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Abstract 
 

This study presents an inter-organizational knowledge exchange network, driven by 
religious precepts. Its distinction is based on an asymmetry, where the firm that detains a 
specific knowledge (A) willingly transfers it to another firm (B), with no foreseeable returns 
– be it profit, power, influence, or other. In this specific relationship Firm A does not seek 
competitive advantage based on its superior knowledge. Its main interest resides on 
perpetrating knowledge of a set of procedures on Halal food preparation - an important 
element of Islamic faith. Knowledge transfer is facilitated by a common religious background 
and community sense, despite country differences such as culture, language, and 
geographical distance. The commitment of both firms to avoid religious transgression ensures 
facilitates knowledge transfer and focus receptor’s learning. To a better understanding of the 
knowledge transfer we propose a conceptual framework based on four categories: Technical-
procedural, Religious-procedural, Socio-technical, and Religious values. These are applied 
to the phenomena. 
 
Keywords: International Networks, Inter-Organizational Networks, Knowledge Transfer, 
Knowledge Networks, Halal Food. 
 

Introduction 
 

As ‘knowledge itself is power’, there is ample academic and managerial interest in 
knowledge development - knowledge management is a central concept to most firms. The 
‘power of networks’, unleashed by contemporary connectivity, and how knowledge is 
exchanged in networks to generate superior value, is a relatively recent object of study 
(Castells, 2000). These networks serve as locus of collaborative knowledge dissemination, 
generating competitive advantage to their members. Still, the role of knowledge acquisition 
and exploitation in conceptual models developed to support inter-firm knowledge transfer is 
underestimated, with few robust and up-to-date models to represent actual organizational 
challenges on this matter (Martinkenaite, 2011). Bibliometric researches on knowledge 
management identify Nonaka & Takeuchi’s (1995) seminal work a top cited research 
(Serenko, 2013). Its proposed interaction of explicit and tacit knowledge has been supported 
by empirical analysis, including inter-organizational studies (e.g. Ahmadjian, 2004).  

 
Further categorization is needed to embrace knowledge characteristics that may be 

important in specific contexts. When dealing with inter-organizational networks producing 
goods for particular religious groups (e.g. Halal for Muslims or Kosher for Jews), the 
socialization-externalization-combination-internalization of the spiral of knowledge does not 
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fit precisely. Explicit and tacit are mixed with practical actions, beliefs, dogmas, and culture 
in the production process, and new concepts regarding knowledge management can be 
visualized to support these transfer analysis. Islamic markets recent emergence increases 
Halal products transactions in international trade (Ayyub, Rana, Bagi & Al-Thomaly, 2013). 
This may be a problem, as the speed of its specific Halal knowledge conversion may not be 
enough to supply market demand. Managers may fall short on competition without 
appropriate theories and managerial expertise to support and understand such trends on time. 
Thus, the main objective of this research is to identify how inter-organizational knowledge 
transfer occurs when there is a religious factor embedded in the process. We present a 
framework to identify and classify this new type of knowledge transfer, along with a case 
study illustrating inter-organizational international knowledge (technical know-how) transfer. 
   

Discussion  
 
Knowledge Management 

Polanyi (1966) is among the first to suggest explicit (abstract) and tacit (experience) 
as complimentary types of knowledge. Both are in the same continuum, so they are not 
alternative modes of knowing: the boundary is porous and flexible, and there is traffic 
between the domains. Explicit knowledge is objective, abstract, theoretical, declarative. It can 
be codified, transferred, stored, with few problems of integration, retrieval, or assimilation 
(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Tacit knowledge is subjective, bounded, acquired through 
personal experience. It is a shared corpus of implicit routines, which individuals use to 
practice their skills through social arrangements (Conner & Prahalad, 1996; Grant, 1996). 
Tacit knowledge resides in the enactment, sustained through its actors’ interactions (Nahapiet 
& Ghoshal, 1998). It implies a complex integration, dependent upon communication It is not 
easy to assimilate and use, and demands a high level of prior accumulated knowledge (Cohen 
& Levinthal, 1990). Tacit and explicit knowledge are intertwined; they are fluid, in dynamic 
movement, challenged by actions and experiences derived from context. Tacit knowledge is 
personal, hard to formalize, difficult to communicate or share. It is deeply rooted in an 
individual's action and experience, as well as in his (hers) ideals, values, and emotions. 
Rarely can it be subject to ‘packaging and transferring’ (Takeuchi, 2001). Measurement of 
tacit knowledge requires an understanding of if, how, and how frequently individuals gather 
in groups to discuss, converge, and share what they know (e.g. regular meetings, inter-areas 
discussions, information sharing). Halal knowledge has an explicit component, for example 
when precise rules based on the Quran are transformed into flowcharts and check-lists in day 
to day production activities (e.g. chicken slaughter). But different religious branches (e.g. 
Sunni and Shia) may have different interpretations of the Quran, resulting in different 
perspectives that are highly tacit. As technologies evolves (e.g. substitute chemicals to food 
production), new products and techniques demand a decision as to whether the novelty is 
permissible. Thus, in a Halal context knowledge is also dynamic, continually emerging and 
evolving as in any other organizational branch, with an unstable and fluid nature that reflects 
its context as in many other frameworks studied by authors such as Nonaka & Teece (2001). 
Knowing how to select, interpret and integrate knowledge is a valuable asset for firms, and 
the special skills for creating and transferring it have been pointed as central to firm 
advantage (Modi & Mabert, 2007; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).  
 
