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Introduction

Companies that stimulate knowledge
sharing within and outside the

organizational boundaries are more likely to
develop innovations and improve their perfor-
mance (Howell & Annansingh, 2013; Liu &
Phillips, 2011; Zhou & Li, 2012). As work pro-
cesses become ever more interdependent,
individuals, teams and organizations need
to systematically break through ‘knowledge
silos’ and recombine a variety of skills and
knowledge assets to continuously innovate
processes and practices (Spencer, 2003; Tsai,
2001; Wang & Noe, 2010). Knowledge sharing
is a fundamental mechanism for making such
collaborative flows effective, allowing innova-
tors to acquire new information and stimuli

for exploring external ideas and exploiting
internal knowledge.

Past research has extensively investigated
the impact of employees’ knowledge sharing
on the innovative capacity of the recipients
of the knowledge; for example, colleagues
(Majchrzak, Cooper & Neece, 2004), teams
(Kessel, Kratzer & Schultz, 2012; Liu &
Phillips, 2011), or firms (Lin, 2007: MacCurtain
et al., 2010). Although those findings remain
valid, one aspect previous work has rarely
explored is whether knowledge sharing might
also directly affect the transmitters of the
knowledge, i.e., whether those who share
knowledge more frequently are also more
innovation-prone (Aulawi et al., 2009; Lu, Lin
& Leung, 2012; Mura et al., 2013). In the litera-
ture, the potential link between employees’



tion approaches and techniques (Kessel,
Hannemann-Weber & Kratzer, 2012; Kessel,
Kratzer & Schultz, 2012; Reuvers et al., 2008).

Individuals who engage in IWB must con-
stantly manage knowledge, and in particular
elaborate, recombine, translate and dissemi-
nate tacit knowledge (Nonaka, 1994; Quintane
et al., 2011). Idea generation is a process of
knowledge creation that requires recombining
internal and external knowledge into new
forms (Koruna, 2004; Popadiuk & Choo, 2006).
During idea promotion, individuals do not
merely transmit information and data about
the proposed innovation, but must also
‘translate’ these into a form that is understand-
able and palatable for other individuals and
teams (Caniëls, De Stobbeleir & De Clippeleer,
2014; Howell & Shea, 2001). Finally, during
idea application, individuals co-ordinate and
integrate different sets of knowledge with
other individuals or teams, so that the innova-
tion can be routinized (Glaser, Abelson
& Garrison, 1983; Tucker, Nembhard &
Edmondson, 2007).

Elaborating, recombining and translating
tacit knowledge is likewise also what individ-
uals who share knowledge must do (e.g., to
impart task information, know-how, and feed-
back on products, procedures or services; Bock
et al., 2005). When individuals share their
knowledge, they do not simply pass on infor-
mation to others: they also elaborate, combine
and ‘translate’ it into a form that is clear and
relevant to the recipient (Davenport & Prusak,
1998; Hansen, Mors & Løvås, 2005; Szulanski,
2002). In so doing, knowledge sharers enhance
their own capacity to innovate. Specifically, we
argue that, when elaborating, integrating and
translating information, knowledge sharers
actively reflect on the scope of their knowl-
edge, and on its fit with existing practices and
organizations. This exercise enables them to
more readily perceive opportunities for
change, recombine knowledge into new uses,
promote these across the organization, and
finally implement them into full-fledged
routines.

The above argument resonates with long-
established evidence from research in cogni-
tive psychology which states that, for
information to be retained in memory and
related to other information already in
memory, the learner must engage in some sort
of cognitive restructuring, or elaboration, of
the material (Slavin, 1996). The act of sharing
knowledge activates a process of cognitive
elaboration and re-elaboration that provides
individuals with a new understanding of the
knowledge they already have, and supports its
mobilization for innovation purposes. We
accordingly hypothesize the following:

knowledge sharing and their own innovative 
behaviours remains both under-theorized and 
empirically untested.

This study addresses this gap by investigat-
ing two mechanisms through which knowl-
edge sharing might support employees’ own 
innovative behaviours: (i) an indirect mecha-
nism whereby the recipients of the knowledge 
reciprocate, and in their turn share other 
knowledge that stimulates innovative ideas;
(ii) a direct mechanism whereby the very act of
elaborating, combining and explaining knowl-
edge to others stimulates the knowledge
sharer to innovate.

We also test whether contingencies that 
drive knowledge sharing also elicit innova-
tive behaviours. Our model adopts the 
motivation-opportunity-ability (MOA) frame-
work to explain the antecedents of knowledge 
sharing at the individual level (Ipe, 2003; 
Kettinger et al., 2013; Siemsen, Roth & 
Balasubramanian, 2008). On this basis, we test 
whether – and how – the opportunity and 
ability to share knowledge might also improve 
employees’ rates of innovative behaviours.

Overall, our study offers scholars an origi-
nal perspective on how employees who 
share their knowledge with peers might, by 
so doing, also stimulate and positively 
affect their own propensity and capacity to 
generate, promote and apply new ideas in 
their organizations.

