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ABSTRACT

The paper provides a theoretical framework explaining the relationship
between personality types and knowledge hiding behavior. In a knowledge
based economy, knowledge is the foundation of a firm’s competitive advantage.
Capturing, storing, sharing, and using knowledge has gradually become an
integral part of most firms’ knowledge management strategy. Extensive
knowledge sharing within organizations still appears to be the exception
rather than the rule. Hoarding knowledge and looking guardedly at the
knowledge offered by others are natural human tendencies (Davenport &
Prusak, 1998). So far, there have been studies on knowledge sharing but
knowledge hiding is the area which is still untapped. Moreover, no study has
been done to study the relationship between personality types and knowledge
hiding behavior. This study, therefore, attempts to fill that research gap by
providing a theoretical framework based on literature review. The study uses
big five dimensions of personality theory of organization behaviour as it
emerged from decades of research and has gained distinct prominence.
Limitations and directions for future research are outlined.
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INTRODUCTION

In a knowledge based economy, capturing, storing, sharing, and using knowledge has gradually
become an integral part of most firms’ knowledge management strategy. Organizations today
want to make sure that they have an effective flow of knowledge to derive the maximum value
from the knowledge asset. Transfer and sharing of knowledge are two quintessential of
knowledge management. However, employees tend to withhold their knowledge even if they
are encouraged and rewarded for doing so (Bock, Zmud, Kim, & Lee, 2005; Swap, Leonard,
Shields, & Abrams, 2001). Many of the researchers tried to identify that why do people hoard
or hide their knowledge (Ford, 2008; Garfield, 2006; Hislop, 2003; Webster et al., 2008) and
others have tried to find the reasons as to why this happens and what could be done to
promote knowledge sharing in the organizations (DeLong & Fahey, 2000; Elliott & O'Dell,
1999; Voelpel, Dous & Davenport, 2005). In spite of various steps initiated by management,
extensive knowledge sharing within organizations still appears to be the exception rather than
the rule. Hoarding knowledge and looking guardedly at the knowledge offered by others are
natural human tendencies (Davenport & Prusak 1998).
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Knowledge sharing

Knowledge sharing can be referred to as the process of capturing knowledge or moving
knowledge from a source unit to a recipient unit (Bircham-Connoly, Corner & Bowden, 2005).
Willem (2003) on the other hand defines KS as exchange of knowledge between two parties in
a reciprocal process allowing reshape and sense making of the knowledge in the new context.
Today’s professionals are confronted with the “information-based, knowledge-driven, service-
intensive economy” (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 2002). Thus, knowledge is dependent on the
individuals in the organization. It has been suggested that organizational knowledge resides in
the interactions between individuals which forms the basis of competitive advantage (Argote &
Ingram, 2000; Nonaka, 1991). Knowledge can be classified into tacit and explicit (Nonaka,
1994). Explicit knowledge is defined by Polanyi (1966, 1998) as knowledge that is formal,
systematic and can be codified into records, databases. Tacit knowledge on the other hand is
defined as knowledge that is personal, intangible and embedded in the cognitive minds of
people and is obtained through learning and experience (Polanyi, 1966, 1998). Such
knowledge can only be transferred by applying it (Choi & Lee, 2003). This knowledge is
therefore more difficult to retain since it is intangible and not available in records. Van den
Hooff & de Ridder (2004) further divide KS into a) knowledge donating - one’s own view on
his KS willingness b) knowledge receiving —-one’s view on colleagues KS willingness. This
research will explore KS views based on these two dimensions.

Several studies have tried to identify the reasons for people not sharing knowledge. Riege
(2005) has classified KS barriers into three broad categories, viz., (a) individual barriers, (b)
organizational barriers, and (c) technological barriers. Individual barriers refer to personal
barriers such as lack of communication skills, lack of social networks, differences in culture,
lack of time, lack of trust, lack of motivation, lack of awareness of the benefit of KS, lack of
interaction, fear of not receiving recognition (Riege, 2005; Jain et al, 2007; Wai Ling et al,,
2009). Organization barriers are barriers that originate from the firm. Examples of such
barriers are lack of rewards, lack of support from top management, ineffective HRM practices,
weak organizational structure, inadequate infrastructure, poor organizational culture, office
politics, lack of KM/KS strategies, lack of formal and informal avenue to share knowledge,
competition between business units, lack of training etc. (Riege, 2005; Jain, et.al, 2007; Wai
Ling etal, 2009). Among the technology barriers highlighted (Riege, 2005) are lack of
integration of IT systems/processes, lack of technical support, lack of maintenance of
integrated IT systems, people’s reluctance to use IT systems and lack of training for
familiarization of IT systems and processes.

