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Knowledge is one of the key determinants in the growth and competitiveness of modern enterprises. 
Hence, it is essential to analyse the factors that induce employees to exchange knowledge. The prob-
lem of sharing an intangible asset — in this case, the knowledge of individuals — can be viewed from 
many perspectives: psychological, economic, organisational, sociological and technological.

The aim of this article is to explore selected social psychology theories and to analyse the incen-
tives for people to share knowledge.

The article attempts to interpret the willingness to share knowledge through the Social Ex-
change Theory, the Social Impact Theory, the Theory of Reasoned Action and the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour. This analysis leads to the following conclusions:
•	 we share our knowledge and expect a return;
•	 we share our knowledge when we believe that the benefits of this action outweigh the costs;
•	 we are pushed to share knowledge by the power of empathy; 
•	 workers’ willingness to share knowledge is influenced by three social processes: subordination, 

identification and internalisation;
•	 the decision to share knowledge is preceded by an intention formed under the influence of an indi-

vidual attitude towards that behaviour, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control; and
•	 the decision to share knowledge is also influenced by additional components, including the 

knowledge and skills to implement this behaviour, environmental limitations, behavioural em-
phasis and habits. 

Introduction
Because of the importance of knowledge for the devel-
opment and competitiveness of enterprises in the in-
formation age, knowledge management theoreticians 
and practitioners analyse sharing this strategic, non-
material commodity from numerous perspectives, try-
ing to identify both the barriers to and factors favour-
ing knowledge exchange. 

The variety of determinants of knowledge sharing 
make it very difficult to find one universal model that 
presents this problem from various perspectives, such 
as psychological, business, organisational, sociological 
and technological. 

The aim of the article is to analyse people’s (employ-
ees’) knowledge-sharing inclination by examining the 
influence of psychological factors.

Knowledge sharing will be considered in light of 
selected social psychology theories. The author con-
centrates primarily on analysing how the presence and 
activities of other people affect an individual’s psyche 
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and determines his or her behaviour. Knowledge shar-
ing is a  social situation in which one’s emotions, at-
titudes, and consequently, actions, are influenced by 
other people, both consciously and unconsciously.

In addition, the author also analyses the Process 
Theories of Motivation because motivation, particu-
larly extrinsic motivation, is one of the factors that de-
termines the knowledge-sharing process and is largely 
shaped by environmental influences.

By selecting and reviewing the most essential 
psychological theories that address the formation 
of human attitudes and behaviours connected with 
knowledge sharing, the author’s considerations will 
be synthesised. This, in turn, will facilitate the transi-
tion of the considered theories and research findings 
into practice, which is a powerful challenge for those 
responsible for human resource management in or-
ganisations. 

Sociobiology
The motivation behind knowledge sharing can be ex-
plained by Sociobiology, a scientific discipline that aims 
to explain all forms of social behaviour in both animals 
and people by examining those behaviours in the con-
text of the Theory of Organic Evolution formulated by 
Charles Darwin. Sociobiology assumes that the source of 
social behaviour is in the genes and that types of behav-
iour evolve because of environmental influences. Edward 
Osborne Wilson, an American biologist and zoologist, is 
regarded as the creator of contemporary Sociobiology. 
Recently, Richard Dawkins has become one of the main 
promoters and popularisers of Sociobiology.

According to this theory, sharing certain goods 
with individuals genetically similar to us is an instinc-
tive reaction. However, the motivation for knowledge 
sharing cannot be explained exclusively by the notion 
of kin selection. It explains a willingness to help — in 
this case, making knowledge available to those who 
will transfer our genes to the next generations — but 
it does not justify mutual knowledge sharing by total 
strangers. Therefore, sociobiologists indicate the exis-
tence of a genetically determined reciprocity standard 
that is important for a  species to survive (Aronson, 
Wilson, & Akert, 1997). We assume that others will 
treat us in the same way that we treat them. If we share 
our knowledge with someone, we expect him or her to 
repay us with the same in the future. 

