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Abstract. Authors introduce a theoretical model 
of knowledge sharing in an organization through indi-
vidual perspective. The social exchange theory offers 
a clarification of fundamental assumptions regarding 
individual action and is therefore appropriate for explain-
ing why and when an individual is ready to share her/his 
knowledge in an organization. The article aims to reveal 
what shapes employees’ decisions to share knowledge in 
a work situation and what is needed in an organization 
to facilitate individuals to share and not to hoard their 
knowledge.  These assumptions have never been included 
in the literature of knowledge management up until now. 

Keywords: knowledge sharing in an organization, 
knowledge management, individual perspective, social 
exchange theory. 

1. INTRODUCTION

Knowledge sharing in organizations is 
considered by many researchers, analysts and 
practitioners as one of the most critical ele-
ments of the process of knowledge manage-
ment (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). Most of 
them also agree that our understanding of how 
individuals share knowledge within an organi-
zation is poor. The roles of the factors that me-
diate in this process are also not clear. From 
the initial orientation in the research, where 
the emphasis was mainly on the role of tech-
nology in knowledge sharing, the attention 
slowly turned to social relationships in which 
knowledge is transmitted. In the last decade, 
the interest in the detection of obstacles and 
in the promotion of the flow of knowledge 
within an organization has grown. Despite all 
the literature the research is to a certain ex-

tent unilateral. Obstacles and incentives are 
frequently discussed solely on the behavioural 
– empirical level without the authors question-
ing the assumptions of that model and deter-
mine the behaviour of individuals. From this 
perspective, we believe that such research, 
which has no theoretical basis, is too weak. In 
this article we want to transcend the limited 
scope of existing empirical research and give 
our perspective on knowledge sharing within 
an organization. The theory of social exchange 
is the basis of our research and carries the po-
tential for clarifying the assumptions on how 
individuals behave in certain situations and 
what are the latter determined by. 

In the following article we will firstly 
reveal the findings of researchers who discov-
ered how the processes of knowledge sharing 
unravel in organizations. We will then con-
tinue to identify the most common barriers 
that occur in these processes. Our basic thesis 
is that in our organizations the processes of 
knowledge sharing are of the non-institution-
alized exchange forms which inhibit the flow 
of knowledge in an organization. Our posi-
tion is that the sharing of knowledge should 
be raised from the level of non-institutional-
ized exchange to the level of institutional ex-
change, which would be more efficient, stable, 
regulated and thus sustained. We are confident 
that with the production of a coherent frame-
work in which the interaction takes place on 
both levels (on the micro level, the level of the 
individual, and the macro level, the collective 
or organizational level) we can discover the 
mechanisms of exchange, transmissions and 
circulation of knowledge within an organiza-
tion to a certain extent. The purpose of this 
paper is to develop a conceptual framework 
that will be able to integrate the micro and 
the macro level of the understanding of the 
transfer of knowledge within an organization 
and the integration of different theoretical per-
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spectives and different levels of analysis into a 
single coherent framework. 

We understand that the social exchange 
theory does not explain the whole complexity 
of the processes of knowledge sharing within 
an organization. Its advantage lies in the fact 
that it can clarify the assumptions of the ac-
tions by individuals in an organization and ap-
proaches the problem of knowledge sharing 
from the pure empirical level into the more 
complex level of analysis.

 2. KNOWLEDGE SHARING 
AS THE KEY DIMENSION OF 

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

Due to the belief that the creation and 
sharing of knowledge are essential for long-
term organizational effectiveness there exists 
a growing interest for knowledge management 
itself. Knowledge management is defined as 
the process by which an organization creates, 
captures, acquires and applies knowledge 
in order to maintain and enhance its impact 
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). Various authors 
discuss the specific processes that are associ-
ated with knowledge management. Seng et al 
(2002) have developed five stages in the pro-
cess of knowledge management: a) acquisition 
of knowledge is understood as recorded steps 
involved in solving a problem; b) the storage 
of knowledge is understood as the keeping of 
information contained in databases, storage, 
applications, or any other production system; 
c) knowledge processing, which includes sort-
ing, filtering, organizing, analysing, compar-
ing and searching for knowledge; d) sharing 
of knowledge, which includes the distribution 
of information through the system or personal 
interaction, simultaneously or sequentially; e) 
use of knowledge, which means solving prob-
lems with the purpose of achieving the objec-
tives of the organization. 

