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Abstract 

Small businesses contribute significantly in economy. However, a significant number of small businesses fail in 
five to ten years. Can knowledge sharing in these businesses make a difference? Research has found that 
knowledge sharing enhances organisational competitiveness and growth in medium and large enterprises. However, 
there is a lack of empirical studies on knowledge sharing in the domain of small businesses. This research aims to 
close the gap by developing a model for understanding knowledge sharing in small businesses. The model will be 
primarily built on Lipshitz et al.’s naturalistic decision modelling approach, Rogers’ innovation diffusion theory, 
and Ajzen & Fishbein’s theory of reasoned action. The model presents various factors and variables affecting 
knowledge sharing in small businesses in detail, and thus has both theoretical and practical implications. For the 
model, hypotheses are proposed, which will be tested in future empirical studies. 
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1. Introduction 

Small business is classified by various quantitative 
measures, including number of employees, sale 
revenues, total assets and net assets1. According to the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics2 (ABS), a small business 
is defined as an organisation with fewer than 20 
employees in this research. According to the latest 
report from ABS3, there were 1,961,337 small 
businesses in Australia by the end of June 2009. Small 
businesses represented 96% of all private sector 
businesses and employed around 4.8 million people, or 
over 48% of the private sector workforce. Small 
businesses are economic drivers of most nations all over 
the world4 and a large amount of economic activities are 
conducted by these businesses. How they manage 
knowledge is viewed as a key factor of their success5. 

Knowledge management has risen from practitioner 
and consultancy knowledge since the start of the 
twenty-first century6. The ability to manage knowledge 
is crucial in today’s knowledge economy7, and can 
attain and maintain sustainable competitive advantage 

and superior economic performance8. Over the years, 
there is an abundance of research describing how large 
companies are successfully practising knowledge 
management, but there is little contribution on the 
critical success factors for knowledge management 
adoption in small businesses4,5,9,10. There is a general 
consensus that the benefits of knowledge management 
have not been fully exploited by small businesses10. 

Some small businesses may still not realise that 
knowledge is an important value driver11. Founders or 
managers of small businesses are occupied by day-to-
day business operations12, which may prevent them 
from identifying and recognising the benefits of 
knowledge management. However, literature indicates 
that there is no relationship between organisational size 
and the need for knowledge, and there is no significant 
relationship between the size and innovation13. 
Knowledge management is not less significant to the 
success of small businesses than that of large 
businesses. Instead, a suitable handling of knowledge is 
an especially important factor as to whether a business, 
large or small, survives. In a knowledge-driven 
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economy, managing knowledge is a challenge faced by 
small businesses4. The field of knowledge management 
in small businesses is highly important13. 

Prior research in knowledge management has tended 
to emphasise large businesses. Many researchers 
compare knowledge management activities in large 
businesses with those in smaller businesses, assuming 
that these businesses are comparable13. However, small 
businesses operate differently than large enterprises in 
some ways5, and small businesses are not ‘‘merely a 
scaled-down version of a large business’’14 or “little big 
firms”5. The difference exists in the practices around a 
wide range of management activities5. Scholars have 
been advised to discuss knowledge management with a 
stronger contextualisation to the specific needs of small 
businesses rather than from a prescriptive point of 
view13. Dalkir7 indicated that organisations can generate 
value by sharing knowledge. Hutchison and Quintas15 
showed that knowledge-sharing activities are less likely 
to be found in small businesses, while sharing 
knowledge among employees makes small businesses 
less susceptible to the loss of their knowledge4. 
Therefore there is a need to understand the determinants 
for knowledge sharing in small businesses in order to 
improve their competitiveness9. 

This research is aimed to understand knowledge 
sharing in small businesses. The objectives of this paper 
are: 
 examining features of small businesses in terms of 

knowledge sharing, 
 investigating the determinants for knowledge 

sharing in small businesses, and 
 proposing a knowledge sharing model for small 

businesses. 
In Section 2, theories about knowledge sharing in 

small business are presented as a background to the 
study. In Section 3, characteristics of small businesses 
are examined, determinants for knowledge sharing are 
identified, and a knowledge sharing model for small 
businesses is proposed. Finally, in Section 4, 
conclusions and future research directions are discussed. 

2. Background 

A lot of research has been done on the knowledge 
management in large organisations. However the 
literature on the knowledge management in small 
businesses is very limited and only provides fragmented 
insights13. This section reviews the theories for 

understanding determinants for sharing knowledge in 
small businesses. 