Knowledge Hiding

Knowledge hiding is defined as an intentional attempt by an individual to withhold or conceal
knowledge that has been requested by another person (Connelly, Zweig, Webster, &
Trougakos, 2011). Connelly et. al. (2011, p. 67) contend that “knowledge hiding is not simply
the absence of knowledge sharing. Although a comparison of knowledge hiding and sharing
might suggest that individuals either share or hide their knowledge, we suggest that these
variables are not the opposites of each other but rather two conceptually distinct constructs.”
According to one research (Takala & Urpilainen, 1999), hiding is not always deceptive. Hiding
of knowledge could have positive intentions. This behaviour could be possessed to maintain
confidentiality or to protect the interests of other parties (Saxe, 1991). Literally, it is not a
uniformly negative behaviour. (Lane & Wegner, 1995). A newspaper survey of approximately
1700 readers suggests that 76 per cent of employees withhold knowledge from their
colleagues (The Globe & Mail, 2006).
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Interestingly, this knowledge hiding construct is comprised of three dimensions (Xenoudaki &
Stafyla, 2012 p. 372): “playing dumb, evasive hiding, and rationalized hiding. An employee
using the playing dumb strategy denies having the requested knowledge at his or her disposal
and does not share this knowledge, not even in fragments. If an employee communicates false
information, or promises to deliver the requested information at a later time while having no
intention of doing so whatsoever, then he or she is thought to be operating under the strategy
of evasive hiding. These two strategies are likely to have the intention of deception on behalf of
the transmitter. During the third strategy, that of rationalized hiding, the hider does not share
the requested knowledge (or information), although it does offer the seeker an explanation
regarding the reasons for which he or she is unable to deliver, either by expressing a personal
weakness to do so, or by transferring the responsibility for hiding that knowledge to a third
party (for example, to the supervisor).”

Different researches have assigned different set of reasons behind knowledge hiding behavior
within the organizations such as prosocial, instrumental, laziness, etc. (Connelly et al, 2011,
Webster et al.,, 2008). Various perspectives are proposed by one more research including social
exchange, norms of secrecy and territorial behaviors (Webster et al., 2008).

Knowledge Hiding vs. Hoarding

Researchers have attempted to distinguish between knowledge hiding and knowledge
hoarding. Knowledge hoarding represent the act of accumulating knowledge that may or may
not be shared at a later date (Hislop, 2003). It is more an act of accumulating knowledge with a
purpose of making some gain out of it. According to Connelly et al (2011), in contrast to
knowledge hoarding, knowledge hiding represents an intentional concealment of knowledge,
or an intentional attempt to withhold or conceal knowledge that has been requested by
another individual.

According to research by Ford (2008), there might be a behavior, called disengagement, in
which individuals neither do share nor actively do hoard/hide their knowledge. However,
knowledge hoarding is amassing and protecting of knowledge. Also, hiding is subset of
knowledge hoarding. Hiding is basically protecting of knowledge which has been requested
whereas hoarding would be the act of not sharing the knowledge (Ford, 2008).The research by
Ford identified three different constructs i.e. knowledge sharing, partial knowledge sharing
and knowledge hoarding and gave a diagrammatic representation of these three constructs on
a continuum (Diagram source- Ford, 2008)-

Figure 1

Knowledge Sharing and Hoarding Continuum

< >
< >

Knowledge Hoarding Partial Knowledge Sharing Knowledge Sharing

Copyright © Society for Science and Education, United Kingdom 49



Kamal, K. J. (2014); Big Five Personality types & knowledge hiding behaviour: A Theoretical Framework. Archives of Business Research, 2(5), 47-56

Well, similar to hiding of knowledge, hoarding is not acceptable in the organizations.
Employees shouldn’t be allowed to hoard knowledge and information. Hoarding takes
organizations at risk and hampers the productivity of other workers (Lloyd, 2009). Hence, the
concepts of these two may overlap at times, but these are two different constructs in nature.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Since the research in the field of knowledge hiding is quite novel, there is not much literature
available. More than 70 research papers including knowledge hiding and knowledge sharing
were culled from various sources such as EBSCO, JSTOR, PROQUEST, Google Scholar etc.
However, only those papers were used which were relevant to this study. The focus while
doing the literature review on knowledge hiding was on recent papers so that current state of
the field could be identified. While doing the literature review on big five personalities, though
there were umpteen literature available, only classical papers have been used. The keywords
chosen to search the articles/papers were knowledge hiding, hiding, knowledge sharing,
sharing, big five personalities, personality dimensions etc. Besides articles and papers, few
surveys and newspaper articles were also referred.

