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How internal attributions affect
knowledge sharing behavior

Watcharee Lekhawipat, Yu-Huei Wei and Chinho Lin

Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to compare the effects of organizational and technological
barriers to knowledge sharing between large and small firms through the lens of attribution theory.
Design/methodology/approach — The structural equation modeling approach was applied to estimate
the conceptual model by using survey data from a list of Taiwan’s top 1,000 manufacturing and 500
service companies. A total of 229 valid questionnaires were collected.

Findings — The empirical results show that both organizational and technological barriers have
relationships with an individual’s effort and ability with regard to knowledge sharing behavior. When
organizational barriers occur, the perceived lack of effort has a direct effect on knowledge sharing
behavior for large firms, while negative sharing behavior among employees of small firms is influenced by
the perception of low ability through the perceived lack of effort.

Originality/value — A review of the literature reveals organizational and technological barriers that lead to
the negative influences of internal attributions on knowledge sharing. This study, therefore, contributes to
a comprehensive perspective on how to encourage knowledge sharing behavior at different sizes of
firms.

Keywords Knowledge sharing, Ability, Effort, Firm sizes, Internal attribution
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

Knowledge sharing is an important aspect of knowledge management, which can be an
organization’s sustainable competitive advantage. Through knowledge sharing, the
organization could integrate both internal and external knowledge, detect opportunities and
obtain more advantageous positions (Gavirneni et al., 1999). Although knowledge sharing
results in improved organizational effectiveness, few firms have been successful in
encouraging staff to share their knowledge and facilitating their sharing capabilities to
support the related activities.Organizations are confronted by a variety of knowledge
sharing problems, which can eventually lead to resistance to knowledge sharing behavior,
such as barriers within organizations, a lack of technological resources and training, as well
as differences in individuals’ skills (Riege, 2005). Moreover, another factor determining
knowledge sharing’s success or failure is an individual’s motivation to participate in
community knowledge generation and sharing activities (Jolaee et al., 2014).

Several studies have investigated the potential barriers to knowledge sharing in virtual
teams (Lin et al., 2012; Rosen et al., 2007), virtual communities of practice (Usoro et al.,
2007) and different knowledge sharing mechanisms (Bontis et al., 2009). One of the most
important barriers to effective knowledge sharing within a firm is a lack of organizational
support for knowledge transfer efforts and abilities (Alavi and Leidner, 2001; Riege, 2005).
A lack of factors that motivate and encourage employees can prevent staff from feeling self-
efficacy and using their full potential. Michailova and Husted (2003) suggested that when
the level of organizational support provided through the social environment is adequate, a
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high level of perceived self-efficacy will encourage the pursuit of effective knowledge
sharing. For example, Wang and Noe (2010) suggested that the use of appropriate
supervisory control in the organization was a significant predictor of individual effort and
ability, which were also related to the frequency of knowledge sharing. It can be assumed
that self-efficacy may be fundamental to the individual's willingness to perform desirable
behaviors. The process of sharing knowledge is, thus, endangered at the individual level as
sharing may weaken a person’s position in the firm, such as by threatening their job security
and making them lose their unique knowledge within the organization. There can be internal
attributions that ascribe the causes of such behaviors to personal dispositions, efforts,
abilities and feelings about knowledge sharing, and these can reduce the willingness
to achieve common goals through knowledge sharing.

In addition, size is an important variable that affects organizational factors such as the
organization’s culture, climate and degree of capital expenditure. Connelly and Kelloway
(2003) mentioned that the size of organizations influences the effectiveness of knowledge
sharing activities in and between business functions. Firm size is also a moderator that can
have a significant impact on IT competency and performance (Wu and Chiu, 2015).
However, existing research suggests that as firms grow, they develop formal administrative
systems, structures, norms and values that slow their capabilities to recognize and adjust to
shifting environmental conditions (Leiblein and Madsen, 2009). Large firms can foster
technological innovation more efficiently than small firms (Abernathy and Utterback, 1978).
It is also argued that large firms benefit from the more efficient use of equipment and
specialized technical personnel, as well the greater resources to fund projects (Porter and
Kramer, 2002). Lee and Xia (2006), further, supported this claim by stating that research
has been consistent in its findings on the impact of organizational size on information
technology innovation adoption. Although some scholars have made contributions to the
literature on the size of the organization in terms of providing insights for its impacts on
organizational performance, none of them has successfully illustrated the interwoven nature
and reciprocal relationship between an individual's self-efficacy and knowledge sharing
behavior in different sizes of organization.

Recent developments in the literature on knowledge sharing behavior, especially in
organizations of different sizes, have shown that the unidirectional approach adopted in
most studies is not sufficient for building comprehensive theories. Therefore, investigating
the internal attributions in relation to the motivation of employees to share knowledge is
important to explain a wide range of workplace behaviors. This study, thus, intends to
explore the relationships among the barriers to organizational support and individual
motivation, and how these affect knowledge sharing behavior in the different sized
organizations. As such, we developed a model and tested causal factors, which include the
organizational and technological barriers that influence employees’ efforts and abilities to
share knowledge across different sizes of firms. The results offer valuable insights for both
managers and employees with regard to managing resistance to knowledge sharing,
conceptualized and grounded on an attributional perspective of achievement motivation.