The management of knowledge is both 
an objective and a process. As an objective, 
claim Bollinger and Smith (2001), knowledge 
management is fully focused on the transfer 
of knowledge and information for the benefit 
of the organization (Novak, Roblek and De-
vetak, 2013). Therefore, the abovementioned 
fourth stage of the process, which is the trans-
fer of knowledge, attracted the most attention 
of researches. Sveiby (2007) has defined nine 
levels of knowledge transfer within an orga-
nization. 

The empirical evidence, which has been 
developed in the last decade in the field of 

knowledge management deals with knowl-
edge sharing from different perspectives. The 
vast majority of research has dealt with the 
problem of obstacles (Dixon, 2000; Cabrera et 
al., 2006; Sveiby, 2007). The following strong 
interest has developed in the study of motiva-
tion of employees for the sharing of knowl-
edge and the role of human resource manage-
ment within an organization that promotes 
this type of sharing (Minbeava, 2005). 

Minbaeva (2005) examined the factors 
which contribute to the possibility of receiv-
ing knowledge and also the environment that 
supports knowledge sharing. (1) The possibil-
ity of receiving knowledge includes both the 
individual’s ability and motivation. (2) Fac-
tors affecting the adoption of knowledge are: 
a) prior knowledge of recipients and b) the in-
tensity of dedicated effort. There is much evi-
dence to suggest that investing in employee 
training increases human capital of an orga-
nization, which has a positive effect on later 
performance of the organization. 

Researchers have determined that edu-
cation and training have the biggest impact on 
the growth of human capital, which is directly 
linked to the quality of the workforce. Train-
ing and education of employees is critical for 
organizations to meet the needs for new and 
highly complex abilities and skills dictated 
by global competition, changes in technology 
and organizational structures. Bessant and 
Venables (2008) show that in the 21st century, 
a turnaround has occurred in the economy, in 
which “wealth is created through knowledge”. 
The OECD estimates that approximately one 
billion dollars is spent each year (in the public 
and private sector) to create new knowledge, 
which extends the boundaries and creates 
breakthroughs for technological advances. 

Numerous studies have found a link 
between the different practices of education 
and training, and various measures of orga-
nizational performance (Becker and Huselid, 
1998). All, of course, did not find a strong and 
positive relationship but it is generally con-
sidered that the latter does exist (Cunha et al., 
2003; Nikandrou et al., 2008). Nikandrou et 
al. (2008) have demonstrated many factors 
that mediate the relationship between train-
ing, education and the performance of orga-
nizations such as cultural, institutional and or-
ganizational factors. But the intensification of 
global competition and the relative success of 
economies that give emphasis on investment 
in education have resulted in the recognition 
of the importance of education and training in 
recent years. Practitioners of human resource 
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management report that education and train-
ing is one of the biggest challenges for them 
in the transition into the new millennium (Ni-
kandrou et al., 2008).

Blacker (1995) argues that there are dif-
ferent types of organizations, depending on 
whether the knowledge in them is “embodied” 
(embodied), “imprinted” (embedded), “intel-
lectualized” (en-brained) or “culturally inte-
grated” (culturally integrated ). 1. Certain or-
ganizations depend on the experts and rely on 
“embodied” (embodied) knowledge of its key 
members. In these organizations the effective-
ness of the experts is key; for example, organi-
zations such as hospitals. Their basic problem 
is the nature and development of individual 
competences. 2. Other organizations that are 
based on routine knowledge are heavily de-
pendent on tangible knowledge embedded in 
technologies, rules and procedures. These or-
ganizations are typically capital, technological 
and labour intensive. Machine bureaucracy is 
a typical example. The greatest problem they 
face is the development of integrated com-
puter systems. 3. Organizations that depend 
on the employees, who analyse symbols, rely 
heavily on “intellectualized” (en-brained) 
knowledge and skills of key members. Busi-
ness problem-solving and manipulation of 
symbols is a key skill in such organizations. 
An example of such an organization that is 
so intensely knowledge-based is a computer 
consultancy. 4. The communication-intensive 
organizations are heavily dependent on “cul-
turally integrated” knowledge and common 
understanding. Creating knowledge in innova-
tively integrated production is a key problem 
of such organizations. Adhocracy is a classic 
example of this type of organization. 