BIG 5 PERSONALITY THEORIES: LITERATURE REVIEW AND PROPOSITIONS
Researchers have been trying to find out the reasons behind variety of individual behaviours
such as sharing of knowledge, hoarding or hiding of knowledge etc. Relationship between
personality types and learning styles, leadership styles, job satisfaction, job performance etc is
well documented. However, the relationship between personality types and knowledge hiding
remains unexplored. Earlier researches have shown that individuals who score high on
personality inventories tend to be more motivated and enthusiastic about knowledge sharing
(Matzler & Mueller, 2011). Few research studies took help of various personality theories to
identify their relationship with knowledge sharing such as the Five Factor Model of Personality
(FFM) or the Big Five Personality Model (Matzler & Mueller, 2011), self-efficacy (Tsai & Cheng,
2010) and self-esteem (Lee & Jang, 2010). At the same time, factors such as personal
competence and confidence are one of the major requirements for an individual to possess
knowledge sharing behaviour (Yaakub et al, 2013).

According to previous researches, individuals who are positive about themselves can face
criticism and accept feedback more effectively (Judge & Mueller, 2011). They are hardly
affected by negative evaluations and are risk taking (Lee & Jang, 2010). “Positive personality
traits such as trust and openness are likely to be more influenced by anxiety and tend to
withdraw from knowledge sharing behavior. They are afraid of being critiqued and evaluated
by others. In our context, it is expected that high core self-evaluations will reduce evaluation
apprehension and increase one’s motivation in sharing knowledge (Yaakub et al, 2013)”.Hence,
it is clear that personality plays very important role in knowledge sharing or hoarding of
information within organizations. As already discussed, various theories of personalities are
used to identify the same but the two majorly used models are the big five personality model
(Goldberg, 1990) and Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) by Briggs & Myers (1987). Both the
theories have their own pros and cons but big five personality instrument has been used often
to assess the personality of individuals (Goldberg & Saucier, 1995; Mount, Ilies & Johnson,
2006; Sodiya, Longe, Onashoga, Awodele, & Omotosho, 2007). The main reason behind this is
that it covers most aspects of personality (Robbins, 2003). The big five traits emerged from
decades of research and have been celebrated for their ability to simplify an otherwise
overwhelming number of traits (Hofsted, 1994; John, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987), their cross-
cultural capability (McCtae & Costa, 1997), and their ability to predict behavior. To understand
Big Five Personalities dimensions (Extraversion, Emotional Stability, Agreeableness,
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Conscientiousness, and Openness to Experience) and how does it affect the knowledge hiding
behaviour, we need to understand each of these dimensions one by one.

Extraversion

This is the first dimension in big five personality and most frequently this is called as
Extraversion or Surgency (Botwin & Buss, 1989; Digman, & Chock, 1981; Hogan, 1983;
Howarth, 1976; Norman, 1963). The major traits include outgoing, gregarious, assertive,
talkative, and energetic. Hogan (1986) considers this dimension as of two components. The
first one is ‘ambition’ that includes initiative, surgency, ambition, and impetuous and the other
one is ‘sociability’ that includes sociable, exhibitionist, and expressive. In a research,
extraversion is found to be positively related to the attitude towards knowledge sharing (Teh,
Yong, Chong, & Yew, 2011).

Individuals high in extraversion tend to be sociable (Besser & Shackelford, 2007). Extraverts
are highly enthusiastic, energetic and positive. Studies have suggested that extraverts are likely
to have positive emotions and contribute to greater team satisfaction (Watson & Clark 1984;
Barrick, Stewart, Neubert, & Mount, 1998). As extraverts are emotionally positive and are quite
satisfied when working with teams, these individuals might increase knowledge sharing
among group members to make their team viable (Teh et al, 2011). On the basis of the traits
possessed by extraverts, it is assumed that these individuals would not prefer to hide
knowledge. These people would be highly outspoken and enthusiastic about revealing
whatever knowledge they have. Hence, it is proposed that-

Proposition 1- A negative relationship exists between extraversion and knowledge hiding
behaviour.

Neuroticism

This is the second dimension of big five personality. According to Barrick and Mount (1991),
“Common traits associated with this factor include being anxious, depressed, angry,
embarrassed, emotional, worried, and insecure.” According to John (1989), “Neuroticism
contrasts emotional stability with different negative moods such as anxiety, sadness and
nervous tension.” It is said that people who are high on neuroticism often express their
attitudes toward their co-workers (Lepine & Dyne, 2001). In a research, neuroticism is found
to be positively related to the attitude towards knowledge sharing (Teh et al., 2011). Infact, in
one more research, it is found that neuroticism people have poor emotional stability and can
easily surrender under anxiety, depression or insecurity (Martinez et al., 2010). Hence, despite
of the fact that neurotic people possess negative moods and anxious behaviour, taking previous
researches into consideration, it can be assumed that people who are high on neuroticism
would not indulge in knowledge hiding behaviour. This presents another set of proposition.