Theoretical Background and
Hypothesis Development

Knowledge Sharing and Innovative
Work Behaviour

Innovative work behaviour (IWB) denotes the 
intentional creation, introduction and applica-
tion of new ideas that benefit work-role, group 
or organizational performance (De Jong & den 
Hartog, 2010; Janssen, 2000; Scott & Bruce, 
1994). IWB encompasses three separate tasks: 
idea generation, i.e. developing novel ideas; idea 
promotion, i.e. obtaining external support; and 
idea application, i.e. producing a model or 
prototype of the idea. The scope of IWB 
includes innovations to products, services 
and/or work processes. Examples of IWB 
in healthcare organizations (our empirical 
setting) include doctors developing new 
criteria for the diagnosis of patients, or 
promoting new therapeutic approaches; 
nurses promoting and engaging in teamwork 
to develop new guidelines for patient–nurse 
and family–nurse communication; physio-
therapists adopting scientific evidence and 
international guidelines to modify rehabilita-



Hypothesis 1: Employees’ knowledge sharing
behaviour is positively related to their own inno-
vative behaviour.

Knowledge sharing also enables social
interactions that might provide individuals
with useful resources for their own innova-
tions (Hansen, 1999). Individual innovation
occurs when employees attract support from
colleagues and supervisors, especially when
this support elicits new information, resources
and understanding. Gaining access to such
resources requires formal and informal inter-
actions (Klein & Sorra, 1996; Woodman,
Sawyer & Griffin, 1993), and knowledge
sharing represents a particularly powerful
form of social interaction because it instils
a norm of reciprocity into the recipients
(Gouldner, 1960). Social exchange theory
argues that social interactions are regulated by
norms of reciprocity, under which individuals
feel obliged to return the ‘favour’ to thank the
colleague, but also to avoid social disapproval
and organizational stigma (Blau, 1964). By
sharing relevant knowledge, a person thus
creates a sense of indebtedness in the
recipients who will then reciprocate the
knowledge received (Watson & Hewett, 2006).
In consequence, employees who share more
knowledge are more likely to be reciprocated
and receive new ideas and support from
others – and thus have stronger oppor-
tunities to engage in innovative behaviours.
Konstantinou and Fincham (2011) suggest that
employees ‘do not share but trade’ their
knowledge, as they explicitly expect some
return for it in the future. As such, knowledge
reciprocation represents an immediate mecha-
nism through which individuals access exter-
nal knowledge and use it as a stimulus for
innovation (Majchrzak, Cooper & Neece,
2004). Based on these arguments, we hypoth-
esize the following:

Hypothesis 2: Knowledge reciprocation
mediates the positive link between employees’
knowledge sharing behaviour and their own
innovative work behaviour.

Knowledge Sharing and the
MOA Framework

Managers have widely acknowledged their
struggle to mandate and control employees’
knowledge sharing, especially in work envi-
ronments that are characterized by informa-
tion asymmetries and professional boundaries
(Currie, Waring & Finn, 2008; Davenport &
Prusak, 1998). Knowledge sharing is a voli-
tional behaviour, depending primarily on
what employees ‘want to’ share rather than
‘have to’ share (Wang & Noe, 2010). Past

research has often referred to the psychologi-
cal and behavioural sciences to model the
proximal antecedents of knowledge sharing at
the individual level (Radaelli, Lettieri &
Masella, 2013; Ryu, Ho & Han, 2003). In par-
ticular, several studies have employed the
motivation-opportunity-ability (MOA) frame-
work (MacInnis, Moorman & Jaworski, 1991;
Olander & Thøgersen, 1995) and empirically
demonstrated how motivation, opportunity
and ability directly and positively affect indi-
viduals’ knowledge sharing (Huysman &
Wulf, 2006; Kelloway & Barling, 2000; Reinholt,
Pedersen & Foss, 2011; Siemsen, Roth &
Balasubramanian, 2008). Those studies argue
that motivation is the most significant anteced-
ent of knowledge sharing because employees
intentionally and rationally decide to share
knowledge when they favourably assess the
benefits to be attained by doing so (Lam &
Lambermont-Ford, 2010). In addition to being
motivated, individuals must also have the
ability to share their knowledge, because
knowledge sharing represents a difficult task
(Lin & Huang, 2008), especially when tacit,
‘sticky’ knowledge has to be transmitted to
others (Szulanski, 2002). Finally, ‘willing and
able’ employees must also have the opportu-
nity to share their knowledge. Organizational
opportunities, in particular, play a key role in
knowledge sharing because the transmission
of tacit knowledge occurs through a process of
osmosis that is both complex and time-
consuming (Martin, Currie & Finn, 2009),
and work environments need to provide
employees with enough time to collect,
organize and translate tacit knowledge to
others (Siemsen, Roth & Balasubramanian,
2008), as well as with a climate that is support-
ive of extra-role behaviours (Chow & Chan,
2008).

