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Abstract

Knowledge is currently considered a major organizational asset as it enables the achievement of
competitive advantage. Sharing knowledge can help an organization achieve better organizational
performance through the implementation of new ideas, processes, products and/or services. This
paper studies the relationship between knowledge sharing, composed of two processes (donation and
collection ) and two dimensions (intra and inter) organizational performance. Absorptive capacity is
seen as moderating this relationship, due to its influence on the identification and use of relevant
knowledge within the organization. The aim of this paper is to propose a research model that links
knowledge sharing, absorptive capacity and organizational performance.
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1 Introduction

Knowledge is considered one of the most important drivers of the current economy; it is continuously
generated throughout an organization, and is currently seen as one of the most important assets for any
organization (Grant, 1996). The main motivation for organizations to manage knowledge is to improve
business performance (Choi and Lee, 2003), because, for many organizations, achieving better
performance not only depends on the successful deployment of tangible assets and natural resources,
but also the effective management of knowledge (Mills and Smith, 2011). According to Nonaka and
Takeuchi (2008), knowledge is defined as justified true belief, being specific to the context to which it

is related. Knowledge is also linked to human action, which adds the need for a purpose to this
concept. It is epistemologically classified in two dimensions: tacit and explicit (Nonaka and Takeuchi,
2008). Explicit knowledge includes facts and information that can be expressed in numbers, words or
articulated in the form of data, while the tacit form contains procedural knowledge, insights and
intuitions (Chou, 2005), being relatively more difficult to share than the explicit form, as it is socially
embedded and based on personal experiences (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 2008). Alavi and Leidner (2001)
point out the existence of an inextricable link between tacit and explicit knowledge, which means that
only individuals who share the necessary level of knowledge can truly exchange them with each other.
Thus, tacit knowledge is required to understand the explicit form. Knowledge sharing is considered
one of the most important processes in knowledge management, allowing organizations to enhance
their performance by increasing the collective value of knowledge assets (Velmurugan, Kogilah and
Devinaga, 2010). For an organization, successful knowledge sharing should lead to improved
organizational performance, resulting in competitive advantage (Lee, 2001; Chen et al., 2006; Cheng,
2011), since it facilitates the ability to create new knowledge, enabling organizations to respond
quickly and effectively to a changing environment (Argote and Ingram, 2000). However, knowledge
management initiatives have produced varied results, because there are problems with knowledge
sharing processes that have triggered doubts about their real effect on organizational performance
(Ford and Staples, 2010). Companies in emerging countries such as Brazil, India and China are
becoming more sophisticated competitors, and investing more in management tools, including
knowledge management. Especially in Latin America, companies use more management tools than in
any other region (Bain & Company, 2011). Moreover, few studies have explored the knowledge
sharing processes in Brazilian companies. In order to fill this gap, this paper aims to propose a
research model that links knowledge sharing and organizational performance in Brazilian companies.

2 Knowledge Sharing and Organizational Performance

This section consists of an analysis of the elements by which the process of knowledge sharing and
organizational performance can be linked.

2.1 The knowledge-based view of the firm

The perspective of the knowledge-based view of the firm (KBV) argues that firms are organized to
accomplish two distinct goals: generate knowledge and apply knowledge (Chou, 2005). Thus,
according to the KBV, knowledge is the most important strategic resource (Grant, 1996; Hooff and
Ridder, 2004), since services rendered by tangible resources depend on the way they are combined and
applied, which is, in turn, a function of the knowledge and skills held by the firm. These skills are
incorporated into several entities, such as the organizational culture, work routines, information
systems, documents, as well as in individuals (Grant, 1996; Alavi and Leidner, 2001). According to
Grant (1996), the presence of specific features, such as absorptive capacity, is necessary so that
knowledge can generate value in an organization, thus impacting positively on performance.
Absorptive capacity is defined as a cognitive structure that recognizes the value of knowledge,
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assimilating it and applying it (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). This capacity is related to the ability to
absorb knowledge from the recipient in a sharing process, which is facilitated by the existence of a
common language between the transmitter and receiver (Grant, 1996).

