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It is often mentioned in the literature, either academic or practitioner, that for knowledge sharing to 
flourish in an organization it is important that the organizational culture allows such sharing to take place. 
Despite the acknowledgement of organizational culture as a major influence on knowledge sharing, the 
research on this topic still lacks some depth. Research that has been done, is either focusing on 
organizational culture as an abstract concept, or is trying to test the hypothesis that certain aspects of 
organizational culture lead to more and better knowledge sharing.  A good understanding of how aspects 
of culture influence knowledge sharing behavior is however lacking. This research is intending to fill this 
gap  by studying how organizational culture affects knowledge sharing. A comparative case study has 
been conducted at different departments from subsidiaries of a large Dutch construction company. Based 
on observations and interviews with employees of the selected departments, the organizational culture as 
well as the knowledge sharing behavior could be assessed. After processing and tabulating the 
qualitative data it has been analyzed to detect patterns in knowledge sharing behavior that are related to 
the dimensions of organizational culture. In this analysis step, several influences of organizational culture 
on knowledge sharing behavior were found. In terms of practical benefits, four out of eight dimensions 
can be regarded as most influencing. This could be interpreted as a focus for cultural interventions in 
organizations to stimulate knowledge sharing. The contribution to the KM research field is that 
propositions are formulated that could eventually lead to a complete theory on the way how organizational 
culture is influencing knowledge sharing. So far, the propositions are plausible to be valid for the 
researched company and at best for comparable contractors in the construction industry. Future research 
is needed to show a broader generalization of the results.   
 
Keywords: organizational culture, knowledge sharing, knowledge sharing behavior, multiple case study 

1. Introduction 
It is widely acknowledged that applying knowledge management (KM) in an organizational context can be 
a source of competitive advantage (Grant 1996; Holsapple & Singh 2001; Argote & Ingram 2000; Kim & 
Lee 2001; Osterloh & Frey 2000). However, simply implementing a knowledge management program is 
not enough to gain these competitive advantages. Davenport, De Long & Beers (1999), accompanied by 
Alavi & Leidner (2001) see a culture in which knowledge sharing is promoted as a critical condition for 
successful knowledge management projects. The challenge is to take care that every entity within the 
organization knows what other entities know and are capable of. An important reason for failure of 
knowledge management initiatives is a lack of knowledge sharing (Davenport & Prusak 1998; Hendriks 
1999). In order to focus on getting knowledge actively shared, it is needed to know what influences the 
process of sharing knowledge. 
 
The research on the influence of organizational culture on knowledge sharing has received a lot of 
attention. However, in most cases these researches are lacking in the way they approach both concepts. 
The current research on knowledge management is approaching organizational culture as an abstract 
concept. From this point of view some general recommendations are formulated to enable knowledge 
sharing. De Long & Fahey (2000) and McDermott & O‟Dell (2001) both have this „global‟ approach to 
culture. De Long & Fahey (2000) describe ways how an organizational culture can influence knowledge 
creation and sharing behavior of employees, however they do not go in depth, trying to specify this 
influence. McDermott & O‟Dell (2001) only give some general recommendations with regard to the 
relationship between organizational culture and knowledge sharing. Many of the recommendations within 
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this context involve collaboration. However, an organizational culture has more dimensions than the role 
of collaboration within work practices. The complex character of organizational cultures complemented 
with the fact that every organizational culture is different, needs a more specific view on its impact on 
knowledge sharing. 
 
This leads to the following research question for this research: How can knowledge sharing behavior be 
explained by influences of individual dimensions of an organizational culture?  
 
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents a literature review and is followed 
by section 3 presenting the research framework. The set-up of the comparative case study and the 
analysis of the case study is presented in section 4 and finally the conclusions are presented in section 5. 

2. Literature review  

2.1. Organizational culture 
Within the organizational culture literature, there is no consensus about a definition (Detert, Mauriel & 
Schroeder 2000; Van Muijen 1994). A confirmative example is a list made by Schein (2004, p.11) of many 
different terms that are used to describe culture and the sources of publication. Despite of the lack of 
consensus on a general definition of organizational culture, the definition of Schein (2004) will be used: “A 
pattern of shared basic assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved its problems of external 
adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to 
be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation to those problems.” A 
reason for this choice is that this definition reflects that organizational culture is about an implicit group 
view of a „truth‟, which sets the boundaries for behavior.  
 