2.1. Knowledge Management and Knowledge 
Sharing 

Knowledge management is “an approach to adding or 
creating value by more actively leveraging the know-
how, experience, and judgment [that] reside within and, 
in many cases, outside of an organization”16. Although 
not identifying knowledge management activities, this 
definition highlights knowledge elements, which are 
normally classified as explicit knowledge, which can be 
easily captured and codified; and tacit or implicit 
knowledge, which is difficult to capture and 
formalise17,18. Dalkir7 defined knowledge management 
in the perspectives of organisations and activities: 
knowledge management is the deliberate and systematic 
coordination of an organisation’s people, technology, 
processes and organisational structure in order to add 
value through the promotion of creating, sharing and 
applying knowledge. Both definitions indicate that 
successful knowledge management adds value to 
organisations. However, approaches to knowledge 
management can be different depending on the 
organisational context and the knowledge categories. 

According to Nonaka & Takeuchi19, tacit knowledge 
consists of two dimensions: cognitive dimension, which 
refers to ‘mental models’ that assist human beings in 
interpreting and understanding the world around them; 
and technical dimension, which refers to operational 
expertise that assists human beings in undertaking tasks. 
Examples of cognitive knowledge include individuals’ 
perspectives, beliefs and opinions; and examples of 
technical knowledge include crafts and skills. Tacit 
knowledge is personal and subjective; therefore it is 
difficult to formalise and communicate. In contrast with 
tacit knowledge’s subjective nature, explicit knowledge 
is more objective and generally can be codified or 
documented in a formal or systematic format. 
Information from databases or libraries, and the Web is 
some examples of explicit knowledge. 

Nonaka and Takeuchi19 modelled knowledge 
creation, sharing and utilisation processes by four 
modes of Socialisation, Externalisation, Combination 
and Internalisation (SECI): 
 Socialisation refers to the transmission of tacit 

knowledge to tacit knowledge, sharing knowledge 
among individuals through face-to-face contact 
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2.2. Naturalistic Decision Modelling Approach 

Naturalistic Decision Modelling (NDM) has been 
applied in many complex environments ranging from 
Navy31, nursing32 to physicians33. However, this 
research will use the concept of NDM for the first time 
in knowledge sharing domain. NDM primarily deals 
with five factors which depart significantly from 
rational and formal decision making modelling. The key 
points of NDM approach is its reliance on a single (or at 
most two) decision option and its emphasis on 
implementation. 

NDM emphasises the real-world decision making 
situations. The most common NDM factors are: 
 individuals who are involved in the decision 

making process and their expertise of the situation 
(proficient decision makers); 

 situation-action matching decision rule that a 
decision is taken by matching with the real situation 
rather than choice, which quickly discards many 
options and deals with one or at most two options; 

 context-bound informal modelling, which identifies 
issues typical to the specific context of the decision 
situation and uses them in an informal way to arrive 
at a decision, rather than casting them into some 
sort of formal modelling; 

 process orientation, which deals with cognitive 
processes of the decision makers rather than input-
output orientation of rational and formal decision 
process; and 

 empirical based prescription, which means that 
prescriptions that cannot be implemented are 
worthless, even if they are optimal in some formal 
sense. 

2.3. Theory of Diffusion of Innovations 

Performance improvement is one of the motivation 
factors for sharing knowledge. Wang & Chang34 
suggested that there should be a direct relationship 
between innovation and performance of small 
businesses, and knowledge is considered as the raw 
material of innovation35. Regarding the factors that 
affect the adoption of an innovation, in his theory of 
diffusion of innovations, Rogers36 suggested five 
perceived attributes of an innovation: 
 relative advantage - “the degree to which an 

innovation is perceived as better”, which measures 
both explicit and implicit advantages; 

 compatibility - “the degree to which an innovation 
is perceived as being consistent with the existing 
values, past experiences, and needs of potential 

adopters”, which measures how compatible an 
innovation is with the existing culture, structure, 
infrastructure, and previously adopted ideas; 

 complexity - “the degree to which an innovation is 
perceived as difficult”, which measures how 
difficult an innovation is to understand, learn and 
use; 

 trialability - “the degree to which an innovation 
may be experimented with on a limited basis”, 
which describes how easy an innovation is to try 
out or test; and 

 observability - “the degree to which the results of 
an innovation are visible to others”, which reflects 
how explicit are the results and outcomes of an 
innovation. 

These attributes will be considered for the 
determinants to share knowledge for innovations in 
small business. 

According Rogers36, other variables also affect the 
adoption of an innovation, such as the type of 
innovation-decision, the nature of communication 
channels diffusing the innovation at various stages in 
the innovation-decision process, the nature of the social 
system, and the extent of change agents' effort in 
diffusing the innovation. 

2.4. The Theory of Reasoned Action 

Small businesses need a culture that facilitates 
knowledge sharing by human communication and 
interaction37. “Designed to explain virtually any human 
behaviour”, the theory of reasoned action (TRA) 
predicts and explains human behaviour across a wide 
variety of domains38. The TRA has broad applicability 
in diverse disciplines and has gone through rigorous 
testing, which has proved its robustness in predicting 
intentions and behaviour39,40,41. 

