 122). Ranft and 

Lord (2000) identified three factors which lead to a higher retention rate: the autonomy of the acquired 

organization, its status, and the acquirer’s commitment to the acquisition. Surprisingly, financial 

incentives are only of minor importance.  According to them, “granting autonomy to an acquired firm’s 

managers increases their feelings of relative standing in the firm and, therefore, minimizes their 

tendency to leave” (Ranft and Lord 2000, p. 314). It proves further successful for the retention of 

acquired employees to be aware of their sensitivity to changes in status:  

By maintaining or increasing acquired employees’ executive responsibilities in the newly merged 
firm and by keeping or making them part of the new management team, their feelings of 
importance and status in the new organizational context are bolstered and the status of the 
acquired organization within the combined firm is validated (Ranft and Lord 2000, p. 315). 
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Very important too, is the acquirers expression of commitment to the acquisition: “Expressions of 

commitment to the success of the acquisition, support for training and travel, and positive public 

relations on part of the acquirer appear to enhance acquired employees’ comfort within, and 

commitment to, the newly combined organizations” (ibid.). Inkpen et al (2000, p. 59) go into more 

detail what good public relation of the acquirer would be: “[…] having a story for the newly acquired 

firm is a basic integration element”. A good explanation of the rationale and objectives behind the 

acquisition has the potential to reduce the target’s employees’ uncertainty about their job status and 

future role in the company, and with that also their turnover (Inkpen et al. 2000). 

 Time, meaning time passed after the takeover, is a further factor determining the knowledge 

transfer in acquisitions. Bresman et al. (1999) highlighted the relationship between time after the 

acquisition and knowledge transfer. They came to the conclusion that the quantity, quality, and type 

of knowledge transfer are subject to change over time. The more time has passed after the transaction, 

the more knowledge was exchanged. The passing of time caused further a twofold shift in the transfer 

of knowledge: 

In the early stages, knowledge transfer was mostly one-way from the acquiring to the acquired 
unit, and typically imposed. In the later stages, knowledge transfer was in both directions and 
reciprocal transfer was more frequent”, and “the knowledge transferred later in the process was 
more sophisticated (Bresman et al 1999, p. 17).  

Altogether, the passing of time favors the knowledge transfer in acquisitions. 

 National culture differences surely influence knowledge transfer, yet it is still being debated in 

which way. Cultural distance can act as a barrier to knowledge transfer through misunderstandings 

(Bresman et al. 1999) and social integration problems (Björkman, Stahl, and Vaara  2007). Recent 

research produced opposing findings though. Vaara, Sarala, Stahl, and Björkman  (2012) found that 

differences in national culture did not fuel conflict in the post-acquisition period for two reasons: 

Employees identify themselves mainly over the organization, therefore the main source for conflict 

lies in organizational culture differences, rather than national ones. And, the increasing managerial 

awareness of national cultural differences as a source of problems has turned attention towards their 

control and solution. Equally contradictory are the findings about the national culture’s influence on 

the chance for learning through an acquisition. On the one hand, it has been argued that they reduce 

the absorptive capacity of the receiver (Vaara et al. 2003 cited in Junni 2011; Björkman et al. 2007; 

Vaara et al. 2012), due to language differences and related communication problems (Ambos and 

Ambos 2009 cited in Vaara et al. 2012), or failure to realize the value of the knowledge of a business 

unit from a different cultural context (Javidan et al. 2005 and Simonin 1999 cited in Vaara et al. 2012). 

On the other hand, it has been widely acknowledged that national culture differences pose an unique 

opportunity for learning in an acquisition, because then the chances are higher that both firm dispose 
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over knowledge bases which supplement each other, instead of overlapping (Björkman et al. 2007; 

Sarala and Vaara 2010; Vaara et al. 2012).  

 Organizational culture is likewise a still discussed determinant of knowledge transfer. 

Organizational culture differences are recognized as impediments to knowledge transfer in 

acquisitions (Sarala and Vaara 2010), and as a root cause of social conflict and negative post-acquisition 

performance (Vaara et al. 2012). Sarala and Vaara (2010) argue though, that whether organizational 

culture differences have a positive or negative effect on the knowledge transfer depends on the 

evolvement of the relationship between both organizations, and the management of the cultural 

integration process. In case the latter one is well managed, the emerging positive social dynamic can 

indeed contribute positively to reaping the knowledge potential inherent in both firms, and help 

mitigating the confrontation between the different national cultures. Ahuja and Katila (2001) found 

further, that the relatedness between the knowledge bases of the acquiring and acquired firm matter. 

When they are too different, or too similar, they lead to poorer results, than when they have a 

moderate level of relatedness. In conclusion, national and organizational culture differences can be 

“both an asset and a liability” (Björkman et al. 2007, p. 668) to knowledge transfer in acquisitions, and 

the management of them can have an impact on which kind of influence they exert. 

 

3.4 Operationalization of the Theoretical Framework 

 

The theoretical framework of this study is operationalized into the interview guide for the collection 

of case study material. The interview guide consists of the four determinants of knowledge transfer: 

Section A and B of the interview guide enquire the relationship between senders and receivers, section 

C the knowledge characteristics, and section D and E the absorptive and disseminative capacity. 

   The questions in each section are mainly based on the concepts discussed in the 

previous theoretical review. Section D on absorptive capacity is additionally inspired by Szulanskis’ 

construct of nine measurementsiv. Section E on disseminative capacity draws also up on the work of 

Cabrera, who detected nine factors which potentially influence the knowledge sharing behavior of 

sendersv.  

 Furthermore, the abstract concept of knowledge was translated, in section C, into practical 

categories using the seven types of knowledge of Gupta and Govindarajan (2000): marketing, 

distribution, packaging design/ technology, product designs, purchasing, and management systems 

and practices. The author regrouped them for practical reasons under technological knowledge - 

product, process, packaging -, commercial knowledge – marketing, distribution, purchasing -, and 

management systems and practices. 
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Figure 4: Allocation interview questions to framework 

 It is quite challenging to correctly assess the amount of knowledge transfer taking place from 

the German target to the Chinese acquirer, as there is no direct measure for it. This paper chooses to 

use an indirect route and enquire the four determinants of it: The state of the post-acquisition 

relationship between the sender and receiver, their respective disseminative and absorptive capacity, 

as well as the characteristics of the knowledge, help to estimate whether knowledge is transferred in 

each case company. On top of that, further evidence is included: Workshops, visits, expatriates, 

exchange of written information, joint development efforts, or common products are all strong hints 

that knowledge is exchanged. Additionally, the opinions of the interviewees themselves are taken into 

account, as they have firsthand insights on whether their firm actually transfers knowledge or not. This 

paper actually relies exclusively on their assessment, about whether the knowledge transfer is 

successful, as it does not have access to the Chinese acquirers, and therefore, cannot judge whether 

they also apply it to commercial ends. 

 

3.5 Summary 

 

The previous theoretical review has combined two separate research streams into one theoretical 

framework. It has been explained that Chinese and German firms engage in acquisitions, since they 

can offer each other complementary advantages. The German target receives funding, which allows 

its continuity and growth of the business. Easier access to the Chinese market plays further an 
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important role. The Chinese acquirer can in return use the German target as a springboard for its 

internationalization, and gains access to valuable knowledge. It was constituted that the latter requires 

further research. Subsequently, it was argued that knowledge transfer in acquisitions poses a unique 

situation and is influenced by four determinants: the characteristics of knowledge, the absorptive 

capacity of the acquirer, the disseminative capacity of the target, and the post-acquisition relationship 

between both. In the end, the findings of this review have been operationalized into a topic guide 

structuring the interviews.  
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4.  Background Information: Case Companies and Economic Context 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the reader with relevant background information regarding 

the case companies. A brief introduction to certain characteristics of the German economy illustrates 

the business environment the firms are rooted in. This is followed by a more detailed description of 

the case companies itself, revealing as well specific circumstances associated with the acquisitions 

through Chinese investors. Taken together, both sections provide the reader with rich insights, which 

will certainly foster the understanding of the case analysis following in the fifth chapter. 

 

4.1 German economy 

 

The German economy can be characterized by four specific features: a solid industrial basis, a strong 

export orientation, a large proportion of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), and first-class 

technological knowledge. Germany is still highly industrialized, yet at the same time this sector is also 

diversified and focusses both on services and production. Particularly strong is Germany’s 

manufacturing industry (Germany Trade & Invest 2014). 

 Germany’s economy is very export orientated. The nation took a considerable amount of pride 

in superseding the US as the world export champion for a while, until China recently overtook both 

countries. Nevertheless, the demand around the world for goods made in Germany remains 

uninterruptedly strong, especially from its machinery & equipment, automotive industry, as well as 

chemical industry. German exports reached a new all-time record in 2012, amounting to 1.1 trillion 

Euro (Germany Trade & Invest 2014). 

 Within the German economy, SMEs are the backbone, colloquially also called Mittelstand. 

Approximately 99.6 percent of all German firms are SMEs, they employ 80 percent of the country’s 

workforce, and ad 52 percent to the nation’s economic output (Germany Trade & Invest 2013). A SME 

employs less than than 500 people, and its turnover is below 50 million Euro (Federal Ministry of 

Economics and Technology (BMWi) 2014). SMEs cannot be grasped solely by numbers though, as 

Mittelstand also represents a mindset: Independence, high ratio of family ownership, concurrence of 

ownership and management, long-term orientation, sound financing models, and innovative 

mentality. Many firms still identify with that spirit, even though they have already outgrown the 

definition due to their success, or have been acquired by a larger partner (BMWi 2014). 
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Figure 5: Number of hidden champions in 2012 by country of origin (Germany Trade & Invest 2013) 

Germany’s economy is based to a very large extent on knowledge; an unusually high amount of 

enterprises disposes over first-class technological know-how. Hermann Simon (1996) coined the term 

hidden champions to better describe the phenomenon of relatively small firms being the leader in a 

particular niche market segment. A hidden champion has to simultaneously fulfill three criteria: Be the 

number one, two, or three in the global market, or the number one in the market on its home 

continent; be of small or medium in size, with sales revenue below 1 billion US Dollar; have low public 

visibility. Germany has by far the most of those hidden champions in the world, as Figure 5 exemplifies. 

Many of them focus on industrial goods and are part of the Mittelstand (Germany Trade & Invest 

2013).  
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4.2 Company profiles 

 

Subsequently, the companies which agreed to participate in the research are introduced in short 

company profiles. Table 1 gives an overview.7 The following brief presentations include the most 

important aspects regarding industry, product, competitive position, size, and owner structure. 

Additionally, insights on the acquirer and the take-over are provided.8 

 

Company Established Ownership Industry Employees Insolvency Sold 

Müller 

GmbH 

1933 Private 

investor 

Machinery & 

equipment 

140 No 2004 

Schmidt 

AG 

1904 Financial 

investors 

Machinery & 

equipment 

1.400 No 2012 

Lange AG 1958 Founder Machinery & 

equipment 

3.030 No 2012 

Fischer 

GmbH 

1933 Financial 

investor 

Automotive 2.400 Yes 2011 

Koch AG - Conglomerate Electronic > 1.000 No 2011 

 

Table 1: Overview of case companies 

4.2.1 Müller GmbH 

 

Müller GmbH (Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung) is one of the many SMEs in the German 

machinery and equipment sector, and manufactures portal milling machines of high quality. Its main 

customers are from the automotive and aviation sector. The enterprise counts itself to the main 

producers of portal milling machines worldwide and is the innovation leader in the branch (Müller 

GmbH Corporate Profile 2014). The firm was founded 1933 as a family business in the German federal 

state Baden-Württemberg, today the company is owned though by its current managing director. Its 

sales are approximately 30 Million Euros (Müller GmbH Corporate Profile 2014). 

 Between 2004 and 2010, the Chinese company Tsai Ltd. (Limited). held a 70 percent stake in 

the German SME. Founded in 1948, Tsai Ltd. is one of the large Chinese machinery and equipment 

                                                           
7 All company names have been disguised, in order to ensure confidentiality. 
8 The small size of the firms limited sometimes the publicly available information. 
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corporations, and follows a strategy of international growth through acquisitions and joint-ventures. 

For this reason, it had acquired Müller GmbH in 2004. Tsai Ltd.’s intentions behind the deal were to 

benefit from the German SME’s training capabilities for its staff, to jointly develop a milling machine 

for the Chinese market, as well as to use Germany as a distribution head for Europe and the US. In 

return, Müller GmbH hoped the fresh capital inflow, and Tsai Ltd.’s network, would help its 

internationalization to China (Klötzel et al. 2013). 

 

4.2.2 Schmidt AG 

 

Schmidt AG (Aktiengesellschaft), headquartered in Bavaria, belongs to the machinery and equipment 

sector, and develops modular means of propulsion using hydraulics, electronics, and electrical 

engineering. Its products are hydraulic pumps, engines, outlets, electronic controls, as well as rotating 

and electric motors. Those products are supplied to producers of work equipment for a variety of 

sectors, such as construction, farming, forestry, mining, and industry. The firm has the technological 

global leadership in the segment of high-pressure hydraulics (Schmidt AG Corporate Profile 2014). 

Schmidt AG was founded in 1904, and had been part of a larger industrial enterprise, which was itself 

mainly owned by two renowned international capital investment firms. 