The concept organizational culture is studied from a variety of research perspectives (Smircich 1983). In 
this research the corporate culture perspective is applied, as the relation between variables is researched 
and the emphasis is on measuring the concepts. Within this corporate culture approach, the concept is 
studied in two ways: by using typologies and by using dimensions (Mannion, Konteh, McMurray, Davies, 
Scott, Jung, et al. 2008; Liu, Sheibo & Meiyung 2006). 
 
A typology is focusing on a few characteristics of the organizational culture in order to study the concept 
en compare different organizational cultures. An example of a widely used typology is created by Deal & 
Kennedy (1982). This typology is measuring two dimensions with binary values : degree of risk and speed 
of feedback. By doing this, four cultures are characterized, based on a „high‟ and „low‟ score on the 
dimensions. 
 
A dimensional model is focusing on making a complete description of an organizational culture. In most of 
these models at least 5 dimensions are distinguished. An example of a well known dimensional model for 
organizational culture are the dimensions of Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv, & Sanders (1990). However over 
time, also some dimensional models were proposed that were based on a literature study on the 
extensively growing list of dimensional models for organizational culture. The eight dimensions of Detert, 
et al. (2000) are an example of such a literature based dimensional model, which covers and combines 
multiple models of organizational culture. 
 
Another aspect of researching organizational culture concerns the measurement. Schein (2004) 
distinguishes between three different approaches. Organizational culture can be studied either 
quantitative, qualitative or in an intermediate form where data collection is done both qualitatively as well 
as quantitatively. Furthermore, with regard to quantitative measurement, several questionnaires are 
published. An example is the Denison Organizational Culture Survey (Denison, Jovanivics, Cho & Young; 
2005).    
 



2.2. Knowledge sharing 
The goal of this research was to come up with a way to study the complex phenomenon of knowledge 
sharing in a structured way, where all aspects of knowledge sharing are considered. Several attempts are 
described in the literature to come up with a model to describe knowledge sharing and all its influences. 
However, the problem is that these researches have their own specific research aim, which disregards 
the aspects (and terminology) of earlier work proposed by other researchers. Therefore, in our research, 
we combined aspects from different models. Our model for knowledge sharing  takes on a process-based 
view, which has combined aspects of Bosua & Scheepers (2007), Goh (2002), Gupta & Govindarajan 
(2000), Ipe (2003), Lichtenstein & Hunter (2006). The knowledge sharing process is depicted below. 

 
Figure 1 – The knowledge sharing process. Based on different sources from the literature on knowledge sharing. 

The knowledge sharing process involves the following five aspects: knowledge type, knowledge 
contributor, knowledge sharing medium, knowledge consumer, social network. The knowledge typology 
that is being used is that of Christensen (2007), discriminating between professional, coordinating, object-
based and know-who knowledge. Three important aspects can be identified for the role of a knowledge 
contributor, the person who is sharing his knowledge. These are motivation, trust and the frequency of 
sharing. The knowledge sharing medium concerns the way how knowledge is transferred from contributor 
to consumer. This can be done in a variety of ways, discriminating between traditional and technology-
aided knowledge sharing (Bordia, Irmer & Abusah 2006; Chua 2001; Wah, Menkhoff, Loh & Evers 2005). 
Traditional knowledge sharing is the act of sharing knowledge that is done through direct personal 
contact, closely related to a face-to-face setting. Technology-aided knowledge sharing is knowledge 
sharing that is realized through one or more technologies. Also, a degree of formality can be associated 
to the knowledge sharing media that are being used (Bartol & Srivastava 2002). With regard to the 
knowledge consumer, three concepts play a role: status of a knowledge contributor (Argote, McEavily & 
Reagans 2003), which is used as a synonym for competence-based trust. Frequency of consuming 
knowledge and timeliness of the response are the other two important aspects. Finally, the last aspect 



concerns the social network. This aspect focuses on the knowledge being shared in a community and the 
default mode of knowledge sharing, e.g. push and pull mechanisms (as described by Dixon (2000) and 
Helms & Buijsrogge (2006)).         
 