In doing so, it is very important to un-
derstand that regardless of the type of organi-
zation, individual progress in skills of the in-
dividual members of the organization is very 
important. Lam (2000) further developed a ty-
pology of organizational structures, especially 
in terms of knowledge sharing. Lam (2000)
found that it is particularly important to pay 
attention to the type of knowledge that is be-
ing shared. Due to the different roles of their 
knowledge in an organization and the different 
levels of autonomy in the use of knowledge, 
employees have different views on when, why 
and to whom they provide certain knowledge. 
Precisely because of such views, Lam and 
Lambermont-Ford (2010) note that it is nec-
essary to motivate employees differently, us-
ing various motivators in order to promote the 
sharing of knowledge and not to hoard it.

That the process of knowledge sharing 
within an organization is failing to achieve 
optimal results can be seen through the fol-
lowing arguments: Ruggless (1998) studied 
431 American and European organizations 
and found significant barriers that prevent 
the sharing of knowledge. Riege (2005) and 
Sveiby (2007) have identified barriers inhibit-
ing knowledge sharing. The context of knowl-
edge sharing, in particular the culture and cli-
mate of an organization, was (referring to the 
context) studied by Al-Alawi et al. (2007). Or-
ganizational characteristics (such as size, age, 
structure and format) that affect the process of 
knowledge sharing have been studied at Rho-
des al. (2008). Social ties and trust in the pro-
cesses of knowledge sharing have been stud-
ied by Yang and Chen (2007) and Van Wijk et 
al. (2008). 

Riege (2005) has identified 39 barriers 
in most works dealing with processes which 
impede (or obstruct) the sharing of knowl-
edge. He divided them into organizational 
problems (such as the lack of a strategy for 
knowledge management, proper management, 
the lack of adequate space and time, inappro-
priate culture, lack of rewards and incentives, 
high competitiveness among employees); and 
problems that stem from individuals (low 
awareness of the value of knowledge, differ-
ences between individuals, lack of communi-
cation skills, retention of knowledge and the 
belief that knowledge is power, fear of job 
loss, lack of trust); and technological barriers 
(such as inefficient IT support).

Sveiby (2007) identified 91 problems 
that adversely affect the processes of knowl-
edge sharing within an organization. Namely: 
the mentality of functional division within or-
ganizations (11.1%); technological problems 
(7.8%); disinterest of management for knowl-
edge-sharing processes within an organization 
(7.6%); a mentality that knowledge retention 
is defined as power of the individual in an or-
ganization (6.0%); the absence of formal rules 
and procedures for knowledge sharing (5.0%); 
lack of time (4.5%); failure to realize  the 
promises made by management (3.7%); lack 
of support by the leaders (3.0%) and the lead-
ers are skeptical of change itself (1.9%).
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Table 1. Factors and obstacles that have been studied in the field of knowledge sharing in the past fifteen 
years.

Source: Mesner Andolšek, D., and Andolšek, S. (2011). Knowledge Sharing Through Social Exchange 
Theory Perspective. Organizacija, 44(4), 140-152.

If we analyse which factors are most 
strongly represented in literature about the 
process of imparting knowledge, we see that 
Table 1 shows that the primacy of attention 
and research on the factors of knowledge shar-
ing within an organization acquired the macro 
level of treatment of this process - i.e. organi-
zational level. The micro level, therefore, the 
level of the individual, has also been consid-
ered and analysed in the process of imparting 
knowledge in organizations. We can see that 
researchers have dealt with the motivation of 
individuals to share their knowledge. Views 
are a significant factor in the sharing of knowl-
edge (Bock and Kim 2002). The perception of 
an individual, including the belief that others 
in the organization (staff and leaders) expect 

that employees will share their knowledge to 
others, may be an important factor in promot-
ing the process of knowledge sharing within 
an organization.

