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Abstract

The purpose of this article is to identify the factors that influence skills transfer from a
consultant to a client during a consulting mission. A generic model is proposed in order to
show the main factors in the context of an emerging country (Tunisia). Indeed, most works on
this subject were performed in developed countries and involved the skills transfer in specific
projects such as Enterprise Resources Planning (ERP) or research and development projects.
This paper deals with three influencing factors that were addressed from previous works.
Those factors are associated to: (1) the consultant, (2) the client and (3) the characteristics of
skills to be transferred.

To test the proposed model, a questionnaire is developed and then addressed to projects
managers in 31 Tunisian firms that have recourse to external consultants' services. The
collected data are analyzed using Partial Least Squares (PLS) method.

The results of data analyses allow concluding that skills transfer is more influenced by factors
related to the consultant (project management capabilities, communication competencies and
industry experience) as well as the causal ambiguity of skills to be transferred.

Keywords: skills transfer, consultant, causal ambiguity.
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1. Introduction

Several previous researches have already shown that it is difficult for a company to own all
the managerial skills, neither to have a specialized staff in all areas (Frederick and Buchot,
1984; Kubr, 1993; Stern and Tutoy, 1998; Villette, 2003). So, managers usually have recourse
to external consultants to solve their managerial problems. Indeed, management consultants
are considered as experts who have a set of knowledge and skills that can help managers to
improve their business performance.

The emphasis on consulting business comes from the doctrine of "refocusing on the core
business" (Villette, 2003). This doctrine encourages firms to involve external consultants for
all kinds of work and expertise.

An external consultant helps to take a fresh look at familiar realities for members of the
organization (Kubr, 1993; Stern and Tutoy, 1998). Indeed, it is theoretically admitted that
consultants are able to make an objective and methodical analysis of the firm's situation. This
analysis deals with experience and professional skills as well as independence of consultant
from the firm's members. Havingre course to an external consultant can also be justified by
the willingness to find a source of legitimacy in order to make accepted decisions and reduce
some resistance from the firm's members (Boucher, 2004; Ksentiniand Mezghani, 2013).

Whatever the announced goal of the consultant intervention, the firm sees this intervention as
an opportunity to develop new practices and new skills. In fact, the transfer of skills is seen as
an important strategic tool for creating sustainable competitive advantage (Liao et al., 2011).
However, such transfer is a difficult process to implement for several reasons: the skills
cannot be considered as an object that can be easily transferred from one unit to another, the
problem of information asymmetry, the lack of motivation, the lack of communication
competencies, etc.

Difficulties in transferring skills would be stronger in the context of emerging countries such
as Tunisia, where researches on this topic are scarce and the relationship consultant/client is
characterized by "lack of value”.

Given these problems, this paper aims to identify the main factors that encourage and/or
facilitate the transfer of consultant expertise to the client company during a consulting
mission. A literature review and a survey research through a sample of 31 Tunisian
companies using management consultant services are conducted to identify these factors.

2. Literature review
2.1 Sills and skills transfer: definition

For a long time, the notion of skills remained frozen on a definition that describes it as a sum
of knowledge and know-how which cannot be suitable now (Le Boterf, 2008).

Thus, a person is seen as skilled not only because he has the knowledge and know-how but
by the fact that has the ability to implement the knowledge and know-how.

Defining a skilled person is difficult because the concept has several dimensions. Le Boterf

56 www.macrothink.org/jmr



ISSN 1941-899X

\\ M acrot h i n k Journal of Management Research
A Institute™ 2016, Vol. 8, No. 1

(2000, 2002) adds that the skills cannot be defined without taking into account the context
and the work situation. According to this author, skill has a collective dimension. This implies
that acting competently is to know how to act with others, to analyze and explain his behavior.
Collaboration and coordination capacities constitute the evidence of skills.

We can conclude from these definitions that the skill is the implementation of a coherent mix
of resources (knowledge, know-how, abilities, experience,...) depending on the context and
expected goals. This resource implementation is specific to each person and to his capacity
for analysis and synthesis.

This multidimensional and evolving nature of skills concept makes transfer difficult.

Argote and Ingram (2000) define the transfer as the process by which a unit is affected by the
experience of another unit. So, to successfully transfer skills, it is important to define and
conceptualize skills while taking into account the context in which they will be transferred.