The Social Exchange Theory 
However, many psychologists do not agree with the 
sociobiological position. They refer to one of the most 
important social psychology theories, the Social Ex-
change Theory. According to this theory, our actions 
are motivated by the desire to maximise profit and 
minimise costs, and basic human nature is being con-
cerned about our own interests. Therefore, in social 
relations, we attempt to maximise the ratio of profits 
to costs (Dovidio et al., 1991; Smith, Keating, & Stot-
land, 1989). Every situation in which we share knowl-
edge entails certain profits and losses. One should 
consider three cases in which knowledge sharing can 
be rewarding. First, there is the reciprocity standard 
that was mentioned before. We act how we want others 
to act towards us, or we share our knowledge count-
ing on reciprocity. Second, when we help someone by 
making our knowledge available to him or her, we also 
relieve a  certain discomfort connected with watch-
ing someone struggle to perform a  task (e.g., we feel 
better because we did something appropriate). Third, 
knowledge sharing can yield recognition (e.g., others 
think positively about us) or different types of material 
rewards (e.g., a promotion or a higher salary). 

According to the Social Exchange Theory, there is 
no altruism, which is defined as acting to benefit oth-
ers without considering one’s own interest. La Roche-
foucauld (2010) in his maxims notes, that what seems 
like generosity is often nothing else but a  concealed 
ambition.

People will share their knowledge only when it is in 
their interest, i.e., when expected profits will exceed 
costs. Therefore, workers’ motivation to share knowl-
edge decreases when the costs are high and increases 
when the profits are high. 

Empathy and altruism
However, evidence to support the hypothesis about the 
existence of true altruism is provided by the research by 
Batson (1991). The research concerned the reasons for 
helping other people selflessly. According to the results, 
it can be assumed that a  worker will share his or her 
knowledge for motives other than sheer ego, provided 
that he or she feels empathy towards the knowledge re-
cipient. Empathy will be elicited much more by a person 
who seems similar to us in some way, such as holding 
similar values or having similar interests and experience. 
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In his research, Batson (1991) manipulated the degree 
of resemblance of a person needing help to the partici-
pants in the experiment. He made them see the person 
as more or less similar to themselves. Batson claimed 
that people who had the impression that the person was 
more similar felt more empathy towards him or her than 
those who did not have such an impression. 

There is an interaction between empathy and lik-
ing. When we like someone, it is easier for us to feel 
empathy towards him or her, and by feeling empathy 
towards someone, it is easier for him or her to like us. 

When we feel empathy towards another person, we 
will share knowledge with him or her to help him or her 
to, for instance, meet a deadline, without regard for our 
own interest. It can be regarded as a genuinely altruistic 
activity. When we do not feel empathy, we will make our 
knowledge available with our own interest in mind be-
cause the prospective profits exceed the losses.

Interestingly, altruistic behaviour can be influenced 
by our exceptionally good (Berkowitz, 1987; Carlson, 
Charlin, & Miller, 1988) or exceptionally bad (Cialdini, 
Darby, & Vincent, 1973; Cialdini & Fultz, 1990) mood. 
When we are satisfied and in a good mood, our readi-
ness for knowledge sharing can be greater. Paradoxical-
ly, a bad mood can also be beneficial to our willingness 
to help others via knowledge sharing. In such situations, 
in helping others, we seek to improve our bad mood.

It is worth mentioning another interesting obser-
vation that was made by Darley and Batson (1973) in 
the course of their research. They found that in many 
cases, our behaviour depends more on very trivial fac-
tors, such as being in a hurry, rather than on what type 
of people we are. In the course of the study, people in 
a hurry for an appointment showed an altruistic atti-
tude much less often (and did not help a man lying in 
the street) than people who were not in a hurry. People 
involved in the experiment were seminary students 
preparing to become clergy, whom we would expect to 
show a truly altruistic attitude.

Relating the findings of the study to knowledge 
sharing, it can be assumed that lack of time is often 
one of the most essential obstacles to knowledge ex-
change between workers. This is confirmed in practice. 
Van Aken, Camps and Jurgens (1997) published their 
findings from Dutch and American enterprises. “Lack 
of time” was indicated by workers as first and second, 
among the barriers, including a  lack of support from 

managers, a lack of participation in decision making, 
and a fear of defeat, that discourage them from knowl-
edge sharing.