As a final remark, we must note that there
exist two forms of the MOA framework: one in
which motivation, opportunity and ability all
directly affect an organizational or consumer
behaviour (MacInnis, Moorman & Jaworski,
1991), and another in which motivation
directly affects the behaviour while opportu-
nity and ability act as moderators (Olander &
Thøgersen, 1995). In this study we endorse the
first form, as it has been more frequently
adopted theoretically, and validated empiri-
cally, for knowledge sharing behaviours (e.g.,
Reinholt, Pedersen & Foss, 2011; Siemsen,
Roth & Balasubramanian, 2008). Accordingly,
we state the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Employees’ motivation, opportu-
nity and ability to share knowledge are posi-
tively related to their knowledge sharing
behaviours.



Innovative Work Behaviour and the
MOA Framework

The contingencies that drive knowledge
sharing – ability and opportunity – can be
expected to enable IWB as well. The correla-
tion between ‘ability to share’ and ‘ability to
innovate’ has never been demonstrated.
However, past research indirectly supports the
notion that innovativeness invokes the same
set of skills required to share knowledge:
elaborating, recombining and translating tacit
knowledge into novel forms (Nonaka, 1994;
Quintane et al., 2011; Smith, Collins & Clark,
2005) for innovating; versus elaborating,
recombining and translating tacit knowledge
into a form that is understandable and
effective for recipients (Ipe, 2003; Reinholt,
Pedersen & Foss, 2011; Siemsen, Roth &
Balasubramanian, 2008; Szulanski, 1996;
Wang & Noe, 2010) for sharing. If the skills
characterizing the ability to share knowledge
overlap with those brought to bear during
individual innovation, employees with a
higher ability to share will also be facilitated
in enacting their own IWBs. Furthermore,
employees never generate and implement new
ideas in isolation from the rest of the organi-
zation, but need to exchange information,
opinions and experiences with others (Ford,
1996; Hülsheger, Anderson & Salgado, 2009;
Kanter, 1988). The ability to share knowledge
provides a heightened capacity to attract and
involve other organizational stakeholders in
prospective individual and organizational
innovation (Zhou & Li, 2012). Drawing upon
this, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 4: Employees’ ability to share
knowledge is positively related to their own
innovative work behaviours.

Hargadon (2006) argue, employees ‘may
move from a state of mindful work, which
may increase creativity, to a state of relent-
lessly mindful work, which may actually
decrease creativity’ (p. 472). Finally, high
workloads create work environments that do
not stimulate employees to perform extra-role
behaviours (Amabile et al., 1996).

Likewise, extensive research indicates that
innovation is facilitated in work environments
where extra-role initiatives are supported –
and not just tolerated (Anderson & West, 1998;
Baer & Frese, 2003; Ekvall, 1996). Employees
who are embedded in a climate of openness
and proactivity can be expected to exhibit
more in IWBs because they are more likely to
reflect on the quality of the knowledge they
possess, to be more aware of external opportu-
nities, and to feel safer experimenting with
new ideas (Amabile et al., 1996; Anderson &
West, 1998; Hülsheger, Anderson & Salgado,
2009).

Drawing from these arguments, we
hypothesize that work environments with
lower workload pressures and a climate of
openness and proactivity might represent a
positive opportunity to engage in innovative
behaviours.

Hypothesis 5: Employees’ opportunity to share
knowledge is positively related to their innova-
tive behaviours.

Past research provides no reason to expect a
direct link between ‘motivation to share’ and
IWBs, i.e., that employees will tend to intro-
duce innovations because they are motivated to
share knowledge. Neither is there any reason
to expect ‘motivation to share’ to be a proxy
for ‘motivation to innovate’. We might argue
that knowledge sharing and innovation
are two manifestations of an over-arching
organizational-citizenship behaviour (Organ,
1997), so that a motivation to act as a ‘good
soldier’ (Organ, 1988) will affect both behav-
iours. Still, this argument does not justify
expecting ‘motivation to share’ to be a proxy
for ‘motivation to innovate’ or, more specifi-
cally, that an employee who is motivated to
share is also motivated to innovate. Motivation
to innovate is underpinned by an array of
factors (e.g., goals, personal innovativeness,
extrinsic motivators, return expectations) that
are different, or even independent, from those
relevant to knowledge sharing (Bhaduri &
Kumar, 2011; Fernandez & Pitts, 2011; Lam &
Lambermont-Ford, 2010; Radaelli, Lettieri &
Masella, 2013). With no apparent reason to
expect a direct or approximated cause–effect
link, we formulate no hypothesis.

Figure 1 summarizes our overall conceptual
framework.