 In 2012, the Chinese Han Group acquired simultaneously a 70 stake in Schmidt AG, and a 30 

percent share in its parent, the large industrial enterprise. The latter outsourced Schmidt AG after the 

deal, but still holds the remaining 30 percent of outstanding stock (Klötzel et al. 2013). Han Group, 

founded in 2002 as the subsidiary of a state-owned corporation, is the largest producer of automotive 

supplies in China, and is furthermore specialized on engineering diesel engines for trucks, vessels, and 

generators. The rationale for Han Group to acquire Schmidt AG can be explained by three reasons: On 

the micro-level, it hopes to benefit from the cooperation in research and development, and to move 

up to the current state of the art in the area of hydraulics, in order to be able to compete with the top 

players worldwide. On the meso-level, the Shandong province, the owner of Han Group, intends to 

become the center of the hydraulic industry in China, in the long-run eventually even one of the global 

clusters for hydraulic technology. On the macro-level, the Republic of China accelerates the 

development of the hydraulic industry in China, a goal which has been rooted in the 12th edition of the 

five-year-plans (Klötzel et al. 2013). Han Group plans to provide Schmidt AG with funds for increasing 

research and development activities, as well as for growing the business. Schmidt AG also hopes to 

increase its sales and distribution in China with the help of Han Group (Knüpffer 2013).  
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4.2.3 Lange AG 

 

Lange AG was established 1958 in Baden-Württemberg and remained under the ownership of its 

founder until 2012. The enterprise belongs to the machinery and equipment sector, and produces a 

variety of construction machines. It is specialized on equipment related to the processing of concrete, 

such as machines for the placing of concrete, truck-mounted concrete pumps, stationary concrete 

pumps, concrete mixing, and concrete placement. Lange AG used to be the world’s market and 

technological leader in this sector until the economic crisis (Klawitter und Wagner 2012; Klötzel et al. 

2013). At that point of time, it lost temporarily 56 percent of its turnover. The sales number recovered 

soon, however, competitive pressures still mounted as Lange AG’s products can be copied by Chinese 

competitors without them violating any patents. Its management perceived a strong partner as the 

best strategic choice, and convinced the owner therefore to sell his stake to one of its main competitors 

for 525 Million Euro in 2012 (Klawitter und Wagner 2012). Lange AG had a turnover of 660 Mio. Euro 

in 2012 (Hirn 2013). 

Chen Inc. (Incorporated) was only founded in 1989, but has already emerged into one of the 

world’s largest producers of construction machinery by now. In 2011 the company had around 70.000 

employees and a total turnover of 9.7 Billion Euro. Through the acquisition of Lange AG, it became the 

world market leader for concrete pumps in both quantity and quality (Klötzel et al. 2013). Chen Inc. 

does not aim to integrate its acquisition operationally. Instead, the two companies are supposed to 

cooperate strategically and focus on different regions. The plan provided that Chen Inc. concentrates 

on the Chinese market, whereas Lange AG sells to the rest of the world, and represents the premium 

brand for China (Marquart 2012). 

 

4.2.4 Fischer GmbH 

 

The enterprise is part of the German automotive industry, and is headquartered in Bavaria. It counts 

most of the big German car manufacturers, for example the VW group, BMW, and Daimler to its 

customers. Fischer GmbH produces surface materials for the interior of premium cars, and is 

considered one of the leading specialists in this particular area (Klötzel et al. 2013). The last owner of 

Fischer GmbH was a capital investment corporation from 2005 to 2011, before it had to file for 

bankruptcy in January 2011. Responsible for the bankruptcy were on the one side miscalculations in 

major contracts, and on the other, the high level of discard in the production (Gotwald 2011). 

   In December 2011, most parts of the enterprise were acquired by the Chinese 

Lee Trading. Lee Trading is part of a family holding, and was founded in 2001. It has around 5.000 

employees, and an annual turnover of 1.3 billion, of which more than half of it originates from its 
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automotive operations. The corporation supplies the automotive industry with a wide spectrum of car 

components, among them decorative plastic parts for the in- and exterior of cars, as well as elements 

for the electronic and air-condition. Lee Trading became, through the acquisition of Fischer GmbH, the 

third largest supplier worldwide of wooden elements for the interior of automobiles. The largest 

customers of Fischer GmbH strongly encouraged Lee Trading to the deal, because they wanted to 

secure their supplier for strategic purposes. All parties of the deal agreed on silence about the details, 

however, rumors are that Lee Trading paid around 40 Million Euro for the purchase (Gotwald 2011). 

 

4.2.5 Koch AG9 

 

The enterprise is part of the German electronics sector, and specializes in constructing machinery and 

related operating software. It is well established in that particular industry; in the year of 2000 it was 

the global market leader (Koch AG Corporate Profile 2014). The enterprise was founded as a private 

company, before it became part of a larger conglomerate later on. Afterwards, it was outsourced into 

separate legal entities and reintegrated into the conglomerate several times. Finally, Koch AG’s 

previous owner decided to focus on its core business during restructuring efforts, and accordingly sold 

its subsidiary to Huang Inc. in 2011 (Koch AG Corporate Profile 2014). 

 Huang Inc., Koch AG’s acquirer, constructs as well machinery for the electronic industry, but 

its product portfolio is mostly complementary to its target’s one. In 2002, Huang Inc. became the 

world’s largest player in its sector. Subsequently to the transaction, it integrated Koch AG into its 

business operations under a new name (Klötzel et al. 2013). The deal complements Huang Inc.’s 

business strategically in two ways: firstly, Huang Inc. is able to broaden the scope of its operations, 

since Koch AG produces complementary products. Together, they will be able to deliver the customer 

a solution from a single source. Secondly, both distribution networks amend each other. Koch AG is 

the market leader in Europe and the US, whereas Huang Inc. disposes over a strong network in Asia (E. 

2011). 

 

4.3 Summary 

 

The special characteristics of the German economy contribute to the peculiar strategic constellation 

between Chinese and German firms. The generally strong export orientation of German firms leads to 

their interest in the growing Chinese market. However, their often small size restricts their resources 

for internationalization. The Chinese investors are attracted by the rich specialized knowledge German 

                                                           
9 The disclosure of information about this company had to be limited, due to a strong wish for anonymization. 
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firms possess, especially by their manufacturing expertise, as it allows them to upgrade their current 

products of lower-quality. 

 The five German case companies are good examples therefor: They have an industrial 

background, and a strong export orientation. Furthermore, they probably dispose over valuable 

knowledge, as either one of them is a leader either regarding innovations, technology, or market. This 

is a strong hint that the access to knowledge may have been an acquisition motive of the Chinese 

investors. All of the five case firms consider themselves as belonging to the Mittelstand, however, with 

one exception, they are actually not SMEs anymore. This exemplifies that historical roots, and the 

entrepreneurial self-conception are of equal importance for the definition.  
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5. Analysis: Knowledge Transfer in Chinese Acquisitions in Germany 

 

This chapter tells the case narrative of five Chinese acquisitions in Germany. It follows therein the 

structure of the theoretical framework, in order to connect the literature with the data. Accordingly, 

the first section portrays the strategic constellations of the transactions, including the respective 

rationales behind the deals, the necessary confidence-building measures, as well as the benefits each 

side gained so far. The second section concentrates then in more detail on the knowledge transfer 

aspect. It exhibits how each German firm contributed with its knowledge to the business operations 

of its Chinese acquirer. Afterwards, the determinants influencing this knowledge transfer, such as the 

knowledge characteristics, the absorptive and disseminative capacity, as well as the relationship 

between the targets and acquirers, are analyzed more closely. At the end of the chapter, the reader 

will have gained rich insights about how the strategic constellations between Chinese and German 

firms can turn out in practice, and to what extent knowledge is transferred in them. 

 

5.1 Acquisition context 

 

In this section, the background behind each acquisition is examined in more detail. The first part 

addresses why the five German case companies sought a Chinese acquirer as a strategic partner. The 

second part reveals the acquisition rationale of the Chinese investors. The following section enquires 

what confidence-building measures were undertaken to secure the trust of the German targets. The 

fourth part sketches the provisional acquisition outcome: Did both sides benefit from the deal so far, 

and if so, in which way? 

 

5.1.1 Acquisition rationale for the German targets 

 

The case companies exhibit the various reasons established earlier in this thesis, which can lead to the 

decision of the German owners to sell their stakes to a Chinese investor. In all cases, the choice to be 

acquired stems from a reflective process in which they considered their strategic options. Most 

companies had enough leeway to play an active part in choosing their new owner. Accordingly, the 

selection of a Chinese investor can be seen as intentional.  

Lange AG for example, searched both for a way to stabilize itself financially after the economic 

crisis, and an opportunity to grow its business further. The management hence came up with three 

strategic options: a merger with the closest German competitor, diversification into other sectors of 

the machinery construction industry, or seeking shelter in a bigger conglomerate. The first option was 

discarded quickly: “This alternative was impossible to execute, because the owners on each side were 
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lifetime rivals” (CFO Lange AG, 14-16)10. The second option “could have been realized only in small 

portions, as the financial resources were limited after the restructuring during the economic crisis” 

(CFO Lange AG, 21-23). Therefore, the management of Lange AG concentrated on searching for a new 

strategic partner. Quickly it turned out though that “the corporations of the Western world were not 

prepared to pay a significant multiple for Lange AG, since they had to digest a lot from the financial, 

economical, and real estate crisis” (CFO Lange AG, 34-36). Therefore, a Chinese investor was finally 

chosen, because they had well-heeled war chests due to the recent boom years in China. The 

acquisition also gave the company founder the possibility to disinvest, while at the same time securing 

the continuity of his lifework. 

Koch AG and Schmidt AG undertook similar strategic considerations, however they chose a 

contrary path. Both were a division of a larger parent company already, but were not part of its core 

business activities anymore. So their motivation was to leave their parent company and find a new 

partner, which would suit their own business activities better. The owners behind Schmidt AG’s parent 

company, two capital investment firms, had an additional incentive for selling parts of their stakes. 

Their long term goal was to cash in on their investment in Schmidt AG’s parent company through an 

initial public offering, but they needed to reduce the debt ratio beforehand. For the previous owner of 

Koch AG, the purpose behind the transaction was a strategic portfolio optimization.  

Müller GmbH was very similarly looking for a partner. Unlike in the other case companies 

though, its motivation resulted from the wish to grow its business operations in China further in a 

sustainable way. As it is a very small enterprise, the management felt more comfortable, if it had a 

strong partner at its side. Considering this background, it made strong sense to pick a Chinese company 

as an acquirer. In contrast to the other case companies, the management of Müller GmbH was not 

actively searching for a new owner, but remained passively until it was approached by a potential 

buyer. Nevertheless, the decision to take the offer was actively made. 

The only company unable to undertake those strategic considerations was Fischer GmbH, 

which can be attributed to its insolvency. Nonetheless, the bankruptcy trustee, and surprisingly also 

the customers of Fischer GmbH, assumed this role on behalf of Fischer GmbH. The latter, large 

automotive corporations, got involved, because they were especially interested in finding a strategic 

investor, who guarantees the continued existence of the firm, and likewise the continuous supply with 

the needed parts.  

                                                           
10 All quotes have been translated to English by the author. They are referenced with the line number in the 
corresponding interview. 
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5.1.2 Acquisition rationale for the Chinese acquirers 

 

The access to, and transfer of, knowledge has played a role in the motivation of the Chinese investors 

to acquire the German firms, however, the manifestation of this motive varies significantly across all 

five cases. Sometimes other motives were equally important, or even more dominant. Schmidt AG 

represents an example where the access and transfer of knowledge is very high on the agenda of the 

acquiring Han Group: “Technology in general, and product technology in particular, was the focus” 

(CFO Schmidt AG, 150). Han Group plans to advance the development of their business in the area of 

high pressure hydraulic systems. Therefore, they decided to purchase Schmidt AG, since “it is one of 

only three providers worldwide, which is a master of that topic” (CFO Schmidt AG, 148-149). 

 The motive of knowledge acquisition played also an important role in the cases of Koch AG and 

Müller GmbH. Koch AG disposes over important experience in constructing machinery for the 

electronic industry; it has developed significant competence in mechanical engineering. This 

knowledge can also be applied to the construction of the complimentary machinery Huang Inc. 

produces for the electronic industry. Therefore, Koch AG was a valuable target for its acquirer Huang 

Inc. However, Huang Inc. was not only interested in Koch AG’s knowledge base and upgrading its own 

products. The acquisition was also motivated by the wish for diversification into new markets - offering 

the customer a one-stop solution, and the perceived need to change from an international enterprise 

– exporting its products –, to a global one – being present locally around the world.  

 Tsai Ltd. was likewise interested in the technology of Müller GmbH. The latter is one of the 

leading corporations worldwide in the area of milling machines in the automotive and aviation 

industry, and holds valuable patents for milling heads. Tsai Ltd. was hoping to get access to this 

valuable knowledge through the acquisition. It had though, unlike Huang Inc., no further strategy for 

the acquisition: “They received probably money from the Chinese government for the acquisition […], 

but they were clueless afterwards how to manage it […]” (CEO Müller GmbH, 117-119). 

 Still very important was the knowledge aspect in the acquisition of Lange AG.  

The chairman of Chen Inc. copied very often the products engineered by our owner, and their 
machines look very similar to ours, their painting is just vice versa. He also gave the following 
statement after the acquisition: ‘I bought my teacher’. The chairman of Chen Inc. understood the 
founder of our corporation as his master regarding technology (CFO Lange AG, 254-258). 

Accordingly, Chen Inc. will be able to improve its product quality, since it gained now first-hand access 

to the desired knowledge through the acquisition of Lange AG. Similarly to the case of Huang Inc. 

though, access to knowledge was not the only acquisition motive of Chen Inc. Its rationale was as well 

to strengthen the dominant global market position of Chen Inc. and Lange AG; together they are the 

uncontested number one worldwide. One long term goal is to expand this prominence even further. 
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 The access to knowledge was not the main motive in the acquisition of Fischer GmbH, yet it 

was still present: “I do not believe knowledge transfer was triggering the acquisition. If one owns the 

firm though, then one would preferably transfer the knowledge in order to avoid reinventing the 

wheel” (CEO Fischer GmbH, 103-105). The primary acquisition motive though was to gain better access 

to the German automotive market: “Lee trading faced the decision: Do we set up a development center 

in Europe, in order to be able to attend our customers better, and what does that cost us, compared 

to the cost of buying the insolvent Fischer GmbH, which has already established connections to the 

automotive companies?” (CFO Fischer GmbH, 109-112). The latter was not only advantageous from a 

cost perspective. A further benefit was the experience Fischer GmbH has in joint development projects 

between the customer and the supplier, the simultaneous development of, and production 

preparation for, a new product. “That is the benchmark in Europe, but not in China where in the past 

copying prevailed” (CFO Fischer GmbH, 120-121). The acquisition of Fischer GmbH’s knowledge pool 

gave, therefore, Lee Trading another advantage over establishing its own green field site. 