Expectancy-Value Theory
It is also worth examining the Process Theories of Mo-
tivation, which is one of the branches of contemporary 
theories of motivation. This theory addresses why 
a given factor, such as the amount of pay, becomes the 
driving force behind an action and why it evokes (or 
fails to evoke) a feeling of satisfaction. It is also inter-
esting how people attempt to satisfy different compet-
ing needs and what triggers their actions.

People’s behaviour is a function of their intentions 
(what they want), their competencies (what they can 
do themselves) and the limitations of the environment 
(what they are allowed to do by the external environ-
ment). Intentions, in turn, are a function of attractive-
ness and expectations rather than results. 

One of the main Process Theories of Motivation is 
the Expectancy-Value Theory, whose formal frame-
work was developed by Vroom (1964) and whose de-
velopment was proposed by Porter and Lawler (1968). 
The Expectancy-Value Theory claims that our motiva-
tion to take action depends not only on how strongly 
we wish something, but also on how high the prob-
ability of the fulfilment of our expectations is. People 
have different needs, desires and goals, and they make 
their choices from alternative behaviours by analysing 
what type of behaviour will lead to the desired results. 
The employee undertakes an activity more willingly 
when the probability of achieving the desired goal is 
higher and the goal is more attractive. He/she will be 
more involved in completing the task if he/she notices 
the relationship between the intensive effort and the 
result. Each employee values his/her reward (salary, 
promotion, praise from the superiors or other activi-
ties) subjectively — he/she perceives it as more or less 
satisfying — and the degree of motivation depends on 
his/her personal assessment. Forms of recognition that 
fail to provide satisfaction lower motivation. 

Let us assume that in certain organisations, each 
month, there is a bonus for the employee who adds the 
highest number of documents/entries in the company 
intranet. According to the Expectancy-Value Theory, 
Mr X will go to great effort to add knowledge to the 
company intranet when he expects the effort to yield 
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the expected reward and when he expects that the 
achievement of the goal will be followed by the ex-
pected consequence.

If Mr X, in considering his and his colleagues’ pos-
sibilities, estimates that the probability of becoming 
the person to make the highest number of entries as 
very low, he will not make much effort. He will behave 
similarly if the consequences of becoming the best em-
ployee (with respect to entries in the Intranet) do not 
meet his expectation, that is, receiving a bonus would 
not satisfy him (because, for instance, he would prefer 
to be recognised in another way).

The following is another example of the Expectan-
cy-Value Theory: an employee is supposed to provide 
other employees with knowledge that he gained during 
a training session. His superior did not define either the 
form or the manner of the knowledge transfer. Howev-
er, if the employee sees fulfilment of the task given by 
his superior as the only consequence of his action, he 
will not make much effort, and the knowledge transfer 
could occur in the course of a short meeting held on 
short notice during which the employee would discuss 
the training briefly. However, if the employee cares 
about his colleagues’ opinion and simultaneously esti-
mates that the probability of increasing his reputation 
in their eyes is high, then he will devote quite a  long 
time to prepare a rich presentation and will put a lot of 
effort into leading the meeting so that the participants 
will leave satisfied. If the employee cares about his col-
leagues’ opinion but does not see any opportunities 
to meet their expectations, and he estimates that the 
probability of them leaving satisfied is low, then his ef-
fort will be rather small.

The Expectancy-Value Theory of motivation may 
provide a  useful theoretical foundation for under-
standing the perceptions of knowledge shareability 
and their relationship to actual knowledge sharing. 
Boughzala and Briggs (2012) define knowledge share-
ability as an attitude and knowledge sharing as a be-
haviour, and to explain the differences between them, 
they propose a Value Frequency Model of Knowledge 
Sharing (VFMKS). These two constructs are very im-
portant because knowledge shareability attitudes may 
impact knowledge sharing behaviours. Knowledge 
sharing behaviours are significant in interdisciplinary 
cooperation among groups and organisations, which 
are becoming more frequent. It causes situations in 

which the cooperating employees must make decisions 
about knowledge sharing, especially hidden knowl-
edge, if the collaboration is to help achieve the goals 
set by both of the organisations.