The opportunity to share is created by an 
adequate workload and an open climate 
(Siemsen, Roth & Balasubramanian, 2008). 
Workload and open climate are likewise 
relevant contingencies for employees’ engag-
ing in innovation. Extensive research has 
demonstrated that a high workload does not 
give employees the opportunity to innovate 
their current practices, especially with respect 
to idea generation (Amabile et al., 1996; 
Elsbach & Hargadon, 2006; Janssen, 2001; 
Shalley, Zhou & Oldham, 2004; Taylor & 
Greve, 2006). As innovation involves the 
recombination and translation of complex 
knowledge that is often tacit in nature, 
employees need time to elaborate new ideas 
and manage their implementation in the 
organization. Furthermore, high workloads 
generate stress (Gillespie et al., 2001; 
MacDonald, 2003) and, as Elsbach and



Materials and Methods

The study setting was palliative care organiza-
tions (PCOs) for dying cancer patients. PCOs
are service organizations with professional
expertise where innovation is enacted pri-
marily by doctors and nurses (Hanks et al.,
2010). Professional service contexts are privi-
leged settings for a micro-level investigation of
innovation. In these contexts, innovation
depends heavily on the involvement of
employees who stand at the front-line and
‘know best’ what should be innovated and
how (Abbott, 1988; Freidson, 1988). Their
involvement in innovative behaviours,
however, cannot be mandated or taken for
granted, but depends on individual and
organizational antecedents (e.g., Kessel,
Hannemann-Weber & Kratzer, 2012; Kessel,
Kratzer & Schultz, 2012; Reuvers et al., 2008).

The link between knowledge sharing and
IWB is also especially salient in these contexts.
Professional employees are expected to be
knowledge workers who regularly mobilize
and transform their knowledge, and yet they
rarely do so (Newell et al., 2009). In PCOs, in
particular, professionals need to constantly
innovate to adapt their care to never-the-same,
highly complex cases, and share knowledge to
support interdisciplinary practices. However,
employees struggle to do so because of the
complex and elusive nature of the knowledge
they have to handle (Martin, Currie & Finn,
2009). This knowledge, which concerns how
health deterioration and treatment decisions
should translate into clinical pathways
(Faulkner, 1998), is mostly tacit and, in particu-
lar: (i) complex, because it integrates clinical,
technical and psychological elements; (ii) case-
specific, because different patients require dif-
ferent communication and clinical strategies;
and (iii) experiential, because professionals are
influenced by their training, role and past
experiences (Freidson, 1988).

Procedure and Sample

To test the proposed hypotheses we collected
data through a survey of four PCOs, all widely
recognized by peers as high-quality providers.
They are all located in the north-west of Italy
and are comparable in terms of size (number
of beds and enrolled healthcare professionals)
and organizational structure. This allowed the
data collected from each PCO to be pooled into
a single dataset. All the surveyed PCOs are
not-for-profit organizations and provide both
home-based and hospice-based care. Health
professionals rotate continuously between the
two types of services to promote sharing of
knowledge and best practices.

Since our unit of analysis was individual
professionals, all the data came from primary
sources. Control variables were also collected
from respondents, and subsequently double-
checked using secondary sources of informa-
tion. The professionals involved in the survey
included physicians, psychologists, physio-
therapists, nurses and other healthcare opera-
tors. Members of administrative staff were not
included in this survey because they do not
participate in PCO core activities. We thus
identified a total of 226 professionals to whom
the questionnaires were subsequently sent. Of
the returned questionnaires, 150 were consid-
ered usable, resulting in a 66 per cent response
rate. Table 1 reports the characteristics of our
sample.

Measures

We designed a questionnaire to measure six
constructs: motivation, opportunity, ability,
knowledge sharing behaviour, knowledge
reciprocation and innovative work behaviour.
All constructs were measured using multiple-
item scales that were adapted from previous
related studies (see the Appendix). To elicit the
behavioural, normative and control beliefs
of respondents, we conducted a series of

MOA Framework
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experience within the specific PCO (all meas-
ured as the natural logarithm of the number of
years), gender and professional role (physi-
cian, psychologist, physiotherapist, nurse,
other; all measured as dummies).

Analyses

We validated our research hypotheses using
partial least squares (PLS). This structural
equation modelling (SEM) technique has been
widely employed in past research because of
its advantages for latent variable modelling
(see Chin, 1998 and Reinartz, Haenlein &
Henseler, 2009, who exhaustively addressed
this issue). We adopted PLS because it pro-
vides higher statistical power than covariance-
based SEM when dealing with samples of
small or moderate size (Reinartz, Haenlein &
Henseler, 2009). Also, it has minimal condi-
tions on residual distributions and does not
require assumptions on multivariate normality
of the data. All the analyses were run using the
software Smart-PLS 2.0 (beta) (Ringle, Wende
& Will, 2005).

Results

Measurement Model

To assess the psychometric properties of
model constructs, we performed validity and
reliability tests using PLS confirmatory factor
analysis, as suggested by previous research in
the field (Chin, 1998; Gefen, Straub &
Boudreau, 2000; Vinzi et al., 2010). With
respect to convergent validity, all the indica-
tors were found to load well on their hypoth-
esized factor (factor loadings were above the
0.70 threshold) except for item KS4. However,
as KS4 did not cross-load relevantly, we
decided to retain it in the subsequent analysis.
Also, the loadings of the indicators on their
respective constructs were higher than the
cross-loadings on other constructs. Based on
these results, convergent validity was sup-
ported (see Table 2). Discriminant validity was

Table 1. Sample Characteristics

Variable Mean s.d. Variable N %

Age 42.65 9.22 Physician 33 22
Professional experience (PE) 15.24 10.22 Nurses 46 31
PE within the PCO 6.78 5.25 Psychologist 14 9

Physiotherapist 6 4
Others 51 34
Total 150 100

face-to-face interviews with personnel from 
one of the organizations involved. This 
allowed us to better understand the context in 
which the constructs were being investigated, 
and refine the wording of our questions 
(items). We then pilot-tested our measures 
with 48 individuals from the same organiza-
tion to (i) test the clarity of questions and (ii) 
assess the ability of our scales to capture the 
desired information. Feedback from the pilot-
test was used to refine the scales. The resultant 
final questionnaire consisted of six multiple-
item scales, for a total of 22 items, each meas-
ured on a 7-point Likert scale anchored at 1 
(‘I totally disagree’) and 7 (‘I totally agree’).