Also very important is the perception 
of individuals that includes the expectation of 
reciprocity from others, so that others in the 
organization share their knowledge rather than 
hoard it. Some individuals are more prone to 
passing on knowledge than others (Cabrera et 
al. 2006).

Meta-analysis of antecedences of knowl-
edge sharing (Witherspoon, Bergner, Cockrell 
and Stone 2013) showed that there are three 
groups of antecedences: personal, reward and 
culture.

In the discussion on the factors that 
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promote the sharing of knowledge within an 
organization it is obvious that there exists a 
weak point, as there is no specific analysis on 
the interpretation between organizational and 
individual factors imparting knowledge in an 
organization. Some authors argue that this is 
a practice of human resource management 
that could place these factors in a consistent 
framework. In order to promote the flow of 
knowledge within an organization, many or-
ganizations decided to introduce the practice 
of human resource management to facilitate 
the sharing of knowledge. Darroch (2003) an-
alysed the practices and behaviour of employ-
ees in knowledge management. She measured 
the acquisition, storage, dissemination and 
application of knowledge. Oltra (2005) found 
that the practice of human resource manage-
ment has a positive impact on the success of 
knowledge management. He also noted that it 
is not so important to discover an ideal prac-
tice for knowledge management; instead, it 
is more important for practices to be aligned 
with one another and with the requirements of 
industry, business strategy and the characteris-
tics of knowledge workers.

Looking at Table 1, we can see that the 
authors have mainly dealt with the macro (col-
lective, organizational) factors of the process 
of knowledge sharing within an organization. 
Considerably less analysis has been made of 
the micro-level processes. Therefore, we shall 
focus our attention on the micro level of the 
process of knowledge sharing within an or-
ganization. It is not only that an insufficient 
number of studies have been carried out on the 
level of the individual, it is also the case that 
they have been performed in a very specific 
manner. The individual is treated as an actor 
during one part of a particular situation and 
is facing the factors within that situation. So 
the individual is a part of the reward system, 
part of the organizational structure, part of the 
organizational culture. The individual is a part 
of the situation and as such reacts to it in a cer-
tain way. Interpretation of these approaches is 
as follows: the more the person is rewarded 
for the sharing of knowledge, the more he or 
she is willing to share knowledge and more 
knowledge will be shared with colleagues in 
the organization. In these studies, however, 
the concept of the individual has not been ad-
dressed sufficiently. Our purpose in the present 
analysis is to ask ourselves what is the nature 
of the individual in the process of knowledge 
sharing within an organization? What are the 
rules, norms that form the background affect 
how a person behaves in these processes?  Ma 

et al. (2014) claim that although the sharing 
of knowledge is also affected by national and 
organizational culture, in the end it depends 
on her/his personal decision.

Some authors such as ( Cabrera and Ca-
brera, 2005;  Wilkesmann et al., 2009;  Antal 
and Richebe, 2009) have begun to analyse 
various theories such as the theory of social 
capital, the theory of social dilemmas and the 
social exchange theory to explain the social 
dynamics of knowledge sharing from an indi-
vidual’s perspective. However, this is only the 
beginning, which has failed to bring about a 
comprehensive analytical attempt at explain-
ing how an individual functions within an 
organization. Most of these contributions fo-
cused on the theoretical perspective that ex-
plains the views of the individual on the topic 
of knowledge sharing through the theory of 
rational action and the theory of social dilem-
mas. According to these  theories the knowl-
edge of the individual is initially seen as pri-
vate goods, which the individual does not 
want to share with others, as knowledge has 
the tendency to spread within an organization, 
excluding the individual in the process. The in-
dividual can, however, reap the benefits of or-
ganizational knowledge. Cabrera and Cabrera 
(2005) warn that the possibility of benefiting 
without having to contribute anything may 
lead to opportunistic behaviour and the “free 
rider” effect. Besides the fact that contributing 
knowledge costs time and effort, other costs 
for an individual are also at risk; the individual 
contributing their knowledge may lose the op-
portunity for advancement. With that knowl-
edge the individual is able to contribute to the 
progress of other individuals, thus losing the 
advantage in the competitive race with others 
in the organization. Lam and Lambermont-
Ford speak of “the fear of the loss of value of 
the individual to the organization” (Lam and 
Lambermont-Ford, 2010). On the other hand, 
Hislop (2005) points out that knowledge is the 
power of the individual and because an organ-
ization is a hierarchical system, the sharing of 
knowledge within an organization is always 
difficult to trigger.

