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ABSTRACT

This paper explores individual cognitive mechanisms of knowledge-sharing (KS) motivation and intends
to provide more effective measures to judge and influence individual inclinations toward KS in a cross-
cultural context. First, it investigates four cognitive processes based on an individual’s commitment
toward KS, and studies through these processes how an individual’s intrinsic motivation derived from
social norms and personal norms, and extrinsic motivation derived from reward and punishment make
concerted efforts to shape the ultimate intention to KS. Then, Hofstede’s cultural framework is integrated
to theorize cross-cultural differences in these processes. Finally, through a survey conducted in China
and the US, the aforementioned theoretical analysis is confirmed. The results indicate that intrinsic moti-
vation operates through affective commitment: internalization, identification and conformity; rewards
have little direct effects on final intentions but they will influence attitude indirectly via identification;
punishment for not sharing splits on cultural lines: Chinese tend to comply to avoid opposing their group
and Americans tend to follow a more individualistic path; Chinese have more tendencies to conform to
teams’ opinions and tend to favor KS as a means of achieving harmonious relationships, while Americans

engage in KS because self-worth is viewed as the manifestation of their individual determinations.

© 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Cooperation or collaboration is surely known as a central
and effective working means to achieve desired outcomes for an
organization (Siemsen, Balasubramanian, & Roth, 2007). Today’s
knowledge-based economy knowledge, especially that possessed
by individuals, plays a critical role in driving the organization
value (Jasimuddin, 2007; Nonaka & Konno, 1998). Consequen-
tially knowledge-sharing (KS) behavior among employees, which
enables the element of cooperation, can be of paramount impor-
tance in shaping the organization’s fortunes (Wang, 2004; Woods,
2001). By virtue of KS behavior, the most valuable personal
knowledge can be transferred to multiple individuals, expanded
throughout an organization, and finally help the organization
to achieve success (Lin, 2008; Osterloh & Frey, 2000; Wang,
2004).

The significance of KS is well-recognized but there is a relative
lack of significant KS within real-life firms. Many efforts have been
made to find approaches and mechanisms to enhance KS (Bock,
Lee, & Zmud, 2005; Chow, Deng, & Ho, 2000; Willem & Buelens,
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2009). Some efforts attempted use of technological methods (Alavi
& Leidner, 2001; Sher & Lee, 2004); others have sought to stimulate
individual KS intentions and responses to incentive systems (Bock
et al., 2005; Hsu, 2006; Hwang & Kim, 2007). Despite the develop-
ment of information technology applications which have facilitated
knowledge sharing to a great extent, people’s behavioral inclina-
tions for hiding knowledge and not responding to incentive systems
further come to the surface and become the central and essential
impediment to an acceptable level of KS (Chow et al., 2000; Grover
& Davenport, 2001; Hsu, 2006).

Generally speaking, all external influences tend to operate
through an individual’s internal cognition (Malhotra & Galletta,
2005). Specifically, external influences are first projected to one’s
interior interface (such as social norms) and in turn undergo the
influence of internal cognitive mechanisms before being displayed
as external behavior. Thus the insights into an individual’s cog-
nitive mechanism toward KS motivation can reveal the principle
of individual perceptions toward KS activities and subsequently
provide more effective measures to judge individual inclinations
toward KS. This paper proposed such an individual cognitive
model. The model depicts individual motivation acting upon dif-
ferential cognitive processes based on an individual’s commitment
toward sharing knowledge. These processes seek to project how
an individual’s intrinsic motivation derived from social norms and
personal norms, and extrinsic motivation derived from reward
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and punishment make concerted efforts to shape the ultimate
intention to share knowledge.

As revealed by many previous studies, individuals from vari-
ous nations usually hold diverse cognitive mechanisms influenced
by national cultural norms, which as the antecedent of individual
beliefs and values predispose employees to certain behavioral atti-
tudes and intentions (Ford, Connelly, & Meister, 2003; Hofstede,
1980; Srite & Karahanna, 2006). Though employee motivation
toward KS has been the subject of much academic research, this
sort of research has mainly consisted of single-country studies
(Bock et al., 2005; Hsu, 2006; Taylor, 2006; Willem & Buelens,
2009). The economic globalization trend urges continual inter-
action among different nations, which in turn intensifies the
multicultural conflicts in knowledge sharing and management
(Hofstede & Bond, 1988; Zakaria, Amelinckx, & Wilemon, 2004).
Hofstede (1994) postulated that cultural values shape theories and
practices of organizational management. Furthermore, Hofstede
(1993) pointed out that the present view of management was estab-
lished in the western-oriented frame of reference, especially the
Anglo-American/North American orientation. Although that view
generally continues to prevail today, those concepts of manage-
ment are no longer viewed as universally applicable. Under this
perspective the “best” western-style knowledge-sharing practices
and management control tools can be ineffective or even dys-
functional in non-western environments (Chow, Kato, & Merchant,
1996). Consequently, organizational practices to enhance employ-
ees’ knowledge sharing under non-western cultural contexts
should be explored.