TRA views a person's intention to perform (or not to 
perform) a behaviour (e.g. sharing knowledge) as the 
immediate determinant of the actual action. A person’s 
beliefs or perceptions about the characteristics of the 
target system (e.g. knowledge sharing system) are 
antecedent to behaviour intent to adopt and use the 
system42. Even though it is possible that intention can 
change with the passage of time, previous research has 
shown that they are good predictors of actual future 
use40. 

Based on TRA, a person's intention is a function of 
two basic determinants, one being “personal” in nature 
and the other one reflecting “social influence”. The 
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personal factor is the individual's positive or negative 
evaluation of performing the behaviour, which is called 
"attitude toward the behaviour", and refers to attitudinal 
factors. The second determinant of intention is the 
person's perception of the social pressure put on him/her 
to perform or not to perform the behaviour in question. 
This factor is termed "subject norm", which deals with 
perceived prescriptions and relates to the normative 
considerations38. 

Many previous studies have documented the roles of 
various external variables on system usage behaviour, 
including individual factors, management factors, 
organisational factors and system features, among many 
others. However, TRA considers that external variables 
such as the system characteristics, task characteristics, 
user characteristics, political influences, organisational 
factors and the development or implementation process 
only have indirect influence on behaviour by affecting 
beliefs, attitudes and intentions38. 

3. Modeling Knowledge Sharing in Small 
Businesses 

3.1. Characteristics of Small Businesses 

Many scholars argued that small businesses do not 
manage knowledge the way large organisations do13,43. 
Literature has discussed peculiarities that differentiate 
knowledge management practices in small businesses 
and larger businesses. Small businesses may be 
differentiated from larger companies by a number of 
key characteristics, which affect knowledge 
management practices. 

Tacit knowledge in nature - There is a lack of 
explicit knowledge repositories44, and knowledge 
generated in small businesses tends to be tacit in 
nature45. Most knowledge is usually kept in the minds of 
the owner and some key employees rather than 
physically stored or shared through substitution 
arrangements46. 

Resource scarcity for operation - Small businesses 
commonly face resource limitations13,47,48,49. They have 
to take their resource constraints into consideration for 
knowledge management. They may not have much 
money to spend on knowledge management initiatives37, 
and are rarely supported by purposely designed systems 
of information and communication technology50. 

Proximity in workplace - Employees are likely to 
have direct contact to each other51. Given this proximity 

the employees are more familiar with each other 
compared to large organisations. Familiarity and mutual 
understanding among the employees bred trust and thus 
promote knowledge sharing43. Also there is less 
competition among the employees compared to their 
counterparts in larger businesses, and thus they tend to 
be more willing to share knowledge52. 

Appreciation of relational capital - Small businesses 
value human and relational capital53, and manage 
knowledge in a humanistic way44. Many of them feel 
that their development is due to the quality of their 
employees and the relationships with customers53. 
Knowledge is often created, shared and transferred 
through members of the businesses. Small businesses 
use the relational capital and knowledge stemming from 
their partnerships and collaborative work to increase 
their performance44,46. 

Informal organisational structure - Small businesses 
are generally less bureaucratic in decision-making and 
have an informal organisational structure43,48. The 
owner-manager of an organisation tends to take on a 
central position54, and therefore decision-making is 
limited to only one person55. This limitation signifies 
that the owner-manager is responsible for recognising 
the benefits of knowledge management, and control 
tends to be based on the owner’s personal supervision56. 
They are often introverted, burdened by old traditions, 
inflexible and resistant to change49,57. 

Cross functionality of staff - Small businesses often 
compensate for their smaller size by managing more 
strategically their human resources58. The success of 
small businesses is influenced by the knowledge, 
experience and skills of the owners and its employees59. 
They are more likely to be skilled at avoiding pitfalls of 
knowledge loss44. Employees are usually required to 
undertake more than one functional responsibility, 
resulting in overlapping roles with other colleagues. 
Cross functionality and overlapping roles generally lead 
to more knowledge sharing43. The close social ties 
between employees often act as deterrence against them 
leaving the business13. In cases where employees do 
leave the business, their responsibilities could be easily 
undertaken by other staff or the owner, who may have a 
deeper knowledge and would in turn guide the next 
junior employee43. 