The theory of social exchange is useful 
as it can analyse the processes of knowledge 
sharing within an organization and allows in-
sight into:

• the reasons why people share their 
knowledge,

• how to share knowledge with others,
• time spent sharing knowledge and
• what organizations can do to accelerate 

the process of knowledge sharing.
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In the following we will analyse the 
initial theoretical assumptions and explain 
the difference between economic and social 
exchange, thus defining the different under-
standings of the individual in the processes of 
exchange, represented by two disciplines, on 
the one hand with economics and on the other 
with sociology. The differences are critical, as 
it is only by detecting these differences in the 
perception of the individual and her/his activ-
ity that we can present a way it can be used to 
accelerate sharing of knowledge within an or-
ganization. This is also the main contribution 
of our paper. 

3. ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 
EXCHANGE

Blau (1964) defined the main difference 
between social and economic exchange. In 
economic exchange private ownership and a 
large number of objects exist which are avail-
able on the open market and can be obtained 
by anyone who can buy goods at the price de-
termined by supply and demand. Customers 
can negotiate prices. The payment for goods 
is legally ensured, payment is determined by 
amount, time and space. The main difference 
between economic and social exchange is the 
existence of “nonspecific obligations”. Social 
exchange includes the exchange of services 
among actors which forms “diffuse future ob-
ligations”, which are not precisely defined, as 
they are in an economic exchange. Payback is 
not defined by amount, time and space. 

The second difference is that in social 
exchange “the payback is not a matter of ne-
gotiation, but is at the discretion of a giver” 
(Blau, 1964). In general, social exchange is 
more specific, as it takes place among a small-
er number of actors compared to economic 
exchange.

Social exchange occurs in an organiza-
tional context, which is by and large a highly 
competitive environment. Although employ-
ees as individuals, groups, teams or depart-
ments are competing over resources, they 
have to cooperate in order to attain common 
goals. In such a situation, knowledge sharing 
is a part of the exchange process and knowl-
edge is a very important source of exchange. 
The sharing of knowledge in an organization 
has its exchange background although precise 
calculation and selections are not emphasized.

In general, Figure 1 shows that social 
exchange takes place under specific conditions 
over which members want to hold control. 

People enter relations in order to acquire re-
sources that belong to (controlled by) others. In 
the process of social exchange employees ex-
change different resources: material resources 
and symbolic resources, such as information, 
knowledge, power, respect, belongings, sanc-
tions, honour, emotions, etc. (Etzioni, 1975). 
The process of social exchange is illustrated 
in the following scheme.

Figure 1. Economic and social exchange (Blau, 
1964)

There are many types of exchange in an 
organization. Homans (1961), for example, 
specified two forms of behaviour in the social 
exchange process: sub-institutionalised and 
institutionalised. The first is more elementary 
and the second is more complex.  

Figure 2. The process of social exchange 

In the second, exchange as an insti-
tutionalized process, exchange is regulated 
with rules, values and norms, while in the first 
the exchange is more an unregulated process 
where actors seek favourable outcomes only 
in direct exchange. Homans (1961) defined 
sub-institutional behaviour as when actors are 
acting directly upon the actions of others re-
gardless of the rules, which may or may not 
exist in a situation. Homans (1961) said it is 
important to know “how employees will help 
each other even when formal rules do not de-
mand their mutual cooperation”. Knowledge 
sharing in an organization occurs in the form 
of sub-institutionalized behavior.
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Figure 3. Knowledge sharing as a sub-institu-
tional process (Homans, 1961)

3.1. Knowledge sharing in organiza-
tions as a sub-institutional process

Up until now, knowledge sharing in 
organizations was seen as a sub-institutional 
process, which occurs in an institutional emp-
tiness. Spontaneous transactions among actors 
in the exchange process are not subjected to 
any institutional pressure and exchange hap-
pens in a “pure form” (mutual help, problem-
solving or mutual attraction among employ-
ees). To understand this process we will look 
at the process of social exchange in greater 
detail.