 

5.1.3 Confidence building measures 

 

Confidence building measures played a very important role during and after the acquisition, as it was 

found out in prior research, and expected at the outset of this study. The way they were implemented 

though, diverges greatly from case to case. Between some negotiation partners, the focus was on solid 

agreements, or even contracts.  Other parties to a deal turned to softer aspects, such as building 

personal relationships, or similar measures of establishing trust.  

 Huang Inc.’s management, for instance, invested a lot of time in the negotiation of the deal:  

Such an acquisition should normally be completed within three to six month; it took one year in 
our case. […] However, that was all necessary and on purpose, in order to get to know the 
management […] [of our company, including also] the COO, chief of R&D, and chief of production 
(CEO Koch AG, 446-45). 

This intensive getting-to-know phase facilitated the bonding between both management teams 

through personal relationships and understanding, which is “the basis for the success we have” (CEO 

Koch AG, 454-455) with the acquisition. Huang Inc.’s management established further trust through 

an important signal. The chief financial officer (CFO) of Koch AG chose to remain employed at the 

previous owner, and therefore, the position required to be re-staffed as a result of the transaction. 

Instead of using that chance to install a CFO suiting his own preference, the CEO of Huang Inc. chose 

to signal trust and leave it up to the CEO of Koch AG to select his future colleague. 

 How important those presumably small signals are, becomes also apparent in the case of 

Fischer GmbH: “It was very important, that the Chinese investor, in a first step, refrained to install his 

own management team” (CEO Fischer GmbH, 216-217). Such a step would have nurtured the 
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workforce’s anxieties of the acquirer assuming full control over the firm, and possibly even relocate 

their jobs abroad. Leaving the German management team on board send a strong signal of trust which 

spilled over to the entire workforce. A similarly important signal was sent to Fischer GmbH’s 

management: “Interestingly, the Chinese investor endorsed the new Fischer GmbH also with the 

responsibility for the Chinese wood production. Thus the German management is responsible for the 

global production of trims and wooden strips” (CEO Fischer GmbH, 3-6). 

 However, not every German target wanted to rely purely on trust as a foundation of the post-

acquisition relation. The management of Lange AG negotiated several tangible conditions with Chen 

Inc. before the deal. It was agreed “that integration would only take place on a group level” (CFO Lange 

AG, 70-71). Further, “a strict separation of both brands. […] Lange AG is the global premium brand […] 

and Chen Inc. keeps its strong brand in the Chinese market” (CFO Lange AG, 62-67). And “Lange AG 

manages the concrete pump business […] outside of China, and the parent company inside of China. 

Everything else, Chen Inc. has other segments, such as cranes, excavators, and harbor installations, is 

done by them” (CFO Lange AG, 72-76). 

 Müller GmbH went even one step further and required Tsai Ltd. to put all acquisition 

conditions down in a legally binding contract. That contract was designed to grant the CEO of Müller 

GmbH, who still held a minority stake in the company, a lot of freedom. Even smaller details, for 

example the location of board meetings, were included. It was also settled that Rat would not be 

allowed to enter the same market as its subsidiary to avoid in-house competition. Moreover, if Tsai 

Ltd. wanted to receive knowledge from Müller GmbH, it had to pay for it on a contractual basis. As it 

turned out, however, even all those legal agreements were of no help later on to avoid conflict. This is 

a strong hint that a mutual understanding and a personal bonding are far more important for a 

successful post-acquisition relationship. 

 

5.1.4 Emergence of mutual benefits 

 

In most of the transactions both the Chinese acquirer and the German target benefit somehow from 

the deal. Examples of virtually all benefits associated with such a transaction in the literature can be 

found among the five cases. The German firms received much needed capital for investments, gained 

better market access to China, started to enter lower market segments for good enough products, or 

profited from synergies, such as disposing over cheaper insourcing options. The Chinese investors 

gained access to valuable knowledge, received a reputation boost in the home market, were able to 

internationalize their business, and possibly set the foundation for entering higher market segments 

for premium products. Not every case inhibited all the benefits in an equally distinct manner though. 

And the degree to which both sides would benefit from the transaction varied greatly. 
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 The acquisition of Koch AG by Huang Inc. is a prime example for a deal that benefitted both 

sides. From a strategic perspective, the gradual blend between the complimentary machinery products 

seems ideal. And “we could generate many synergies on the R&D side” (CEO Koch AG 40-41). Koch 

AG’s knowledge base will help Huang Inc. in improving its products and processes. However, that 

knowledge flow is not only one way, as will be elaborated later on. Koch AG also plans to enter the 

market for good-enough products in China very soon, a market that it had neglected under its previous 

owner. A further advantage of the transaction are the new opportunities Koch AG has for its sourcing 

now: Not only does it receive better deals from suppliers in Asia now, with the help of Huang Inc.’s 

bargaining power. It can also source parts of the required elements and modules internally from its 

parent, which results in a huge cost benefit. 

 An equal emergence of mutual benefits can be witnessed in the case of Lange AG and Chen 

Inc. As previously described, Chen Inc. is now able to officially use the expertise of Lange AG to improve 

its own products. Chen Inc.’s reputation was also certainly boosted, as “many journals printed the 

slogan ‘The replica buys the original’” (CFO Lange AG, 259). Lange AG, on the other hand, enjoys easier 

market access to China through the deal: “It helps us to position ourselves better in China. […] We will 

continue with our premium brand, and try to boost our sales with the help of Chen Inc.’s network of 

dealerships and financing companies” (CFO Lange AG, 376-379). Lange AG can also imagine to use 

Chen Inc. as an opportunity for insourcing in the future, however, first it has to be ensured that its high 

quality standards are met. Both firms benefit also significantly from the partnership regarding the 

future corporate development, as will be analyzed in more detail later on. 

 Kind of a worst case scenario is the acquisition of Müller GmbH by Tsai Ltd. The collaboration 

after the acquisition was almost a complete failure in all concerns, despite the detailed contractual 

arrangements beforehand. The stranding of the deal can probably be traced to the absence of a mutual 

understanding, too little communication between the parties, and unattended cultural issues. In 

conclusion, the disappointments mounted on both sides. Müller GmbH did indeed receive financial 

support from Tsai Ltd. for further investments, but was not supported in its goal to expand its presence 

in the Chinese market. Tsai Ltd., once it had acquired Müller GmbH, did not want to stay committed 

to the contractual agreements anymore. Its management desired access to the knowledge of Müller 

GmbH, without understanding the need to pay for it in return to stay in accordance with the principle 

of separate accounts between both corporations. Furthermore, Tsai Ltd.’s management demanded 

access to design drawings, which suggested it intended to violate the non-competition clause.  

However, they did not comprehend that for legal reasons I was not allowed to, even if I had wanted 
it. First, know-how transfer to China in the area of jet engine technology requires export permits 
[…]. Second, I would have not been allowed under corporate law, since I would have damaged the 
own company (CEO Müller GmbH, 175-181).  
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Tsai Ltd.’s management disappeared completely later, when the consequences of the financial crisis 

hit Müller GmbH, and it would have needed financial support. The minority stakeholder, and CEO, of 

Müller GmbH had to stabilize the firm with his personal assets. The final straw was reached, when Tsai 

Ltd. exported products to Germany and failed to comply with legislation in the aftermath. The exported 

products were of poor quality, but Tsai Ltd. did not reimburse the purchaser. Subsequently, he took 

legal actions against Tsai Ltd. Those events were unbeknown to Müller GmbH, until its CEO received 

notice from the authorities that Tsai Ltd.'s stake in Müller GmbH would be up in a public auction soon, 

in order to pay for Tsai Ltd.’s debt to its customer. Müller GmbH’s CEO pulled the emergency brake at 

that moment, and used an exit clause in the acquisition contract to prevent further damage to his 

company. This cumulated in a lawsuit with Tsai Ltd., which Müller GmbH won in the end. As a result, 

the acquisition was reversed, and Müller GmbH is back under the full ownership of its German CEO. 

 

5.2 Knowledge Transfer 

 

The previous section pointed out that the intention to undertake a knowledge transfer was part of the 

acquisition rationale for most Chinese firms. How the five German targets contribute with their 

knowledge to the internationalization of their Chinese acquirers in practice then, varies significantly 

though. The manifestation of the knowledge transfer goes from highly developed, to almost non-

existent. It differs as well greatly, how much the Chinese side profits from the knowledge in its home 

country, and for its internationalization efforts. This section starts off by portraying the status of the 

knowledge transfer in each case. Following up on that, it is analyzed how the characteristics of the 

knowledge, the (post-) acquisition relationship between the Chinese and the German side, and the 

absorptive capacity of the acquirer, as well as the disseminative capacity of the target influence the 

transfer. 

 To begin with, the worst scenario case, the acquisition of Müller GmbH by Tsai Ltd. is followed 

up on. Here the knowledge transfer was extremely limited, and it remains unclear, whether the 

Chinese side was able to benefit from it at all. One very important explanation why the knowledge 

transfer failed in this example, is certainly the bad overall development of the post-acquisition 

relationship between both organizations. Müller GmbH seemed in general willing to let Tsai Ltd. access 

its knowledgebase, although only within the tight scope, which has been negotiated prior to the deal. 

For instance, they performed development services for Tsai Ltd. on a contractual basis, and delivered 

as well individual components. Tsai Ltd. did not pay for Müller GmbH’s output though, because “they 

thought ‘Well, we are the majority owner, thus we do not have to pay’” (CEO Müller GmbH, 53-54). 

This is another example that Tsai Ltd. did not understand the concept of separate accounts, which 

presumably led to irritations and frustrations on both sides. The little knowledge transfer, and even 
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the overall failed acquisition, can be attributed to a large extent to such shortcomings in understanding 

and communicating with the other side. 

 In Fischer GmbH’s case, the knowledge transfer intention was not very high up on the agenda 

of the acquirer Lee Trading. Nonetheless, Fischer GmbH still contributes knowledge now in the 

technological and commercial area. One example is Lee Trading’s production plant in China, over which 

the German management received responsibility. Fischer GmbH supports the manufacturing there 

now with its expertise, as the plant produces the same products as Fischer GmbH does in Germany. So 

when problems emerge during the production process in the Chinese plant, then German employees 

travel abroad to help finding the solution. For this purpose, expatriates have also been sent abroad 

already for assignments up to three month of duration. Another example, from the commercial area, 

is the purchasing of supplies in China. Members of the procurement department of Fischer GmbH 

travelled abroad to ensure that the company has everywhere the same optimal purchasing conditions. 

It is further planned to start an expatriate program for Chinese managers, so “they can experience and 

learn how the top management team works here. However, this cannot work, already due to the 

language barrier” (CEO Fischer GmbH, 68-69). In general, it can be concluded that 

support [with knowledge] takes place, albeit not to the optimum extent. Fischer GmbH has also 
production plants in the US, Romania, and now China. Knowledge transfer to the US goes 
considerably faster than to China. I also still perceive that we have to push the knowledge more, 
than the Chinese draw it themselves (CEO Fischer GmbH, 135-138). 

 Lange AG’s case is somewhat the middle ground concerning the status of knowledge transfer. 

Knowledge transfer was undeniably a motivation for the acquisition, but de facto, it is not yet taking 

off in the post-acquisition period. Nevertheless, in the technological area, knowledge transfer is 

happening admittedly slowly, but surely. “The intention is to upgrade the products of the Chinese 

parent corporation” (CFO Lange AG, 245-246), and improve its production process, “with the standard 

quality-improvement procedures known in the Western world” (CFO Lange AG, 266). For this purpose 

task forces were set up to train the Chinese side. Often they have to start from scratch: “Those are the 

basic procedures which we work on” (CFO Lange AG, 300-301). This basic manufacturing knowledge 

includes for example, how to maintain a clean workspace, how to keep track of the production via 

properly kept stock lists, or how to make sure workers observe standard operating procedures: “In 

machinery construction it is crucial how often I screw a bolt, how I tighten it, how to repetitively 

proceed the same way, and that also the next worker repeats this operation the same way as his 

forerunner from the earlier shift” (CFO Lange AG, 304-306). A few foremen with rich experience travel, 

therefore, from Germany to China to instruct Chen Inc.’s workers. Those assignments last usually not 

longer than four weeks; no permanent expatriates have been exchanged yet between both 

organizations. The bearing those efforts have on the entire production of Chen Inc. remains limited 

though: “They have tens of thousands of employees, and we organize each workshop for maybe ten 
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persons. […] Lange AG cannot train their entire workforce. It concerns selected products in a few 

markets” (CFO Lange AG, 331-334). 

 In comparison, Chen Inc. benefits already more from Lange AG’s expertise in the area of 

commercial knowledge, and management systems and practices.  

What they are looking for are the skills we have to manage a global production and sales network 
[…] [, furthermore,] the MBA graduates we have, the experienced technicians, the first-class 
engineers, which tell them what technology you need to procure, to buy in addition, or sell, for 
certain products. Those aspects, which are generally understood as corporate development (CFO 
Lange AG, 431-435). 

In the area of corporate development, both firms have the mutual interest to grow their newly joint 

company even further. Here Lange AG’s and Chen Inc.’s assets complement each other ideally. Lange 

AG’s management disposes over international experience and networks. It is skilled in identifying 

business opportunities, or to select acquisition targets and integrate them into the organizational 

network. And, Chen Inc. contributes the financial means for the further business development. 