When researching knowledge sharing, it is important to operationalize what exactly will be measured. 
From this point of view, it is clear that measuring the actual knowledge sharing is very hard, as is also 
endorsed by Liebowitz (1999), who claims that knowledge work is most of the time intangible, and thus 
hard to measure. Therefore the focus in this research is on knowledge sharing behavior. The definition 
that is used is: the choices employees make during the process of knowledge sharing.  

3. Research framework 
In order to measure organizational culture in a thorough way, we use a dimensional model, since this has 
a wider coverage than when a typology would have been used. From the four models that were found, 
the model of Detert et al. (2000) has the best coverage and is used in this research. The dimensions of 

Detert et al. are shown on the left side of figure 2Figure 2. First, a brief explanation for the dimensions is 

given below in table 1. 
 

Dimension Explanation 

Basis of truth and 
rationality 

Prescribes the decision making process. What is seen as the truth? 

The nature of time and 
time horizon 

The way time is being perceived; how does the organization plan ahead? 

Motivation The way employees are motivated. Do they work to earn money or to 
develop themselves.  

Stability versus change Does the organization strive towards stability or are they continuously 
reinventing their processes and products. 

Orientation to work, task 
and coworkers 

Describes how work is done, either in a process oriented  or goal oriented 
way. 

Isolation versus 
collaboration 

How is the most elementary work done? Collaborative or individual.  

Control, coordination 
and responsibility 

Concerns the autonomy of employees within the organization. 

Orientation and focus Describes the relationship of an organization with the environment. 
Table 1 - Short description of the dimensions of Detert et al. (2000). 

 
With regard to knowledge sharing, we are focusing on behavior occurring in a knowledge sharing 
process, as measuring actual knowledge sharing will be a too comprehensive task. While combining 
aspects of knowledge sharing, identified from the literature, the knowledge sharing process was 
developed in order to structure the data collection on the concept of knowledge sharing behavior.  
 
After defining the concepts to be used within this research, the research framework can be depicted. This 
is done in figure 2. The research framework reflects the research question and shows that we are 
interested in how different organizational culture dimensions influence knowledge sharing behavior.  
 



 
Figure 2 – Visualization of the research framework. 

4. Case study 
 
For this research we choose to do a comparative case study. Case studies are often used for theory 
building (Dul & Hak 2008), which is also the main aim of this research.  

4.1. Case study setup 
The case study was carried out at a large construction company in The Netherlands. The reason to study 
multiple cases from one company above several companies, is that the availability and usage of 
knowledge sharing tools would vary very much between cases. These differences in usage can then not 
only be directed to the organizational culture as the dependent factor, as more external influences would 
be present. In order to overcome this, a large company was selected where departments would be 
studied of subsidiaries. Being subsidiaries of the same company does not imply that they have identifical 
organizational culture however. Goffee & Jones (1996) and Schein (2004) already showed that 
organizational culture can differ between departments.  
 
The departments that were studied included: (1) a project execution department at a regional construction 
and development company (BNBW), (2) the tendering department of a regional infrastructural company 
(BNIZW), (3) the constructions department of the engineering subsidiary (BNE) and (4) the system 
administrators department of the ICT subsidiary (BNICT). The size of the departments were between 6 
and 30 employees.   
 
With regard to the data collection methods, the focus was to use qualitative research methods. For 
qualitative data collection, interviews and observations were used. During a period of two weeks at all 
departments, five or six interviews of approximately 1-1.5 hours were conducted. Between the interviews, 
the researcher was located at a central point within the department, which offered the opportunity of 
observing how work was done, observing the atmosphere and asking specific questions to subjects. 



The interviews had a strong emphasis on measure knowledge sharing, the knowledge sharing practices 
and creating an impression about the knowledge sharing behavior of employees. Also some aspects of 
dimensions of organizational culture were addressed in these interviews. The observations were both 
used to validate findings from interviews as well as gathering additional data about knowledge sharing 
and the organizational culture of the department.  