The MOA variables were drawn from the 
literature and adapted to the healthcare 
context. Motivation was developed drawing 
from Bock et al. (2005) and Hsu et al. (2007). 
The four items measure an individual’s moti-
vation to effectively and frequently share 
knowledge with co-workers. Opportunity was 
measured with four items adapted from Bock 
et al. (2005), and captures an individual’s 
control over knowledge sharing as a function 
of organizational climate and workload. The 
four-item scale for ability was adapted from 
Armitage and Conner (1999), and measures 
the extent to which individuals are able to 
share knowledge. Knowledge sharing behaviour 
was measured with four items adapted from 
Daft (2001) and Wasko and Faraj (2005) to 
assess the extent to which individuals engage 
in knowledge sharing activities in different 
work-related situations. Knowledge reciproca-
tion was measured with two items adapted 
from Wasko and Faraj (2005). This scale cap-
tures the extent to which an individual 
receives new data, information and ideas in 
reciprocation for his/her knowledge sharing 
effort. Finally, the scale for Innovative work 
behaviour was adapted from Janssen (2000). 
The resulting four-item measure captures how 
frequently individuals engage in micro innova-
tions to improve their practice.

We also included control variables, namely: 
age, professional experience, professional



assessed by showing that the square root of the
average variance extracted (AVE) was greater
than all of the inter-construct correlations. The
results in Table 3 suggest that our measure-
ment model has sufficient discriminant valid-
ity. The composite reliability coefficients and
the AVE were calculated to assess the reliabil-
ity of model constructs. The results in Table 2

show that the composite reliability of all con-
structs was above the recommended 0.80
threshold. Also, the average variances
extracted by our measures were all above the
0.50 acceptability level. All these results
suggest that the measurement model exhibits
good psychometric properties. These analyses
also led us to exclude two items (OPP2 and

Table 2. Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Motivation Opportunity Ability Reciprocation KS
Behaviour

Innovative
Work

Behaviour

MOT1 0.85 0.42 0.09 0.31 0.61 0.33
MOT2 0.80 0.27 0.13 0.33 0.48 0.19
MOT3 0.82 0.20 0.09 0.28 0.41 0.14
MOT4 0.84 0.33 0.08 0.24 0.49 0.35
OPP1 0.38 0.75 0.18 0.19 0.41 0.37
OPP3 0.27 0.81 0.21 0.33 0.30 0.32
OPP4 0.21 0.75 0.18 0.38 0.29 0.35
ABIL2 0.12 0.04 0.78 -0.06 0.28 0.40
ABIL3 0.06 0.26 0.80 0.09 0.24 0.28
ABIL4 0.09 0.32 0.86 0.09 0.31 0.34
REC1 0.22 0.33 0.04 0.89 0.27 0.25
REC2 0.39 0.31 0.02 0.79 0.26 0.11
KS1 0.45 0.37 0.20 0.24 0.79 0.44
KS2 0.39 0.34 0.32 0.18 0.71 0.41
KS3 0.51 0.35 0.20 0.30 0.81 0.38
KS4 0.48 0.25 0.31 0.21 0.68 0.30
IB1 0.32 0.43 0.38 0.23 0.47 0.87
IB2 0.26 0.40 0.32 0.22 0.42 0.88
IB3 0.29 0.37 0.39 0.18 0.47 0.92
IB4 0.28 0.43 0.42 0.18 0.47 0.92

Composite
reliability

0.90 0.81 0.86 0.83 0.84 0.94

AVE 0.69 0.59 0.66 0.71 0.56 0.80

Table 3. Inter-Construct Correlation

Mean s.d. 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Motivation 6.21 0.78 0.83
2. Opportunity 5.18 0.97 0.38 0.77
3. Ability 5.23 1.08 0.12 0.25 0.82
4. Reciprocation 5.65 0.87 0.35 0.38 0.04 0.84
5. Knowledge sharing behaviour 5.59 0.84 0.61 0.44 0.34 0.31 0.75
6. Innovative work behaviour 5.12 1.08 0.32 0.45 0.42 0.22 0.51 0.90

N = 150. On the diagonal the square root of the AVE.



vative behaviour. The results show that knowl-
edge sharing positively affects reciprocation
(β = 0.313, p < 0.001); however, reciprocation
does not affect innovative behaviour (β = 0.023,
p > 0.05).

These findings fully support our third
hypothesis, since all three MOA variables
positively affect knowledge sharing (β = 0.512,
p < 0.001 for motivation; β = 0.187, p < 0.01 for
opportunity; β = 0.234, p < 0.001 for ability).