  The knowledge transfer from Schmidt AG is already more advanced compared to 

Lange AG, but focusses mainly on the technological side. Han Group is receiving product and process 

knowledge from Schmidt AG. The latter is training employees from Han Group for periods between 

three and six month in Germany. The staff sent to Germany are technicians from the sales and 

application departments, who are responsible for product adaptions according to the customers’ 

wishes. Employees from the production departments are not yet part of this training program. Another 

example of knowledge transfer comes from the R&D side. Han Group hired 26 new engineers in China, 

which are now deployed to Germany. They are working alongside with the existing 100 German 

engineers from Schmidt AG, so they can gradually learn from their colleagues. Han Group sent six 

further expatriates to Germany to facilitate exchange on the management level. They work along with 

Schmidt AG’s management team, and attend regular meetings. This way they are able to experience 

first-hand the more advanced Western management practices and systems. So far no expatriates have 

been sent to China, but there are plans to start a program very soon. It can be stated that overall “the 

transfer of knowledge goes smoothly” (CFO Schmidt AG, 266). The only limitation is the sharing of 

proprietary customer data: “There is admittedly the mentality to copy in China, to build something 

new and good inspired from many other good things, which of course reaches a limit when it comes 

to exclusive, customer specific information” (CFO Schmidt AG, 269-273). This prudence is based on the 

general observation that compliance can “even in stock listed companies in China […] still be a critical 

topic (CFO Schmidt AG, 275-278). 

 When Müller GmbH is the worst-case scenario regarding knowledge transfer, then Koch AG 

can certainly be labelled the best-case scenario. Not only is the knowledge transfer quite intensive, but 

moreover, it is also including reverse knowledge transfer, thus going in both directions. This mutual 

exchange between Germany and China spans the technological side, and management systems and 
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practices. Striking about this example is the early start of the knowledge transfer after the closing of 

the deal: “One week later, we organized an R&D integration workshop in our location, in which we 

presented each other […] what technologies we master, what competences do we have, and how can 

we support each other” (CEO Koch AG, 58-61). That workshop was already “great, with a lot of trust 

and mutual respect” (CEO Koch AG, 61-62). Apparently, the success can be attributed to the leadership 

in the acquiring organization: 

And this is also the way the CEO of Huang Inc. leads his organization that he says he has empowered 
it with us, and he would like to make use of our strengths, since German developers in mechanical 
engineering command probably over different strengths than Asian developers in mechanical 
engineering. […] And the CEO of Huang Inc. also emphasizes always: He had 900 R&D folk in his 
organization before [the transaction], and now we [Koch AG] contribute another 200-300. As a 
result he has now a strong global R&D organization containing 1.200 people (CEO Koch AG, 62-72). 

That positive development on the R&D side has continued, and now both organizations undertake a 

number of joint-development projects. Between both businesses is a certain overlap, as Koch AG and 

Huang Inc. produce complimentary machinery. The two companies seize that chance to learn from 

each other, integrate features of the other side’s machinery into their own, and ultimately strive to 

offer the customer a one-stop solution. 

 Further exchange of knowledge involves management systems and practices, as well as 

technology. The previous owner of Koch AG installed very sophisticated business processes in its 

subsidiary. Koch AG passes this knowledge now on to its new parent Huang Inc. One example concerns 

the assembly process, where Koch AG shares best-practice and the lean concept. Employees of Huang 

Inc. visit Koch AG’s plant in Germany and receive training. Subsequently, experts from Koch AG 

accompany them to the assembly facilities in China, and consult them during the execution. The 

knowledge from Germany is not implemented one-to-one though, but adapted to the limiting local 

conditions.  

 Unique and remarkable about this case is the circumstance, that also reverse knowledge 

transfer from Huang Inc. to Koch AG takes place. The organization of Huang Inc. disposes as well over 

rich and valuable knowledge, according to the CEO of Koch AG, from which his organization benefits 

equally. He states therefore: “I would actually not call it a transfer” (267), since the knowledge flow 

goes in both directions. In his view, it is “rather an exchange of experience, or one time we are the 

experts, the other time they are the experts, and that one brings in the respective experts, once a 

problem arises (271-273).” There are plenty of examples for this reverse knowledge transfer. Koch AG 

integrates a bunch of features inspired from Huang Inc.’s products in his own, as a result of the 

previously mentioned join-development projects. Similarly, when Koch AG’s experts visited China to 

consult them regarding best practice assembly processes, they also gathered a number of interesting 

ideas there about what could be improved in Germany. Huang Inc.’s expertise in good-enough 

products aids Koch AG now in developing a new product for this market in China. Koch AG’s engineers 



48 
 

make use of their colleagues’ knowledge in developing products which deliver satisfying quality at an 

affordable price. Moreover, they can utilize modules produced by Huang Inc., which offers a further 

cost benefit. 

 Nonetheless, even in this best-case scenario, there remains room for improving the knowledge 

exchange. So far, only a few expatriates have been to China, or the other way round. There are plans 

to change that in the future: “I would like to push that though, since it is very important” (CEO Koch 

AG, 181). Nonetheless, certain obstacles restrict the exchange of expatriates. Not every employee of 

Koch AG is willing to move abroad. And before employees of Huang Inc. are invited to Germany, first 

a suitable project has to be found for them, in which they can contribute value, so their manpower is 

not misspent. 

 

5.2.1 Knowledge Characteristics 

 

Evidence was found to confirm the theory, that a moderate level of relatedness of both firms’ 

knowledge bases benefits the transfer, compared to too different backgrounds. The specific 

characteristics of the German firms’ knowledge has certainly also an influence on the transfer in the 

five cases. Even though part of the knowledge is articulated in form of patents, method descriptions, 

design drawings, or other documents, the larger portion of it is in tacit form. As a matter of course this 

has a huge impact on the transferability itself, as well as an influence on the process necessary for 

transmitting the information.  

 Schmidt AG and Koch AG are good examples therefor. Their knowledge is to some extent 

articulated, however, the important parts are of tacit nature. The knowledge is, in the case of Schmidt 

AG, “complex” and “specific to our industry and products, yet it is of course definitely of interest for 

competitors” (CFO Schmidt AG, 178 and 180-181). It is, on the one hand, documented in patents, 

method descriptions, guides, and stock lists. On the other hand  

though a lot is also just in the minds. That is precisely the case with procedures, which are often 
only partly documentable, but are with the users on site. Checking operations can frequently not 
be simply seen as standard operating procedures, but require tricks, also partially tools, which 
originate over time, which are not documented this way (CFO Schmidt AG,186-190) 

In both the case of Schmidt AG and Koch AG, the knowledge of the workforce was formed over a long 

time period. Accordingly, it is difficult process to pass this knowledge on: “So this reveals something. 

If they had been able to recreate it based on sketches or descriptions, then the Chinese would have 

done it by now” (CEO Koch AG, 264-265). The manufacturing of Koch AG’s products requires a lot of 

experience, which cannot be copied easily from articulated knowledge or through reverse engineering. 

Likewise, it cannot be transferred this way either. Instead, the Chinese side needs to spent time and 

effort to acquire the rich tacit knowledge. The best way for them to do so is through gradual learning 
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from the German subsidiaries’ personnel, which illustrates why the exchange of employees, in form of 

expatriates or at least visits is crucial. 

 The characteristics of the shared knowledge in the Müller GmbH and Tsai Ltd. transaction 

stand in huge contrast to the other cases. Diametrically to the other cases, the transferred knowledge 

was mainly of explicit nature. The German side was in general willing to share tacit knowledge as well, 

but surprisingly, it failed because of the Chinese side: “I invited several times employees of Tsai Ltd. 

with the words: ‘You just have to come and work with our people and build a milling head together, to 

help you understand’. However, they never did it” (CEO Müller GmbH, 206-208). The Chinese side, 

quite unexpectedly, seemed to have little interest in training for its employees: “I talked with Tsai Ltd.’s 

technical employees, on their site and in Germany, about the development of training schemes, but 

they were never realized” (CEO Müller GmbH, 218-220). Later on, the deteriorating relationship did 

not allow any knowledge transfer at all anymore. 

 The juxtaposition of Koch AG’s and Müller GmbH’s cases suggests that moderately related 

knowledge bases have a beneficial effect on learning, compared to when the experiences of both firms 

are too different. The latter was apparently one significant barrier between Müller GmbH and Tsai Ltd.: 

“One had the impression that the top-management [of Tsai Ltd.] had actually no clue about machine 

tool building” (CEO Müller GmbH, 31-33). Accordingly, there was no mutual understanding of each 

other’s business. This stands in huge contrast to the uninhibited exchange of knowledge between Koch 

AG and Huang Inc., which the CEO of Koch AG attributes exactly to the great understanding due to 

similar backgrounds: “The knowledge transfer goes smoothly. Why? Because we both come from the 

same environment: Both mechanical engineering firms, both electronic industry, both players in 

volatile markets (284-286)”. This shared expertise allowed both firms to understand each other from 

the beginning, even despite occasional communication problems. The knowledge bases were not too 

similar though, since both companies produce complimentary products. No example for too similar 

knowledge bases could be found in the sample, which can certainly be traced back to the generally 

very complementary knowledge bases due to the huge cultural differences between the acquirers and 

the targets. 

 

5.2.2 Absorptive Capacity 

 

The absorptive capacity of the Chinese acquirers alternates from case to case between very high, and 

quite low. A number of factors influence the ability and motivation of the acquirers’ personnel in 

praxis: their language proficiency in English or German, their national and organizational cultural 

background, their level of education, and whether they already have experience in an international 

setting or with acquisitions. The manifestation of those factors is very diverse in each case.  
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 In some of the cases the knowledge transfer was hindered by a lack of absorptive capacity in 

the acquirers’ workforce. Once again the Müller GmbH case may serve as the paramount example. 

Here any exchange of information was significantly complicated by Tsai Ltd.’s employees’ inability to 

communicate in English. Only one secretary spoke little English and served as an interpreter after a 

fashion. Tsai Ltd.’s management also had no previous international experience. They had acquired a 

firm in the US, which did not turn out well though. Apparently, they did not take any learnings from 

that acquisition experience. The skill level of Tsai Ltd.’s employees posed a further obstacle: “We 

noticed, during our meetings on a technical level, significant differences regarding their skills compared 

with our engineers and technicians” (CEO Müller GmbH, 215-216). One example is the delivery of the 

milling head to Tsai Ltd. The latter’s employees were ostensibly overwhelmed to integrate it into one 

of Tsai Ltd.’s machines: “They were completely over-challenged to comprehend it technically and to 

perform precise operations on that milling head. We also know, that the machine, in which the milling 

head was integrated, and which was sold to Chinese customers, did not function for years (CEO Müller 

GmbH, 197-200).”  

 The missing ability of Tsai Ltd.’s employees to understand the knowledge is also related to the 

tacit nature of it. According to the CEO of Müller GmbH, it took his company decades to develop, 

perfection, and master the technology: “Once cannot simply say: We purchase that [knowledge] in 

addition, copy it, and then we are able to master it to the same extent, as the ones which have worked 

and practiced with it for decades, and accordingly gathered their experience with it (202-204).” 

Another anecdote hints, that there must have been not only issues with Tsai Ltd.’s ability to understand 

technical knowledge, but also with its openness to learning overall. Once the CEO of Müller GmbH 

realized the secretary at Tsai Ltd., which served as an interpreter, was not capable of providing reliable 

translations, then he suggested to use a specialized Chinese lawyer, who had studied and worked in 

Germany before, as an interpreter instead. However, when he brought him along to a meeting in China 

then Tsai Ltd.’s management reacted hostile:  

They just let him wait in the anteroom, and claimed we do not need him. Only four hours into the 
negotiations they realized, it really does not work with the current translation, and then they would 
finally admit him in the meeting. That just illustrates with how little smartness and intelligence the 
other side would tackle things (CEO Müller GmbH, 164-167). 

One could go even so far and infer from this anecdote to a general low motivation of Tsai Ltd. to be 

open and learn from its new German subsidiary, despite the articulated knowledge it demanded access 

to. 

 Fischer GmbH’s case shows a few similarities to Müller GmbH’s in some factors, in others it 

differs though, which leads overall to a slightly better absorptive capacity of its employees. One of the 

main problems remains the language barrier; the communication with the Chinese side usually 

requires interpreters. An exception are the two expatriates in Germany, which speak English and 
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German. After the acquisition, Fischer GmbH managed to reduce the language barrier at least partially 

for the production plant in China they assumed responsibility for, by hiring an English speaking Chinese 

general manager. Fischer GmbH is Lee Trading’s first acquisition in Europe, but it had eight to ten joint-

ventures with European partners in China. Nonetheless, “We cannot observe that Lee Trading has 

experience with Western firms. This is especially valid for the cultural level. We can notice some 

experiences on the business level though” (CEO Fischer GmbH, 168-171). One particular cultural issue 

is the strong orientation on hierarchies in Lee Trading’s organization, which poses an obstacle for the 

implementation of changes in the Chinese production plant:  

It becomes difficult when we approach politically sensitive topics, which are not in the interest of 
the Chinese management. The individual employee faces then often an inner conflict: He would 
like to implement those things, but he received a contrary order from his principal. Thus, one has 
to first move up the hierarchy and change the rules […] (CEO Fischer GmbH, 152-156). 

The high education level of the Chinese employees has a very positive influence on their ability to 

absorb new knowledge on the other hand: “It is difficult to say, whether their titles in engineering are 

comparable to ours. However, many of the positions in the Chinese part of the organization are filled 

with engineers, or well trained technicians, which would not be the case in Germany” (CEO Fischer 

GmbH, 147-149). The personnel in China is quasi overqualified for their job in German terms, which 

has a very beneficial effect on their learning ability though. “It works very well on the working plane. 