2. Theoretical development
2.1 Causal analysis of knowledge sharing barriers

Organizational context is one of the critical barriers to knowledge sharing activities
(Huysman and Wulf, 2006), and organizational barriers are those that arise from within the
organization, and these may be of many types, such as a negative organizational climate
and culture, absence of communication policy and excessive layers of authority.
Organizational context, in this work, refers to the effects of organizational characteristics on
the decision to adopt knowledge sharing. Given that the focus of this study lies on
quantitatively assessing employees’ perceptions of their organizational context, we follow
Denison (1996) and refer to the salient institutional structures as the organization culture
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and climate. The organizational culture and climate are the basic assumptions, values,
norms and psychological environment, as reflected in the attitudes and perceptions that
encourage and discourage knowledge sharing (Chien et al., 2013; Koh et al., 2014; Yao
et al, 2015). For example, some studies have shown that organizational culture,
management support and friendly relationships among employees may also shape the
motivation to share knowledge (Chang and Chuang, 2011; Michailova and Minbaeva,
2012). This is consistent with the work of Riege (2005), which showed that organizational
barriers tend to be linked to, for instance, a firm’s culture and climate, lack of infrastructure
and resources, the accessibility of formal and informal meetings and general economic
viability. Furthermore, a number of studies have highlighted the problems in knowledge
sharing that arise owing to organizational barriers, which may make individuals not to share
their knowledge, or hesitate to do so. For example, Szulanski (2002) noted the problem of
the stickiness of knowledge among group members. Individuals may, thus, hesitate to
share their knowledge because they fear losing ownership of it, and so a position of
privilege, or else they may lack the time needed to communicate or feel there are insufficient
rewards for doing so. Therefore, an organizational context can have a strong impact when
employees develop shared knowledge and shared perceptions about what behaviors are
expected within the organization.

Another significant barrier to knowledge sharing is from technological challenges (Kim and
Lee, 2006; Lin et al., 2012; Ranjbarfard et al., 2014; Riege, 2005). Technological resources
can act as a facilitator to encourage knowledge sharing activities by establishing a system
to enables the flow of knowledge, as well as the communication flows that help in
maximizing the value of knowledge (Ajmal et al., 2010). Riege (2005) claimed that the use of
technology may enhance individuals’ motivation for knowledge sharing, as it could remove
temporal, physical and social distance barriers and reduce those to formal communication.
Without technology, it is difficult to collect and analyze data, as well as generate and
distribute knowledge. Technological barriers are related to factors such as a lack of
information systems and technology, an unwillingness to use technology owing to a
mismatch with one’s requirements and difficulties in building and integrating technology-
based systems (Riege, 2005). In addition, technological barriers may occur as a result of
setting unrealistic expectations for IT-based solutions. Moreover, employees often focus on
the technology rather than on how it should operate (Benbya, 2008). Especially when there
is lack of compatibility and standard approaches to IT deployment, difficulties can arise
when developing an efficient knowledge transfer system. Technological resources can,
thus, become a barrier, unless there is a close fit between these and employee
requirements (McLaughlin et al., 2008).

As noted above, employees will form causal attributions in knowledge sharing situations in
relation to both individuals and groups. We, thus, argue that organizational and
technological barriers are critical in effectively shaping causal attributions, which are linked
to the motivation to engage in knowledge sharing behavior.

2.2 Attribution theory

Attribution research has primarily been used in the discipline of social psychology to
understand how people attribute the causes of actions to a person, the environment or both
(Heider, 1958). Weiner (2006) expanded attribution theory to explain social motivation
based on cultural and social changes, and focused on self-attribution, studying how
individuals interpret their own achievement outcomes and exploring the determinants of
behaviors within the model of achievement motivation (Weiner, 1972). Within this theoretical
perspective, individuals analyze and identify the antecedents and consequences of
attributions to either the self or someone/something outside the self to maximize their
understanding and prediction of events in their environment.

JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT
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During the past two decades, there has been a large amount of research on attribution
processes, mostly related to the understanding of individual and organizational behaviors.
Moreover, attributions not only influence behavior, but also produce emotional or affective
reactions and alter an individual’'s expectations about the self and others. For example,
Martinko et al. (1996) proposed an attributional explanation for an individual’s resistance to
information, technology including how a person makes attributions for failed as well as
successful experiences with such technology. By gaining a better understanding of the
causal factors leading to an event, individuals can modify their behaviors and control the
possibility of the future occurrence of the event. Martinko et al. (1996) also proposed
procedures for decreasing individual resistance to adopting information technologies.
Because of attribution theory’s remarkable achievement in developing a predictive
behavioral model, it has been applied to a wide variety of research fields, including
psychology, motivation, management and organizational learning.

Attribution judgments have important implications for motivated behaviors as outcomes
attributed to external, uncontrollable factors are less likely to motivate action than those
attributed to more internal, controllable ones (Weiner, 1972). The basis of attribution theory
is that people want to know the reasons for actions that they and others take, and it is
intended to help understand the causes of human behavior. This allows people to assume
some feeling of control over their own behaviors and over a situation. From this perspective,
the aspect of attribution theory that seems to be particularly relevant to the issue of
reactions to knowledge sharing is the inference of causation of outcome in the motivation of
employees to engage in knowledge sharing behavior. Therefore, within the context of the
present paper, attribution theory may help extend this stream of research into a deeper
understanding of the psychological and motivational factors presumed to influence
knowledge sharing behavior by identifying the locus of causality.

2.3 Effort and ability as internal attributions

With respect to attribution theory, the consequences of the evaluation of causal factors are
internal attributions, and these are because of an individual’'s psychological state, and are
cognitive in nature (Weiner, 1985). Attribution theory suggests that when an individual
identifies the causal factors of work performance, they believe that they can successfully act
upon these and improve their work-related outcomes.

Effort and ability are based on the perception and evaluation of a psychological state, which
is likely to result from individual beliefs (Bandura, 1993). The concepts of ability and effort
are logically interdependent. Effort is the “trying” component of a behavior, which is an
internal and controllable factor, while “ability” refers to what a person can do or perform in
relation to a task, and is the degree to which he/she possesses all of the psychological
attributes necessary for a high level of performance, such as intelligence and capability
(Weiner, 1972). In achievement contexts, success may be attributed to high ability and/or
effort, while failure is perceived as owing to low ability and/or lack of effort (Weiner, 1972).
Moreover, effort and ability are both important internal causal attributions of success and
failure, which locate the cause of a behavior within a person, while causal schemata are
used by the individual to reach inferences about the cause of success and failure (Natale
et al., 2009; Williams, 2013).