Finally, the results also fully support
Hypotheses 4 and 5. Both the relationship
between ability and innovative behaviour
(β = 0.258, p < 0.001), and that between oppor-
tunity and innovative behaviour (β = 0.247,
p < 0.001), are positive and statistically
significant.

Discussion

The involvement of employees in generating,
promoting and applying new ideas is crucial
for organizational development, especially in
professionalized service contexts where top-
down control and management are unfeasible
(Anand, Gardner & Morris, 2007; McNulty &
Ferlie, 2004). Most of the research on this ques-
tion to date has pursued a managerial perspec-
tive, investigating how organizations can elicit
employees’ abilities and opportunities to inno-
vate through job design, knowledge manage-
ment systems and HRM practices (Abstein &
Spieth, 2014; Dorenbosch, van Engen &
Verhagen, 2005), and affect their motivation to
engage in extra-role behaviours through pro-
cedural justice, fairness and meritocracy (De
Jong & den Hartog, 2007; Janssen, 2004;
Ramamoorthy et al., 2005; Reuvers et al.,
2008). Our work instead shifts attention to the
individual level of analysis, where evidence is
focused on the role of personality, motivation,
cognitive ability, job characteristics and mood
states (Anderson et al., 2004). Understanding
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Figure 2 PLS Results of the Structural Model

ABIL1) that did not satisfy the proposed cri-
teria (see the Appendix).

As all the data were self-reported, and the 
same individual reported both the dependent 
and independent variables, we addressed the 
concern of common method bias as recom-
mended in the literature. To this end, we 
reverse-coded one item to reduce respond-
ents’ bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In addition, 
we used the Harman’s one-factor test, which 
indicates that common method variance is 
present when one factor accounts for a major-
ity of the covariance in the variables. Applying 
the test to our data showed that six factors 
arise with eigenvalues higher than one, and 
each factor explains roughly equal variance. 
Therefore, our data do not exhibit substantial 
common method bias.

Hypotheses Test

Figure 2 shows the standardized PLS path 
coefficients. The control variables used in this 
study did not show significant relations, and 
are therefore not reported in the figure. We 
initially included in the model a direct link 
between motivation to share and IWB which, 
as expected, was not significant (β = 0.003, 
p > 0.05), and was thus dropped from the 
model. To assess the statistical significance of 
the path coefficients, which are standardized 
betas, a bootstrap analysis (with 300 replica-
tions) was performed.

The model explained 47 per cent of the vari-
ance in knowledge sharing behaviour, 38 per 
cent of the variance in innovative behaviour, 
and 10 per cent of the variance in our construct 
capturing the level of reciprocation.

The results support Hypothesis 1, which 
posits a direct effect of knowledge sharing on 
innovative behaviour (β = 0.303, p < 0.01), but 
they do not support Hypothesis 2, which 
posits a mediating effect of reciprocation on 
the link between knowledge sharing and inno-



whether – and how – engaging in specific
behaviours can also affect IWBs remains an
overlooked area of investigation, which this
study seeks to address. There is evidence that
knowledge acquisition enables employees
and organizations to innovate (Lewin, Massini
& Peeters, 2011; Zahra & George, 2002),
and also that knowledge sharing promotes
the recipient’s (individual or organization)
innovativeness (Liu & Phillips, 2011; Tsai,
2001). This leaves an unexplored grey area:
Does knowledge sharing also promote the
innovativeness of the person who does the
sharing? To clarify this point, we disentangled
three possible mechanisms: (i) an indirect
effect, grounded in past research, whereby
knowledge sharing creates, through reciproc-
ity, the conditions for future knowledge acqui-
sition; (ii) a direct effect, thus far unexplored,
whereby knowledge sharing brings into play a
process of knowledge recombination and
re-elaboration that stimulates the generation,
promotion and application of new ideas; (iii) a
distal effect, likewise unexplored, whereby the
same contingencies that trigger knowledge
sharing also have effects on the engagement in
IWBs. Contrary to expectations, our results
supported only the two unexplored mecha-
nisms (ii) and (iii), whereas they did not
support mechanism (i).

The absence of an indirect effect (based on
future reciprocity) of knowledge sharing on
innovativeness calls into question whether
acquiring knowledge is in itself enough to
promote IWBs, at least in professional service
contexts. Although we did not investigate
whether employees interpret knowledge
sharing behaviours as a generous gift or as an
explicit trade (Konstantinou & Fincham, 2011),
our results do confirm that knowledge sharing
is an effective tactic for acquiring external
knowledge through reciprocation. However, it
appears that the knowledge thereby acquired
does not necessarily lead to IWBs. Drawing
on previous research, we could argue this
happens because knowledge in professional
services is so expert, experiential, intangible
and specialized that recipients – when they
come to reciprocate – might not be aware of
what knowledge is most relevant to helping
the sharer innovate, or they might hoard their
relevant knowledge without being sanctioned
by the sharer (Freidson, 1988; Sharma, 1997;
von Nordenflycht, 2010). Thus, reciprocation
might not benefit IWB either because recipi-
ents opportunistically hoard the truly relevant
information (i.e., provide enough knowledge
not to appear ‘empty-handed’, but not enough
to compromise personal autonomy), or unin-
tentionally communicate knowledge that does
not fit with the sharers’ work (i.e., recipients

do not know ‘what’ to reciprocate), is not clear
or ready-for-use (i.e., recipients do not know
‘how’ to reciprocate), or is relevant only for
everyday work (McDermott & O’Dell, 2001;
Szulanski, 1996; Wang & Noe, 2010). Overall,
our study casts doubts on sharing knowledge
to induce reciprocation as an effective tactic for
facilitating personal IWB, and in particular, on
the value of reciprocated knowledge.