4.1.1. Validity 
In order to improve the validity of the research, a number of precautions were made. Because our 
research is exploratory research, according to Yin (2008) the internal and external validity are outside the 
scope of the research. So the precautions were mainly directed to increase reliability and construct 
validity.  
 
Combining at least two different data collection methods for each concept is one measure used to 
increase the construct validity. Organizational culture was measured using observations and interviews, 
where knowledge sharing behavior was measured using interviews and observations. Another important 
decision that was made to increase construct validity, was to maintain the chain of evidence, as described 
by Yin (2008). This resulted in explicitly formulating different levels of questions, where the research 
questions are directed towards the individual questions asked to the subjects. Furthermore, the case 
study protocol was checked beforehand by experts within the company as well as experts in this research 
topic. 
 
The reliability of the case study was also important, as the case study protocol had to be reproduced for 
all cases. The first important measure that was taken was to use a case study protocol. One part of the 
case study protocol was an interview protocol that was used to streamline the data collection of the 
interviews. Replicating the interviews was another way of improving the reliability, because a more 
general view will evolve over time as more interviews would be conducted, ignoring the more individual 
points of view. Also, in the end, case study reports were created in order to see whether the 
interpretations that were done are in line with the subjects‟ view. 
 

4.2. Case study analysis 
Based on the interviews and observations a detailed view was gained both on the organizational culture 
and the knowledge sharing behavior within the departments. In order to compare the findings and to see 
patterns, two comparison tables were made. In the first table the dimensions of culture are described per 
department. In the second table the knowledge sharing is characterized per department. After describing 
the organizational culture and knowledge sharing behavior of the departments, the differences found in 
knowledge sharing behavior were input to find relationships between organizational culture and 
knowledge sharing behavior. In the last table of this paragraph, the relationships that are found are 
presented in table 3.  
 

Dimension Observations B
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Basis of truth and rationality 

pragmatism and personal experience important x    

problem signaler, excluded from decision making x    

scientific argumentation basis for discussion  x   

work is always checked by others  x   

responsibility with project leader or higher x x  x 

experienced employees involved in higher level decision 
making 

  x  

decision made on basis of consensus   x x 



 

 
Table 2 - Generalized observations of organizational culture, arranged per dimension. 

The nature of time and time 
horizon 

work is done monochronic x  x  

work is done polychromic  x  x 

many different types of planning used x    

planning on short term x  x  

planning on middle/long term  x x x 

division of tasks based on planning document     x  

Motivation 

positions are earned over time x    

self sustainability a theme to start working x    

employees are „little‟ closed  x   

drive to use technical knowledge for solving problems  x   

serving the company x x   

learning and development are very important   x  

transfer of experience to younger employees    x 

Stability versus change 

innovation is work-method related x x  x 

stable internal organization   x  

signaling potential technology for BN   x  

testing new technologies and implement it for whole 
company 

  x  

continuous feedback loops for improvements  x   

some resistance to changes     x 

Orientation to work, task and 
coworkers 

sequence of work predetermined x x   

procedures play central role  x   

procedures are formulated but not strictly maintained x   x 

only global work division   x  

specific tasks used to guide output x x  x 

Isolation versus 
collaboration 

employees are separated on the work floor x   x 

employees are situated in an open work floor    x x  

managers are separated from employees  x  x x 

work is divided in individual chunks x   x 

individual work is alternated with more collaborative 
work 

 x x  

time pressure sometimes prevents employees to help 
others 

   x 

Control, coordination and 
responsibility 

freedom to plan own working hours  x x x 

autonomy for own initiatives  x x  

employees feel big responsibility   x  

manager will be on background as long as problems do 
not escalate 

  x  

responsibilities are centralized x x  x 

Orientation and focus 

focus on internal operations x x  x 

clients involved  x x  

business environment is influencing operations   x x  

realizing an end-product x   x 

offering services to other BN companies  x x  



The purpose of table 1 is to identify similarities in organizational culture between departments, 
which could suggest influences on knowledge sharing behavior. The observations are 
generalized to compare organizational culture between the departments, where these 
generalized observations originate from the descriptions of organizational culture per dimension 
per department. 
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Knowledge Type 

