Association for Information Systems

AIS Electronic Library (AlSeL)

ECIS 2020 Research-in-Progress Papers ECIS 2020 Proceedings

6-15-2020

KNOWLEDGE SHARING AND KNOWLEDGE PROTECTION IN
INTER-ORGANIZATIONAL COLLABORATION: UNCOVERING THE
UNDERLYING RELATIONSHIPS THAT INFLUENCE INNOVATION

Mirian Oliveira
Pontificia Universidade Catdlica do Rio Grande do Sul, miriano@pucrs.br

Carla Curado
Universidade de Lisboa, ccurado@iseg.ulisboa.pt

Andrea Raymundo Balle
UniFBYV, arballe@gmail.com

Felipe Nodari
Pontificia Universidade Catdlica do Rio Grande do Sul, fnodari@gmail.com

Plinio Silva de Garcia
Pontificia Universidade Catdlica do Rio Grande do Sul, plinio.garcia@edu.pucrs.br

Follow this and additional works at: https://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2020_rip

Recommended Citation

Oliveira, Mirian; Curado, Carla; Balle, Andrea Raymundo; Nodari, Felipe; and Silva de Garcia, Plinio,
"KNOWLEDGE SHARING AND KNOWLEDGE PROTECTION IN INTER-ORGANIZATIONAL COLLABORATION:
UNCOVERING THE UNDERLYING RELATIONSHIPS THAT INFLUENCE INNOVATION" (2020). ECIS 2020
Research-in-Progress Papers. 10.

https://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2020_rip/10

This material is brought to you by the ECIS 2020 Proceedings at AlS Electronic Library (AlSeL). It has been
accepted for inclusion in ECIS 2020 Research-in-Progress Papers by an authorized administrator of AIS Electronic
Library (AlSeL). For more information, please contact elibrary@aisnet.org.


https://aisel.aisnet.org/
https://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2020_rip
https://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2020
https://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2020_rip?utm_source=aisel.aisnet.org%2Fecis2020_rip%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis2020_rip/10?utm_source=aisel.aisnet.org%2Fecis2020_rip%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:elibrary@aisnet.org%3E

Oliveira et al. /Balance between IKS and KP

KNOWLEDGE SHARING AND KNOWLEDGE PROTECTION
IN INTER-ORGANIZATIONAL COLLABORATION: UN-
COVERING THE UNDERLYING RELATIONSHIPS THAT
INFLUENCE INNOVATION

Research in Progress

Oliveira, Mirian, Pontificia Universidade Catolica do Rio Grande do Sul and Universidade de
Lisboa, Porto Alegre-RS, Brazil, miriano@pucrs.br

Curado, Carla, Universidade de Lisboa, Lisbon, Portugal, ccurado@iseg.ulisboa.pt

Balle, Andrea R., Centro Universitario FBV, Recife, Brail, arballe@gmail.com

Nodari, F., Pontificia Universidade Catdlica do Rio Grande do Sul, Porto Alegre-RS, Brazil,
fnodari@gmail.com

Garcia, Plinio Silva de, Pontificia Universidade Catolica do Rio Grande do Sul, Porto Alegre-
RS, Brazil, pliniosilvadegarcia@gmail.com

Abstract

This research addresses the sources of absorptive capacity that influence innovation considering the
dynamics of knowledge, since the balance between knowledge protection and inter-organizational
knowledge sharing may enhance innovation. We examine the literature that suggests organizational
absorptive capacity plays a significant role in achieving innovation. This research in progress propos-
es two alternative research models based on following constructs knowledge protection, inter-
organizational knowledge sharing, potential absorptive capacity, realized absorptive capacity and
innovation. This original contribution seeks to expand the recent literature on knowledge protection
specifically at the inter-organizational level. Both models can be used to deliver relevant contributions
on either the mediating or moderating influence of knowledge protection. The theoretical contribu-
tions illustrate a) the mediating role of inter-organizational knowledge sharing between the potential
and realized absorptive capacity, and b) clarify the influence knowledge protection has on inter-
organizational knowledge sharing, and the potential and the realized absorptive capacity. Further-
more, the empirical findings are expected to a) show managers how inter-organizational knowledge
sharing mediates the potential and realized absorptive capacity, thus enabling innovation, and b) alert
managers to the possible negative influence of knowledge protection on absorptive capability, inter-
organizational knowledge sharing and innovation.