Some researchers have examined the effect of the interaction between organizational
support and employees’ effort and ability on performance in learning tasks. Kanfer and
Ackerman (1989) examined a model describing how performance is driven by effort, which
is seen as the attention people put on into tasks, the division of attention among on-task,
off-task and self-regulating activities and motivation. Furthermore, if a person lacks the
ability to invest significant resources in knowledge, they may be simply incapable of
developing the necessary degree of commitment and ownership toward any new
knowledge they may receive to allow for its full internalization (Cummings and Teng, 2006).
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As such, attribution theory postulates that individuals’ effort and ability can increase their
own motivation by encouraging them to engage in a number of self-regulatory behaviors,
which results in mediating cognitions that, in turn, determine the effective response of the
individual behavior, such as setting appropriate and achievable goals, and monitoring and
evaluating progress toward these. Therefore, to the extent that attribution theory has been
applied to knowledge sharing research, we propose that the perception of effort and ability
based on individual beliefs are psychological consequences that may allow better
understanding of the development of knowledge sharing behavior. Here, knowledge
sharing behavior is viewed as the degree to which employees actually share their
knowledge with colleagues (Ryu et al., 2003).

3. Research model and hypotheses

This study developed a research model to examine and compare the effects of
organizational and technological barriers as causal factors on employee effort and ability in
relation to knowledge sharing in both large and small firms. The research model is based on
attribution theory, which is a widely accepted model for validating individual and
organizational behavior. Figure 1 shows that perceived lack of effort and low ability are seen
as internal attributions that mediate the relationship between organizational and
technological barriers and knowledge sharing behavior, including the moderating effects of
firm sizes on the relationship. The research hypotheses are discussed in the following
sections.

3.1 The effects of organizational and technological barriers on internal attributions

Organizational barriers could have direct effects on individual beliefs about knowledge
sharing. On the basis of self-efficacy theory, individual beliefs are related to the expected
consequences of one’s own behaviors (Bandura, 1997). Effort and ability are the basic
determinants of a person’s beliefs in their own capabilities to organize and execute the
courses of action required to manage certain situations (Bandura, 1997), and could be
potentially important factors influencing the decision to share knowledge. Schermerhorn
et al. (1990) suggested that the actual level of work performance results from the various
forms of organizational support, along with an individual’s efforts and abilities. As such,
organizational support, effort and ability are related constructs. Furthermore, social
exchange theory suggests that effort in this context is an individual's willingness to
contribute knowledge and this should have a direct relationship with the amount of
organizational support that an employee perceives (King and Marks, 2008). For example,

Figure 1 The research model

Camsal factors Internal Attributions Behavioral Outcome

Hia
Organizational | HIB(L>S) Percelved
Barriers Lack of Effort

Hea
HEb (L= §)

D Hia Knowledge Sharing

0 Hib (L= 8) Behavior
&
Q.‘\SC‘I
B H7a
Technological Hia Perceived HIB(L>S)
Barriers HEb (5> L) Low Ability
L: Large Firms
S: Small Firms
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employees are attracted to well-paying jobs and will expend extra effort to perform activities
that bring them more pay, and become agitated if their pay is threatened or decreases
(Stajkovic and Luthans, 2001). Additionally, ability represents an individual’s skills or
knowledge base related to an action. In line with motivation-opportunity-ability theories,
organizational psychologists have emphasized that ability is an important moderator of the
relationship between motivation and performance (Reinholt et al., 2011).

Technology is one of the most important factors that support the efforts of public sector
agencies to generate, integrate and transfer information and knowledge among agency
networks (Kim and Lee, 2006). Logically, a high degree of technology elicits more favorable
employee attitudes and beliefs, which will lead to greater effort and ability with regard to
executing certain actions (Igbaria et al., 1996). However, even if technology is important in
driving knowledge sharing, it may fail to have this effect in some organizations. For instance,
in a knowledge-sharing context employees may try to take up the challenge of using a more
complex technology, but some will still be reluctant to use modified or newly introduced
systems. Kukko and Helander (2012) noted that there are many different technologies in
use and that when these are combined in companies they may even be incompatible with
each other. It, thus, seems reasonable that employees may feel reluctant to use new
technologies, and this could lead to employees’ perceived lack of effort and ability with
regard to knowledge sharing. As such, we argue that technologies can increase or
decrease employees’ efforts and abilities in this context. Technology can, thus, be a
potential barrier to greater effort and ability. We, therefore, expect technological barriers to
decrease both effort and ability in relation to knowledge sharing behavior. These are ideas
are stated in the following hypothesis:

H1a. There is a positive relationship between organizational barriers and employees’
perceived lack of effort.

H2a. There is a positive relationship between organizational barriers and employees’
perceived low ability.

H3a. There is a positive relationship between technological barriers and employees’
perceived lack of effort.

H4a. There is a positive relationship between technological barriers and employees’
perceived low ability.