That is, if the other side is willing to learn, then it goes fantastically” (CEO Fischer GmbH, 151-152). 

Exactly, in the motivation of the Chinese unit lies a further obstacle though. Since they are very 

profitable, thanks to the booming Chinese domestic market, they frequently do not acknowledge the 

necessity to improve. 

 A similar pattern to Fischer GmbH shows the absorptive capacity of Lange AG’s acquirer Chen 

Inc. The language barrier remains one of the central obstacles. The English proficiency of Chen Inc.’s 

management is limited, with the exception of a few internationally educated employees in the financial 

department, therefore, interpreters are necessary to facilitate the communication. Lange AG is also 

Chen Inc.’s first international acquisition. Equally to Fischer GmbH’s case, the entrenchment in steep 

hierarchies, impedes the usual ways knowledge is exchanged in the Western hemisphere: 

They are not very experienced in project work, neither with dialogues in terms of pro’s and con’s 
for various ideas, nor with a detailed feedback process regarding the review of individual project 
milestones. They are used to receive instructions from senior management levels, which they like 
to follow. That differs, of course, from our German culture. When we search for improvements, 
then we like to pool ideas by saying: let us first gather 200 ideas before judging, which are the best, 
which are the worthiest, regardless from whom they stem. Such approaches are not very common 
in China (CFO Lange AG, 205-210). 

This cultural aspect has also an influence on the educational background of Chen Inc.’s employees: 

“They do not have the same experience and education as ours. Their engineers were more focused in 

the past on copying what is working in the Western hemisphere than on innovating own concepts and 

practices” (CFO Lange AG, 316-317). Accordingly, the Chinese workers struggle to absorb the new 
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input, as it demands independence and creativity. Their motivation to take the initiative for learning is 

also influenced by the cultural context: 

The Chinese way of working is very much based on the attitude that the higher management levels 
know best how things work. Because of this more streamlined mentality do employees on the 
working level not contribute own ideas, push for changes, or question instructions. Therefore, they 
are less inclined to search for better solutions by German engineers. Additionally, they are also 
confident about their own approach, since Chen Inc. carries authority in China, and is recognized 
for its good quality (CFO Lange AG, 350-353). 

Similar to Fischer GmbH’s case though, the employees “do not lack dedication nor diligence” (CFO 

Lange AG 321-322). Quite the contrary, they have a generally high work motivation: “they work a lot 

more, and a lot harder than we do” (ibid.). 

 The acquisition example of Schmidt AG marks a turning point: The acquirers in the three 

previous examples had in common that the absorptive capacity of their personnel was rather low, but 

it is already considerably higher in Han Group’s case. This has various reasons: First and foremost, the 

language barrier is smaller than in the previous cases. All Chinese expatriates in Germany are able to 

communicate in English and the flow of communication is generally ensured, with the exception of 

occasional misunderstandings. The communication between Schmidt AG and Han Group’s employees 

in China, however, requires interpreters. Here “the absorptive capacity of the Chinese employees is 

limited due to the language barrier” (CFO Schmidt AG, 207-208).  

 A second contrast to the cases of Müller GmbH and Lange AG is the overall better educational 

background of Han Group’s engineers and managers: “Partially, they lack experience. However, the 

employees do not miss any functional qualifications due to different educational standards” (CFO 

Lange AG, 208-209). The only exception are managers, “whose education dates a while back, and which 

have only been educated in China. For them, one has to start with the very basics in topics as 

discounted cash-flow for example” (214-216).  

 Thirdly, Han Group’s management has more experience with doing business in Europe. They 

had purchased two other firms, in Italy and France, prior to the acquisition of Schmidt AG. The 

chairman of Han Group ran also a joint-venture with a German firm already back in the 1990s. 

Nevertheless, cultural issues remain on the agenda. Just as in the previous cases, the top-down-

mentality raises a hurdle for learning, as well as for decision-making processes. Another, contrast to 

the previous three cases is the very high motivation of Han Group’s employees to learn, which stems 

from two sources: An extrinsic one, since “the Chinese management has announced clearly what the 

objective target is for the expatriates” (CFO Schmidt AG, 187-188). And an intrinsic one, since “parts 

of the colleagues have families in China, which they do not see for nine to twelve months; the 

deployment to Germany is also perceived as a recognition and important career opportunity” (CFO 

Schmidt AG, 185-186). 
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 Huang Inc., the acquirer of Koch AG, is a further positive example for a high absorptive 

capacity. Once again, the significantly smaller language barrier plays a crucial role for that. All 

managers as well as R&D staff, from the top management down the hierarchy until the team leader 

level, speak English. English is even the official company language in parts of Huang Inc.’s organization. 

So the exchange of information goes relatively unproblematic at all relevant points of contact. Another 

positive influence has certainly as well the international experience of Huang Inc.’s staff: “I believe it 

is also related to the fact that Huang Inc.’s management has studied to 90 percent in Europe or the US, 

thus they have a Western education […]. There is an incredibly high understanding of the Western 

culture, therefore, among the management” (CEO Koch AG, 206-209). Huang Inc. also employs 

expatriates on important posts in the corporation. Due to the widespread international experience in 

the company, it does not carry too much weight that Huang Inc. misses any acquisition experience, 

since it grew exclusively organically during the last two decades. Exactly this international experience 

also helps to minimize cultural conflict: “Surely, every now and then a misunderstanding emerges. This 

is normal. However, both sides display a great openness to understand the different cultures, to accept 

them, and work together accordingly” (CEO Koch AG, 200-203).  

 One example for this is the ‘top-down’-mentality, which posed a barrier to learning in the other 

four cases, but surprisingly not in this one: “when the manager and his production manager say ‘that 

is how it is supposed to be done’, then this is how it is done. Then they [the employees] learn it and 

implement it (369-371).” This stands in huge contrast to Germany, where “it is necessary to convince 

everyone individually […]. That is just how it goes in Germany, everyone would like to understand why 

I have to perform it this way, and then also contribute his share” (CEO Koch AG, 372-374). The other 

case companies perceive the difference between the Chinese top-down-mentality and the German 

participating culture mainly as an obstacle; whereas Koch AG perceives it also an opportunity to 

transfer, and implement, best practices in the production process a lot faster. The only necessity is to 

convince the management of Huang Inc. of the ideas, but they are eager to learn anyway: They even 

have a “certain thirst for knowledge […], they want to learn a lot, absorb ideas, understand them, and 

then implement and improve them” (CEO Koch AG, 388-390). So equally to Schmidt AG’s case, not only 

the ability, but also the motivation to absorb new knowledge is high among the employees of Huang 

Inc. 

 

5.2.3 Disseminative Capacity 

 

The previous section explained that the acquirer’s absorptive capacities can either complicate or 

simplify the knowledge transfer. The disseminative capacity of the German target is likewise an 

important influential factor. Each target has a different ability to teach the Chinese parent, depending 
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on whether they have prior experience in disseminating knowledge, and working in an international 

setting. Language does not pose an obstacle for the teaching capabilities of the German targets though, 

as many of their employees are proficient in English. They all regard their knowledge as worthy for 

sharing. And all German targets are principally motivated to grant access to their knowledge pool. Of 

course there are individual nuances based on the acquisition motives of the German firm, on how 

important they perceive the knowledge transfer themselves for the success of the acquisition, and 

whether the acquirer is appreciating their contribution.   

 The most advanced knowledge exchange is between Koch AG and Huang Inc., and Koch AG’s 

great disseminative capacity is certainly an important factor for it, next to overlapping acquisition 

motives, the moderately related knowledge-bases, and Huang Inc.’s high absorptive capacity. The 

ability to teach can be explained by Koch AG’s prior experience internationally, and with transferring 

knowledge. The history of the organization has a major impact on its international mindset:  

Belonging to a MNC before helped certainly. The individual persons benefitted as well from it: I 
was an expatriate twice for the previous owner, admittedly in the US and not in China, but I was 
as well in China later on, and I received also a lot of intercultural training, and not only me, but 
many others too. Hence, it certainly helped that we were part of a global corporation before (CEO 
Koch AG, 120-125). 

On top of that, Koch AG had as well already learned how to disseminate knowledge before, since they 

opened up a subsidiary in Singapore. Therefore, they were experienced in transferring best-practice 

standards.  

 The knowledge transfer is further favored by Koch AG’s high motivation to teach, which results 

from several factors: First, they regard the knowledge transfer as crucial for the overall success of the 

transaction, and it is also congruent with their own goals. Second, they are confident, that their 

knowledge is worthy sharing: “Well, we are – it might sound arrogant when one says it –, but in 

Germany, Austria, Switzerland, and the northern part of Italy resides a tremendous amount of 

expertise in mechanical engineering” (CEO Koch AG, 65-67). And third, their contribution is appreciated 

by Buffalo: 

We really talk on an equal footing. Actually, one cannot call it an acquisition - of course it was one, 
Buffalo purchased us –, but we are not treated that way. On the contrary, we are met as partners. 
Accordingly, when you are treated that way, then you feel differently, you feel appreciated, which 
is just important (CEO Koch AG, 460-463). 

The contribution of Huang Inc.’s respectful behavior to Koch AG’s motivation to share knowledge 

cannot be estimated too high, as the direct comparison with Müller GmbH illustrates. 

 Taken all together, Müller GmbH’s disseminative capacity is rather low. As elaborated earlier, 

Tsai Ltd. seldom kept its promises towards Müller GmbH. Even more, it caused a great deal of trouble 

for its subsidiary. It is needless to say, that this continuously deteriorating post-acquisition relationship 

did not fuel Müller GmbH’s motivation to share its knowledge. Admittedly, Müller GmbH was very 

cautious from the start about which knowledge it would grant Tsai Ltd. access to. Nonetheless, it 
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showed effort in the beginning to help Tsai Ltd. gain experience with the advanced technology, for 

example by proposing training schemes, but got discouraged: “Well, our proposals were not 

implemented. If the other side never reacts to a single one of your suggestions, then one simply cuts 

one’s own path (136-138)”. Tsai Ltd. failing to appreciate Müller GmbH’s knowledge certainly 

destroyed the latter’s motivation. In general, Müller GmbH is convinced about the worthiness of its 

expertise: “We are one of the leading companies worldwide in the area of milling machines in the 

automotive and aviation industry. We developed some pretty good technologies, especially regarding 

milling heads” (CEO Müller GmbH, 168-170). Although Müller GmbH’s manager had some experience 

in disseminating knowledge in an international setting, he founded a subsidiary in the US twenty years 

ago, the company’s ability to transfer knowledge can still be assessed as rather low, since the 

mentioned experience is little and a long while ago, compared to Koch AG’s case. Of course this lack 

of experience can be also attributed to the fact that Müller GmbH is by far the smallest of all firms 

enquired in this paper. 

 The disseminative capacity of the other German targets is somewhere on the continuum 

between Koch AG and Müller GmbH. Schmidt AG, for instance, has as well experience internationally 

through a joint-venture with an Irish corporation, and in knowledge transfer through co-operations 

with distribution partners and customers. It further regards the transfer as important for the success 

of the acquisition. Ergo, its disseminative capacity can be estimated as being on the higher end of the 

spectrum. Lange AG would probably be a close runner-up. The firm has as well a lot of international 

experience, being a global corporation by itself. It seems natural that it also acquired expertise in 

sharing best-practices in the course of growing its business internationally. Chen Inc. surely appreciates 

Lange AG’s knowledge, as it has always been its role model. However, Lange AG has strong own 

motives behind the transaction, therefore its motivation to disseminate knowledge might suffer 

slightly from that. Fischer AG has no experience in knowledge transfer yet, nonetheless, it seems 

motivated to share its expertise. 

 

5.2.4 Relationships between Senders and Receivers 

 

The relationship between the targets and the acquirers has a great impact on the knowledge transfer 

in the five cases, next to the already discussed knowledge characteristics, absorptive and disseminative 

capacity. So far little integration took place in all five acquisitions; the German firms remain usually 

separate business units. That can certainly be attributed to the inexperience of the Chinese 

management in handling acquisitions. It is anyway the most suited approach though, since one 

dominating intention behind the deals are the targets’ knowledge bases. In those symbiosis type 

acquisitions, it is best to be careful about integration, as the Chinese investors certainly are, no matter 
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whether they do it intentionally or born out of pure necessity. Not only are the German firms little 

integrated, their management has as well a great deal of autonomy. Again, this could be a necessity 

since the Chinese acquirers lack the expertise of managing a firm abroad. Nonetheless, many of the 

Chinese investors seize the chance as well to gradually learn from their new German subsidiary. The 

granted autonomy will also certainly preserve the targets’ knowledge bases in the short run. It is too 

early now though, to evaluate whether the Chinese acquirers grant the autonomy too long and what 

effect that would have, since most of the case companies have been acquired rather recently. 

  Retention was another important theme in all five acquisitions. The Chinese side 

wanted to keep the whole workforce of the German targets on board. A specific focus was often on 

the top-management, since the Chinese investors would have been unable to run the business 

themselves. Therefore, it could have even been a deal-breaker in some cases, had the German 

management not committed to stay. Two of the German targets introduced actual retention programs 

with financial incentives for selected employees. However, it turned out that, in accordance with the 

literature, non-financial factors were of greater importance: A very important aspect played signals of 

commitment by the acquirer to the continuity of the target. The right strategy for communicating the 

acquisition to the stakeholders within the German firm had a further beneficial influence. It was found 

that the impact of both factors do no only impact the retention positively, but moreover the whole 

acquisition relationship, and ergo as well the knowledge transfer. All in all, there was very little 

acquisition related turnover in the five acquired German firms. 

 Huge differences lie in the interaction between the acquirers and the targets. In some 

acquisitions frequent and intense exchange is facilitated through various forms of communication, 

visits, meetings, or expatriates. There are also companies with less interaction though, and in one 

extreme case, almost none happened at all. The literature was validated in terms of the importance of 

interaction for the transfer of knowledge. An additional positive influence was found, when those 

encounters were supported through intercultural training and language classes. 