Presseau (2000) defines the transfer as the process by which knowledge built in a particular
context is included in a new context, whether to build new knowledge or to perform new
tasks.

To explain the skills transfer phenomenon, we adopt the perspective of Presseau and Frenay
(2004) which moves away from the perspective that defines the transfer as a direct
application of knowledge and skills in a new context and is closer to the perspective that
emphasizes on reusing knowledge and skills to solve new problems. In this way, the transfer
is also designed as a preparation for learning.

2.2 Importance of skillstransfer in consulting missions

Companies cannot cover all the skills needed to carry out all organizational projects,
especially those with innovative character (ISO certification, business reengineering,
Enterprise Resources Planning (ERP), etc.). The consultant is expected to provide the
necessary skills to help the client company to manage these projects (Hung et al., 2012).
According to Lawrence and Lorsch (1989), the consultant has the necessary knowledge and
expertise capacity to solve organizational problems. Poix (2002) argued that consultant is a
"solutions provider" for the company.

Skills transfer is regarded as an important strategic tool for creating sustainable competitive
advantage (Liao et al., 2011) and a key factor in the company's performance maximization
(Prévot, 2002). In reference to the Resource-Based View (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991,
Grant, 1991; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990), the source of competitive advantage for a firm lies
in its capacity to hold key skills. These skills are attributed to the mobilization of a specific
portfolio of resources that an organization owns. To ensure a sustainable competitive
advantage, the manager should renew and develop the skills portfolio. Indeed, when facing
environmental changes, firms need to distinguish themselves from others through their stock
of dynamic skills.

In this sense, transfer of skills from a consultant to the client can be considered as a tool
which allows the company to acquire new resources and skills. Moreover, leaders should
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inculcate a culture that encourages and promotes the skills transfer from consultants to the
company’s members. The transfer will thus increase the performance of the organization by a
transmission and a "mutation" of these skills (Ciobanu et al., 2009).

3. Research model and hypotheses

Based on previous works, this section presents factors that could influence skills transfer.
These factors are linked to the consultant, the client and the skills to be transferred.

3.1 Factors linked to the consultant

According to the literature, there are a number of factors that can facilitate the transfer of
skills related to the consultant. These factors are: project management capabilities,
communication competencies and industry experience.

3.1.1 Project management capabilities

Project management capabilities can be defined as the ability to plan, organize, direct and
control the project resources to achieve its implementation (Somers and Nelson, 2004; Singla
and Goyal, 2007).

Somers and Nelson (2004) pointed that project management capabilities refer to the ability to
keep a schedule for the project to avoid time and cost overruns.

According to Hung et al. (2012), consultant’s project management capabilities help to create
a suitable atmosphere for the knowledge transfer. In fact, by its ability to properly plan and
manage the steps and schedule of a project, the consultant could maintain a favorable
environment within the project team to facilitate the transfer. Hence the following hypothesis:

H1: The consultants' project management capabilities facilitate the skills transfer.
3.1.2 Communication competencies

The communication competencies can be defined as the ability to clearly define and explain
ideas and facts in written or oral form, the ability to perceive and respond to the others' needs,
the ability to listen to others and the ability to persuade them to change their ideas or
behaviors (Jackson, 1996; Mumford et al., 2007; Mezghani and Mezghani, 2014).

Skills transfer involves continuous communication that requires communication
competencies from the consultant (the source of skills) to easily disseminate these skills (Xu
and Ma, 2008). Moreover, the consultant is known for its persuasive speech that helps
convince managers and spread its ideas (Guillaume, 2009). Thus, it is possible to state the
following hypothesis:

H2: The consultant’s communication competencies facilitate the skills transfer.
3.2.3 Industry experience

According to McLachlin (1999) and Kumar et al. (2002), industry experience refers to the
consultant's previous similar experience and familiarity with the problem the firm faces.
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Lee et al. (2006) pointed out that the experience of a consultant in the field has a significant
influence on the success of knowledge transfer. If the consultant has relevant experience, he
could more easily understand how the firm operates. Hung et al. (2012) showed in their study
that if the client perceives the consultant as experienced in the project field, its willingness to
get new skills would increase. In a knowledge sharing context, Park et al. (2015) add that "the
perceived expertise of the partner can also increase the partner’s trust in the customer" so
sharing is facilitated.