In an organization, with its hierarchical 
structure, a tendency to withhold information 
exists. But on the other hand, an organization 
is not just a sum of individuals who want to 
keep important information to themselves. In 
an organization, a lot of work constellations, 
groups and teams exist, forming a second ten-
dency to inform and to keep other members 
of the group in the loop. Shared meanings for 
preserving common themes, shared defini-
tions of reality, synchronisation of values and 
goals, all these processes demand information 
sharing. 

A micro interactional space among orga-
nizational members and groups exists where 
information and knowledge are a source of 
exchange. There is a lot of information in 
free exchange. Small efforts and a few costs 
are demanded to acquire this information. But 
certain information, which demands greater 
effort and higher costs to obtain, is under strict 
control of its holder. Important, high-value 
sources exist, which are under protection of 
their bearer. This is self-protection behav-
iour of an individual. The actor retains inner 
domains for his autonomous use (Goffman, 
2009). The borders of protected domains are 
under the supervision of their owner, since 
they are important for keeping good exchange 
conditions in the future. Actors exert constant 
efforts to maintain reciprocity and stable con-
ditions during the exchange.

Employees of an organization do not 
share knowledge because they do not want 
to accept an inferior exchange standard. Suc-
cessfulness in exchange is connected with fa-
vourable exchange outcomes.

In order to establish such circumstances, 
the organization has to design a HRM policy 
that will ensure better reward outcomes for 
employees. If employees understand that they 
can enter in a valuable exchange process, they 
will do so.

Homans (1961) revealed one of the ba-
sic secrets of human exchange. Namely, actors 
are prepared to enter into an exchange process 
under the following terms:

1. Everyone has to have something that 
others do not have, but she/he needs;

2. They change approximately the 
same values;

3. Everybody has to get more than she/
he gives, otherwise  the exchange 
would be meaningless and would 
not occur.

Thibaut and Kelley (1959) argued that 
actors in an exchange process will orient 
themselves on the basis of an expected ratio 
between costs and rewards. They designed 
a matrix of behavioural chain for the dyadic 
situation (A and B actor).

Figure 4. Thibaut and Kelley (1959) matrix of 
expected rewards and costs:
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Figure 5. Each cell of a matrix has a specific 
relation between rewards and costs for actor A and B:

The behavioural chain of both actors (A 
and B) is selective and changeable, depend-
ing on expected rewards and costs. Many 
outcomes are possible. The matrix shows 
how outcomes can change with regard to dif-
ferent behavioural patterns of each actor. For 
example, information given to the other can 
be connected with smaller or bigger costs in 
time or effort, but it is also connected with 
high respect, honour and commitment of the 
information receiver. For example, if the costs 
for actor A are 4 and rewards are 6, than the 
total positive outcome for actor A is 2. On the 
other side, if for actor B the information given 
is very valuable and he strongly depends on 
it, the reward for him is 6, but he is not highly 
subordinate to actor A, so the costs for actor 
B is just 1, then the total positive outcome for 
B is 5. This situation can be inserted into the 
matrix; cell number 1 is a1b1 as follows.

Figure 6. Matrix of rewards

Actor A has in his behavioural reper-
toire at least two options: to offer information 
or not, which for her/him means different total 
outcomes (rewards minus costs); and B can 
accept or refuse the information as well, de-
pending on her/his calculation. 

Thibaut and Kelley (1959) argued that 
an actor values the outcomes on the basis of 
two standards which do not fall under eco-
nomic criteria. The first standard represents the 
level of attraction within the relationship: for 
the person the involvement in the interaction 
could prove more or less satisfactory. They 
named the standard as “comparison level” CL. 
The second standard sets the bottom level for 
the outcomes in the light of an alternative. It 
is the level where a person makes the decision 
to either continue or stop the interaction. They 
named the standard as “comparison level for 
alternatives” CLalt. So for a person, one rela-
tion might not be very satisfactory (below the 
CL), yet he will not discontinue the interac-
tion. This will occur when the level of dissatis-
faction reaches the lowest level in the light of 
alternatives which are at his disposal (below 
CLalt). As soon as the outcome drops below 
the CLalt, the person will break the interaction. 
For two people, the condition to continue the 
interaction is that both of them retain the rela-
tion between rewards and costs beyond CLalt. 