Having thus ruled out reciprocation, we can
now consider whether the act itself of manag-
ing and elaborating internal knowledge
(inherent in the sharing process) stimulates
employees’ IWB. Our findings contribute
some new, individual-level insights into the
advantages of knowledge sharing. Previous
studies have demonstrated the value of knowl-
edge sharing at the organizational level, noting
how systems where collectives of individuals
mobilize their knowledge develop heightened
capacities to adapt, improvise and change
(Maurer, Bartsch & Ebers, 2011; Nonaka, 1994).
Research on ‘absorptive capacity’ (Cohen &
Levinthal, 1990; Lane, Koka & Pathak, 2006;
Zahra & George, 2002), in particular, has
shown how knowledge sharing behaviours
which aggregate into ‘internal meta-routines’
(Lewin, Massini & Peeters, 2011) can affect
organizations’ transformation and exploitation
capacities (Volberda, Foss & Lyles, 2010). Our
study instead highlights how, at the individual
level, knowledge sharing behaviours can also
directly affect employees’ capabilities to trans-
form and exploit internal knowledge. In other
words, while Zahra and George (2002)
observed that organizational ‘knowledge
exploitation requires the sharing of relevant
knowledge among members of the firm in
order to promote mutual understanding
and comprehension’ (p. 194), we here argue
that individual knowledge exploitation also
requires knowledge sharing to improve that
individual’s own understanding and compre-
hension. Furthermore, knowledge sharing is a
dynamic behaviour that constantly calls into
question the viability of organizational rou-
tines, and thus creates the conditions for their
innovation. These results could contribute to
the research on organizational routines that
attempts to draw the line between mindless
replication and effortful accomplishment
(Becker, 2004). We believe knowledge sharing
can offer a way to overcome mindless replica-
tion of routines. By requiring the elaboration,
translation and recombination of internal
knowledge, sharing infuses thoughtfulness
into everyday work and so creates the condi-
tions for challenging routines and engaging in
IWB.

Finally, the role of MOA antecedents is also
notable. This work confirms the long-standing



presenting it also as a convenient ‘workout’
that can improve employees’ understanding of
local routines and environments, and their
capability to introduce innovation at work.

Managers and Chief Information Officers
(CIOs) are thus called upon to overcome a per-
sistent belief that ‘structured’ knowledge
sharing is merely a waste of time. They can
consider the MOA antecedents of knowledge
sharing and design initiatives that affect them.
Our results confirm that knowledge sharing
depends on individuals’ motivation, opportu-
nity and ability. Managers and CIOs should
accordingly build an organizational and tech-
nological environment that creates the condi-
tions for the exchange of tacit knowledge.
Information and communication technologies
(ICTs) offer an opportunity for easier and
more efficient inter-employee knowledge
sharing, avoiding the risk of increasing
professionals’ workload, worsening the
organizational climate, or having the costs of
knowledge sharing outbalance its benefits.
Overall, we can highlight the importance of
designing initiatives at the organizational level
that (i) place knowledge sharing front and
centre as a priority for both the organization
and employees, and (ii) alleviate the potential
constraints on knowledge sharing at the
employee level. Neglecting this need could
result in initiatives that soon fail because they
are unable to create the preconditions for indi-
vidual action.

Conclusions

This study sheds new light on the relationship
between knowledge and innovation by adopt-
ing a micro-level perspective. We surveyed
healthcare professionals within the peculiar,
knowledge-intensive context of palliative care,
and our results show that employees who
share their knowledge are more likely to
engage in IWBs. Our findings also indicate
that two preconditions for individual knowl-
edge sharing – namely, employees’ ability and
opportunity – also directly affect innovative
behaviours. This implies that a common
underlying factor explains why employees
who are better able to share knowledge are
more likely to innovate, and why employees
who have the opportunity to share knowledge
are more likely to innovate. This study paves
the way for further research, preferably in dif-
ferent professional settings, aimed at confirm-
ing or refuting its results and refining its
theoretical and managerial implications.