3.2 The effort and ability relationship

There are two different views of the relationship between effort and ability. First, the inverse
rule is the belief that effort and ability are related inversely, that is, the less one’s ability, the
more one has to make an effort to achieve success. Second, the positive rule is the belief
that effort and ability are related positively, that is, the more one exerts effort, the greater
one’s ability (Lam et al., 2008). Some researchers suggest that whether effort and ability are
seen as having a positive or negative relationship may be the result of different cultures.
Regarding the concepts of effort and ability related to academic achievement, the belief
that applying greater effort is the main way for improvement and fulfillment is pervasive in
Asian cultures. Asian people view differences among individuals to be basically the result of
life experiences rather than innate abilities, and so Chinese children, in particular, accept
the philosophy that the major path to success is through effort (Han, 1996). As compared to
the Chinese, the Americans are more likely to believe that ability is innate, while the
Chinese, on the other hand, hold stronger beliefs that hard work is a major contributor to
accomplishment and competence (Bond et al., 1982). Furthermore, effort is important in the
early stages of learning and developing a skill or ability, with greater effort linking success to
an individual's ability and better results (Schunk, 1983). Knowledge sharing is a type of
organizational learning system, and beliefs about the relationship between effort and ability
have been reported to influence patterns of learning. Therefore, we assume that more effort
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would engender greater ability in knowledge sharing behavior for employees who see a
positive relationship between the effort and ability. This is stated in the following hypothesis:

H5a. There is a positive relationship between employees’ perceived lack of effort and
employees’ perceived low ability.

3.3 The effects of internal attributions on knowledge sharing behavior

We propose that self-efficacy, seen in terms such as effort and ability, impacts employees’
knowledge sharing behavior. Self-efficacy plays an important role in decisions about what
behaviors to undertake by influencing individuals’ motivations and behaviors (Bandura,
1982), and the amount of effort and ability that people are willing to put forth when faced
with problems. A direct relation between self-efficacy and knowledge sharing has been
established and attributed to the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations arising from the positive
feelings that occur when employees believe that they have the ability to accomplish
something (Connelly et al., 2014). Consistent with attribution theory, we expect that an
employee’s effort and ability are internal attributions which serve as causes of knowledge
sharing behavior. Organizational and technological factors, as a source of causal
motivations, may alter how individuals engage their effort and ability with regard to
knowledge sharing behavior. Furthermore, internal attributions can exert powerful effects on
motivation. Hence, if attributing inadequate support and motivations to internal causes is the
root of a lack of effort and ability, then effort and ability can act as an explanatory
mechanism for the effects of internal attributions on knowledge sharing behavior. These
ideas are stated in the following hypotheses:

H6a. Employees’ perceived lack of effort has a negative effect on knowledge sharing
behavior.

H7a. Employees’ perceived low ability has a negative effect on knowledge sharing
behavior.

3.4 The firm size effect for knowledge sharing behavior

Size is an important variable that affects many organizational factors. Some studies note
that the size of organizations and functional areas influence employees’ self-efficacy with
regard to knowledge sharing activities (Chiaburu and Marinova, 2005). As discussed in the
introduction to this paper, an important question for knowledge sharing studies is how
organizational size is related to internal attributions and knowledge sharing behavior. Few
people, however, have clearly examined or illustrated the relationships among size, self-
efficacy and knowledge sharing with convincing evidence.

Many scholars assert that large organizations are more likely to perform better owing to the
greater resources available. However, Baumann-Pauly et al. (2013) suggested that as firms
become larger they, develop norms, values and intra-organizational social networks for their
operations that have greater structural complexity. There are two reasons that would explain
why large firms would have a stronger effect of organizational barriers on employees’
perceived lack of effort and low ability than seen in small firms. First, based on the theories
of equity, distributive justice and relative deprivation, perceptions of equity are established
through a process of social comparison (Zenger, 1994). When a firm gets larger, failure to
establish perceptions of fairness with regard to management control can result in a variety
of negative outcomes for the employer, including interpersonal conflict and low effort and
ability. Second, seen from the organizational resources perspective, larger firms seem to
have an absolute advantage in their development. However, as the size of the organization
grows, the firm’s operations are more complex, including in terms of organizational
structure, location and human resources, which also reduces the flexibility within the
organization (Riege, 2005). Size can, thus, create structural inertia, and interpersonal
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relationships and communication then start to break down, reducing employees’ personal
efficacy with regard to knowledge sharing (Bontis et al., 2007; Forés and Camisén, 2016).
By contrast, smaller firms differ from larger ones in their managerial style, independence,
ownership and scope of operations. Generally, small firms have greater flexibility because
of their more concentrated decision-making authority and shorter information structures
and, thus, a faster ability to adapt to a changing organizational environment (Ruzzier and
Ruzzier, 2015). Perhaps the most critical strength of small firms is the lack of an entrenched
bureaucracy that often characterizes large companies, as this can lead to communication
inefficiency, inflexibility and loss of managerial coordination. In the context of knowledge
sharing, small firms tend to provide an environment this is conducive to generating
knowledge. This is mainly owing to their small size and often single site location, which
results in closer social relationships among employees, as well as good communication
flows and greater knowledge sharing.

However, it has been noted by researchers that firm size is a contextual or enabler variable
in the use of technologies and that it is common for small firms to lag behind larger ones in
implementing new technologies. Lee and Xia (2006) proposed that small firms suffer from
resource poverty and tight IT budgets, a lack of IT personnel and expertise and short-range
management perspectives, resulting in more barriers to developing the capabilities needed
for successful technology adoption. Moreover, they claimed that large firms are more
flexible and more likely to perform better because of the amount of technological facilitation
available to such organizations. Moreover, the diversity of specialists and technologies that
are inherent in large firms are more likely to ensure fresh ways of formulating and attacking
problems (Verdu-Jover et al., 2006). This advantage is not available to small firms that have
only a few such professionals and, thus, have fewer chances of these developing new
approaches. Knowledge sharing is another key issue in enhancing innovation capability of
firms, and this tends to be greater at smaller rather than larger firms (Bontis et al., 2009). For
all these reasons, we argue that technology is more likely to affect employee effort and
ability for small firms as compared with large ones.