Ad hoc fashion of management - The performance of 
small businesses is far from one-dimensional and 
greatly depends on the environmental context in which 
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the company evolves, or the competitive advantage on 
which it depends to break away from its 
competitors34,60,61. Some activities of knowledge 
management are often practiced but in an ‘ad hoc’ 
fashion. The activities must be adapted to the business’ 
needs but not the other way round10. Knowledge must 
be managed dynamically so that business goals can be 
achieved in an effective and efficient manner62. 
Knowledge management needs to be reactive to the 
environment and fire-fighting to meet dynamic 
challenges48. 

Informal control on knowledge - Small businesses 
often do not see knowledge management as a crucial 
function for their success50, although concepts and 
vocabulary of knowledge management are increasingly 
acknowledged and applied in small businesses15. Tools 
are often not considered as instruments for knowledge 
management. They have the tendency to put knowledge 
generated immediately into practice instead of storing 
it4,44. Large businesses generally rely on systematic 
mechanisms to manage knowledge9. But a systematic 
approach to knowledge management in smaller 
businesses is missing, and small businesses have 
adopted informal controls on knowledge5. There is an 
absence of systematic knowledge management in many 
small businesses63. 

3.2. Determinants for Knowledge Sharing in 
Small Businesses 

Previous sections introduced the NDM, which describes 
how people make decisions in the complex real world; 
the Theory of Diffusion of Innovations, which identifies 
the attributes of innovation; and TRA, which establishes 
direct relationship between intention and behaviour; and 
also examines the nine characteristics of small 
businesses in terms of knowledge sharing. Based on the 
introduction and examination, eight determinants for 
knowledge sharing in small businesses are investigated 
by identifying and explaining the variables of each 
determinant in this section. A model for knowledge 
sharing in small businesses is proposed in Section 3.3. 

Variables of the External Push are identified and 
explained in Table 1. 

Organisations exist within an “open” environment, 
where external fluctuation such as changes in the 
marketplace influences internal operation64,65. Small 
businesses have to adopt ad hoc fashion of management 
to meet the dynamic changes in environmental context, 

including competitors and market. Logically, small 
businesses’ knowledge management initiatives have 
been ignited by the tough competition and intensive 
competitive pressure in the market place and challenges 
from customers, who are demanding more value-for-
money and expecting better services. Also it is not 
surprised that small businesses would have the need to 
share knowledge with its partners in supply chain, 
where the lack of knowledge sharing is one of the major 
challenges. 

Table 1. The Construct of External Push 

Variables Brief Explanation 

Competitive 
Pressure/Comp
etition  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pushed by tough 
competition in the market place. 

New Markets  Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pushed by new market 
(i.e. in other cities and countries).  

Customer 
Expectation and 
Demand  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pushed by customers’ 
increasing demand for value-for-money 
products and services.  

Supply Chain 
Partners  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pushed by the need for 
sharing knowledge with their supply chain 
partners.  

Following the 
Trend/Fashion  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pushed by increased 
popularity of knowledge management in 
the industry.  

Influence from 
External 
Consultants 

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pushed by 
recommendation from external consultants. 

Opportunities 
Arising from 
Technology 
Development  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pushed by opportunities 
arising from technology development.   

Regulations and 
Policies  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pushed by relevant 
regulations and policies. 

One important motivation for adopting an 
innovation is to gain social status, i.e. following the 
fashion/trend36. Since knowledge management is one of 
the significant buzzwords in the late 90’s and the new 
millennium, small businesses may follow the trend and 
fashion to embark. Small businesses could also adopt 
knowledge management as a result of the inspiration 
from the outside knowledge management researchers 
and consultants. Such opinion is in line with Rogers’s 
view36 that agents’ promotion effort is an important 
determinant of innovation adoption. As the resource 

Published by Atlantis Press 
Copyright: the authors 

17



 Knowledge Sharing Model 
 

scarcity is one of the major factors that hinder the 
adoption of knowledge management, small businesses 
may be sensitive to external supports including 
technology and government policies in their decision in 
making their knowledge management strategy. 

Variables of the Internal Pull are identified and 
explained in Table 2. 

Table 2. The Construct of Internal Pull 

Variables Brief Explanation 

Business 
Succession  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pulled by the need for 
business succession. 

Business 
Growth  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pulled by the need for 
expanding their business domestically or/and 
internationally.  

Business 
Processes 
Improvement 

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pulled by the need for 
business process improvement. 

The Need for 
Problem 
Solving 

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pulled by the need for 
solutions of problems.  

The Need for 
Better 
Knowledge 
Management  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pulled by the need for 
better managing their knowledge.  

New 
Opportunities 
Identification  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
activities could be pulled by the need for 
identifying and exploring new business 
opportunities.  

People’s 
Initiatives  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pulled by people’s 
initiatives for better managing knowledge.  

Strategic 
Alliance  

Small businesses’ knowledge sharing 
initiatives could be pulled by the need for 
establishing strategic alliance.  