Islam, Muslims and Halal 

Islam is a faith established circa 610 A.D., originally in the Arabic world, and 
professed by Muslims. Its population, among the fastest growing in the world, is expected to 
reach 2.2 billion by 2030 (van Waardenand & van Dalen, 2013). The Islam follows the 

 



Quran, a sacred book revealed to the prophet Mohamed, and interpreted through generations 
by religious leaders (Sheik), resulting in different religious branches. Halal, that which is 
permissible according to Islamic law, is an important issue to Muslims. It involves 
interpretation of a wide set of rules, presented in or derived from the Quran. Once a product 
is approved as Halal it can be consumed without restrictions, as its origin is correct in terms 
of (and not limited to) components, hygiene, sanitation, and safety (Zainalabidin, Golnazand 
& Mad, 2011). The Halal concept applies to a wide range of consumer products, such as 
clothes, make-ups, and food. Halal products follow a distinctive set of rules, which modify 
manufacturing processes, demanding specific knowledge management. Muslim consumers 
are sensitive toward Halal matters, and are willing to pay more for these products (Verbeke, 
Rutsaert, Bonne & Vermeir, 2013). Demand for Halal products is expected to rapidly grow, 
matching the increase of the Muslim community, including not only Middle-Eastern 
countries, but places such as Western Europe and Asia (Ayyub, Rana, Bagi & Al-Thomaly, 
2013; Lever & Miele, 2012). To guarantee Halal products' standards the Muslim community 
relies on a complex network of intermediate agents, such as religious leaders, auditors, 
supervisors, laboratory analysts, and chemical technicians working together along the same 
religious purpose (van der Spiegel, van der Fels-Klerx, Sterrenburg, & van Ruth, 1997; Xu, 
Cai, Cui & Yu, 2012). Only after a careful examination of what is done, how it is done, and 
by whom, may a product be labelled as permissible to Islam customs. Firms devoted to Halal 
production are embedded in a specific network.  
 

International Inter-organizational networks emerge from different companies linked 
by a set of resources, transferring information, developing and applying innovations in a 
given subset (Gulati & Gargiulo, 1999). They are enabled to a specific purpose, fulfilling a 
consumer need. To Nohria (1992) the underlying principles of inter-organizational networks 
are: (i) all organizations are social networks, and have to be thus analyzed; (ii) the business 
environment is formed by a network of organizations, to which the specific firm is open to 
and part of; (iii) actors play an important role in the network as they, purposefully or not, 
relate to each other; (iv) the network constrains the actors' decisions, behaviors and 
deliveries; (v) specific organizations have determined and characteristic roles in the network. 
Halal networks adhere to these five principles. Once becoming international, exchanges along 
customers, suppliers, distributors, and government become more complex, as the number of 
different actors increases (Johanson & Mattson, 1988). They span from weak relationships 
(when infrequent, distant interactions prevail) to strong ones where there is a high social 
charge, involving time, dedication, trust, and cooperation. The former scenario is 
characteristic of Halal networks through (e.g.): Muslim clerics (sheikhs) that certify local 
bureaus worldwide according to the Islamic law; supervisors that participate in international 
workshops to share knowledge and discuss ‘gray areas’; buyers that demand experienced 
bureaus to certificate firms before inputting an invoice. The social component of the network 
is a decisive one, as different interpretations occur as to what constitutes a Halal product 
(Lever & Miele, 2012). Without a completely clear standard, there is a barrier to entrants due 
to interpretation and trust (Teinaz & Pointing, 2011). In Halal international inter-
organizational exchanges Brazilian companies and bureaus have a competitive edge. Brazil 
openly abridged Arabian immigrants in the XX century (e.g. Syrians, Turkish), with 
coexistence of diverse cultures and cults, from European Catholicism, African Umbanda, 
Japanese Shinto and Middle East Judaism. Brazilians offer little resistance to foreign habits 
and procedures, accepting others' ways with little constraint. The first Islamic oriented 
bureaus were established there by immigrants around the 1970's, building a robust network to 
guarantee that necessary religious requirements were fully respected, promoting the country 
to a first mover position in food exports (specially poultry) to the Middle East.  