Proposition 2- A negative relationship exists between neuroticism and knowledge hiding
behaviour.

Agreeableness

The third dimension agreeableness is also known as Likability (Conley, 1985; Hakel, 1974;
Hogan, 1983; McCrae & Costa, 1985; Norman, 1963). Researchers have given different names
to it such as friendliness (Guilford & Zimmerman, 1949), social conformity (Fiske, 1949) etc.
Characteristics which identify agreeableness are being courteous, flexible, trusting, good-
natured, cooperative, forgiving, soft-hearted, and tolerant. Agreeableness indicates individual’s
predisposition of being interpersonally pleasant (Besser & Shackelford 2007). Individuals high
in agreeableness are courteous, good-natured, helpful, forgiving, generous, joyful and

Copyright © Society for Science and Education, United Kingdom 51



Kamal, K. J. (2014); Big Five Personality types & knowledge hiding behaviour: A Theoretical Framework. Archives of Business Research, 2(5), 47-56

cooperative (Barrick & Mount, 1991). Characteristics such as sympathetic, altruistic,
cooperative, trust worthy and friendly nature are possessed by them which shows that they
are willing to share their knowledge in order to make the project successful (Srinivasan, 2009).
Due to the characteristics possessed by agreeable individuals, it can be assumed that they
would not indulge in knowledge hiding behaviour. Being good natured and liked by people,
they would like to be supportive towards others. The proposition proposed is as follows:

Proposition 3- A negative relationship exists between agreeableness and knowledge hiding
behaviour.

Conscientiousness

It is also known as Conscience (Hakel, 1974; John, 1989; McCrae & Costa, 1985; 1987; Norman,
1963), although it has also been called Conformity or Dependability (Hogan, 1983). This
dimension remained contentious among research scholars as some writers (Botwin & Buss,
1989; Hogan, 1983; John, 1989) have suggested that conscientiousness implies dependability
which means being careful, responsible, well thought-out, and planful. Others have added some
additional traits to these which say it includes volitional variables such as hardworking,
persevering and achievement-oriented. It is assumed that a person high on conscientiousness
is more cooperative with others compared to those having lower level of conscientiousness
(Lepine & Dyne, 2001). Conscientiousness possesses traits related to dependability, sense of
accomplishment and perseverance (Thomas, Moore & Scott, 1996). Individuals with high
conscientiousness are considered to be more dutiful, dependable, reliable, responsible,
organized and hardworking (Barrick & Mount, 1991). These people are responsible but due to
their highly achievement orientation, it could be assumed that these people will indulge in
hiding of knowledge to achieve their target, which leads to next proposition:

Proposition 4- A positive relationship exists between conscientiousness and knowledge hiding
behaviour.

Openness to Experience

This is the last dimension and also known as Intellect or Intellectence (Digman & Takemoto-
Chock, 1981; Hogan, 1983; John, 1989). Openness to Experience (McCrae & Costa, 1985) or
Culture (Hakel, 1974; Norman, 1963), the trait it possesses includes being imaginative,
inquisitive, cultured, original, broad-minded, intellectual, and creatively sensitive. This
dimension reflects individual’s independent, liberal, and daring behaviour. Due to this nature,
these individuals intend to gain new knowledge.

In a research, openness to experience is found to have an inverse relationship with the attitude
towards knowledge sharing (Teh et al, 2011). Being curious, intelligent, innovative and daring
or courageous in nature, it could be assumed that these people would have preference for
hiding of knowledge. Hence, the next set of propositions follows:

Proposition 5- A positive relationship exists between openness to experience and knowledge
hiding behaviour.

Diagrammatically, the proposed theoretical framework between the big five personality
dimensions and knowledge hiding can be shown as follows:
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CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCHERS

The paper makes an attempt to explain a possible relationship that may exist between
personality types and knowledge hiding. The relationship needs to be tested empirically. An
empirical study by future researchers in different contexts will add to the existing body of
knowledge in this field. Such a study will have practical utility for the organizations (such as
academic institutions and companies in the IT domain) for whom organizational learning and
knowledge management is of great importance. Organizations will be able to design a selection
test so that they are able to recruit people with required personality type. The paper makes a
unique contribution to theory because this construct has not been examined so far.

It may be noted that the paper has not considered the factors that may have moderating effect
on knowledge hiding. It may be worthwhile to see if the culture, leadership, degree of trust etc.
may moderate the effect of personality on knowledge hiding. It will also be useful to examine
how knowledge hiding affects organizational performance and the kind of organizations that
are likely to suffer more because of knowledge hiding.
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