Keywords: Inter-organizational knowledge sharing, Knowledge protection, Innovation, Absorptive
capacity.
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1 Introduction

Digital technologies may lead enterprises to change their business models resulting in modified prod-
ucts, structures or process. (Hess et al., 2016). In the era of digital transformation, organizational
boundaries are blurring and the way employees interact is changing, which promotes greater inter-
organizational networking (llvonen et al., 2018). Knowledge sharing “is the process where individuals
mutually exchange their knowledge and jointly create new knowledge (Hooff and Ridder, 2004, p.
118). In the case of inter-organizational knowledge sharing, the individuals are part of different organ-
izations. Collaboration with external partners is positive for innovation, although it has challenges
(Jean, Sinkovics and Hiebaum, 2014). Inter-organizational knowledge sharing makes organizations
vulnerable to unintended knowledge leakage (Estrada, Faems and Faria, 2016). Thus, organizations
need to balance inter-organizational knowledge sharing and knowledge protection (Foege et al., 2019;
Yang et al., 2014).

Knowledge protection means “to prevent knowledge within an organization from being inappropriate-
ly or illegally used or stolen by other organizations” (Liu and Deng, 2015, p. 124). Knowledge leaks
are a risk for organizations (Gast et al., 2019) given that knowledge is an important intangible asset to
achieve sustainable competitive advantage (Grant, 1996). Knowledge protection mechanisms enable
organizations to mitigate the risk of unintended knowledge leakage (Estrada, Faems and Faria, 2016).
While protection mechanisms are in part based on information technology, they also depend employee
behaviour (Gold, Malhotra and Segars, 2001; llvonen et al., 2018).

Knowledge protection and knowledge sharing are not incompatible (Yang et al., 2014). Nevertheless,
establishing the balance between inter-organizational knowledge sharing and knowledge protection so
as to increase innovation is a challenge in the era of digital transformation (Ilvonen et al., 2018). Inno-
vation is “the production or adoption of novel and useful systems, processes, products or services”
(Yoo, Vonderembse and Ragu-Nathan, 2010, p. 333).

Inter-organizational knowledge sharing influences innovation mediated by absorptive capacity (No-
dari, Oliveira and Magada, 2016). Absorptive capacity (ACAP) is “a set of organizational routines and
processes by which firms acquire, assimilate, transform, and exploit knowledge to produce a dynamic
organizational capability” (Zahra and George, 2002, p. 186). Absorptive capacity is widely responsible
by knowledge flows in most cases (Hurmelinna-Laukkanen et al., 2012).There is a lack of consensus
regarding the relationship between inter-organizational knowledge sharing and absorptive capacity,
some authors believe absorptive capacity influences inter-organizational knowledge sharing (for ex-
ample, Baker and Yousof, 2017), while others consider inter-organizational knowledge sharing influ-
ences absorptive capacity (for example, Nodari, Oliveira and Magada, 2016).

Zahra and George (2002) classified absorptive capacity into two types, potential absorptive capacity
(PACAP) and realized absorptive capacity (RACAP). The ability to identify and assimilate new
knowledge (PACAP) will contribute to inter-organizational knowledge sharing, which in turn will in-
crease the stock of knowledge, which will facilitate the transformation and exploitation (RACAP) of
new knowledge. Kang and Lee (2017) tested PACAP as an antecedent of intra-organizational
knowledge sharing and RACAP as a consequent of intra-organizational knowledge sharing, in the re-
search and development department of a multinational electronics company in South Korea. These
authors showed absorptive capacity as antecedent and consequent of inter-organizational knowledge
sharing for the first time. Therefore, it is necessary verify it in other sectors and cultures.