As mentioned above, although technological barriers are more likely to affect employees’
effort and ability at smaller firms, the staff at such firms is also more likely to share
knowledge. Moreover, causal ambiguity about performance responsibility is more likely to
arise in large firms, leading to disputes over this issue. As such, in a large firm, making less
effort has a greater impact on employees’ ability to carry out knowledge sharing than in a
smaller firm. Individual efficiencies are influenced by a wide range of factors, including not
only the cognitive characteristics of individual internal attributions, such as effort and ability,
but also the size of the firm. In light of the above insights, perceived low ability and lack of
effort negatively affect knowledge sharing behavior as firm size increases. We, thus,
propose the following hypotheses:

H1b. The effect of organizational barriers on employees’ perceived lack of effort is
stronger for large firms than for small firms.

H2b. The effect of organizational barriers on employees’ perceived low ability is stronger
for large firms than for small firms.

H3b. The effect of technological barriers on employees’ perceived of lack of effort is
stronger for small firms than for large firms.

H4b. The effect of technological barriers on employees’ perceived low ability is stronger
for small firms than for large firms.

H5b. The effect of employees’ perceived lack of effort on employees’ perceived low
ability is stronger for large firms than for small firms.

H6b. The effect of employees’ perceived lack of effort on knowledge sharing behavior is
stronger for large firms than for small firms.
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H7b. The effect of employees’ perceived low ability on knowledge sharing behavior is
stronger for large firms than for small firms.

4. Research method
4.1 Measurements

This study used paper and online questionnaires to collect data. The instrument developed
for measuring the constructs in the research model is summarized in Table |. The causal
factors of knowledge sharing barriers, internal attributions and knowledge sharing behavior,
as well as all the indicators, were measured on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly
agree) to 5 (strongly disagree), as briefly described below:

B Causal factors: This part of the questionnaire examines the two main factors of barriers
to knowledge sharing, namely, the organizational and technological barriers.
Organizational barriers are measured using nine items, which are task structure,
organizational structure, top management support, time and interaction and
environmental factors. The measurement items were adapted from Yang and Farn
(2009) and Lin et al. (2012). For the technological barriers, there are six items, which are

Table | Constructs and items

Constructs Items

Organizational barriers

ORB-1 My company’s culture is not conducive to knowledge sharing

ORB-2 My company’s organizational structure is not conducive to knowledge sharing

ORB-3 My company’s geographic fragmentation is not conducive to knowledge sharing

ORB-4 The time and resources for knowledge sharing in my company are limited

ORB-5 My company has a lack of organizational incentives for knowledge sharing

ORB-6 My company has a lack of complete or standard regulations about knowledge sharing

ORB-7 My company is not conducive to knowledge sharing because of problems with
authority

ORB-8 In my company, the knowledge providers and receivers lack contact time and
interactions

ORB-9 In my company, differences exist in experience level between knowledge providers

and receivers

Technological facilitation barriers

TFB-1 My company has a lack of tangible communication mechanisms, e.g. telephone,
discussion rooms or computer networks

TFB-2 My company has a lack of integration of IT systems and processes

TFB-3 My company has a lack of compatibility between diverse IT systems

TFB-4 My company lack in providing training regarding new IT systems for employees

TFB-5 My company lacks communication with employees about the advantages of the new
system

TFB-6 My company lacks in providing systematic knowledge documentation for employees

Perceived lack of effort

EFF-1 | feel that knowledge sharing wastes my time

EFF-2 | often forget the newly acquired knowledge

EFF-3 | don’t love to accept new knowledge

Perceived low ability

ABI-1 | feel my knowledge sharing skills are poor

ABI-2 | lack the absorptive capability needed to acquire new knowledge

ABI-3 | lack familiarity and experience with new IT systems

Knowledge sharing behavior

KSB-1 | often share official documents and reports related to work with colleagues

KSB-2 | often share archives and organize notes with colleagues

KSB-3 | often share experiences and know-how with colleagues

JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT
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related to infrastructure, IT systems, training in IT systems and systematic knowledge
documentation, and the related measurement items were adapted from by Lin and Lee
(2004) and Lin et al. (2012).

B nternal attributions: This part measures the two negative self-efficacy beliefs, namely,
perceived lack of effort and perceived low ability, with three items each. Both of these
factors are related to emotions, which are instigated by causal attributions of failure,
implying that the self, other persons or situational factors produced this lack of success,
and the measurement items were adapted from McDonald and Siegall (1992) and Lin
etal. (2012).

B Behavioral outcome: Knowledge sharing behavior is defined as the degree to which
employees self-evaluate how much they actually share knowledge with others. The
three items used to measure the degree of knowledge sharing behavior were adapted
from Yang and Chen (2007) and Lin et al. (2012).

B Moderating variable: The key variable, the firm size, was measured by the number of
employees in the organization. This measure of size is consistent with the current Small
Business Administration (SBA) classification scheme for manufacturing firms. We
divided firms into small and large ones. Firms with fewer than 500 employees were
considered small, while those with at least 500 employees were defined as large (Acs
and Audretsch, 1988).

4.2 Data collection and sample

To better understand the barriers to knowledge sharing in Taiwanese firms, the sample
used in of this study comes from a list of Taiwan’s top 1,000 manufacturing and 500 service
companies in 2012, as published by Common Wealth Magazine in 2013. The information
was gathered through self-administered online and paper questionnaires, between on
March 3, 2014 and April 2, 2014. The paper questionnaires were issued to the sample
population via personal connections. As our survey was conducted in Chinese-speaking
organizations, we strictly followed the translation-back-translation procedure, and two
independent bilingual individuals translated all the scales from English to Chinese, and then
back-translated these to English, to ensure equivalency of meaning. A letter explaining the
research objectives was mailed along with the questionnaire to the companies. The online
questionnaire was sent by e-mail to the sample firms’ managers.