The succession and growth of small businesses 
depends on how well they manage the knowledge of 
their staff44. Rogers36 suggested that organisational 
problems may create perceived needs of an innovation, 
which has a direct relationship with business process 
improvement34. Expanding business, identifying and 
exploring new business opportunities66 and dealing with 
business succession issues67,68,69 could also trigger 
businesses’ initiatives in better sharing knowledge. 
Because of the characteristic of cross functionality of 
staff, it is essential for small businesses to share 
experience and skills among the staff, especially 
transferring them from senior to junior staff. Small 
businesses also have a need for knowledge from outside 

and exchange knowledge with other organisations of 
strategic alliance13. 

Variables of the Behavioural Attitude are identified 
and explained in Table 3. 

Resource scarcity prevents small businesses from 
having a comprehensive knowledge management 
system. Knowledge must be leveraged so that business 
goals can be achieved in an effective and efficient 
manner62. Knowledge management strategy should 
inherit the ad hoc fashion. A suitable handling of 
knowledge is a particularly important factor as to 
whether a business survives or otherwise13. 

There is a positive relationship between knowledge 
management practice and innovation13. Rogers36 
described five attributes of innovation, which are 
perceived as influencing factors for adoption of the 
innovation. In this paper, these attributes are used as 
evaluation factors for the benefits and suitability for 
achieving business goals. Small businesses may 
determine the knowledge sharing strategy based on the 
measurement. 

Table 3. The Construct of Behavioural Attitude 

Variables Brief Explanation 

Relative 
Advantage  

A systematic and holistic approach of 
knowledge sharing is better than other 
approaches (i.e. using IT only or managing 
people only approaches) 

Compatibility Sharing knowledge is consistent with small 
businesses’ organisational goals and is 
compatible with their current practices. 

Complexity For small businesses, knowledge sharing in a 
holistic and systematic way is not a mission 
impossible. 

Trialability Knowledge sharing could be easily tested 
before a full-scale implementation in small 
businesses.  

Observability The benefits of knowledge sharing are visible 
for small businesses. 

Variables of the Decision-makers’ Proficiency are 
identified and explained in Table 4. 

Small businesses adopt informal organisation 
structure, and decision-making is limited to one 
person55, who is normally the business owner. These 
owners may not have seen the value of knowledge 
management50, and may not have fully exploited the 
benefits of knowledge management10. Based on an 
Australian study, Kaye70 identified five main problems 
with small businesses: a lack of vision (thus no strategy) 
by the owner; business owners’ lack of passion in their 

Published by Atlantis Press 
Copyright: the authors 

18



J. Xu et al. 
 

business; lack of plan (leading to low confidence in 
taking necessary risks); inappropriate management of 
owners’ time; and business owners’ unwillingness and 
failure in investing in knowledge. Rogers36, Grover71 
and Sultan & Chan72 suggested that individual leader’s 
attitude toward change and risk is positively linked to 
organisational innovativeness. 

Table 4. The Construct of Decision-makers’ 
Proficiency 

Variables Brief Explanation 

Decision-maker’s 
Understanding of 
the Importance 
and Value of 
Knowledge 

The decision-maker’s understanding of 
the importance and value of knowledge 
will greatly enhance knowledge sharing 
activities in a small businesses.  

Decision-maker’s 
Experience of 
Knowledge 
Sharing 

The decision-maker’s positive 
knowledge sharing experience will 
greatly enhance knowledge sharing 
activities in a small business. 

Decision-maker’s 
Knowledge & 
Skills of Sharing 
Knowledge 

The decision-maker’s knowledge & 
skills of sharing knowledge will greatly 
enhance knowledge sharing activities in a 
small business. 

Decision-maker’s 
Leadership and 
Commitment to 
Knowledge 
Sharing 

The decision-maker’s leadership and 
commitment to knowledge sharing will 
greatly enhance knowledge sharing 
activities in a small business. 

Decision-maker’s 
Initiatives of 
Knowledge 
Sharing 

The decision-maker’s initiatives of 
knowledge sharing will greatly enhance 
knowledge sharing activities in a small 
business. 

Decision-maker’s 
Innovativeness 
(Willingness to 
Try New Things) 

The decision-maker’s willingness to try 
new things will greatly enhance 
knowledge sharing activities in a small 
business. 

Decision-maker’s 
Risk Taking 
Attitude 

The decision-maker’s Risk Taking 
positive risk-taking attitude toward 
sharing knowledge will greatly enhance 
knowledge sharing activities in a small 
business. 

Variables of the Subject Norms are identified and 
explained in Table 5. 