2.2 Knowledge sharing

Knowledge sharing is the process by which a unit is affected by the knowledge or experience of
another unit (Argote and Ingram, 2000), which may result in the joint creation, by those individuals, of
new knowledge, through sharing in both the tacit and explicit dimensions (Hooff and Ridder, 2004).
This process is characterized by formal and informal collaboration, involving the dissemination of
knowledge between people, groups or organizations (Ford and Staples, 2010). Organizational
knowledge sharing occurs when members of the organization share information related to
organizational activities (Tohidinia and Mosakhani, 2010), including the dissemination of knowledge
among team members as well as the incorporation of that coming from the external environment
(Velmurugan, Kogilah and Devinaga, 2010). This definition of knowledge sharing implies the
existence of two distinct processes that are different in nature and are influenced by different factors
(Hooff and Ridder, 2004). Thus, knowledge sharing is composed of two processes, knowledge
donation and knowledge collection (Luu, 2012; Lin, 2007; Vries, Hooff and Ridder, 2006; Hooff and
Ridder, 2004). Knowledge donation is the communication of knowledge, based on an individual's
desire to transfer their intellectual capital, while knowledge collection can be represented by the
attempt to persuade others to share what they know (Hooff and Ridder, 2004). Knowledge sharing can
also enable the transformation of collective individual knowledge into organizational knowledge.
Knowledge sharing in organizations involves sharing between individuals, teams and organizations,
driving the process of expanding knowledge, which moves from the individual to the group, and
between intra and inter-organizational levels (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 2008). Intra-organizational
knowledge sharing is the voluntary release of the acquired skills and experiences of an individual to
the rest of the organization (Davenport, Long and Beers, 1998), and consists of the beliefs and routines
for this disclosure between the units of an organization (Cavusgil, Calantone and Zhao, 2003).
Organizational knowledge can be seen from different perspectives (that of the individual, the team and
the organization) (Lin, 2007). Knowledge sharing between individuals can be measured through the
knowledge donation and collection processes. Donation is the communication of intellectual capital
from one individual to another, while collection is defined as consulting the intellectual capital of
another individual, leading that person to share their intellectual capital (Hooff and Ridder, 2004;
Vries, Hooff and Ridder, 2006 , Lin, 2007; Tohidinia and Mosakhani, 2010; Luu, 2012).
Organizational knowledge is created not only within an organization, but can also be acquired
externally (Lee, 2001). Inter-organizational knowledge sharing is the process of mutual learning
between organizations. This process can be considered as being composed of learning between
individuals from different companies and of the conversion of individual learning into organizational
learning through the internal mechanisms of the organization (Chen et al., 2006). Measuring the
process of knowledge sharing requires measuring the activities related to this process, including the
tacit and explicit forms. These activities are represented by the sharing of knowledge in its explicit
form, such as through models, documents and procedures, in addition to the knowledge gained from
sources outside the inter-organizational relationship in question, such as newspapers, magazines and
other media sources. The sharing of tacit knowledge, such as know-how, personal interactions and
participation in group training sessions is also mapped (Lee, 2001). According to Lee (2001), inter-
organizational knowledge sharing also refers to sharing activities or knowledge dissemination between
the provider and receiver. Thus, the differentiation between the collection and dissemination processes
proposed by Hooff and Ridder (2004) and by Vries, Hooff and Ridder (2006) will be applied to the
questions proposed by Lee (2001) and validated by Chen et al. (2006) and Cheng (2011). Hence, the
guestions contained in the survey instrument have been adapted to take into consideration the donation
and collection processes in intra and inter-organizational knowledge sharing.
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2.3 Organizational Performance

Several types of knowledge contribute directly to the achievement of competitive advantage and
improved financial performance, for example, knowledge about the products and customers. The
knowledge base of a company is also the basis of its performance. Thus, one can assume that
companies that have capabilities associated with knowledge will succeed in terms of their corporate
performance. Therefore, there is a strong relationship between the skills related to knowledge and
corporate performance (Tseng, 2010). Due to the diversity of knowledge-related skills, most
companies will have different levels and combinations of the features that make up these capabilities.
The contribution that each resource makes to organizational performance is therefore variable among
companies, and it is this combination that allows benefits such as competitive advantage and,
consequently, enhanced organizational performance to be obtained (Mills and Smith, 2011). Choi and
Lee (2003), in their study into the effect of corporate styles of knowledge management on
organizational performance, adopt the measure developed by Drew (1993) and validated by
Deshpande, Farley and Webster (1997). This consists of assessing the items related to the production
output of an organization, such as overall success, market share, growth rate, profitability, innovation
and firm size, in comparison with its main competitors. These measures have been shown to be
effective when comparing business units and industries (Choi and Lee, 2003), with the importance of
each measure being relative to each sector surveyed (Drew, 1993). In the present study, the model
proposed by Drew (1993) will be used in order to enable comparison of business units and industries
(Choi and Lee, 2003).

3 Research model and hypotheses

The process of knowledge sharing has been studied in the intra and inter-organizational contexts
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 2008; Lee, 2001; Ford and Staples, 2010; Teng and Song, 2011). For Nonaka
and Takeuchi (2008), Lee (2001) and Lin (2007), inter-organizational knowledge sharing is facilitated
by the development of a culture of sharing among individuals within the organization. Thus, we
propose the following hypothesis: H1 - Intra-organizational knowledge sharing is positively related to
inter-organizational knowledge sharing.