experience mindedness x x  x documentation mindedness   x  

coordinating knowledge important 
x  x  

coordinating knowledge seen as 
unimportant 

 x  x 

data (photos/emails) used as 
proof 

x x x  
data (photos/emails) not stored for 
specific reasons 

   x 

KS Medium 

natural communication preferred 
x x  x 

technology-aided communication 
(slightly) preferred  

  x  

use of basic technology-aided KS 
media 

x   x 
use of more advanced 
technology-aided KS media 

 x x  

no use of formal KS x  x x use of some formal KS  x   

Knowledge Consumer 

“critically looking at input of other 
BN companies“ 

   x 
“other BN companies are helpful” 

x x   

using earlier experiences with 
other people for help  

x  x x 
looking at most experienced 
(oldest) employees for help 

 x   

gaining knowledge  x x  reusing knowledge x x  x 

start with locating knowledge 
individually 

 x x  
start with locating knowledge in 
personal network 

x   x 

Knowledge 
Contributor 

“disturbing” to push knowledge x    encouraged to push knowledge  x   

motivation for sharing knowledge 
driven by financial gains 

x x   
“enriching others” motivation for 
sharing knowledge 

  x  

knowledge sharing for reciprocity 
important 

x x   
knowledge sharing as an isolated 
act 

  x  

Social Network 

knowledge sharing in projects, 
where other BN companies are 
involved 

 x x  
no contact with similar disciplines 
of other BN companies x   x 

pull based KS x  x x push & pull based KS  x   
Table 3 - Summary of differences between departments regarding the knowledge sharing process. 



Table 2 was created to identify contrasting behaviors in knowledge sharing, distinguishing between the 

five aspects of the knowledge sharing process. Examples of differences in knowledge sharing behavior 

that were found are the importance of coordinating knowledge, the importance of reciprocal knowledge 

sharing and the approach of locating knowledge. After identifying both concepts, attempts were made in 

order to relate the differences in knowledge sharing behavior to corresponding differences found in the 

organizational culture of departments. The results of this process are shown in table 3Table 4. 

Relationship  Org. culture 
dimension 

 Knowledge sharing 
process 

Coordinating knowledge is more important when time 
is managed monochronic, than would be the case if 
time is managed polychronic. 

 
 
 

Nature of time  Knowledge type 

When an organization is focused on change, the 
usage of technology-aided is higher than 
organizations that are focused on stability. 

 
 
 

Stability vs. change  Knowledge sharing 
medium 

More formal knowledge sharing occurs in 
organizations that are more focused on procedures 

 
 

Orientation to work  Knowledge sharing 
medium 

Evaluation of knowledge sharing is approached more 
critically when organizations are internally focused, 
than when they rely on external relationships. 

 
 
 

Orientation and focus  Knowledge 
consumer 

When discussions are based on scientific 
argumentation, consulting colleagues is done more 
objectively. 

 
 
 

Basis of truth  Knowledge 
consumer 

When employees have more autonomy within 
organization, they will start locating knowledge 
individually and are doing this in order to develop 
themselves, opposed by starting with asking others 
and doing this in order to safe time in the case of 
more centrally controlled organizations.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Control, coordination & 
responsibility 

 
 

Knowledge 
consumer 

Pushing knowledge is encouraged in environments 
where scientific argumentation and finding the truth is 
important. It is disturbing in organizations where 
decisions are being made based on personal 
experience and pragmatism.  

 
 
 
 
 

Basis of truth  Knowledge 
contributor 

Extrinsically motivated organizations will be motivated 
to share knowledge for external reasons as saving 
money and doing what is asked. Intrinsically 
motivated organizations will be motivated to share 
knowledge for internal reasons as developing 
themselves and others.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

Motivation  Knowledge 
contributor 

When organizations are more tightly controlled, 
reciprocity of knowledge sharing is more important 
than in organizations that are more autonomously. 

 
 
 

Control, coordination & 
responsibility 

 
 

Knowledge 
contributor 

When organizations are more externally focused, 
also knowledge sharing will occur beyond the 
organization boundaries. When organizations are 
focused on internal operations, knowledge sharing 
will occur primarily within the organization itself. 