Hence the following hypothesis:
H3: The consultant’s industry experience has a positiveeffect on the skills transfer.
3.2 Factors linked to the client

These factors are linked to communication competencies, top management support,
acquisition willingness and the shared domain knowledge.

3.2.1 Communication competencies

As for the consultant, the client (skills receiver) needs communication competencies to
assimilate new knowledge and skills (Xu and Ma, 2008; Strasser and Westner, 2015). In fact,
these competencies contribute to improve the absorption capacity of the client. Besides,
communication skills help the client to better define its needs in a consulting mission,
allowing the consultant to better focus its efforts and identify the skills to be transferred (Xu
and Ma, 2008). Therefore, we propose the hypothesis H4 as follows:

H4: The client’s communication competencies facilitate the skills transfer.
3.2.2 Top management support

Wang et al. (2006) define the top management support as the resources and authority
provided by the top management to guide and assist the project achievement.

Previous researches reveal how managerial attitudes may affect the acceptance of new
systems by end users (Eisenhardt, 1985; Karlsen, 2004; Li and Lin, 2006; Wang et al., 2006;
Tsai et al., 2011). McLachlin (1999) pointed out that, to promote the adoption of a new
system within an organization, top management should understand the linked project, initiate
the new system implementation and explain the managerial implications to employees.

The top management support helps maintain a suitable environment for knowledge transfer
(Hung et al., 2012; Arnett and Wittmann, 2014). Indeed, external intervention (from a
consultant) involves structural changes. Therefore, the support from the top management
could limit the internal resistance and motivate the company’s members involved in the
project to acquire new skills. Hence we formulate the following hypothesis:

HS: The top management support facilitates the skills transfer.
3.2.3 Acquisition willingness

If not motivated, the employees involved in an organizational project with a consultant may
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reject new knowledge. Practitioners typically consider internal problems, lack of incentives
and lack of confidence as barriers to knowledge transfer (Xu and Ma, 2008; Strasser and
Westner, 2015). Thus, despite the top management support, the client (receiver) could find
that interaction with a consultant in the project is unnecessary. In this case, he will not be
motivated to build and maintain knowledge or skills transfer climate (Hung et al., 2012).

Thus, it is possible to formulate the following hypothesis:
H6: The acquisition willingness has a positive effect on the skills transfer.
3.2.4 Shared domain knowledge

Such as for the consultant considered as "expert", the receiver would necessitate a certain
level of knowledge for the project accomplishment. According to Szulanski
(2000), experience on the project-linked domain is a factor that positively influences the
knowledge transfer. Indeed, in reference to the knowledge-based view, shared domain
knowledge can facilitate sharing of knowledge that is not common (Grant, 1996).

The common knowledge help to create "absorptive capacity" required to receive new
knowledge, enabling individuals to integrate aspects of knowledge that are not common to
them (Kearns and Sabherwal, 2007). Indeed, when a specialist wants to diffuse new
knowledge or practices, the recipient would requires a certain level of mutual(shared)
knowledge with the sender to understand and assimilate this new knowledge (Kearns and
Sabherwal, 2007).

We formulate thus, hypothesis H7 as follows:
H7: The shared domain knowledge has a positive effect on the skills transfer.
3.3 Factorslinked to the skills to be transferred

These factors are linked to the skills transferability (type and characteristics of skills to be
transferred). By reference to Xu and Ma (2008), knowledge to be transferred can be:

* Tacit: resulting from learning by doing (Reed and Defillippi, 1990). Tacitness has a negative
effect on the knowledge transfer (Cummings and Teng, 2003).

* Characterized by causal ambiguity: concerns the difficulty to understand logical linkages
between actions and outcomes, inputs and outputs, causes and effects. Szulanski (1996)
showed, when studying the transfer of managerial practices in organizations, that causal
ambiguity is seen as an obstacle and has a negative effect on the knowledge transfer.

In reference to the resource-based view, the resource tacitness reinforces its causal ambiguity
(Reed and Defillippi, 1990). According to Uygur (2013), "If knowledge is tacitly stored in the
individual or the collective mind, then the causal relationships among particular actions and
their results are less likely to be identified". So, causal ambiguity plays a mediating role
between tacitness and transfer (Reed and Defillippi, 1990).