A total of 253 respondents returned usable responses. Twenty-four responses were
excluded because of the extreme scores on multiple variables, and thus. a total of 229
responses were included in the final analysis. There were 55.46 per cent male respondents
and 44.54 per cent female respondents. In terms of the level of education, most of the
respondents had at least a bachelor’'s degree. The majority had less than five years of work
experience. In terms of job position, 50 per cent were specialists, followed by team leaders
and managers. Nearly 60 per cent of the respondents worked in manufacturing firms, and
the rest in service firms and other industries. Of the total of 229 respondents, 82 worked in
small firms with less than 500 employees and 142 worked in large firms. Table Il shows the
demographics details of the respondents.

5. Analyses and results

The research models were analyzed using a latent structural equation modeling technique,
the partial least squares (PLS) approach. PLS is an advanced statistical method that allows
optimal empirical assessment of a structural model together with its measurement model,
which links each construct with a set of indicators measuring that construct. For this study,
the PLS model was created in SmartPLS 3.0 to test the research hypotheses. PLS was
appropriate for the data analysis in this study because it maximizes the variances explained
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Table Il Demographics details of the respondents

Firm size Total
Basic information Large (n=142) Small (n = 87) Frequency (%)
Industry type
Manufacturing 82 52 134 58.52
Service 48 28 76 33.19
Others 12 7 19 8.29
Work experience
<byears 79 46 125 54.59
5-10 years 20 18 38 16.59
11-20 years 15 9 24 10.48
21-30 years 23 11 34 14.85
>30 years 5 3 8 3.49
Educational level
High/vocational school 1 1 2 0.87
Junior college 15 9 24 10.48
College 66 51 117 51.09
Graduate School 60 26 86 37.56
Position
Manager, Director 25 19 44 19.21
Team Leader, Chief 68 16 51 22.27
Specialist 74 41 115 50.22
Others 8 11 19 8.30
Gender
Male 80 47 127 55.46
Female 62 40 102 44.54

in the dependent variables, and it is less demanding in terms of sample size. Furthermore,
the assumption of multivariate normality does not restrict the use of PLS.

5.1 Measurement model

The power of the measurement model can be demonstrated through measures of construct
reliability and convergent validity (Hair et al., 1998). Construct reliability is assessed using
Cronbach’s alpha, and the convergent validity of the resulting measures is assessed by the
three criteria suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981).

1. reliability of indicator loadings;
2. composite reliability of constructs (CR); and
3. the average variance extracted (AVE) from the constructs.

The assessment of discriminant validity involves checking whether the indicators measure
only the focal construct or also other constructs.

We carried out a reliability assessment using Cronbach’s alpha. The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients for all constructs were above 0.7 for both large and small firms, with a score of 0.7
indicating adequate reliability (Hair et al., 1998). The composite reliabilities of the constructs
ranged from 0.82 to 0.94 for the large firm model and 0.81 to 0.95 for the small firm model; all
constructs higher than the recommended level of 0.7 were deemed to be reliable. Convergent
validity was assessed using the bootstrapping procedure. All indicator loadings for the large
and small firm models were significant and exceeded the acceptable value of 0.5
recommended by Hair et al. (1998). Furthermore, the AVE ranged from 0.55 to 0.72 for the
large firms and 0.59 to 0.75 for the small firms, exceeding the threshold value suggested by
Fornell and Larcker (1981), and thus, the measures have good convergent validity.

JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT
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Discriminant validity was demonstrated when the square root of the AVE was greater than
the inter-construct correlations, as suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981). Table Il shows
the correlation matrix, with the correlations among constructs and the square root of the
AVE on the diagonal. The diagonal values for both groups exceed the inter-construct
correlations, and thus, all constructs exhibited acceptable discriminant validity.

5.2 Structural model

We estimated two models, one for all samples and the other to one for compare the large
and small firm groups. A bootstrap analysis was performed with 500 resamples, with the
sample size equal to the large and small firm sample sizes (n = 142 and n = 87,
respectively). Figure 2 shows the path coefficients and the explained construct variances,
while Table IV presents the path coefficients and t-values for each path.

With adequate measurement models, the hypotheses were tested by examining the
structural models. The explanatory power of the structural model was evaluated by looking
at the R? value (variance accounted for) in the final dependent construct (knowledge
sharing behavior). In this study, the final dependent construct had an R? value of 0.187 for
the all samples, 0.207 for the large firm group and 0.160 for the small firm group. As
previous studies could explain no more than 14 per cent of the variance in decision makers’
willingness to continue a project (Keil et al., 2000), the results indicate that the structural
models proposed in this work have sufficient exploratory power.

As hypothesized, organizational barriers exhibited significant effects on perceived lack of
effort (B = 0.206, p < 0.01), but perceived low ability (8 = 0.106, not-signification) did not.
As such, H1a was supported, but H2a was not. Furthermore, technological barriers had
strong effects on perceived lack of effort (8 = 0.297, p < 0.01), and perceived low ability

Table Il Square of correlations between constructs (all sample/large/small firms)