 



 
Procedures for collecting and analyzing data 

 
Our goal is to present a case of knowledge management in International inter-

organizational Halal food networks. We were intrigued as to why a Mexican company should 
be aided by a Brazilian bureau in its export effort to a South African Muslim market. Our 
research group has been studying Brazilian Halal poultry exports since March 2013, and we 
were invited by a local Islamic Centre in September to observe this international knowledge 
exchange involving a gelatin exporter. Mexico has its own Islamic community, explicit Halal 
know-how is highly diffused, and the proximity to the US grants easy access to the highest 
validation technology standards, with several internationally recognized certification bureaus. 
So, why Brazil? We decided for a qualitative research emphasizing a descriptive nature, fit 
for open questions intended to understand matters in a decision-making process. To 
apprehend the phenomenon we conducted a series of activities (field observation, interviews, 
document analysis), interacting with subjects in their own (uncontrolled) environment. We 
analyzed events and their meanings, for those observed and for observers as well (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005). Qualitative research is also expected to better capture the meaning hidden in 
rules, routines, and practices, which is necessary in a phenomenon closely tied to religious 
precepts, where actions have an additional dimension to the usual business management 
interpretations.  
 

To implement our qualitative research we opted for a case study. Case studies usually 
involve (but are not limited to) qualitative data collection, providing description to construct 
or complement a theory (Einsenhardt, 1989). They represent an important option to the 
emerging area of inter-organizational networks, taking a small number of firms as multiple 
sources of evidence to develop a holistic description of the network, and of how firms are 
connected to each other for the purpose of doing business (Halinen & Törnroos, 2005). They 
are highly favorable to inductive reasoning, where the researcher infer conclusions to a 
greater set. This is appropriate to our project, as we start with the Mexican-Brazilian case to 
explain, infer and foresee interactions in Halal international networks as a whole. We used 
the following techniques of data collection in this research: 
 

Participant observation key-considerations: these involved visiting two food 
processing units (Ciudad de Mexico and Amparo, Brazil), attending  to a training workshop 
and its related meetings (Mexico), talking to a Sheik in his religious center (Brazil), working 
with personnel from the Brazilian Poultry Union (UBABEF) and the Brazil-Iraq International 
Commerce Bureau (CICBI), and visiting three different Halal certification bureaus (Brazil). 
The technique provided unusual opportunities, when compared to other data collection 
options, to access these groups and their peculiarities, enabling our group to capture the 
reality from the point of view of ‘someone internal’ to the phenomenon (Yin, 2009). We 
emphasized: researcher and researched interactions, supported from a strong embedded 
gatekeeper to facilitate contacts (the president of the Brazilian Islamic Chamber of Industry 
and Commerce); and alertness to the environment (listening and observing). A key point was 
our participation in a 3-day in site training seminary in Mexico, conducted by the Brazilian 
certification bureau. 
 

Interviews: in a 1st phase 15 professionals related to the Halal International Inter-
organizational Networks organizations (Sheiks, certifiers, technicians, vendors and so on) 
were interviewed in Brazil. The immersion was necessary for a profound embeddedness in 
the Muslim environment and culture, to better understand Halal technical production 

 



processes. In a 2nd phase, conducted during the training sessions in Mexico, the firm local 
attendees, the Brazilian certification bureau representatives (director and senior technician), 
and the Mexican certification bureau director were interviewed. Conversations were 
conducted face-to-face by 1 to 3 researches, ranging from 20 minutes (technicians) to 90 
minutes (directors), and were recorded. An specific field research tool was developed, based 
on a semi-structured questionnaire derived from our previous conceptual research. 
 

Field notes: during field research technical visits (to 3 certification bureaus, 1 
religious centre, 2 factories and  so on) researchers were not allowed to take pictures, but 
received ample marketing material. To avoid losing critical information field notes were 
created to register important observations, explanations and the like. Technical information 
was collected, along with feelings and perceptions. 
 