Therefore, we can consider that it is mainly the causal ambiguity which would have a direct
effect on the skills transfer (Bénédic and Bayad, 2008; Uygur, 2013). So, according to

60 www.macrothink.org/jmr



Macrothink
Institute ™

A

Journal of Management Research
ISSN 1941-899X
2016, Vol. 8, No. 1

previous studies, we formulate the following hypothesis:

H8: The causal ambiguity has a negative effect on the skills transfer.

Based on this theoretical analysis, we propose our research model (Figure 1) which presents

the factors that could influence the skills transfer.

Factors linked to consultant

Project management capabilities

Communication competencies

Industry experience

Factors linked to client

Communication competencies

Top management support

Acquisition willingness

Shared domain knowledge

Factor linked to the skills to be

transferred

Causal ambiguity

Skills transfer

Figure 1. The research model

4. Research methodology

To test the research hypotheses, a questionnaire was built based on the variables measures

identified and adapted from previous works (table 1).
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Tablel. The variables measures

Factors Variables Definitions Measures (adapted) Authors
The consultant lacks
appropriate project
schedules, plans and a clear
strategy for implementation.
Each stage of the project was
completed on time.
. Somers
The ability to plan, Each stage of the project was and
Project organize, direct completed within budget. Nelson
management LR le U The project achieved (SZ,OO;‘)’ q
: ingla an
capabilities project resources expected performance and Gofal
to achieve its .
(Consprojet) . ' quality standards. (2007),
implementation.
Project manager was able to Hung et
) £ al. (2012)
re-coordinate the schedule
when schedules were not
Consultant met.
Project members stayed
engaged with their work until
project completion.
The ability to
clearly define and The ability to clearly define
explain ideas and and explain ideas and facts in
facts i itt written or oral form Jackson
acts in written or . (1996).
oral form, the
N _ The ability to perceive and Mumford
Communication | ability to perceive . et al.
respond to the others' needs.
competencies and respond to the (2007),
(Conscomm) others' needs, the The ability to listen to others. Mezghani
ability to listen to and
others and the The ability to persuade them | Mezghani
to change their ideas or (2014)

ability to persuade
them to change

their ideas or

behaviors.
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Factors Variables Definitions Measures (adapted) Authors
behaviors.
Consultants have previous
knowledge and experience in
similar industries.
Insight into the Based on previous
client firm’s experience, the consultants .
Indust . McLachlin
ndustry industry and can understand the processes (1999)
experience familiarity with the and requirements of the Hung et
(Consexp) client firm’s client. al. (2012)
experience.
Because of the consultant’s
experience, the implementing
firm tends to trust the
consultant’s opinions.
The ability to
clearly define and The ability to clearly define Jackson
explain ideas and and explain ideas and facts in (1996),
¢ ) . it 1 Mumford
Communication acts 1n written or written or oral Torm. et al.
. oral form, the
competencies . The ability to accept (2007),
ability to accept . Mezghani
(Clicomm) o criticisms.
criticisms and the and
Client ability to listen to The ability to listen to others. Mezghani
others. (2014)
The resources and Top management is actively
Top authority provided engageq in selecting the Wang et
Management by the top consulting firm. al. (2006),
Support management to Top management makes an Hlu?ZgOeltz)
; ; al.
(Clisupp) guide and assist effort to provide sufficient
the project and reliable funding for the
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Factors Variables Definitions Measures (adapted) Authors

achievement. project.

e Top management is actively
engaged in recruiting the
personnel needed for the

project.

e Top management is very
concerned with the

performance of the project.

e [ value the opportunity to take
part in this project.

e [ want to pay more attention

Acquisition The degree to learn . Xy and
il ) and time to learn new uan
wilingness knowledge/skills. . ) Ma (2008)
knowledge during the project.
(Clivol)

¢ [ enjoy learning knowledge

that is completely new to me.