Knowledge sharing promises to enhance competitive 
advantage30, but at costs. Because of resource scarcity, a 
small business may not have money on knowledge 
management initiatives37, and therefore cannot gain the 
competitive advantages, while some others have taken 
the first-mover advantage. Small businesses have to 
consider the opportunity cost of not taking initiative in 
knowledge management. There exists a subjective norm 
or a perceived social pressure73 to share knowledge in 

the industry. Subject norms describe the social influence 
that may affect a person’s intention to share knowledge. 
People often take action based on their perceptions of 
what others think they should do. Knowledge sharing 
efforts can be influenced by others, such as leaders, 
peers and respected people. 

Table 5. The Construct of Subject Norms 

Variables Brief Explanation 

Peer Business 
Pressure 

Peer businesses have influences on small 
businesses’ knowledge sharing activities.  

Following 
Industry 
Leaders’ Lead 

Some small businesses will simply follow 
leaders in knowledge sharing activities.  

Respected 
People 
Influence 

Small businesses (especially the decision-
makers of small businesses) may start 
sharing knowledge as per the 
encouragement from respected people. 

Staff Support Small businesses (especially the decision-
makers of small businesses) may start 
sharing knowledge as per the 
encouragement from company staff. 

Variables of the Intention are identified and 
explained in Table 6. 

Table 6. The Construct of Intention 

Variables Brief Explanation 

Knowledge 
Sharing 
within the 
Business  

Small businesses’ intention to share 
knowledge (especially tacit knowledge) 
within business will be critical for the 
success and continuity of small businesses.  

Knowledge 
Sharing with 
Suppliers and 
Business 
Partners 

Small businesses have the intention to share 
knowledge with suppliers and business 
partners to improve their supply chains.  

Knowledge 
Sharing with 
Customers  

Small businesses have the intention to share 
knowledge with customers to provide 
customers with better products and services.  

Knowledge 
Sharing with 
Government 
Agencies  

Small businesses have the intention to share 
knowledge with government agencies to 
enhance their reputation, strengthen their 
relationship with them, and reduce 
unexpected events.  

Knowledge 
Sharing with 
Competitors  

Small businesses have the intention to share 
knowledge with competitors to create a win-
win situation for both sides (co-opetition).  

Different attitudes exist toward knowledge sharing 
exist. For example, some people are protective and 
uphold knowledge. Those people possess knowledge 
and won’t share it around since they believe that 
knowledge is power. Not everyone in organisation is 
comfortable with the management fads and buzzwords 
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like knowledge management. On the other hand there 
are always people wanting to manage knowledge more 
efficiently and officially. They are keen to know what is 
happening and to share knowledge. It is human being’s 
nature to resist knowledge sharing for such fears as job 
security, loss of power and criticism. 

Small businesses value relational capital. They use 
the relational capital and knowledge stemming from 
their partnerships and collaborative work to increase 
performance and competitive advantages44,46. Moreover, 
a small business has to take an initiative in knowledge 
sharing when the partners adopt a knowledge sharing 
strategy. Specially, knowledge sharing within a supply 
chain has become common30. 

Variables of the Actual Knowledge Sharing are 
identified and explained in Table 7. 

A small business shares knowledge not only within 
the business but also with other stakeholders or even 
competitors. In practice, there is an issue of control on 
knowledge: what knowledge is shared and what tools 
are used. For example, knowledge shared within 
businesses is tacit in nature45, and tools are often not 
considered as instruments for sharing this knowledge4,44. 
Tools such as social software or internal networking 
opportunities are less important within small businesses 
because of the characteristic of proximity in 
workplace51. 

Table 7. The Construct of Actual Knowledge 
Sharing 

Variables Brief Explanation 

Actual Knowledge 
Sharing within the 
Business  

Small businesses share their knowledge 
(especially tacit knowledge) within 
their business.  

Actual Knowledge 
Sharing with 
Suppliers and 
Business Partners 

Small businesses share knowledge with 
suppliers and business partners.  

Actual Knowledge 
Sharing with 
Customers  

Small businesses share knowledge with 
customers.   

Actual Knowledge 
Sharing with 
Government 
Agencies  

Small businesses share knowledge with 
government agencies.  

Actual Knowledge 
Sharing with 
Competitors  

Small businesses share knowledge with 
competitors.  

Variables of the Realised Benefits are identified and 
explained in Table 8. 

Table 8. The Construct of Realised Benefits 

Variables Brief Explanation 

Better/ New 
Products and 
Services 

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses create better/new services and 
innovation which they cannot do before or 
on their own. 

Efficiency  Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses enhance the efficiency of their 
internal operations (i.e. simplifying 
workflows, speeding the projects).  

Effectiveness Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses do the right things, i.e. working 
on the right projects, markets, etc. 

People’s 
Loyalty  

Knowledge sharing has enhanced people’s 
loyalty to the business.  