This study seeks to transcend single-culture KS motivation
research and take the influence of cross-cultural background into
account. It specifically contributes to the following two aspects:

(1) It offers a cognitive model to present how individual moti-
vation operates through differential cognitive processes to output
the final intention to KS. The model can integrate the functional
mechanisms of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation “through
the eyes of action subjects”. Thus it can deepen our understand-
ing of KS motivation mechanisms and intention formation. (2) It
integrated Hofstede’s (2001) multidimensional national cultural
framework to theorize cross-cultural differences in the KS cognitive
mechanisms and shed light on the direct and moderating effects of
national culture. Consequentially, it can provide researchers and
practitioners with the in-depth understanding of how people from
different national cultures perceive KS motivation and shape their
final attitudes and intentions to KS in different ways.

Given the salient gap between Anglo-American and Chinese-
based cultures and the influence of their intercultural and
intra-cultural economies in the global environment (Chow et al.,
2000; Hofstede & Bond, 1988; Huang, Davison, Liu, & Gu, 2008), our
study conducted an empirical investigation on equivalent sample
populations from both the USA and China, which were respectively
projected as cross-sections of Anglo-American and Chinese-based
cultures.

The survey found strong support for both the cognitive model
and the proposed hypotheses associated with cross-cultural differ-
ences on this model. The findings from this study should have far
reaching theoretical and pragmatic implications for global perspec-
tives. Especially we expect that they will be of particular value for
the design and implementation of subtle management systems to
boost KS in consonance with diverse cultural backgrounds (Tsui,
2001).

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In the
next section, the theoretical bases of the study are described, cor-
respondingly the research model and the research hypotheses
are proposed. The third section describes our research meth-
ods. The fourth section discusses our research findings, and their
implications for research and practice. The last section concludes

with the study’s limitations and proposes the future research
possibilities.

2. Theoretical framework and hypotheses
2.1. A cognitive model of knowledge sharing

Notwithstanding the concept of knowledge management in
developed economies is not as well received today as it was in
its initial stages, a series of organizational practices related to
knowledge management such as capturing, storing, sharing, and
using knowledge is still indispensable to organization operations
(Stankosky, 2005). Knowledge sharing is just considered to be
the most critical component among these knowledge-based activ-
ities (Coakes, Coakes, & Rosenberg, 2008; Kuo & Young, 2008).
It is defined as individual behaviors which facilitate the dissem-
ination or transfer of the knowledge that one has created or
acquired throughout an organization (Hsu, 2006). Here, the shared
knowledge contains both explicit knowledge regarding know-what
and know-why, and implicit knowledge regarding know-how and
know-who.

As Bock argued, “organizational knowledge largely resides
within individuals” (Bock et al., 2005, p. 89); even with the
codification of knowledge, knowledge objects would remain in
shadow unless the knowledge owners expose them by them-
selves. As a result, to promote KS the employee’s motivation
namely, employee’s inherent tendency and willingness to share
their knowledge, is essential to success (Bock et al., 2005; Hsu,
2006; Lin, 2007). Thus the current study would focus on the
perspective of employee motivation. Our target goal is to seek pre-
dictive indicators on the intention to KS. The intention refers to the
degree to which people are willing to make efforts to engage in KS
(Ajzen, 1991).

Many studies have been devoted to analyzing KS motivations
and impediments (Bock et al., 2005; Chua, 2003; Hwang & Kim,
2007; Quigley, Tesluk, Locke, & Bartol, 2007). They provide a variety
of classifications of motivations from different angles and lay the
foundation for the current study. Given the volitional nature of self-
determined KS behaviors (Lin, 2007), an individual’s commitment
to knowledge sharing will determine the success or failure of KS
activities (Hwang & Kim, 2007; Malhotra & Galletta, 2005). In this
paper, we propose a cognitive model to reveal both intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation mechanisms by emphasizing an individual’s
commitment to KS. Fig. 1 depicts our basic model.

Generally, commitment is defined as the individuals’ psycholog-
ical attachment to knowledge sharing. The social influence theory
(Kelman, 1958, 1961) distinguishes the types and levels of com-
mitment into the three processes (internalization, identification,
and compliance), which will influence behavioral attitudes and
intentions (Hwang & Kim, 2007). From a cognitive perspective,
the motivation mechanisms concerning KS can be correspondingly
classified into these underlying processes as follows:

Internalization: The motivation mechanisms attributed to this
commitment are from the inside of people (Malhotra & Galletta,
2005). People value the content of KS behavior itself and appre-
ciate the values of KS, which accord with their own values; for
instance, people regard it as the realization of self-worth that
their KS would improve team work processes and increase work
efficiency.

Identification: It pertains to social-psychological forces (Bock
et al., 2005), which emerges on condition that people’s intentions
to KS proceed from the pursuit of reciprocal interpersonal rela-
tionships. By means of KS, they envision the maintenance and
achievement of satisfying and self-defining interpersonal connec-
tions with others, especially those who are involved in knowledge
provision and reception (Bock et al., 2005; Hwang & Kim, 2007).
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