 
 
 
 
 

Orientation and focus  Social network 

When procedures play an important role in 
organizations, more knowledge is being pushed than 
in the case of more goal oriented organizations. 

 
 
 

Orientation to work  Social network 

Table 4 – Relationships between organizational culture and knowledge sharing behavior specified by 
organizational culture dimension and knowledge sharing process aspect. 



Besides identifying influences on knowledge sharing, not finding or falsifying influences can also enrich 
the insight on a specific dimension that is being obtained. For example, an influence of „Isolation and 
collaboration‟ on knowledge sharing behavior that could be argued is that the more individual employees 
are working, the more advanced knowledge sharing  media will be used (focusing on higher reach) in 
order to fulfill their always present need for knowledge. This influence is not confirmed, since other 
dimensions are more accurately explaining the usage of knowledge sharing media.  
 
Furthermore, it is striking that the dimension „Isolation versus collaboration‟ is not indicated as an 
influence on knowledge sharing behavior. This is even more remarkable since this is one of the 
characteristics of an organizational culture that is, in the current literature, seen as a major influence on 
knowledge sharing. However, an explanation can be given for this. It can be argued that this dimension is 
more influencing the (amount of) knowledge sharing occasions than the behavior surrounding knowledge 
sharing. And because of the difficulties of measuring the occasions of knowledge sharing this is left 
outside the scope of this research. Looking at the gathered data and making a rough estimation about the 
amount of knowledge that is being shared, this reformulated influence can be confirmed. BNE and BNICT 
are having the most open work floor layout as well as more collaborative aspects integrated in their work. 
What can be estimated about the amount of knowledge that is being shared, is that BNE is sharing the 
most knowledge, where at BNICT knowledge is also continuously being shared. BNBW and BNIZW are 
sharing less knowledge, and are also working more individually. 

5. Conclusion 
The findings presented in last paragraph, are all very specific and reflect a high level of detail 
corresponding to the research goal. However, also some higher level findings can be formulated. The first 
finding regards the personalization or codification strategy for knowledge management, as discussed by 
Hansen et al. (1999). It is hard to relate the usage of a personalization/codification strategy to the 
organizational culture of an organization. The usage of such a knowledge management strategy seems to 
be directed by contextual factors: it is related to the type of work that has to be done. Examples of these 
factors are the type of department, the industry or the environment of an organization. The influence of 
organizational culture on knowledge sharing manifests at a lower level than this „high level‟ decision to 
pursue a personalization or codification strategy. 
 
Furthermore, what also can be said is that this research provides more insight on the way knowledge 
sharing behavior is influenced by organization culture. Influences of dimensions of organizational culture 
are found on specific (behavioral) parts of the knowledge sharing process. This contradicts the study of 
for instance Al-Alawi et al. (2009), where the influence of organizational culture is related to the amount of 
knowledge sharing (i.e. better relationships, more trust, which will lead to better/more knowledge sharing). 
The specific relations that were found are given in previous paragraph. By visualizing these influences in 

figure 3, also some more high level findings can be done. These findings will be discussed below. 



 
Figure 3 - Mapping of dimensions of organizational culture to the parts of the knowledge sharing process 
they are influencing. 

The parts knowledge contributor and knowledge consumer are most influenced by dimensions of 
organizational culture. These influences also show some relatedness between the role of knowledge 
contributor and knowledge consumer within the knowledge sharing process. The result of this finding is 
that these parts of the knowledge sharing process should get the most attention, when the organizational 
culture is taken into account. Furthermore, the dimensions „basis of truth‟, „control, coordination & 
responsibility‟, „orientation to work‟ and „orientation & focus‟ are the most influencing dimensions. When 
looking at the organizational culture of an organization, in order to change or understand the knowledge 
sharing behavior, focusing on these four dimensions will be the most effective way to get a good insight in 
the way knowledge sharing behavior is influenced. These insights can be used to focus on the most 
important relationships between both concepts, what eventually should result in selecting the best 
measures to stimulate knowledge sharing within the organization. 
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