Recruitment 
and Retention 
Strategies  

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses more effectively recruit people 
with required knowledge and retain talent 
(knowledge champions).  

People’s 
Knowledge 
Building  

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses build people knowledge base 
and increase their knowledge, i.e. learning 
from others’ experience and knowledge. 

Time & Cost 
Reduction  

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses save time and money for 
organisations through “avoiding 
reinventing the wheel”. 

Avoiding Same 
Mistakes 

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses reduce the chances for mistakes 
and mediate the risks.  

Relationship 
with Customers  

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses enhance their relationship with 
customers and provide them with better 
products & services. 

Relationship 
with Suppliers 
and Business 
Partners 

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses enhance their relationship with 
suppliers and business partners and has 
helped improve their supply chains.   

Relationship 
with 
Government 
Agencies  

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses enhance their relationship with 
government agencies and has helped 
maintain/improve their reputation, 
strengthen their relationship with them, and 
reduce unexpected events.   

Relationship 
with 
Competitors  

Knowledge sharing has helped small 
businesses enhance their relationship with 
their competitors and has helped them 
achieve a win-win situation (co-opetition 
has been made possible).  

The aim of knowledge sharing for an organisation is 
its economic and competitive value 8. Realizing benefits 
of managing knowledge is a critical issue for the 
success of knowledge management74,75,76. On the other 
hand, humans have innate needs to achieve competence, 
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autonomy and satisfying relationships77. Small 
businesses should consider all the characteristics 
examined in Section 3.1 of this paper in determination 
of the knowledge sharing strategy to achieve 
appropriate business and individual goals. 

3.3. Knowledge Sharing Model 

Based on the preceding discussion, a research model 
for knowledge sharing is proposed and shown in Fig. 2. 

External 
Push 

for 
Knowledge 

Sharing  

Internal 
Pull 
of

Knowledge 
Sharing  

Behavioural 
Attitute 
toward 

Knowledge 
Sharing

Decision 
Maker's 

Proficiency 
of 

Knowledge 
Sharing 

Intention 
to 

Share 
Knowledge 

Subject 
Noms 

of 
Knowledge 

Sharing 

Actual 
Knowledge 

Sharing 

Realised 
Benefits 

of 
Knowledge 

Sharing 

H1(+)

H2(+)

H3(+)

H4(+)

H5(+)

H6(+) H7(+)

 

Fig. 2. Proposed Knowledge Sharing Model

The model suggests that: 
 the attitude toward knowledge sharing is directly 

influenced by the external push, internal pull and 
decision-maker’s proficiency;  

 the intention to share knowledge is directly affected 
by the subject norms and the attitude; 

 Actual knowledge sharing is determined by the 
intention; and 

 Realised benefits are achieved by actual knowledge 
sharing.  

The hypotheses for the model are presented as 
follows. 

 H1: “External push for knowledge sharing” 
positively influences the “Behavioural attitude toward 
knowledge sharing”. 

Ajzen & Fishbein’s TRA38 proposes that external 
push affects the attitudes, which in turn influence the 
behaviour. Through fostering collaborative practices 
and knowledge sharing, knowledge management 
facilitates the learning about the external environment78 
and the implementation of a successful change 
management program responding to the external 
environment65. The organisations are implementing 
knowledge management to learn and respond to their 
customers better. Through effective knowledge 
management programs, businesses are also able to 
provide more enhanced and/or new products and 
services. Alavi & Leidner79 suggested that customers 

and knowledge about them are most important 
knowledge domains for small businesses. 

H2: “Internal pull of knowledge sharing” positively 
influences the “Behavioural attitude toward knowledge 
sharing”. 

Ajzen & Fishbein’s TRA38 proposed that factors 
such as organisational needs affect the attitudes, which 
in turn influence the behaviour. It is widely accepted 
that by effective management of their knowledge, small 
businesses could improve their competitiveness and 
enhance their business performance80,81,82,83,84,85,86,87,88. 
The task of organising and storing existing knowledge is 
enormous with minimal tangible benefits until the 
knowledge is reused. Sharing knowledge greatly 
facilitate the organisation’s effort to improve the 
productivity and maintain the quality, especially when 
people are dealing with complex projects. Very often 
when organisations have the growing awareness to 
manage their knowledge better (i.e. for improving 
productivity, reducing costs, reaching global markets, 
etc.) they feel the need for better knowledge sharing to 
“know what they know” and use that knowledge 
effectively to avoid reinventing the wheel, and to take 
better control of their knowledge assets. 