The Process Theories of Motivation include the Eq-
uity Theory developed by Adams (1965). It is based on 
the assumption that people strive for an equitable divi-
sion of the rewards obtained in connection with their 
achievements at work. This fair division is understood 
as a ratio of the amount of labour the employee exerts 
to the rewards obtained by him compared with the 
rewards given to others for similar efforts. Employees 
prefer a balance in which they perceive their rewards as 
comparable to those of co-workers who exert the same 
amount of effort (Adams, Berkowitz, & Hatfield, 1976).

Therefore, if the applied incentives are supposed to 
motivate employees, they must be perceived as reli-
able, fair and comparable with the incentives that are 
received by the employees’ peers.

The Process Theories of Motivation also include the 
Goal-Setting Theory developed by Locke (1968), which 
is valued by experts as a very useful incentive tool. The 
basic assumption of this theory is that intentions ex-
pressed as goals are huge motivators. The inclination 
to work towards achieving goals that satisfy employees’ 
needs is the most effective source of motivation. The 
decision-making process that occurs between the or-
ganisation and the employee results in setting specific 
goals for the employee, and the realisation of those 
goals at the level required by the organisation influ-
ences the employee’s reward and satisfaction of his/her 
needs. Among the basic factors that determine the effi-
ciency of the motivation process based on Locke’s con-
cept are the degree of participation by the employee 
in the goal-setting process, the employee’s acceptance 
level, and the difficulty and specificity of the goal. The 
goals that are set with employee input tend to be more 
accepted. The research has also shown that in the mo-
tivation process, specific and difficult goals are better 
than goals that do not require much effort or goals that 
are too exorbitant. 

The employee will be motivated to share knowledge 
if conversations with his/her superior result in a specific 
goal that the employee believes is feasible. For example, 
an employee is supposed to transfer specialized knowl-
edge to three collaborators from his/her department 
within a week. The employee has to train the collabora-
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tors so that they can do a task that requires this knowl-
edge themselves. If the employee develops a strategy for 
sharing this knowledge, knows his/her colleagues’ skills, 
and the period of one week seems feasible, he/she could 
be expected to be willing to undertake this task. Deter-
mining a satisfying and fair reward for the knowledge 
transfer with his/her superior would augment the em-
ployee’s willingness to share the knowledge. 

Incentives, regardless of their nature, are not the 
only factors that determine whether knowledge shar-
ing occurs. 

The Social Impact Theory
The Social Impact Theory is one of the group behaviour 
theories that can also be considered in the analysis of the 
willingness to share knowledge. Workers of a given or-
ganisation are members of a group or team with a com-
mon interest: the completion of assigned tasks that in-
volve interaction and mutual communication. 

Kelman (1958) maintains that the individual behav-
iour of a group member is determined by three social 
processes: 
•	 subordination - activities are undertaken because 

of a  positive reaction from people important to 

a worker. “I share knowledge because I know that 
my superior will take this into consideration in my 
annual appraisal”. 

•	 identification - a  worker needs to identify with 
the group and seeks a sense of belonging. “I share 
knowledge because I  can see that others do, and 
I do not want to be rejected by them”.

•	 internalisation - a worker is motivated to perform 
in a certain way because it conforms to his or her 
value system. “I share knowledge because I think 
it is what one ought to do”. 

The Theory of Reasoned Action and 
the Theory of Planned Behaviour
Another behaviour model worth investigating in the 
context of knowledge sharing is the Theory of Reasoned 
Action (TRA), by Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975), and its ex-
panded version, the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB). 
They are the bases for many models of decision making.

According to the Theory of Planned Behaviour, 
every behaviour is preceded by a deliberate intention 
to make something. It is shaped by the individual’s at-
titude towards that behaviour, a subjective norm and 
a perceived behavioural control.