Thibaut and Kelley (1959) argued that 
valuation of outcomes is connected with his 
CL, which is a reflection of all his prior out-
comes. For a person, an appropriate level of 
outcomes is expected on the basis of all known 
past outcomes. Satisfaction with the wage is 
not only connected to a comparison of all past 
wages of an employee, but rather to the pro-
fessional role, education and her/his tenure. 
An employee is part of hieratical structure of 
an organization as well and she/he tends to 
compares her/himself with others in a compa-
ny or organization. She/he also compares her/
his wage to wages of colleagues, trade union 
arrangements and so on.

To share knowledge means that all costs 
and rewards are taken into consideration. But 
first, conditions to enter the exchange with 
others have to exist. According to Homans 
(1961):

1. She/he will not enter the exchange 
without the existence of a need to do 
so,

2. If she/he shares, she/he has to re-
ceive something valuable for her/
him in return, 

3. It has to be a favourable exchange 
with rewarded outcomes.

According to Thibaut and Kelley (1959) 
she/he will evaluate the outcome by compar-
ing CL and CLalt. Only then will she/he decide 
to either continue with the exchange process 
in the future or drop out of it.
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4. KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN  
ORGANIZATIONS AS AN  

INSTITUTIONAL PROCESS

It is important to mention that besides 
the dyadic and triadic exchange processes in 
an organization, indirect exchanges also ex-
ist. This form of exchange is an exchange be-
tween individuals, groups and organizations, 
based on values, norms and regulated social 
relations. Within these relationships, individu-
als either calculate their costs and rewards or 
they act spontaneously and retain their pres-
ence as long as these relationships have fa-
vourable outcomes for them.

“Elementary social behaviour” 
(Homans, 1961), which means direct social 
exchange, does not exist separate from insti-
tutional exchange processes. The spheres of 
human behaviour and actions, which are more 
regulated and institutionally arranged, are not 
isolated from the rules of exchange. “Normed 
and institutionalised” does not mean some-
thing else, isolated from the exchange process. 
It is not an alternative to free exchange. Rela-
tions on a macro level: (1) between individuals 
and organizations; (2) among organizations, 
and (3) between organization and society are 
still exchange processes, but the exchange is 
indirect and regulated by rules, which ensure 
appropriate relations, social control and sta-
bile transactions. However, in these relations, 
new media occur: money, values and norms. 
On this level, transactions are based not only 
on mutual trust, attraction and mutual rewards, 
but people also act as representatives of their 
roles determined by normative rules and or-
ganizational goals, strategies, rewards paid by 
an organization, and not merely from the di-
rect exchange process. Exchange processes on 
this level are more complicated, are given new 
dimensions and qualities, and are not exclud-
ed. Norms and values are the media in social 
exchange processes as money is in economic 
transactions. Norms and values stabilize be-
haviour and determine it in advance. Norms 
also ensure justice in the exchange process. 

A number of authors have concluded that 
a knowledge sharing supportive organization-
al culture must be present in organizations for 
knowledge management activities to succeed 
(DiTienne at al., 2004). Transgression from 
micro to macro conditions in the exchange 
process includes the growing importance of 
shared values, which also have a mediating 
role in the process of indirect social exchange. 
Without knowledge sharing supportive orga-
nizational culture values cannot play a mediat-

ing role in indirect exchange processes.
Direct and indirect exchange process-

es have to be understood as mutually inter-
twined, where individuals act as role holders, 
bear rules in mind, are in direct or indirect 
relations, and can calculate their short or 
long-term advantages. This can be done only 
because the institutionalization of social life 
(norms and values) enables a long-term dura-
tion of interactive structures among individu-
als, groups and organizations.