Intra-organizational knowledge sharing is measured using two variables representing the processes of
donating and collecting knowledge (Hooff and Ridder, 2004; Vries, Hooff and Ridder, 2006; Lin,
2007; Tohidinia and Mosakhani, 2010; Luu, 2012). Inter-organizational knowledge sharing is
measured through the activities related to sharing between organizations (Lee, 2001; Chen et.al., 2006;
Cheng, 2011). According to Lee (2001), the concepts of knowledge donation and collection (Hooff
and Ridder, 2004) may also be applicable to this dimension.

Alavi and Leidner (2001) argue that knowledge-based resources are usually difficult to imitate, and so
constitute a source of long-term competitive advantage. However, the advantage would not be a result
of the company’s existing knowledge alone, but of the company’s ability to apply and share that
knowledge to create new knowledge. Kumar and Ganesh (2011) show the impact of knowledge
sharing on organizational performance, due to its impact on the efficiency of product development.
Mills and Smith (2011) indicate the relationship between the knowledge acquisition processes,
including sharing, and organizational performance. Thus, in relation to intra-organizational knowledge
sharing, the following hypotheses are formulatéd:- The process of intra-organizational knowledge
sharing is positively related to organizational performahi3: The existence of intra-organizational
knowledge donation processes is positively related to organizational perforiddnc&he existence

of intra-organizational knowledge collection processes is positively related to organizational
performance.

The sharing of knowledge between organizations, associated with a long-term relationship, contributes
to increased survival of the participating companies, by reducing the costs of coordinating activities,
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facilitating the refinement of existing products and services and improving the performance of routine
tasks (Im and Rai, 2008). The purpose of knowledge sharing is to promote interorganizational
competitive advantage by sharing benefits with other companies (Lin, 2008). The following
hypotheses are proposdd5 - The process of inter-organizational knowledge sharing is positively
related to organizational performante#s - The existence of inter-organizational knowledge donation
processes is positively related to organizational performahicgé;- The existence of inter-
organizational knowledge collection processes is positively related to organizational performance. The
specific characteristics of an organization, among which can be listed absorptive capacity (Grant,
1996), are relevant to the propensity of the knowledge to generate value in that organization and so
impact on performance.

According to Balogun and Jenkins (2003), an organization with greater absorptive capacity has a
greater ability to use the knowledge collected. For Yoo, Vonderembse and Ragu-Nathan (2011),
absorptive capacity enables the identification of relevant knowledge, the flexibility to integrate a wide
variety of knowledge and the creation of innovative ways of thinking. Externally generated knowledge
does not benefit all firms equally, and these benefits are determined, in part by the absorptive capacity
of the firm (Wang and Han, 2011). Thus, the following proposed hypotheses are: H8 - Absorptive
capacity is positively related to organizational performance; H9 - The process of intra-organizational
knowledge sharing is positively related to absorptive capacity; H10 - The process of inter-
organizational knowledge sharing is positively related to absorptive capacity; H11 - the process of
collecting intra-organizational knowledge is positively related to absorptive capacity; H12 - the
process of collecting inter-organizational knowledge is positively related to absorptive capacity; H13 -
the process of donating intra-organizational knowledge is positively related to absorptive capacity;
H14 - the process of donating inter-organizational knowledge is positively related to absorptive
capacity.

For Tanriverdi (2005), larger firms have a greater potential to exploit knowledge-based strategies.
With regard to knowledge sharing, larger firms are more likely to maintain a greater number of
knowledge sharing interfaces, and also to share a greater diversity of knowledge, besides the fact that
this process requires a significant amount of resources (Wagner and Bukd, 2005). Thus, the sector and
the size of the organization are proposed as control variables. The proposed research model is shown
in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Research model.

In the next step of this research, the hypotheses identified in this model will be tested, considering the
context of Brazilian companies.
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4 Conclusion

In this study, based on a review of the literature, a research model was developed that relates the intra-
organizational and inter-organizational knowledge sharing processes to absorptive capacity and
organizational performance. The aim of this research was to elucidate the variables that have an
impact on organizational performance and also develop an instrument that can be used to measure the
relationship between those variables, thus providing both an academic and managerial contribution.
By completing the proposed research, it is hoped to contribute towards empirically demonstrating the
relationship between knowledge sharing, absorptive capacity and organizational performance.

The survey method will be adopted in the following stages of this research. In the data analysis,
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), in which the main function is the specification and estimation of
linear models of the relationships between variables (KLINE, 1998), will be used. A scale developed
by Hoof and Ridder (2004) will be used for the intra-organizational knowledge sharing. For the inter-
organizational knowledge sharing, the questions proposed by Lee (2001) will be adapted in order to
contemplate the concepts of collection and donation within knowledge sharing. For absorptive
capacity, the scale proposed by Szulanski (1996) will be used, while the instrument developed by
Drew (1993) will be employed to measure organizational performance. The sample will consist of 240
randomly selected Brazilian companies, of varying sizes, access to local and international markets, and
from sectors of industry, commerce and services, so as to ensure the representativeness of the
population.
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