 The deal between Müller GmbH and Tsai Ltd. serves as a revealing counter-example to a good 

post-acquisition relationship. As elaborated before, the result was an inhibited knowledge transfer, 

and an overall failed acquisition. A closer examination uncovers some of the root causes: First, there 

were no efforts at all to integrate Müller GmbH into Tsai Ltd. Undoubtedly, that can have many positive 

effects, but in Müller GmbH’s case it resulted in a continued disinterest of Tsai Ltd.’s management in 

Müller GmbH’s business. This goes hand-in-hand with the second root cause, the lack of interaction: 

“There was very little exchange via Email, telephone, or video-conferences” (CEO Müller GmbH, 156). 

A delegation of Tsai Ltd., consisting of managers and engineers, visited the business premises before 

the signing of the deal, “but that did pretty much not happen anymore after the acquisition, at least 

no constructive conversations” (CEO Müller GmbH, 149-150). It was agreed on in the acquisition 



57 
 

contract, that corporate meetings would proceed at Müller GmbH’s place of business; however, 

afterwards Tsai Ltd.’s management always asked Müller GmbH’s CEO to travel to China for meetings, 

which he accepted. The lack of interaction did even go so far, that Tsai Ltd. was never willing to reveal 

its shareholders, corporate reports, or financial statements to Müller GmbH. The third, and probably 

most important, root cause for the terrible post-acquisition relationship is apparently an absence of 

leadership on Tsai Ltd.’s side. The CEO of Müller GmbH explains that after the closing of the deal  

it turned out that a change took place in their management team. The president fell out with the 
CEO and subsequently left with his personal assistant. Thereby our most important contact persons 
were gone, who had the most international experience in machine tool building in our point of 
view. We had new interlocutors as a consequence, and then it turned out they had no concept for 
the stake in our company or how to manage a share in another company on an international level 
(CEO Müller GmbH, 18-25). 

The fresh managers in charge at Tsai Ltd. had presumably no idea of what to do with the new 

subsidiary, since the deal was set up by their predecessors. Concomitant with the departure of the CEO 

and his assistant was the loss of direction and strategy for the acquisition of Müller GmbH. How 

important this complete absence of leadership must have been for the failure of the acquisition 

becomes apparent, when one compares it with the example of Koch AG and Huang Inc. 

 The relationship between Koch AG and Huang Inc. stands in great contrast to the previous 

case. That is certainly also one important factor, why significantly more knowledge is exchanged. What 

is outstanding about this case is the overall strong leadership the management of both organizations 

displayed. Many details reveal, they did not just let things drift and see how it goes, but deliberately 

took action to shape a positive post-acquisition relationship. Just in like all other cases the integration 

efforts are still relatively small. Koch AG is integrated into Huang Inc. as a separate business unit, which 

signifies in detail: Both business remain under separate management, and the business numbers are 

consolidated only at the group level. Each side keeps basically its locations, however, a few synergies 

were utilized. For instance Huang Inc.’s European sales force moved into Koch AG’s headquarter to 

save cost and benefit from working together closely. Nonetheless, the sales organizations remain self-

contained. Only a few employees have been rotated. For instance the head of the Asia sales region in 

Koch AG has been replaced by an employee of Huang Inc. Likewise, two of Koch AG’s employees work 

now in Huang Inc.’s sales department. What is remarkable though about the integration efforts, is the 

very professional approach. The management teams of both companies discussed already during the 

acquisition negotiations how both organizations could work together in the future. Detailed plans were 

drafted including specific goals which should be reached until certain points of time after the closing 

of the deal. The achievement of those goals was then monitored with the help of scorecards.  

  On top of that, there were as well detailed plans for communicating the acquisition to 

the stakeholders within Koch AG, including preparations for day one, and the following 100 days. The 

CEO of Koch AG explains why those were crucial: “I had an advance in knowledge, since I, and some 
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others had many discussions [with the management of Huang Inc.] […], but we had to keep it to 

ourselves until the end. […] It was very important therefore, to communicate and explain afterwards 

(147-152).” However, not only the management of Koch AG tried to convince their employees of the 

benefits of the deal. It send a very strong signal of commitment that as well the CEO of Huang Inc. 

travelled to the main business sites of its new subsidiary in Germany, the US and China. He spoke in 

front of the work assemblies, where “he introduced himself, presented his strategy, expressed his 

pride that the German firm belongs now to his organization, and stressed the importance of the local 

site” (CEO Koch AG, 79-81). Especially the latter was very important “since it is often the case with 

acquisitions […] that firms are purchased, their know-how exhausted, and the location is closed down. 

The CEO of Huang Inc. stood there and stressed, that precisely this will not happen here” (CFO Koch 

AG 81-84). This expression of commitment had also a huge impact on the tiny fluctuation rate after 

the acquisition, which was far more important than the actual retention program for selected 

managers, and key persons in R&D and sales: “They [retention measures] were also successful and 

surely necessary. However, we witnessed that far more important than the retention program was the 

persuasiveness of the CEO of Huang Inc.” (CEO Koch AG, 131-133). 

 Both organizations interact frequently with each other, which illustrates the good post-

acquisition relationship. For instance, workshops are organized on the R&D level at regular intervals. 

Furthermore, members of both R&D departments develop together in joint projects. Cooperation 

takes also place regarding the exchange of relevant technology. “So there is a lot of communication 

with our colleagues in Asia. […] We do a lot via video conferences. We have three video conference 

systems, they are fully booked all the time” (CEO Koch AG, 103-105). That interaction process was 

supported with intercultural trainings, with a special focus on the employees in the sales and 

manufacturing departments. The most positive influence on the cooperation though, had seemingly 

the role model function of the management: “We effectively set the employees an example that we 

belong together now and are part of the same company” (CEO Koch AG, 423-424). The CEO of Huang 

Inc. travels once in every quarter to Germany for consultations with his German colleague, he talks to 

further employees, and they commonly do feedback rounds. The CEO of Koch AG travels on a regular 

basis to China as well for the same purpose. The overall frequent interaction has a very positive 

influence on the post-acquisition relationship as also the next example illustrates. 

 Han Group did not integrate Schmidt AG into his own organization so far, just as in the other 

cases. Nonetheless, both organizations interact very frequently with each other. Directly after the 

acquisition both management teams confined themselves to ongoing mutual visits. A bit later though, 

one member of Han Group’s board of directors set his permanent office up in Germany. He is 

accompanied by two personal assistants, and three further assistants which are assigned to the three 

members of Schmidt AG’s board of directors. The purpose for the expatriates is to learn from the 
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German subsidiary, and to promote the exchange between both organizations. Schmidt AG’s 

management integrates them fully into their organization, so there is interaction on a daily basis. They 

are moreover welcome to participate in the monthly board meetings and receive the same 

management updates as the German members of the board of directors. Besides the six expatriates 

on the management level, there are also 26 engineers in Germany, which creates further interaction. 

On top of that, busy travelling takes place between China and Germany.  

 This vivid interaction has been supported by cultural trainings and language classes for Schmidt 

AG’s employees. There are a number of further aspects which have surely contributed to the positive 

development: After the acquisition, the CEO of Schmidt AG addressed his employees and explained 

them the benefits of the deal. A retention program was also set up for 30 selected employees from 

the first three hierarchy levels, with a special focus on R&D personnel. The chairman of Han Group 

visited Germany on several occasions to talk as well in front of Schmidt AG’s work assembly. Moreover, 

he displayed long-term commitment to the continuity of the German location by providing the 

necessary funds for a new factory building. The six expatriates from the management level exhibited 

similar commitment: “Interestingly enough, the Chinese bought a private home close to our site. That 

means, they do not live in a hotel or boardinghouse, but they virtually accommodated themselves in a 

private home. That emphasizes their long-term dedication” (CEO Schmidt AG, 96-99). Surprisingly, the 

long duration of the Chinese expatriates’ assignments leads to further interaction beyond the 

professional level: “Of course we try to organize every now and then leisure activities with them, since 

our colleagues are permanently here, and they have been pulled out of their cultural sphere” (CEO 

Schmidt AG, 91-93). Those encounters during the past time surely contribute further to the overall 

very positive post-acquisition development between Schmidt AG and Han Group. 

 The post-acquisition relationship in the remaining two cases displays equally favorable 

tendencies as in the previous two positive examples, however, certain aspects are not as distinctive. 

Fischer GmbH, for instance, is also only integrated as a business unit into Lee Trading and still has 

considerable autonomy. Fischer GmbH’s management team consults Lee Trading for topics such as 

financing, long-term planning, or budgeting, and reports its monthly results to the headquarter. Lee 

Trading sent as well two expatriates to Germany: One serves as an interpreter and contact person, the 

other one works in the controlling department. Fischer GmbH received in return responsibility for parts 

of Lee Trading’s distribution. Lee Trading proved as well long-term commitment: “What was also a 

positive signal: We invested after the acquisition into the [German] location, and also made it public. 

Thereby we let the nightmare ‘the Chinese buy and then the jobs are transferred to China’ take a back 

seat” (CEO Fischer GmbH, 225-227).  

 What has been absent though is a deliberate action plan to communicate the deal to the 

employees, and to positively shape the post-acquisition relationship. Nonetheless, both organizations 
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interact constructively on a regular basis via conference calls, Emails, and mutual visits. However, those 

interaction is not yet supported by intercultural trainings. The CEO of Fischer GmbH took action already 

and asked an intercultural consulting firm to develop a program, but it fails so far due to the resistance 

of the Chinese side: “We have an owner who believes he is comprehending Europe very well. We could 

not convince him so far that we need workshops in order to bring the top-management of China and 

Europe together, regarding team-building-event, mutual understanding, etcetera (21-24).” This 

absence of a better cultural understanding still hinders the interaction considerably in the eyes of 

Fischer GmbH’s CEO.  

 Lange AG invested considerable effort directly after the acquisition to facilitate a basic cultural 

understanding among its workforce for the new parent company: “We offered all employees cultural 

seminars […] and basic Mandarin lessons” (CFO Lange AG, 100-105). However, the actual interaction 

between both firms is restricted to the upper management levels, since Lange AG was integrated into 

Chen Inc. as an independent division. On those upper management levels though, there is frequent 

communication taking place via mutual visits, meetings, video conferences, phone, and Email. The 

absence of integration on all other levels poses a trade-off: On the positive side, the little interaction 

limits the potential for friction between both organizations, but on the negative side, it reduces the 

chances for Chen Inc. to learn. 

 

5.3 Summary 

 

The collected evidence about the acquisition context confirms mostly the model of the strategic 

constellation described in this study’s theoretical framework, but reveals also a few surprising 

developments. Usually, the German targets decided to be acquired, surprisingly even searched for the 

acquirer themselves in a few cases. The decision for a Chinese investor was also often deliberately. 

Quite unexpectedly, the German managers perceive Chinese investors rather positive. Their strategic 

and long-term interests seems more promising for the continuity of the German target, compared to 

American investors with financial and short-term interests. Nonetheless, confidence-building 

measures were necessary for the acquisition. It seems that hereby the development of a good 

understanding and personal relationship is more successful than contractual agreements.  

 The acquisition rationale of the Chinese acquirers is composed from a variety of factors; the 

access to knowledge was certainly one of them, but its importance varied from case to case. A wide 

spectrum can be witnessed regarding the Chinese investors’ strategies: In two cases, sophisticated 

plans, such as widening the product portfolio through acquiring a provider of complementary services, 

or diversifying its presence in the market, geographically, as well as segment wise, stood behind the 
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deals. Other cases in turn suggested, the Chinese investors buy first, and decide about the strategy 

afterwards. 

 The analysis confirms that both sides can benefit from the deal; they exhibited examples of all 

possible advantages outlined in the theory. The German targets would receive funding, get easier 

market access to China, gain an understanding for the market of good-enough products, or be able to 

use cheaper insourcing options. The Chinese acquirers would receive access to valuable knowledge, 

internationalize their business operations, gain access to the premium market, or receive a reputation 

boost at home. One Chinese acquirer is even guided by its new German subsidiary in the selection of 

other promising acquisition targets. It is important to note though, that each of those characteristics 

could not be found in every case, at least not in an equally distinct manner. 

 The case evidence confirms that all German targets share knowledge with their Chinese 

acquirers, the success, however, fluctuates from case to case. Only very little knowledge is shared in 

some acquisitions, whereas in others, the amount is significant. In one case, the knowledge transfer is 

even reciprocal, instead of mainly one way. The case study evidence hints further a strong connection 

between the post-acquisition relationship and knowledge transfer: a positive development would lead 

to a higher amount of transferred knowledge. That knowledge transfer focused mainly on the 

technological side, such as product or process knowledge, whereas commercial aspects were of minor 

importance, even though purchasing or distribution expertise was shared in a few cases. Quite 

unexpectedly, knowledge regarding management systems and practices was very high up on the 

agenda in all cases too. Apparently, the Chinese firms had to also catch up with the sophisticated 

management standards in the Western corporate world. The valuable parts of the knowledge shared 

by the German targets is mainly tacit, which means a transfer requires significant resources, is lengthy, 

and challenging. 

 The capacity of the Chinese acquirers to absorb the new knowledge is very diverse depending 

on each case. Usually, their motivation to learn is high. In a few cases, the ability to understand the 

new knowledge is limited though. This can be partially attributed to a different educational 

background, due to which they lack the functional expertise to understand certain aspects. More often 

though, cultural factors were an obstacle. The Confucian influence on China’s educational system 

inhibits horizontal learning on similar hierarchy levels. New knowledge has to be always taught top-

down. Surprisingly, such as basic element as language poses still a further learning barrier, as the 

Chinese managers and workers are often not proficient in English. 