e [ am knowledgeable about
the project topic before

Kearns
participating in the current and
Shared domain Common mission. Sabherwal
knowledge on the (2007),
knowledge e [ already participated in :
project topic. o Y p- P Mezghani
(Cliconnai) similar projects. and
Mezghani

e [ performed searches on the (2014)

project topic.
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Factors Variables Definitions Measures (adapted) Authors
There is a precise list of the
skills, resources and
prerequisites necessary for
the project success.
It is well known how the
Lack components of that list
understanding of interact to produce the
the logical linkages expected outputs.
between actions o
The association between .
C | and outcomes, . Szulanski
ausa _ causes and effects, inputs and
Skills ambiguity inputs and outputs, d act q (1996), Xu
outputs, and actions an
and causes and ® lated o th and Ma
outcomes related to the 2008
(Competence) effects that are o ( )
project is clear.
related to
technological or Existing work manuals and
process know-how. operating procedures
describe precisely what
people working in the project.
When a problem surfaced, the
precise reasons for failure
could not be articulated.
During the project, my
The interactions with the Simonin
communication of consultant improved my (1999)
knowledge and . '
lls £ knowledge/skills. Presseau
Skills transfer skilis from & and
source (consultant) I have used these skills in Frenay
(Transfert) so that they are .
other projects. (2004), Ko
learned and ¢ al
. et al.
app.hf:d by a. I reduced my dependence on (2005)
recipient (client). the consultant.
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After pre-testing it,the questionnaire was administered to managers, within Tunisian firms, who have
managed organizational projectsthat involved external consultants' participation. We note that it was
difficult to draw up a list of such firms since the relationship with external consultants is often
regarded as confidential.

Only 31 firms have agreed to complete the questionnaire, despite multiple contacts by phone,
directly or via email. Regarding the achieved sample size, we opted for the XLSTAT software
as a tool for analyzing the collected data. In addition to its ability to perform factor analyses,
this software allows to perform structural equation modeling (SEM) analyses with PLS
technique to test causal links. According to Fernandes (2012), PLS technique is suitable fora
small sample size (100 >n > 30).

"One of the advantages of PLS is the ability to assess model fit using a unique fit index"
(Mezghani and Ayadi, 2016). Indeed, "there is no overall fit index in PLS Path Modeling.
Nevertheless, a global criterion of goodness of fit has been proposed by Tenenhauset al.
(2004): the GoF index. Such an index has been developed in order to take into account the
model performance in both the measurement and the structural model and thus provide a
single measure for the overall prediction performance of the model" (Vinziet al., 2010).

5. Results
5.1 Results of descriptive analyses

To check the intrinsic characteristics of latent variables, we conducted factor analyses. These
analyses allowed us to purify the variables measures and verify the factor structure of each
variable.

These results were then verified thanks to reliability and validity tests conducted by the PLS
method. Indeed, the Cronbach's alpha, Dillon-Goldstein rho and average variance extracted
(AVE) results confirmed the reliability and the validity of the variables measures (Table 2).

Table 2. The results of reliability and validity tests

Latent Variables fl;(;:;b?:(:;s) D(.g)l;l;o ézlsg)
Consprojet 0.820 0.874 0.558
Conscomm 0.872 0.913 0.724
Consexp 0.764 0.865 0.679
Clisupp 0.872 0913 0.719
Cliconnai 0.707 0.872 0.766
Clivol 0.773 0.869 0.587
Clicomm 0.841 0.926 0.860
Competence 0.740 0.852 0.645
Transfert 0.775 0.899 0.815
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5.2 Results of explanatory analyses
5.2.1 Model fit

Within the PLS approach, a single global index of goodness of fit can be used. This is the
GoFindex (Goodness-of-Fit) developed by Tenenhaus et al. (2004).

At the beginning, the values of GoF and the R? of the variable "Transfer" were low. So we
eliminated the variable "Clivol" (Acquisition willingness)whose effect was notsignificant.
The obtained GOF values after a second model estimation are shown in the following table:

Table 3. Goodness of fit

GoF
Absolute 0.595
Relative 0.699
External Model 0.978
Internal Model 0.715

The absolute GoF is used to compare several models (Stan and Saporta, 2006). So, it is not
useful for this research. The other GoF values are high and reflect a good model fit (internal
and external). Then, it is possible to proceed to the hypotheses test.