16 

 

Fig. 1. Theory of Planned Behaviour 

Source: based on Montaño and Kasprzyk (2008). 
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Figure 1. Theory of Planned Behaviour (Montaño & Kasprzyk, 2008).
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Every behaviour creates certain results. Each of 
those results has a certain value for a decision maker 
and an estimated probability of occurrence. In the lit-
erature, this estimation of the chances of a determined 
result occurring connected with undertaking an activ-
ity is referred to as behavioural beliefs. The attitude to-
wards behaviour is defined as a sum of products of the 
value and the probability of the appearance of results.

The subjective norm is an individual’s belief about 
whether and how his or her activities will be accepted 
by the people important to him or her. The power of an 
individual’s belief about how much a particular person 
wants to exert influence on him or her is referred to as 
normative beliefs. How much a person wants to submit 
to people important to him or her is called a motiva-
tion to perform a task.

Perceived behavioural control is the level of con-
trol an individual has over a  certain behaviour. The 
estimation of the chances that there will be particular 
problems with undertaking an activity is called control 
beliefs. The belief about one’s ability to overcome these 
problems is called personal agency.

Given the approaches to the issue of knowledge 
sharing, which substantially consider psychologi-
cal factors, it seems that the model of the Theory of 
Planned Behaviour would successfully be applied in 
the empirical research of this problem.

To illustrate the assumptions of the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour in the research, one can introduce the follow-
ing theoretical example of the reasoning of a  person 
who is considering sharing his or her knowledge: 
•	 the attitude of such a person will be a consequence 

of his or her estimating the chances that sharing 
knowledge will bring determined results (e.g., an 
increase in pay, recognition from collaborators, 
satisfaction from being an expert, being used by 
collaborators, becoming redundant) and a positive 
or negative assessment of these results. 

•	 the perceived (subjective) norm is a consequence 
of workers’ estimating the pressure exerted on them 
by people nearby, e.g., by the manager, regarding 
sharing knowledge and their willingness to submit 
to that pressure. If we want to satisfy someone, we 
will do something against our regular attitudes. 
Therefore, the subjective norm refers to the social 
control mechanism. The worker as a team member 
exchanges mutual incentives that are a  source of 

reward and punishment for him or her. These in-
centives strengthen his or her behaviour. 

•	 personal agency (perceived behavioural con-
trol) results from the power of a worker’s belief 
about the fact that a determined problem or ob-
stacle can appear on the way to making a final de-
cision about knowledge sharing and a subjective 
assessment of his or her ability to overcome that 
problem or obstacle. 

It is worth mentioning that the attitude, the subjective 
norm and the perceived behavioural control can influ-
ence one another. Therefore, increasing the amount of 
control that the worker feels about knowledge sharing 
can result in a more positive attitude towards under-
taking such behaviour.

It should also be stressed that both the TRA and 
TPB are used for anticipating planned, deliberate hu-
man behaviour rather than spontaneous behaviour 
that occurs as a result of, for example, a sudden exter-
nal factor. These theories also assume that an intention 
to undertake a specific action — in this case, sharing 
knowledge — is influenced first of all by subjective and 
psychological behavioural factors.

Kolekovski and Heminger (2003) introduced this 
model into the research of the determinants of knowl-
edge sharing, and they discovered potentially essential 
beliefs that seem to significantly influence knowledge 
exchange in organisations. Workers make their deci-
sions about whether to share knowledge, depending 
on the following:
•	 their beliefs about knowledge (recognising knowl-

edge as a  personal interest or belonging to an 
organisation; perceived resources and values of 
knowledge)

•	 their beliefs about interpersonal relations (the pow-
er and the type of relationship that links them with 
a person with whom they would like to share their 
knowledge; a  fear of being misled by improper 
knowledge sharing; expectations of reciprocity, or 
a belief that others will act similarly, i.e., they will 
also share their knowledge)

•	 their beliefs about the organisation (assessment of 
organisational norms concerning knowledge shar-
ing and engagement in knowledge exchange)

•	 their beliefs about tasks (assessment of the degree 
to which the knowledge is relevant and essential 
for the realisation of a given task). 
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Hypotheses concerning these beliefs as the determi-
nants of workers' willingness to share knowledge were 
confirmed by Kolekovski and Heminger (2003) in their 
practical research. Therefore, it seems advisable to con-
sider these factors when building tools for evaluating 
the motivation for knowledge sharing.