Documents: empirical data collected in the field (e.g. interviews, observation, notes) 
were triangulated with secondary data (e.g. reports, institutional and internet materials), and 
academic references (theoretical foundation).  
 

We interpreted our raw data (interviews, notes, documents) using discourse analysis  
and content analysis. Discourse analysis is the representation of social conditions, building 
meaning through stories, narratives and dialog. We followed Abdul-Gader & Kozar's (1990) 
precepts, emphasizing a macro structural representation, searching for relationships (e.g. 
commonalities, divergences, causation) along ideas presented originally in spoken or written 
sentences and paragraphs. We searched for the central themes of the participants’ discourse, 
explaining its development. This was especially important in the analysis of the 2nd phase, to 
transform tacit information into explicit knowledge during the training sessions – which 
involved a great amount of Q&A and correspondent discussions. The discourse analysis 
technique was also used in the 1st phase to facilitate our conceptual understanding on key 
research concepts related to Muslim culture. Content analysis is the stratification of messages 
to find indicators not explicit in the message itself, inferring another's reality (Bardin, 2001). 
We proceeded clipping contents, defining relevant and comprehensive analytical categories, 
and allocating content to each one. Our categories emerged directly from participant 
observation, and were compared to existing literature, supporting (or dismissing) our ex ante 
propositions. This was especially important in the analysis of the 1st phase to establish a 
framework derived from classification of the acquired knowledge. 
 

Results 
 

The training of the Mexican gelatin exporter and its local Halal certifier originated 
from a business necessity to sell to South Africa’s Muslim Market. The non existence of a 
Mexican Halal certifier with sufficient technical know-how for this product was a threat to 
negotiations. Thus, the local certifier asked for the Brazilian certifier, which had experience 
inspecting the production of Halal gelatin from a unit of the same company in Brazil, to help 
him in this process, until they acquired the expertise certify the product themselves. This 
request for assistance bypassed informal agreements among certifiers, through which one 
may not work outside its own country. The approval is an important one, as certifiers usually 
are validated by an Islamic religious center in their own country, which in turn is connected 
to others around the world, exchanging information. The network is based in trust and 
reputation. It takes years of study and application for a religious man to become a Sheik; and 
another set of years for him to be recognized as a representative for the local, and then 

 



international, communities. Spreading the word of the Qur’an is a requisite of such 
recognition, and it is commonly financed from activities such as Halal certification.  

 
The implication is illustrated as follows: (1) to sell to a Muslim community, final 

consumers have to trust that the product is Halal; products with low reputation end stuck in 
shelves; (2) sellers look for suppliers certified by a highly recognized Islamic certifiers, 
minimizing consumer approval risk as much as searching for a good deal; (3) certifiers are 
embedded in Islamic centers, which redirect certification approval incomes to spread Muslim 
faith; (4) for a better interpretation of tacit and explicit religious rules the centers participate 
in international workshops, becoming more knowledgeable and enhancing their reputation. 
To bypass a local certifier, working outside one’s home country without approval, might lead 
to an incident that could, in a worst case scenario, outcast the perpetrator from the 
international inter-organizational Halal community, jeopardizing in a short period a 
reputation that takes a great deal of effort and time to be achieved. The deeper understanding 
is that those who become responsible for Halal procedures are responsible for any issues 
related to it, in a commitment that transposes the consumer to respond to a higher belief. A 
certification bureau technician commented on the advice he received from his director, 
related to the risk of doing something that might go against Halal standards: 'You would not 
be acting wrong with me, you would be acting wrong with God'. Thus, we identified two 
types of relevant knowledge in the international inter-organizational Halal network: a 
procedural knowledge per se, regarding the production processes; and a religious knowledge, 
regarding interpretation of the Qur’an. These have both tacit and explicit components, as 
inferred by Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995), and through their possible interactions we propose 
four categories related to the phenomenon: 

 
(1) Technical-procedural knowledge: statement and control of production 

characteristics related to documented processes, i.e. that which constitutes norms to be 
followed to guarantee a stable output. Explicit industrial procedures were discussed with the 
Mexican's plant production director, with foreseeable action possibilities - especially those 
concerning hygiene - listed in a plan. These needs would apply to most export activities, 
irrespective of religious connections, to guarantee supplier's quality standards. 