H3: “Decision maker’s proficiency of knowledge 
sharing” positively influences the “Behavioural attitude 
toward knowledge sharing”. 
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Ajzen & Fishbein’s TRA38 proposed that factors 
such as decision makers’ proficiency of knowledge 
sharing affect the attitudes, which in turn influence the 
behaviour. Management and leadership play critical 
roles in knowledge management89. Management 
provides vision and energy to stimulate and sustain 
effective knowledge management practices and systems. 
Leaders have direct impact on the organisation’s culture 
and knowledge management approaches. Without 
management’s commitment and emphasis on 
knowledge management, people are not likely to take it 
seriously90. Leaders have to take into account issues 
such as culture, structure, process, training and 
development. More attention should be given to people 
since businesses make profits through selling and 
effectively using their (tacit) knowledge91,92. One 
important challenge for leaders is how they can embed 
knowledge into day-to-day work to help them do their 
jobs more effectively and efficiently93. 

H4: “Behavioural attitude toward knowledge 
sharing” positively influences the “Intention to share 
knowledge”. 

Ajzen & Fishbein’s TRA38 proposed that intention is 
directly influenced by attitude toward knowledge 
sharing. Based on their study of knowledge sharing 
practices among members of a virtual professional 
community in Taiwan, Kuo & Young94 suggested that 
an individual’s attitude has positive influence on his/her 
intention to share what he/she knows. In addition, past 
studies, such as Moore95, Karahanna et al.96, Liker & 
Sindi97 and Agarwal & Prasad98, pointed out that 
attitude is positively associated with intention. 

H5: “Subject norms” positively influences the 
“Intention to share knowledge”. 

Ajzen & Fishbein’s TRA38 proposed that intention is 
directly influenced by subject norms. Hartwick & 
Barki99 and Taylor & Todd100 indicated that 
subordinates and superiors are important referent groups 
for people’s decision to adopt an innovation in an 
organisational environment. Huber101 suggested that 
there is considerable ignorance in the literature on the 
impacts of the social-psychological forces such as the 
need to adhere to social norms, the need to comply with 
organisational norms (the right thing to do) and the need 
for recognition, on knowledge sharing and participation 
in the knowledge management systems. In addition, 
literature, such as Thompson et al.102, Liker & Sindi97 
and Lucas & Spitler103, had found that subject norms are 

positively associated with individual’s acceptance of 
new technology. 

H6: “Intention to share knowledge” is positively 
associated with “Knowledge sharing activities”. 

According to the TRA38, people’s intention to share 
(or not to share) knowledge is the immediate 
determinant of the action of knowledge sharing. 
Activities related to knowledge sharing are time-
consuming and require a certain level of trust4. It is 
necessary to create a climate of trust where people can 
share knowledge with confidence89. The support from 
top management, i.e. understanding the importance of 
knowledge management, commitment, and leadership, 
is crucial for the success of knowledge management in 
organisations. 

H7: “Knowledge sharing activities” is positively 
associated with “Realised benefits of knowledge 
sharing”. 

Knowledge sharing will benefit the sharers’ 
organisation and sharers themselves77. Potential benefits 
are a determinant for knowledge sharing. However 
benefits have not been generally exploited by small 
businesses10. Business owners may not intend to invest 
in knowledge70, and individual knowledge may be 
regarded as personal assets that will assist an employee 
in maintaining employment104. Management provides 
vision and energy to stimulate and sustain effective 
knowledge management practices. Pan & Scarbrough89 
suggested that management play critical roles in 
coordinating various activities of knowledge 
management, and create knowledge management 
strategy, technology, structure, knowledge sharing 
culture and knowledge-focused reward system. 

4. Conclusion and Future Direction 

Small businesses play a dominant role in economy. 
Given the high failure rate of small businesses, it is 
hoped that better knowledge sharing activities will 
contribute in enhancing their performance and 
sustainability. However, knowledge sharing in small 
businesses is a topic that has not been well studied in 
the past but represents a primary concern of knowledge 
management. This research examines the characteristics 
of small businesses in terms of knowledge sharing; 
identifies determinants for knowledge sharing in small 
businesses, and proposes a research model based on 
Ajzen & Fishbein’s TRA38, Rogers’ diffusion of 
innovation theory36 and Lipshitz et al.’s NDM105 
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approach. The proposed model will provide small 
businesses with guidance for knowledge sharing 
initiatives. Based on the construct and variables of the 
model, government agencies, policy makers, and other 
stakeholders can gain enhanced understanding of 
knowledge sharing in small businesses, and leverage 
small businesses by appropriate policies to push their 
knowledge sharing. 

Future research will empirically test the proposed 
research model. Variables in Table 1 through to Table 8 
will be defined so that they can be measured. Some 
other interesting research areas include comparison 
studies of knowledge sharing in small businesses across 
different industries in Australia, across countries or 
cultures, and exploration of other factors influencing 
knowledge sharing in small businesses. 
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