Constructs ORB TFB ABI EFF KBS
ORB 0.78/0.80/0.81

TFB 0.66/0.70/0.60 0.85/0.85/0.87

ABI 0.59/0.61/0.53 0.74/0.72/0.72 0.75/0.74/0.77

EFF 0.40/0.39/0.43 0.43/0.42/0.44 0.61/0.64/0.57 0.77/0.78/0.78

KSB —0.45/-0.52/—0.33 —0.32/-0.36/—0.25 —0.41/-0.42/—0.39 —0.36/—0.40/—0.29 0.83/0.85/0.80

Note: The diagonal elements (in italic) represent the square root of the AVE

Figure2 PLS test of the proposed structural model

R:A=0212
i L=0.201
s
§ = 0,244 A= =177%e =
Organizational Perceived L=-o2z1  R% y “:'J':;
Barriers :\"o, Lack of Effort R T S =0.160
tng, S§=0
oy oo
Uy R Knowledge Sharing
,\'Q‘\" X S = D.264%% Behavior
.‘-‘B' .‘3 g-' ~
ot A Perceived A= -030]%*
Technological e Low Ability L= —0.28] »*e
Barriers S= 0,329+
A= 0512%* 1,
5 R*: A=0.650
L= 0.476%** o
§=0,590** i
5=0.638
Notes: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01; ns: not signification; A: all samples;
L: large firms; S: Small firms
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(B = 0522, p < 0.01). H3a and H4a were thus supported. Moreover, our results showed
that perceived low lack of effort (8 = 0.337, p < 0.01) had a strong effect on perceived low
ability, and so H5a was supported. In addition, perceived lack of effort (8 = —0.177, p <
0.05) had a negative effect on knowledge sharing behavior, and therefore, H6a was
supported. Finally, perceived low ability (8 = —0.301, p < 0.01) had a significant and
negative relationship with knowledge sharing behavior, indicating support for H7a.

To test the hypotheses involving differences between large and small firms, we statistically
compared the corresponding path coefficients from the structural models of these two
groups, as suggested by an earlier study (Keil et al., 2000). A significant t-value indicated
that the coefficient of the same path obtained from the two groups differed significantly. The
t-test results (Table V) indicated that the large firm group yielded a significantly weaker
relationship between organizational barriers and perceived lack of effort than that the small
firm group (t = —4.473, p < 0.01), and thus H71b was not supported. However, the results
revealed no difference in the effect of organizational barriers on perceived low ability (t =
0.607) for both large and small firm groups, so H2b was not supported. Although
technological barriers had strong effects on perceived lack of effort (f = 0.356), the results
indicated no difference between the two groups, and so H3b was not supported.
Furthermore, the results showed that the path coefficient from technological barriers to
perceived low ability for the small firm group was significantly stronger than for the large
firm group (f= —8.336, p < 0.01), and thus H4b was supported.

With regard to the internal attributions, the effect of perceived lack of effort had a stronger
influence on perceived low ability for the large firm group than for the small group (¢ = 8.573,
p < 0.01), thus supporting H5b. Furthermore, the relationship between perceived lack of
effort and knowledge sharing was significantly stronger for the large firm group than the
small firm group (t = —6.500, p < 0.01), supporting H6b. However, the effect of perceived
low ability on knowledge sharing behavior was stronger for the small firm group than the
large firm group (= 8.573, p < 0.01), and so H7b was not supported.

6. Discussion and conclusion

By considering both organizational and technological barriers in its theoretical model, this
study has accounted for a substantial portion of the variance in knowledge sharing
behavior. Moreover, it illustrates how firm size may moderate the relationship between
causal factors (organizational and technological barriers) and internal attributions
(perceived low ability and lack of effort). Tables IV summarize the results of this study.

Following social exchange theory, organizational support is positively related on effort of
individual in sharing their valuable knowledge (King and Marks, 2008). The results suggest
that organizational supports provide encouragement of employees’ effort in knowledge
sharing behavior. This reflects the belief that organizational support will increase the
intrinsic motivations that impact an individual’s effort. The results of this study support this
view by showing the relationship between organizational barriers and perceived lack of
effort. As such, a higher level of organizational barriers tends to increase the perceived lack
of effort. However, when the firm size variable was entered into the model to test its
moderating effects, the relationship between organizational barriers and perceived lack of
effort was higher for the small firm group than for the large firm group, inconsistent with the
hypothesis. A partial explanation for this might be the use of employee reward schemes that
base pay on firm performance. When small firms have weak organizational support,
resource constraints and a lack of reward schemes, they may not encourage employees to
make greater efforts to share knowledge when compared with large firms (Ruzzier and
Ruzzier, 2015). Additionally, large firms have more financial and human resources with
which the same task can be done by cooperation among various individuals. As such,
employees will not attribute any outcomes to their lack of effort in the face of organizational
barriers. In contrast, small firms have fewer resources and the tasks that must be carried out
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by each individual employee are greater, so when faced with the impact of organizational
barriers such staff will attributed any outcome to their own characteristics. Moreover, the
division of power and responsibilities among employees in a large firm is clearer than that of
a small firm, so employees in the latter tend to attribute the barriers of the organization to
their own lack of effort. For this reason, small firms have a stronger relationship between
organizational barriers and perceived lack of effort than large firms.

Unexpectedly, the results showed that there were no significant effects of organizational
barriers on perceived low ability. The findings also indicated that there was no difference in
the effects of organizational barriers on perceived low ability between large and small firms.
Although there was no significant relationship between organizational barriers and
perceived low ability, organizational barriers have an indirect effect on perceived low ability
through perceived lack of effort. The results of this study showed that perceived lack of
effort is a significant predictor of perceived low ability. A likely explanation for these results
is that attributions can exert powerful effects on motivation, and, as Schunk (1983) pointed
out, effort is more important in the early stages of learning, while ability, skill or strategy use
are more important later on.

The results also showed that technological barriers had a strong influence on perceived
lack of effort and perceived low ability. This indicates the importance of technology in
providing the motivation for employees to engage in knowledge sharing. Previous research
suggested that employees’use of information technology applications is an important factor
in their knowledge sharing efficacy (Kim and Lee, 2006). According to Riege (2005),
inappropriate use of technology can result in a reluctance to use it. As shown in the
literature, technological barriers were found to be the critical determinant of effort and
ability. Furthermore, the results of testing the differences between large and small firms
showed that there was no difference in the effects of technological barriers on perceived
lack of effort between the two groups. However, the findings also showed that the small firm
group saw a stronger effect of technological barriers on perceived low ability than the large
firm group. A previous study proposed that small firms rely more on external knowledge and
technologies, and focus more on the process of creative adoption and incremental imitation
of process innovation (Antonelli and Scellato, 2015). Moreover, as Bontis et al. (2007)
pointed out, large firms tend to have more technical resources and skills, whereas small
firms suffer from resource poverty, with tight IT budgets, a lack of IT personnel and
expertise and short-range management perspectives, resulting in more barriers to firm
capabilities and technology adoption. Therefore, the results of this study indicated that the
inadequate technological environments in small firms may lead to more negative
experiences, and so increase the perceived low ability to share knowledge in such
companies.