Finally, this work has some inherent limita-
tions that should be addressed in future
research. Firstly, we specifically focused on

notion that motivation, opportunity and ability 
are proximal antecedents that adeptly explain 
knowledge sharing behaviours (Ipe, 2003). Our 
results also confirm Siemsen, Roth and 
Balasubramanian (2008), insofar as motivation 
is the primary enabler of knowledge sharing, 
possibly suggesting that motivated profession-
als might overcome problems in ability and 
opportunity, more than vice versa. However, 
these results also show that the ability and 
opportunity that are relevant for knowledge 
sharing also affect engagement in IWBs. The 
ability to share knowledge can thus be under-
stood as a proxy for employees’ capability to 
manage knowledge in its entirety. Innovation, 
in particular, is a complex behaviour that 
involves the acquisition, recombination, com-
munication and application of knowledge. Our 
findings provide further empirical evidence 
that the skill-set required for knowledge 
sharing overlaps with that required for innova-
tion, which needs the ability to elaborate, 
re-combine and disseminate knowledge. 
Another requirement common to both knowl-
edge sharing and IWBs is a supportive work 
environment. Both are proactive behaviours 
and thus depend upon a work environment 
where the workload and climate support extra-
role efforts. Our results confirm that the oppor-
tunities driving employees to share knowledge 
do not conflict with those driving IWBs. 
Overall, we can argue that knowledge sharing 
and IWBs might both be fostered through a 
common set of organizational-level interven-
tions (e.g., knowledge education and training, 
and a supportive climate and workload). At the 
same time, the (expected) lack of correlation 
between motivation to share and IWB confirms 
their differences. Thus, while certain interven-
tions might facilitate both behaviours, organi-
zations need two distinct strategies to trigger 
them, because employees perceive distinct per-
sonal and organizational costs, benefits and 
threats when they share or innovate.

Practical Implications

Knowledge sharing does not consist merely in 
communicating information, but is rather a 
structured process of knowledge elaboration 
and codification that makes the knowledge 
clearer not just to the recipients, but also to its 
possessor. Engaging in knowledge sharing 
behaviours carries a high individual cost in 
terms of time, effort and potential personal 
disadvantages, but also delivers personal ben-
efits to employees in terms of reciprocation 
and support for innovation. Organizations 
should stimulate knowledge sharing beyond 
the usual emphasis on it as a ‘gift’ or ‘trade’ 
transaction (Konstantinou & Fincham, 2011),



healthcare organizations. Although this work
environment might be particularly effective
for studying the knowledge–innovation link,
future research could be extended to other ser-
vices environments, such as call-centres,
schools and police departments. Secondly, we
mainly explored the sharing of tacit knowl-
edge among employees. While tacit knowl-
edge certainly represents a type of knowledge
that is particularly difficult and ‘tricky’ to
share – and for this reason deserves specific
research attention – future studies might
investigate whether and how the sharing of
explicit knowledge (e.g., formal organizational
processes, databases, job descriptions) might
also affect employees’ innovative behaviour.
Furthermore, the cross-sectional nature of this
study prevents us from drawing definite
causal inferences about the relationships
between variables. Future longitudinal studies
might address this issue. Follow-up studies
could also improve our model by adding
further variables that more comprehensively
explain the mediating mechanisms that trans-
late knowledge sharing into innovative behav-
iour, and the reasons why employees’ ability
and opportunity to share knowledge are con-
ducive to their engaging in those behaviours.
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Appendix: Survey Questionnaire

Respondents had to refer to the following definition of knowledge when answering the ques-
tionnaire: ‘We define knowledge as information useful for your clinical practice. Specifically, we refer here
to the exchange among professionals of tacit knowledge, relating to treatment decisions and how they can
be translated into a clinical pathway that best supports patients and their families in the final stages of the
patient’s life’.

Motivation
MOT1 I intend to frequently share my knowledge with my colleagues.
MOT2 I will always give my knowledge to those who ask for it.
MOT3 I will always try to give my knowledge to others in the most efficient way possible.
MOT4 I intend to frequently share my working experiences with my colleagues.
Opportunity
OPP1 I can devote enough time to sharing my knowledge.
OPP2 Due to my workload, I have difficulties in effectively sharing my knowledge (R).*
OPP3 The climate in my organization allows me to share my knowledge easily.
OPP4 The climate in my organization facilitates informal meetings where knowledge is

shared.
Ability
ABIL1 I am fully capable of sharing my knowledge with others.*
ABIL2 If it depended only on me, I would exhaustively share my knowledge.
ABIL3 I am fully capable of articulating my knowledge in written or spoken form.
ABIL4 I believe I am fully capable of sharing my knowledge at any time.
Reciprocation
REC1 My colleagues often share their knowledge with me.
REC2 If I ask my colleagues to share their knowledge with me, they are always ready to do

so.
KS Behaviour
KS1 I usually spend a lot of time sharing my knowledge with my colleagues.
KS2 During meetings, I am usually very active in sharing my knowledge with my

colleagues.
KS3 I customarily engage in informal meetings with my colleagues in which I share my

working experiences.
KS4 I am usually quick in responding to my colleagues’ requests to share my knowledge.
Innovative Behaviour
IB1 I usually introduce small innovations into my practice.
IB2 I often develop new procedures to improve my everyday practice.
IB3 I often succeed in transforming my innovative ideas into practical solutions.
IB4 I often develop new solutions to solve problems.

R indicates reverse-scored items
* indicates dropped items