5.2.2 Hypotheses Test

To verify the research hypotheses, we analyzed the statistical results linked to the structural
model presented as follows:

——
T T
( Consprojet )
S o \\
Wi i e
Conscomm —
S \\\H
\_,
Y T
- " = 920,176
Consexp — TR
S~ P S Re
— e S
p R TRegSUtH— s e
( Clisupp ) N T 3
\, ——— ' A\
e - Reg = 0,131 1 Transfert /\
—_—  — \
— e g
e W )J_/-———f-/‘.{;'g: 0,100 ~R2=0508
(\ Cliconnai _4%—”()7 e
- 7 " Reg=0085 —
P e
o T o
P T L —" Reg=0174
f Clicomm )” /
\_//< &
/’—'77‘—\\
( Competence <
\\ ///‘

Figure 2. The fitted structural model
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The value of R? of the variable "Transfer" is high (0.508) which means that this variable is
strongly influenced by the independent variables identified in this research. This can be
verified when analyzing the critical ratio (CR) of regression links between the independent
variables and the "Transfer" variable (Table 4).A CR value greater than 1.96 shows that the
regression link is significant.

Table 4. Significance of regression links

Latent Variables ﬁslg{:e‘f;;z: ((:glt;)c 2(1?;2)0
Project management capabilities 0.176 2.803
Consultant Communication competencies 0.183 5.274
Industry experience 0.171 3.372
Top management support 0.131 2.751
Client Shared domain knowledge 0.100 1.608
Communication competencies 0.065 1.054
Causal ambiguity 0.174" 2.705"

* The items measuring the characteristics of skills (causal ambiguity) were reversed. The positive value of the

regression indicates therefore that the hypothesis 8 is verified.

From these results, it is possible to find that the skills transfer is more influenced by variables
related to the consultant and the causal ambiguity of the skills to be transferred. In the client
side, statistical tests show that only the variable "top management support" has a significant
effect on the transfer. The results of the hypotheses test are summarized in Table 5:
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Table 5. Results of hypotheses test

Hypotheses Results
H1:The consultants project management capabilities facilitatethe skills
Supported
transfer
H2:The consultant’'s communication competencies facilitate the skills
Supported
transfer
H3:The consultant’s industry experience has a positive effect on the skills
Supported
transfer
. — . . . Not
H4:The client’s communication competencies facilitate skills transfer 0
Supported
H5:The top management support facilitates the skills transfer Supported
. - " . Not
H6:The acquisition willingness has a positive effect on the skillstransfer 0
Supported
. . . Not
H7:The shared domain knowledge has a positive effect on the skills transfer 0
Supported
H8:The causal ambiguity has a negative effect on the skillstransfer Supported

6. Discussion
6.1 The consultant as a key element for the skills transfer

As shown in literature review, the consultant-linked factors are all considered as key factors
for successful skill stransfer. This result is not surprising; especially since the responses are
collected from "client" (the questionnaire was sent to companies' members that have
interacted with a management consultant when accomplishing an organizational project).In
fact, if a company involves external consultants in an organizational project, this means that it
considers them as key elements that have the required experience and skills to successfully
achieve the project.

Moreover, the consultant is considered as an expert and that is why he is requested.
According to Ksentini and Mezghani (2013), the consultant is seen by the customers as a
diffuser of managerial techniques bringing solutions to organizational problems. In this way,
Hung et al. (2012) state that the more the customer perceives the consultant as an expert, the
more he will tend to learn from him. Thus, in an ERP project for example, involving a
consultant whose curriculum vitae has no past experience with ERP, would not be attractive
to the client company that seeks to acquire specific skills to carry out such project.

However, having skills is not sufficient to be able to transfer them. This is clear from the
regression links values showing that project management capabilities and communication
competencies have more important effects on the transfer. Hung et al. (2012) argue that the
“project management capabilities” is the most influential factor on the transfer success. In
fact, an experienced consultant in project management would help participants to define their
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needs more clearly and to identify the necessary skills to be transferred: "An experienced
external consulting and support team can help the project team to define the project scope
more accurately and properly deal with different user requests"(Hung et al., 2012).

In terms of "communication competencies", the importance of this factor in the transfer is
noted, in previous studies, both from the consultant side and the client one (Xu and Ma,
2008). According to these authors, communication is needed to skills transfer. Thus, the
source of these skills (the consultant) must be able to express itself clearly. In fact, it is
difficult to make a transfer if the consultant cannot express his ideas or if he uses a technical
vocabulary that is not understandable by the client.

In this research, the consultant's communication competencies involve also the ability to
listen and understand the clients' needs which are relevant for the skills transfer. This means
that even before transmitting his skills, the consultant must be able to decode the information
collected from the client to better analyze the situation and identify the skills to be
transferred.