 
(2) Religious-procedural knowledge: statement and control of production 

characteristics related to Muslim precepts, i.e. that which constitutes norms to be followed to 
guarantee a licit output. Explicit religious procedures were discussed with the Mexican's plant 
production director, with foreseeable action possibilities - especially those concerning Halal - 
listed in a plan. These needs are related to Halal food production, including specific processes 
that must be conducted by Muslims, appointed by the local Halal certification bureau. These 
employees must not be hired by the firm, to guarantee that economic pressures to not overlap 
religious demands. To ensure this knowledge was transferred an initial batch was performed 
with the Mexican director acting as the Halal production supervisor, in the presence of the 
Brazilian certification bureau director.  
 

(3) Socio-technical knowledge: the organizational culture of a firm affects those who 
work for it, be them employees or contracted work force, irrespective of personal beliefs. But 
they are also affected by people, in a socio-technical system. Therefore, concessions must be 
made to allow Halal production regarding (e.g.) working times (Muslims have a prayer 
schedule that must be respected), and plant productivity (which may be compromised by 
Halal production needs). In the Mexican gelatin producer a verbal statement was made to 
guarantee that, even when no issue was to be found in the long run, additional monitoring 

 



actions would reinforce regular production controls, such as dedicating the whole production 
day specifically for Halal to avoid any risk of contamination from a non-Halal batch. These 
are examples of tacit adjustments to be made on day-to-day activities. 
 

(4) Religious-values knowledge: characterize religious knowledge transfers (beliefs, 
values, dogmas) along organizations. In the Mexican and Brazilian certification bureaus a 
comprehensive knowledge transfer did not take place, as both already had high levels of 
comprehension of the Qur'am, with Muslim precepts embedded in their actions. A greater 
portion had to be assimilated by the Mexican producer, as it had some knowledge of Muslim 
precepts, but it was not a firm founded in these guidance. In the end a 'religious spillover'  
took place, spreading the Muslim culture to non-Muslims subjects, who usually would not 
have a deeper contact with the subject. 
 

Conclusions 
 

 Although explicit and tacit knowledge management is a consolidated topic, there are 
limited studies regarding religious knowledge transfer, especially in inter-organizational 
international networks. As Halal markets become economically more relevant, so does its 
importance as a research theme. In this study we researched an inter-organizational 
knowledge exchange network, driven by religious precepts, along a Mexican gelatin 
producer, a local Mexican Halal certification bureau (with no former experience in gelatin 
production), and a Brazilian Halal certification bureau (experienced in certifying the gelatin 
producer's Brazilian operation). Knowledge transfer along bureaus was facilitated by the 
common religious background and community sense, despite country differences such as 
culture, language, and geographical distance. This supports the idea of a greater levels of 
trust, commitment, and solidarity based on religion (i.e. Islam). This was observed in the 
solicitude of the Brazilian certifier to support its Mexican counterpart 'free of charge', as an 
opportunity to develop his peer. This solidarity is reinforced by the religious duty of helping 
any other part in a better understanding (and spreading) of the faith. Sharing the knowledge - 
be it religious (values) or technical (procedures) - is considered a privilege, with direct and 
indirect benefits to the Islamic community as a whole. Besides, disruptions on knowledge 
transfer across these organizations could result in risk of consumption of non Halal food by 
the final consumer, with prejudice to those involved in terms of reputation and religiosity (a 
sin would have been committed).  
  
 As rich and interesting as it may be, the Mexican-Brazilian case we present is but a 
small portion of a much more comprehensive network. Conceptually, we also proposed a 
framework based on four categories: Technical-procedural, Religious-procedural, Socio-
technical, and Religious values. These help compartmentalize and understand what must be 
done to a full implementation of a religious based process to an industrial production plant. 
Legitimization of religious knowledge applied to productive processes is a topic of 
managerial interest, as it may contribute to competitive advantage, and of academic interest, 
as culture, personal and organizational values intermix in a complex arrangement. It was also 
observed in the Muslim community that shared religious values, expressed by many actors as 
a 'commitment to God', create a solicitude feeling that stimulates knowledge transference. 
The knowledge possessor takes the transferring process as his moral duty, creating a 
predisposition to collaborate to a receiver that, based on similar motivations, is widely open 
to understand and absorb the content. The Halal network involves both Muslims and non-
Muslims alike, meaning that the religious knowledge transfer is not restricted to the 
practitioner community, but 'spills over' to the parties involved. All actors must internalize, to 

 



some extent, the religious procedures and rules, as well as their meaning and importance for 
the Islam. Thus, a Halal international inter-organizational network compromises cultural and 
religious knowledge embedded in a otherwise purely trading relationship. There are high 
levels of commitment to the production processes, especially when these are directly 
conducted by Muslims, to avoid any 'sin perpetration'. This ensures a higher preoccupation 
and responsiveness to knowledge transfer among actors.  
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