Recently, the authors of the TRA and TPB widened 
the conceptions, taking into account components from 
other essential behavioural theories and proposed the 
so-called Integrated Behavioural Model, or IBM (Mon-
taño & Kasprzyk, 2008). Those additional elements di-
rectly affecting behaviour are the following: 
•	 the knowledge and skills essential for the behav-

ioural realisation.
•	 “limitations from the environment” that can make 

it very difficult or impossible to realise behaviour
•	 the relevance of the realisation of behaviour for 

a given person
•	 an earlier occurrence of a similar type of behaviour
For example, if a  worker intends to share his or her 
knowledge, it is essential that he or she also possesses 
the technical skills for the execution of this task, e.g., 
making a presentation, preparing directions or certain 
didactic competencies. Another issue is possible envi-
ronmental obstacles, that is, providing him or her with 
suitable organisational conditions in the firm (a room, 
elimination of noise) and a lack of time pressure. One 
should also make the knowledge-sharing behaviour 
very important for the worker and inspire him or her 
to carry out his or her intention. The chance that the 
worker engages in knowledge-sharing behaviour in-
creases if he or she has already done so. 

Conclusion
The issue of workers’ willingness to share knowledge 
requires the investigation of many factors. Factors that 
determine workers’ commitment to the knowledge ex-
change process can depend both on the worker as an 
individual, his or her personality, age, sex, education, 
position and many other attributes, but also on the 
organisation, its internal conditions and interpersonal 
relations, its management style and organisational cul-
ture, and on the knowledge itself, its value, type, and 
ways of conveying it.

The identification of these factors is essential to 
analysing particular organisations. Such factors are, 
among other things, a basis for undertaking activities 

that lead to the increase in knowledge exchange among 
workers. 

This article presented only several approaches to the 
interpretation of the willingness to share knowledge, 
namely
•	 education in the process of the genetic develop-

ment of the reciprocity standard that makes us 
share our knowledge, counting on a return

•	 knowledge sharing is a  manifestation of taking 
care of oneself (profits from knowledge sharing 
exceed the costs)

•	 in certain circumstances, we are urged to share our 
knowledge by empathy towards a given person

•	 workers' willingness to share knowledge depends 
on its being influenced by three social processes: 
subordination, identification and internalisation

•	 intentions and decisions made on the basis of these 
processes, connected with knowledge sharing, are 
shaped in compliance with the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour, i.e., first of all influenced by an individ-
ual’s attitude towards that behaviour, the subjec-
tive norm and the perceived behavioural control

•	 behaviour, according to the integrated behavioural 
model, is also influenced by additional elements: 
the knowledge and skills to engage in the behav-
iour, limitations of the environment, and emphasis-
ing the behaviour and habits. 

The analysis of the knowledge-sharing inclination 
in the context of the Process Theories of Motivation 
showed that:
•	 knowledge sharing motivation depends on how high 

the probability of fulfilling our expectations is;
•	 if something is to motivate employees to share 

knowledge, it must be perceived by them as reli-
able and fair;

•	 the basic factors that influence the efficiency of the 
motivation process include the degree of the employ-
ee's participation in the goal-setting process, the ac-
ceptance level, and the difficulty of the specific goal. 

Certainly, the analysis of the willingness to share 
knowledge requires a separate discussion in the con-
text of other contemporary motivational conceptions: 
the theories of needs (Maslow, 1954; McClelland, 
1987) and reinforcement (Kozioł, Piechnik-Kurdziel, 
& Kopeć, 2000; Bandura, 2007; Zimbardo, 2011).

Another interesting issue may be the assessment of 
the influence of technology on workers' willingness 
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to share knowledge, which can be done by consider-
ing the Technology Acceptance Model – TAM (Davis, 
Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1989; Venkatesh & Davis, 2000; 
Venkatesh et al., 2003) – or the Theory of Adjusting 
Technology to a Task (Goodhue & Thompson, 1995).
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