 The German targets have in general a good capability to disseminate their knowledge. They 

are usually motivated to teach; as a matter of course, this aspect is influenced by the acquisition 

context though. Furthermore, many of the German managers have previous international, and 

sometimes even knowledge sharing experience. Language does not pose any problem either, as all of 
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them are proficient in English. However, they also struggle with particular cultural issues, such as the 

strong top-down orientation in their new Chinese headquarters. 

 So far, the German targets are only integrated into the Chinese acquirers as separate business 

units. It remains unclear though, whether this is done intentionally, or out of pure necessity. Do the 

Chinese managers opt for little integration, in order to preserve their German targets’ knowledge 

bases, and learn gradually from them? Or do they simply lack the experience to fully integrate another 

firm into their organization? The case study was not able to gather enough evidence to fully answer 

this question. It seems confirmed though, that the Chinese managers respected the expertise of their 

colleagues greatly. Therefore, they allow them a lot of freedom in their daily decision-making, which 

is highly unusual to general developments after take-overs. The German managers adopt sometimes 

even a very active role in steering the post-acquisition development. They suggest little aspects, such 

as using interpreters, intercultural consulting firms, or their attorneys. However, they are also 

responsible for larger aspects. For example they propose training schemes for the Chinese employees, 

or the Chinese management assigns them responsibility for some of their production plants. 

 The retention of certain employees was a central theme in all acquisitions. A financial retention 

scheme was only introduced in two cases whatsoever. Even in those examples it turned out though, 

that non-financial incentives play a more important role in keeping the workforce on board. Quite 

contrary to usual developments after acquisitions, the German management stayed always on board 

after the take-over. This was even a specific acquisition condition by the Chinese investor in many of 

the cases, and could have been a potential deal breaker. 

 All of the five post-acquisition relationships developed completely different, ranging from 

exceptionally well to particularly bad. The evidence from the cases suggests the leadership during and 

after the acquisition had a strong influence on that development: Communicating the acquisition 

extensively to all stakeholders within both organizations, giving the employees a vision, and providing 

them with security for their future, all seem to have a positive effect on the acquisition outcome.  
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6. Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this last section is twofold: First, the central contribution to existing research is 

highlighted. Second, the appropriateness of the research approach is critically reflected, while possible 

avenues for future research are demonstrated. 

 

6.1 Research Contribution 

 

This study has found further case evidence for the strategic relationship Chinese and German firms 

enter through their deals. Both firms are on the search for new strategic assets to aid their further 

development. The Chinese investors look for valuable technological knowledge, management 

expertise, as well as international experience, which they find in their German targets. This knowledge 

helps them to upgrade their products and processes, enter upper market segments, and 

internationalize their business. The acquisition of a German firm boosts, furthermore, their reputation 

at home. The German firms themselves are on the search for a strong partner for various reasons: they 

want to grow their business strategically, compete better in the Chinese market, stabilize their financial 

situation, or secure the succession of their current owner. Very often Chinese investors are their 

preferred choice. One important reason therefor is their strategic and long-term orientation, which 

guarantees the continuity of the German enterprise. The relationship both firms engage in can be best 

described as a strategic symbiosis: Their goals are very different, yet they are largely complementary. 

For this reason, they can be consolidated through the acquisition. Nonetheless, both firms keep a 

significant amount of independence, as the integration efforts remain little so far. 

 It can be further concluded that the German targets contribute with their knowledge to the 

development of their Chinese acquirers. They transfer important knowledge, which helps the Chinese 

corporations upgrade their products and processes. Ultimately, this enables them to compete better 

on an international and domestic level. The German firms serve also as a springboard for their Chinese 

acquirers’ internationalization: its managers contribute international experience, and the Chinese 

managers can use their new subsidiary as a training ground. The latter learn, furthermore, 

sophisticated management practices from their Western colleagues. Nonetheless, the witnessed 

knowledge transfer varies tremendously from case to case. It was found that especially two barriers 

still stand in the way of a more effective cooperation. First, the capability of the Chinese side to absorb 

the new knowledge is low in some cases. This can be explained by the strong Confucian influence on 

the hierarchies in the Chinese organization, which impedes learning on a horizontal hierarchy level. A 

further learning obstacle is the low English proficiency of the Chinese workforce. Second, the post-

acquisition relationship between the Chinese acquirer and the German target has a strong influence 
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on the knowledge transfer. It was found that in some cases the leadership during, and after, the 

acquisition has still great room from improvement. Additionally, a more intensive interaction between 

both organizations would certainly also increase the opportunities for learning. 

 

6.2 Limitations and Future Research 

 

This study included mainly cases of German firms, which have been acquired in 2011 and 2012. The 

example of an earlier acquisition in 2004 shows though, that acquisitions can still fail after several 

years. Future research could, therefore, either check on the status of the current acquisitions in a 

couple of years, or try to gain also access to a broader selection of earlier transactions. Both 

approaches would allow a better understanding of the long-term development of the strategic 

partnerships between Chinese and German firms. 

 A further shortcoming of this study is that access was limited to only the German side. This 

allowed an in-depth analysis of the German role in the strategic partnership, and its contribution of 

knowledge. Any accounts on the Chinese role in the acquisition, and how much they actually profit 

from the knowledge afterwards, stems from the view of the German managers though. Future 

research could address this shortcoming by collecting data simultaneously from the German and 

Chinese perspective. A richer, and more complete, picture of the events can be presented this way. 

  In general, the theories applied in this study were suitable to explain the researched 

events; however, not every aspect which surfaced during the analysis of the cases was covered by the 

theoretical framework. Missing were for example the aspect of reciprocal knowledge transfer, and 

issues related to inter-organizational learning, impediments to learning, or political dynamics in 

organizations. A future study could hence extend or modify the theoretical framework of this study, 

for example by including findings from the literature on knowledge transfer under other modes of 

governance.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Corporate Acquisitions and Investments by Chinese Companies in Germany 2002-2012    

                       (Bruche and Wallner 2013) 

 

Corporate acquisitions and investments by Chinese companies 

in Germany 2002-2012 

  

  

Attention: List is based on research of BGM Associates GmbH from early 2013, further acquisitions for the period in 

questions have been publisized in the meantime 

 

Announced 

Date 

German target Chinese acquirer Sector Deal Value 

in m EUR 

(*estimates) 

31.08.2012 Kion Group Weichai Power Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

738 

01.06.2011 Medion Lenovo others 620 

27.01.2012 Putzmeister Sany Heavy Industries Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

360 

28.09.2012 Thyssenkrupp Tailored 

Blanks 

Wuhan Iron and Steel 

Group 

Automotive 

components 

300 

07.07.2011 KSM Castings Citic Dicastal Wheel 

Manufacturing 

Automotive 

components 

300 

18.05.2007 FPM Flughafen Parchim LinkGlobal Logistics others 96 

07.06.2011 SaarGummi CQLT Automotive 

components 

64 

01.03.2011 KHD Humboldt Wedag CATIC Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

45 
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01.02.2008 Vensys Energy Xinjiang Goldwind Renewable 

Energy 

41 

23.11.2012 Aweco Zhejiang Sanhua others 38 

28.01.2008 KSL-Kuttler Automation 

Systems 

Suntech Power  Renewable 

Energy 

34 

29.10.2004 Dürkopp Adler SGSB (Shanggong) Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

28 

09.11.2011 Sellner GmbH Ningbo Huaxing 

Electronics 

Automotive 

components 

19 

01.04.2005 Kelch Harbin Measuring & 

Cutting Tool Group 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

9 

19.09.2002 Schneider Electronics TCL International others 8 

24.07.2012 Intermix GmbH Sany Heavy Industries Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

8 

10.04.2012 Wumag Texroll Fudi Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

8 

01.11.2004 Schiess AG Shenyang Machine 

Tool 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

8 

27.08.2007 Zhafir Plastics Machinery 

GmbH 

Haitian International Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

7 

17.07.2009 Assyst/Bullmer/TopCut Zhejiang New Jack 

Sewing Machine 

Company 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

5 

07.05.2003 Welz Gas Cylinder  Huapeng Trading 

GmbH 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

4 

09.08.2011 Solar Power Station Zhejiang Sunflower 

Light Energy Science & 

Technolgoy 

Renewable 

Energy 

2 
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10.01.2012 Kromberg &Schubert 

Group 

Shenzhen Deren 

Electronic 

Others 2 

02.01.2012 Sunways LDK Solar Renewable 

Energy 

2 

26.06.2011 Rohde & Schwarz 

Professional Mobile Radio 

Hytera 

Communications 

others 2 

24.01.2006 Wohlenberg 

Werkzeugmaschinen 

Shanghai Electric 

Group 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

1 

13.03.2012 Kiekert AG CNGC Hebei Lingyun 

Industrial Group 

Automotive 

components 

250m-

300m* 

26.11.2010 EMAG Jiangsu Jinsheng 

Industry 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

100m* 

24.10.2005 Werkzeugmaschinenfabrik 

Waldrich Coburg 

Beijing No.1 Machine 

Tool Plant 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

30m-40m* 

19.04.2012 Schwing XCMG Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

300 

01.08.2012 Viseon Bus GmbH Youngman Automobile 

Group 

Automotive 

components 

n/a 

12.06.2012 Scheuten Solarwolrd 

Silizum 

Aiko Solar Renewable 

Energy 

n/a 

03.06.2012 Solibro (Q-Cells 

subsidiary) 

Hanergy Renewable 

Energy 

n/a 

25.05.2012 Carlsson Autotechnik 

GmbH 

Zhongsheng Group Automotive 

components 

n/a 

21.03.2012 Drossbach GmbH Dalian Sunlight 

Machinery 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 

08.02.2012 Saunalux Anhui Saunaking others n/a 

16.12.2011 Vits Print Gmbh Shanghai Electric 

Group 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 
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30.08.2011 CEC Crane Engineering & 

Consulting 

Taiyuan Heavy Industry others n/a 

24.08.2011 CTF Solar CTIEC (CNBM Group) Renewable 

Energy 

n/a 

01.07.2011 Fluitronics XCMG Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 

10.06.2011 Format Tresorbau Dutech Holdings Ltd. others n/a 

30.04.2011 MWH Metallwerk 

Helmstadt 

Yotrio Group others n/a 

14.04.2011 Preh Joyson Investment 

Holding 

Automotive 

components 

n/a 

29.03.2011 Vivanco Gruppe Ningbo Ship Group others n/a 

25.01.2011 Güstrower 

Wärmepumpen 

Smart Heat Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 

01.07.2010 Köbö Donghua others n/a 

06.05.2008 HPTec GmbH China Minmetals others n/a 

12.04.2008 Sigfried Pilz Sottrum China Minmetals others n/a 

27.11.2007 Fümo Tec GmbH Fuyao Glass Industry Automotive 

components 

n/a 

20.12.2006 NOI-Rotortechnik GmbH Sinoi GmbH (China 

National Building 

Material) 

Renewable 

Energy 

n/a 

08.09.2006 aba z&b Schleifmaschinen Hangzouh Machine 

Tool Group 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 

02.05.2006 e-Mill Bosai Minerals others n/a 

23.06.2005 Grosse Jac 

Webereimaschinen 

Qingdao Hisun 

Garment Group 

Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 

13.04.2005 Zimmermann AG Dalian Machine Tool Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 
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11.04.2005 Bayer Profor Blowing 

Agents factory 

Weifang Yaxing 

Chemical Co. 

Chemicals, 

Plastics and 

Rubber 

n/a 

26.03.2005 Hoechst AG's Membrane 

Research and Technolgy 

Department 

Suntar Membrane 

Technolgoy 

Chemicals, 

Plastics and 

Rubber 

n/a 

31.12.2004 Lutz Maschinen- und 

Gerätebau 

Zhong Qiang Tools Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 

23.06.2003 Fairchild Dornier D‘Long International 

Strategic Investment 

others n/a 

16.04.2003 Boewe Textile Cleaning 

Division 

Sail Star Group Industrial 

Machinery & 

Equipment 

n/a 
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Appendix 2: Example Contact Email 

 

 

Sehr geehrte Damen und Herren, [oder Name Ansprechpartner] 

 

… [Jahreszahl] wurde Ihr Unternehmen von … [Firmenname] übernommen. Im Rahmen meiner 

Forschungsarbeit an der Copenhagen Business School in Dänemark, befasse ich mich mit 

Internationalisierungs-Strategien chinesischer Firmen. Mein Fokus liegt auf deren Wachstums-

Strategien durch Übernahmen deutscher Firmen mit dem Ziel des Erwerbs von Wissen. Eine 

ausführlichere Projektbeschreibung finden Sie im Anhang. 

Für meine Forschungsarbeit würde ich sehr gerne ein persönliches Gespräch mit Ihnen führen. Dieses 

würde nicht mehr als ein oder zwei Stunden Ihrer Zeit in Anspruch nehmen und würde frühestens im 

März stattfinden. Eine Anonymisierung aller Daten wäre soweit von Ihnen gewünscht 

selbstverständlich möglich. Sehr gerne stelle ich Ihnen nach Abschluss meine Ergebnisse zur 

Verfügung, die Ihnen Vergleichsmöglichkeiten mit den Entwicklungen in anderen Firmen bieten 

werden. 

Wenn Sie generell mit einem Gespräch einverstanden sind, können wir gerne bald alles weitere 

Vereinbaren. Sollte Ihnen aus zeitlichen Gründen eine Teilnahme nicht möglich sein, dann würde ich 

mich freuen, wenn Sie mir einen weiteren geeigneten Ansprechpartner nennen würden. 

Mit freundlichen Grüßen 

Maximilian Forbach  
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Appendix 3: Project Description 

 

 

Projektbeschreibung 
Deutsche Unternehmen als Wissensquelle? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Forschungsprojekt durchgeführt von: Maximilian Forbach 

Institution: Copenhagen Business School, Dänemark 

Zeitraum der Datenerhebung: März und April 2014  
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Worum geht es in dem Projekt? - Im Rahmen meiner Masterarbeit an der Copenhagen Business 

School in Dänemark erforsche ich eine Internationalisierungs-Strategie chinesischer Unternehmen. 