Furthermore, the results of this study were consistent with our hypotheses. Depending on
beliefs about the relationship between effort and ability, employees’ perceived lack of effort
increases their perceived low ability, at both large and small firms. This indicates that a lack
of effort is a predictor of low ability. The explanation for this finding is that effort will enhance
the ability to share knowledge. We argue that a dynamic perspective that considers
changes in ability can facilitate the positive relationship between effort and ability. Lam et al.
(2008) suggested that Asian people tend to see a positive relationship between ability and
effort. Similarly, Taiwanese employees believe that people who work hard will have a greater
ability, and those who have more ability must have worked hard. Therefore, we argue that
when employees have low perceived effort then this may lead to low ability in knowledge
sharing in this context.

With regard to the effects of internal attributions on knowledge sharing, both effort and
ability play important roles in such behavior in large firms. Specifically, in large firms, the
high organizational and technological barriers tend to increase the levels of perceived lack
of effort and low ability, causing them to have more negative effects on knowledge sharing.

JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT
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Based on Siemsen et al. (2008), a lack of organizational and management support creates
barriers to motivation and ability. Consistent with attribution theory (Weiner, 1985), the
perceived success and failure of one’s efforts are seen as owing to internal causes, such as
a lack of ability and effort, or lower self-esteem and self-worth. As such, individuals who
perceived they had low ability or a lack of effort would be less likely to share knowledge.
Finally, an interesting finding of this study is that there were different effects of
organizational and technological barriers on knowledge sharing behavior for small firms.
With regard to organizational barriers, when these are greater they cause a higher level of
perceived lack of effort that then negatively impacts knowledge sharing behavior through
perceived low ability. Although effort did not have a direct effect, the impact of effort on
knowledge sharing behavior was mediated by ability. On the other hand, when
technological barriers are greater, this causes employees with perceived low ability to
engage in less knowledge sharing. Overall, the results of this study indicated that the
employees perceived that lack of effort and lack of ability will negatively affect the
performance of knowledge sharing. Therefore, enhancing employees’ self-efficacy will
promote the implementation of such behavior.

7. Implications

This study applies causal impediments to explore how internal attributions discourage
knowledge sharing behavior. We identify and examine two major causal impediments,
which are organizational and technological barriers, and examine how these impact firms of
different sizes with regard to how employees share knowledge. A review of self-efficacy
theory indicates that an individual's beliefs in their abilities can predict their behavior and
attitudes, and that negative beliefs may discourage knowledge sharing behavior in both
large and small firms (Kuo and Young, 2008). Furthermore, when a firm grows and there are
then multiple groups within the organization, then the efforts made to share knowledge
among employees seem to decrease.

By using both organizational and technological barriers to explore internal attributions, our
research offers three contributions to the literature. First, the current study extends previous
work by demonstrating that internal attributions and individual beliefs, such as perceived
lack of effort and perceived low ability, may act as hindrances to knowledge sharing
behavior. In accordance with attribution theory, the results indicate that the behavioral
consequence of knowledge sharing results directly from the cognitive psychological
consequence of internal attribution. The findings suggest that perceived low ability is a
critical attribute that impedes knowledge sharing behavior, and the perception of a lack of
effort is related to the underlying the perception of low ability. This implies that it is important
for organizations to help shape and facilitate employees’ perceptions of knowledge sharing
by increasing their self-efficacy through providing more organizational supports, as also
argued by Wang and Noe (2010).

Second, this study finds that technological barriers are the more significant obstacle to
better individual beliefs for both small and large firms than organizational barriers.
According to the results obtained in this work, technological barriers have direct effects on
employees’ beliefs with regard to perceived low ability, and have indirect effects through
perceived lack of effort. They can cause technophobia, meaning that employees naturally
resist the need to use new methods and technologies for sharing knowledge because of
their unfamiliarity with these systems (Lin et al, 2012).Therefore, the establishment
of information systems and communication mechanisms is the basis for the implementation
of effective knowledge management. Building an easy-to-use and efficient information
system will help enhance employees’ self-efficacy and drive their knowledge sharing
behaviors.

Finally, firm size was found to be related to internal attributions and individual beliefs with
regard to knowledge sharing behavior. It appears that smaller firms are more sensitive to
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such barriers and to individual beliefs as compared to larger firms. This difference could
arise from the greater organizational support and technological advances that larger firms
tend to have. In other words, large firms are better able to command the systematic
generation and exploitation of codified technological change and pay more attention to
building the human and social capital needed to foster employees’ effort and ability to
engage in knowledge sharing behavior as compared to small firms.

8. Limitations and future research

Although it has new findings, this study has the following limitations that need to be
addressed by future research. First, although this study concentrates on exploring the
effects of organizational and technological barriers on employees’ knowledge sharing
behavior at firms of different sizes, it did not address the different situations of employees
who work at large firms but distributed into several small units in different locations, and
those who work at large firms and have centralized management in same location. In
addition, younger employees may use technology to share knowledge more than older
employees. The impacts of different employee ages and the average ages at large/small
firms on the research model were not discussed in this study. As such, researchers may
consider differences in firm size and division location in the sampling process, as well as
the ages of employees at large/small firms. Such efforts would help in making a more
comprehensive assessments of the issues examined this work.
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