To ensure knowledge sharing process-
es as a durable and long-lasting orientation 
of employees, organizations must develop 
knowledge sharing policies, supported by 
value orientations, rules and norms. These are 
specific value standards, which control orien-
tations and interaction among people.

To ensure knowledge sharing and trans-
fer as a durable and lasting process in organi-
zations it is important to solve the problems 
of:

• how to retain stability of the ex-
change process with less costs, 

• how to retain the stability of the 
comparison level (CL and CLalt) of 
individuals involved in exchange 
processes,  

• its predictability, and 
• how to establish consistent coordi-

nation based on indirect exchange 
processes.

Retention of the established order of ex-
change processes demands its institutionaliza-
tion. Institutionalization is the first condition 
of durable exchange processes. Interaction 
process (knowledge sharing) in an organiza-
tion should not just be a result of the contingent 
direct mutual exchange amongst individuals, 
but rather should become a part of the existing 
structure of values and norms, which last as a 
complex of established conditions of actions 
and mutual transactions. Institutionalized pat-
terns of interaction present the individual with 
various rewards. 

Blau (1964) for example made the clas-
sification of rewards obtained in an exchange 
process which are divided into two groups, 
spontaneous and calculated. Spontaneous ac-
tion rewards could be subdivided into intrinsic 
(attraction) and extrinsic (social acceptabil-
ity, respect, status), while calculated action 
rewards could either also be intrinsic (social 
approval) or extrinsic (material rewards, sub-
ordination, support, power). If rewards are 
lower than expected or there is none at all, in-
dividuals will not enter the exchange process 
or will seek different institutional arrange-
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ments. Rewards management for knowledge 
sharing in an organization has to be seen as 
holistic, which means that reward strategies 
are connected to the overall HRM climate in 
an organization vis-à-vis market expectations 
for each occupational category. It is obvious 
why financial rewards alone do not promote 
knowledge sharing in organizations (Dixon, 
2002). 

Institutionalized patterns of interaction 
do not just limit the behaviour of individuals 
but also frame exchange processes. This in-
cludes the CL and CLalt of outcomes among 
individuals, groups and organizations as well. 
It means that CL and CLalt are not just results 
of direct and indirect transactional processes 
based on mutual attraction and competition 
for scarce resources among individuals, but 
are also determined by institutional processes 
as well. Individuals on the other hand enter ex-
change processes based on individual calcula-
tions of rewards and costs and continue these 
exchanges as long as rewards are estimated as 
appropriate and just.

Figure 7. Knowledge sharing in organizations 
as an institutional process

Table 2. The role of Human Resource Manage-
ment in the knowledge sharing process

Human Resource Management can pro-
mote the knowledge sharing process by devel-
oping a knowledge sharing culture with de-
signing structure, processes, rules and routines 
which are directed toward knowledge sharing 
activities. In addition, Human Resource Man-
agement can initiate a process of development 
values and norms which support knowledge 
sharing among employees.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Knowledge sharing among members of 
an organization, as well as between an orga-
nization and its customers, suppliers and al-
liance partners, greatly facilitates the process 
of improving the quality of customer service, 
reducing production cycles, increasing the 
cooperation between different departmental 
units and consolidating the relationships with 
alliance partners, which thus enhances an or-
ganization’s efficiency and functionality.

The focus of this study was to iden-
tify key factors that affect knowledge shar-
ing among members of an organization. We 
conceptualized knowledge sharing among 
organizational members as a social exchange 
process.

The analysis of a macro structure de-
mands the inclusiveness of more than just 
one level of a social organization. To anal-
yse the macro structure one has to be aware 
of its substructures such as groups and indi-
viduals. Individual actors, who enter into an 
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indirect social exchange process, have their 
own motives, needs and preferences besides 
their common goals and interests. In the case 
of exchange between groups, this exchange is 
indirect, but a lot of direct exchange processes 
take place within it.

A more complex process of knowledge 
sharing would appear if it were to be under-
stood as an institutionalised activity, regulated 
by norms, values or other rules. In this re-
spect, Human Resource interventions are the 
first important step toward the promotion of 
knowledge sharing in an organization.
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