Ein besonderer Fokus liegt hierbei auf dem Erwerb deutscher Firmen durch chinesische 

Unternehmen zum Zwecke der Aneignung und des Transfers von Wissen. Hierzu plane ich die 

Durchführung einer Reihe von semi-strukturierten Interviews mit Führungskräften verschiedener 

deutscher Firmen, an denen sich ein chinesischer Investor signifikant beteiligt hat. 

Welche Informationen werden in den Interviews erfragt? – Die Interviews werden wie ein normales 

Gespräch ablaufen, bei dem vorher festgelegte Themenkomplexe angesprochen werden. Von 

Interesse werden dabei vor allem die Entwicklungen im Unternehmen nach der Übernahme durch 

den chinesischen Investor sein. Weitere Informationen hinsichtlich des Gesprächsinhaltes können Sie 

dem Diskussionsleitfaden entnehmen. Konkrete Zahlen sind nicht erforderlich!  

Wozu dienen die Informationen aus den Diskussionen? – Mit Hilfe der Ergebnisse der Diskussionen 

erhoffe ich Rückschlüsse auf eine Internationalisierung-Strategie chinesischer Unternehmen ziehen 

zu können. Vereinzelte Zeitungsberichte und Studien haben schon die zunehmenden chinesischen 

Direktinvestitionen in Deutschland thematisiert. Ich plane diese Entwicklung sowohl mit der 

bestehenden Forschung zu Direktinvestitionen aus China, als auch der Literatur zu chinesischen 

Direktinvestitionen in Deutschland, sowie mit den existierenden Theorien zum Wissenstransfer in 

Unternehmen zu verknüpfen. 

Wird die Arbeit veröffentlicht? – Eine Veröffentlichung ist eventuell geplant. Die Arbeit wird der 

Universität vorgelegt und, bei Interesse, mit den befragten Unternehmen geteilt. Sollte die 

Vertraulichkeit der Informationen aus dem Interview von Ihnen gewünscht sein, dann werde ich die 

Daten selbstverständlich insoweit anonymisieren, dass keine Rückschlüsse auf Ihr Unternehmen und 

Ihre Person möglich sein werden. 

Was für Vorteile bietet die Teilnahme am Interview? – Semi-strukturierte Interviews ergeben für 

gewöhnlich ein interessantes Gespräch für beide Seiten. Der Forschende erhält einen Einblick in die 

Praxis, wohingegen der Praktiker Einblick in den derzeitigen Stand der Forschung bekommt. Sehr 

gerne stelle ich Ihnen zudem nach Abschluss meiner Masterarbeit diese in englischer Sprache zur 

Verfügung. Hierdurch erhalten Sie Zugriff auf Informationen über die Entwicklung weiterer 

mittelständischer Unternehmen nach deren Übernahme durch einen chinesischen Investor, welche 

Sie zu Vergleichszwecken benutzen können. 

 

Sehr gerne stehe ich Ihnen für weitere Fragen zur Verfügung. 

Kontaktdaten: Maximilian Forbach 

 In Deutschland                                                In Dänemark 

Wertheimer Straße 3                                            Helgesvej 4 st. 

60599 Frankfurt am Main                                    2000 Frederiksberg 

Mobil: +49 151 40153817                                    Mobil: +45 50313591 

Email: Maximilian.Forbach@hotmail.de           Email: mafo11ab@student.cbs.dk   
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Appendix 4: Topic Guide 

 

 

 

Diskussionsleitfaden 
Deutsche Unternehmen als Wissensquelle? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Forschungsprojekt durchgeführt von: Maximilian Forbach 

Institution: Copenhagen Business School, Dänemark 

Zeitraum der Datenerhebung: März und April 2014 
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Diskussionsleitfaden 

Deutsche Unternehmen als Wissensquelle? 

 

Interviewpartner  

Unternehmen  

Position  

Datum  Ort  Dauer  

Anonymisierung Ja                                                 Nein                                         

Tonbandaufzeichnung Ja                                                 Nein                                         

 

 

Relationship between senders and receivers 

A Integration 

A1 Können Sie bitte beschreiben, wie sich die Beziehungen zwischen Ihrer Firma und dem 

chinesischen Investor nach der Akquisition weiterentwickelt haben? 

A2 Wurden Bestrebungen unternommen Ihre Firma in das chinesische Unternehmen zu 

integrieren? Wie schnell ging dieser Prozess vonstatten?  

A3 Gab es Aktivitäten zur Förderung von Vertrauen und Zusammenarbeit zwischen beiden 

Organisationen?    (Bspw. Meetings oder Workshops, Besuche der Betriebsstätten, 

Unterstützung durch externe Beratung, usw.) 

A4 War die Weiterbeschäftigung von wichtigen Mitarbeitern ein Thema im Rahmen der 

Akquisition? Wenn ja, welche Maßnahmen wurden ergriffen und wie war deren Erfolg? 

 

B Interaktion 

B1 Auf welche Weise und wie oft findet Interaktion zwischen beiden Organisationen statt? 

(Bspw. Besuche; persönliche Treffen; Videokonferenzen; Telefonate; Emails; usw.) 

B2 Wurden Mitarbeiter zwischen beiden Organisationen ausgetauscht?   (Bspw. Expatriates) 

B3 Wurden gemeinsame Geschäftsaktivitäten organisiert?                                                        

(Bspw. Entwicklung; Produktion; Gründung eines Joint Ventures; etc.) 

B4 Spielen kulturelle Differenzen (Unternehmenskultur oder Nationalkultur) eine Rolle? 
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Nature of knowledge 

C Eigenschaften des Wissens 

C1 Gab es bestimmte Technologien oder Fähigkeiten, deren Transfer als wichtig für den Erfolg 

der Akquisition angesehen wurde? 

C2 Um welche der folgenden handelt es sich dabei? Technologisches Wissen (Produkt, Prozess, 

Verpackung); Kommerzielles Wissen (Marketing, Distribution, Einkauf); Management 

Systeme und Praktiken. 

C3 Wie ist dieses Wissen dokumentiert oder kann es überhaupt dokumentiert werden?    

(Bspw. Patente; Handbücher; Schulungskonzepte; im Gedächtnis der Mitarbeiter; usw.) 

C4 Als wie einfach oder komplex stufen Sie das Wissen ein?   (Bspw. voneinander abhängige 

Arbeitsroutinen; Technologien; über Individuen) 

C5 Ist das Wissen leicht übertragbar oder spezifisch auf jede Geschäftseinheit zugeschnitten? 

 

Absorptive and disseminative capacity 

D  Kapazität zur Wissensaufnahme 

D1 Wie beurteilen Sie die Motivation, als auch Fähigkeit des chinesischen Unternehmens (der 

Mitarbeiter) Wissen aufzunehmen? 

D2 Hat das chinesische Unternehmen vorherige Erfahrungen in der Aneignung von Wissen? 

(Bspw. Allianzen; Joint Ventures; Akquisitionen; Wissensmanagement-System; usw.) 

D3 Stoßen Sie beim Lehren des chinesischen Unternehmens (der Mitarbeiter) auf 

Schwierigkeiten? 

 

E Kapazität zur Wissensverbreitung 

E1 Wie wichtig erachten Sie Wissenstransfer für Ihre Firma und das chinesische Unternehmen? 

E2 Hat Ihre Firma Erfahrungen im Wissenstransfer?   (Bspw. vorherige Allianzen, Joint Ventures, 

Akquisitionen; Wissensmanagement-System; Training von neuen Mitarbeitern) 

E3 Meinen Sie das chinesische Unternehmen (die Mitarbeiter) wertschätzt Ihr Wissen und ist 

im Gegenzug bereit das eigene relevante Wissen mit Ihnen zu teilen? 

E4 Gibt es Faktoren, die Sie davon abhalten Ihr Wissen effektiver mit dem chinesischen 

Unternehmen zu teilen? 

 

Herzlichen Dank für Ihre Zeit und Mitarbeit! 
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Glossar 

Zentrale Begriffe der Diskussion 
 
 
Eigenschaften des Wissens (engl. nature of knowledge) 
In der betriebswirtschaftlichen Literatur wird Wissen als eine der zentralen Unternehmensressourcen 
betrachtet. Für die Untersuchung eines möglichen Wissenstransfers ist es wichtig, die Eigenschaften 
dieses Wissens festzustellen. Oft wird hierbei in implizites Wissen (engl. know-how) und explizites 
Wissen (engl. know-what) unterschieden.  
 
Kapazität zur Wissensaufnahme (engl. absorptive capacity) 
Dieses Konstrukt beschreibt die Fähigkeit und Motivation der Informationsempfänger Wissen 
aufzunehmen und anzuwenden. 
 
Kapazität zur Wissensverbreitung (engl. disseminative capacity) 
Dieses Konstrukt beschreibt die Fähigkeit und Bereitschaft der Informationssender Wissen 
weiterzugeben. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sehr gerne stehe ich Ihnen bei Fragen zur Verfügung. 
 

Kontaktdaten: Maximilian Forbach 

 In Deutschland                                                In Dänemark 

Wertheimer Straße 3                                            Helgesvej 4 st. 

60599 Frankfurt am Main                                    2000 Frederiksberg 

Mobil: +49 151 40153817                                    Mobil: +45 50313591 

Email: Maximilian.Forbach@hotmail.de           Email: mafo11ab@student.cbs.dk    
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Appendix 5: Translated Topic Guide 

 

Topic Guide 

Discussion: German firms as a source of knowledge?  

Interview partner  

Company  

Position  

Date  Place  Duration  

Anonymization Yes                                            No                                            

Tape Recording Yes                                            No                                            

 

 

Relationship between senders and receivers 

A Integration 

A1 Can you please describe the evolvement of the relations between your firm and the Chinese 

corporation after the acquisition was completed? 

A2 Have efforts been undertaken to integrate the former German firm into the Chinese corporation? 

How fast did this process proceed? 

A3 Have there been activities to build trust and collaboration between both organizations, to reach a 

common understanding or a shared vision? (E.g. meetings or workshops, visits to the other business 

premises, external advisors, etc.) 

A4 Was the retention of key personnel a topic in the course of the acquisition? If yes, what measures 

were taken to achieve this and how was the success rate? 

 

B Interaction 

B1 In which ways and how often does interaction between both organizations occur? (E.g. visits, 

face-to-face meetings, video conferences, phone calls, emails, etc.)? 

B2 Has personnel been exchanged between both organizations? (E.g. in form of expatriates) 

B3 Have common business activities been organized? (E.g. joint developing, joint production, new 

joint venture, etc.) 
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B4 Do cultural differences, both organizational as well as national culture, play any role at all? 

 

Nature of knowledge 

C Characteristics of knowledge 

C1 Were there specific technologies or capabilities whose transfer was deemed important for the 

success of the acquisition? 

A2 Which of the following were that? Technological know-how (product, process, packaging); 

Commercial know-how (marketing, distribution, purchasing); management systems and practices. 

A3 How is this knowledge documented or can it actually be documented?  (E.g. patents; manuals, 

training concepts, in the minds of the employees, etc.) 

A4 As how simple or complex would you categorize the knowledge?  (E.g. interdependent routines, 

technologies, about individuals) 

A5 Can the knowledge be transferred easily or is it rather specific to each business unit? 

 

Absorptive and disseminative capacity 

B Absorptive capacity 

B1 How do you assess the motivation and ability of the Chinese corporation (its employees) to 

absorb knowledge? 

B2 Does the Chinese corporation have previous experiences in receiving knowledge (previous 

alliances, joint ventures, acquisitions, knowledge management systems)? 

B3 Do you encounter any difficulties in teaching the Chinese corporation (its employees)? 

 

C Disseminative capacity 

C1 How important do you think the knowledge transfer is for both your firm and the Chinese 

corporation? 

C2 Does your firm have experiences in knowledge transfer? (E.g. previous alliances, joint ventures, 

acquisitions, knowledge management systems, training of new employees?) 

C3 Do you believe the Chinese corporation appreciates the knowledge and is in return willing to 

share any of their relevant knowledge with you? 

C4 Is there anything which prevents your firm from sharing knowledge with the Chinese corporation 

more effectively? 

Cordial thanks for your time and collaboration!  
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Appendix 6: Interview Summaries 

 

The interview summaries can, unfortunately, not be included in the appendices, in order to ensure 

the anonymity of the participating case companies. 
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Appendix 7: Strategic Relationship between German Target and Chinese Acquirer  

                      (Knoerich 2010, p. 190) 
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Appendix 8: Knowledge Transfer – A Schematic Diagram (Minbaeva 2007, p. 569) 
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 Abbreviations 

 

AG = Aktiengesellschaft 

CEO = Chief executive officer 

CFO = Chief financial officer 

FDI = Foreign direct investment 

GmbH = Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung 

Inc. = Incorporated 

Ltd. = Limited 

MNC = Multinational corporation 

OFDI = Outward foreign direct investment 

R&D = Research and development 

SME = Small and medium sized enterprise 

WTO = World Trade Organization  
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Endnotes 

 

i The term ‘late development’ was coined to describe a catch-up process “with early developing countries in 
terms of technology and know-how, as well as in the development of business environments supportive of 
international competitiveness” (Child and Rodrigues 2005, p. 384). 
ii The particular timeframe is explained by the fact that it was not before 2002, when Chinese acquisitions of 
German firms started (Knoerich 2010). 
iii See Nonaka (1994, p. 15-16) for an elaborate discussion of ‘knowledge’, ‘information’ and ‘know-how’. 
iv See Szulanski (1996, p. 43) for more detail. 
v See Cabrera (2003 cited in Minbaeva and Michailova 2004) for more detail. 

                                                           