Thus, while most previous research, like Xu and Ma (2008), consider consultant's
communication competencies as needed for encoding, the results of this research show that
the consultant needs to decode and then encode to be able to foster the transfer.

6.2 Therole of the client in the skills transfer

The statistical results show that, among the factors related to the client, only top management
support influences the skills transfer. Several previous studies, like Hung et al. (2012), insist
on this support as a key factor for the success of a consulting mission, particularly with
regard to the transfer. In fact, Ksentini and Mezghani (2013), argue that the presence of a
consultant in a company may be accompanied by a resistance from employees who consider
this presence as the start of an organizational change. To reduce this resistance, the top
management involvement will be necessary to encourage employees to work with the
consultant and create a suitable transfer climate (Hung et al., 2012).

Regarding the other factors related to client, the lack of significance through the links with
the transfer can be explained by the fact that the results are based on the clients' responses
(receivers of skills).

First of all, some factors are related to client capabilities (communication capabilities, shared
domain knowledge, etc.). The concerned person would find it difficult to objectively evaluate
its abilities because of the egocentric bias related to self-assessment. Also, respondents would
believe that the responsibility of skills transfer is linked to the consultant as an "expert"
supposed to bring solutions. Moreover, according to Hung et al.(2012), a successful skills
transfer remains relying on factors related rather to the consultant, as holder of these skills.

6.3 The transfer depends on skills to be transferred

In this research, which does not deal with specific skills, it is considered that the nature of
skills to be transferred can influence transfer. Moreover, according to Uygur (2013), the
successful transfer is largely dependent on the characteristics of knowledge or skills to be
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transferred. Indeed, in reference to the resource based view, skills cannot be easilydiffused if
they remain implicit or characterized by causal ambiguity.

Unlike previous works claiming that skills transfer is dependent only on the source
(consultant) and receiver (client), it was verified in this research that the characteristics of
skills to be transferred significantly influence the transfer. In fact, it is not sufficient that the
consultant and the client have the necessary capabilities to transfer if the skills are not easily
transferable.

In this way, the results of statistical tests conducted by Xu and Ma (2008) and Hung et al.
(2012) stipulate that the transfer of skills is facilitated by the existence of a suitable climate
for the transfer. This climate is built by both parties (consultant and client). In addition to the
climate, Xu and Ma (2008) emphasize on the role of causal ambiguity as an obstacle to the
successful transfer despite the existence of a suitable climate.

When analyzing the items adopted to measure causal ambiguity, it appears that if the client
has not a prior idea of the skills needed to conduct the project and especially on how to
articulate these skills to produce the expected outputs, he would find it difficult to assimilate
or re-use them subsequently without having recourse to the help of a consultant.

7. Conclusion

This research aimed to identify factors explaining the skills transfer during a consulting
mission. In fact, searching for key skills is one of the main reasons why companies have
recourse to the services of a consultant. However, the skills transfer is a true challenge since
it depends on several multidimensional factors (Xu and Ma, 2008; Hung et al, 2012.).

Through a literature review focusing on the transfer concept, a research model presenting
factors that may influence the transfer was developed. This model was then tested via a
questionnaire survey through a sample of Tunisian firms that usually have recourse to the
external consultants services.

The statistical tests performed with the PLS technique highlights two main results:

* The skills transfer is influenced by factors related to the consultant (source of skills), the
client (receiver of skills) and the skills to be transferred (causal ambiguity).

* The transfer is influenced mainly by factors related to the consultant. In addition to his
responsibility as an expert who assists the company in complex projects, the consultant is
considered as the main source of the transfer success or failure.

In addition to these two results, this research allowed us to propose a generic research model
(Figure 1)as a theoretical contribution given that most previous research has focused on the
transfer in specific projects. This model may be useful for practitioners also by helping them
to know and understand several factors that facilitate skills transfer.

Beyond these results, some research limitations must be noted. In fact, the responses were
collected only from the client side. Extending the survey to the consultants would be
necessary to know the "other" perspective and improve the results.
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Another limitation is the small sample size which led the authors to use the PLS method. This
method, although adequate for small samples, remains suitable for prediction rather than
confirmation. Using other methods, like LISREL, in future researches could help to confirm
the obtained results. This involves the need to collect a higher number of responses.
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