In summary, this research seeks to address two gaps in the literature. First, the apparently limited un-
derstanding of how two seemingly conflicting goals — inter-organizational knowledge sharing and
knowledge protection — can influence innovation. The research findings will contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the balance between inter-organizational knowledge sharing and knowledge protection
and their role in stimulating innovation. Second, despite prior studies suggesting that innovation may
be increased by knowledge sharing and absorptive capacity, empirical research investigating the influ-
ence of inter-organizational knowledge sharing, PACAP and RACAP on innovation is scarce. This
research will expand the research of Kang and Lee (2017), once it add a new construct (knowledge

_ Twenty-Eighth European Conference on Information Systems (ECIS2020), A Virtual AIS Conference. 2



Oliveira et al. /Balance between IKS and KP

protection), relationship between PACAP and RACAP, and it is applied in a different culture. This
study aims to answer the following question: how two seemingly conflicting goals — inter-
organizational knowledge sharing and knowledge protection — can influence IN?

Accordingly, the goal of this research is to propose a research model considering four constructs,
namely knowledge protection, inter-organizational knowledge sharing, potential absorptive capacity
and realized absorptive capacity and their influence on innovation. Following this introduction, this
article is structured as following. Section 2 contains a review of the literature on the relationship be-
tween knowledge protection, inter-organizational knowledge sharing, absorptive capacity and innova-
tion. Section 3 describes the methodological procedures to be adopted in the next stages of this re-
search. Section 4 reports the conclusion.

2 Literature review and hypotheses

Absorptive capacity was developed by Cohen and Levinthal (1990), considering the external
knowledge in the organizational level. Zahra and George (2002) expanded this theory, by specifying
the dimensions of absorptive capacity: acquisition, assimilation, transformation and exploitation of
knowledge. Absorptive capacity has been used in a variety of researches, such as knowledge manage-
ment (Alavi and Leidner, 2001), information technology governance (Ali, Green and Robb, 2013) and
business intelligence and analytics (Bozi¢ and Dimovski, 2019).

According to Nodari, Oliveira and Macada (2016), inter-organizational knowledge sharing does not
directly influence innovation, rather, this relationship is mediated by absorptive capacity. The influ-
ence of inter-organizational knowledge sharing on ACAP is identified by Ritala and Hurmelinna-
Laukkanen (2013). In both cases, absorptive capacity is represented by one construct. Nevertheless,
absorptive capacity is a multi-dimensional concept (Zahra and George, 2002).

Considering the multi-dimensional nature of absorptive capacity, Zahra and George (2002) classified
it into potential (knowledge acquisition and assimilation) and realized (knowledge transformation and
exploitation). Kang and Lee (2017) found intra-organizational knowledge sharing mediated the rela-
tionship between PACAP and RACAP. Nevertheless, the direct relationship between PACAP and
RACAP was not tested by Kang and Lee (2017).

Collaboration with external partners (customers, suppliers, competitors, universities, research centres
and government) can enhance knowledge sharing and an organization’s knowledge base, and in the
presence of absorptive capacity, it can result in innovation (Najafi-Tavani et al., 2018). The same au-
thors suggested collaboration with suppliers can help process innovation, but only in the presence of a
high level of absorptive capacity.

A dynamic relationship between absorptive capacity and inter-organizational knowledge sharing is
created using PACAP and RACAP. The potential absorptive capacity facilitates the identification of
new knowledge and its value, which may influence inter-organizational knowledge sharing. On the
other hand, inter-organizational knowledge sharing increases the stock of knowledge, which may facil-
itate realized absorptive capacity. Mennens et al. (2018), Limaj and Bernroider (2019) and Khan, Lew
and Marinova (2019) found PACAP has a positive effect on RACAP, which is aligned with the con-
cept of absorptive capacity. Based on that, this research proposes the following hypotheses:

H1la: PACARP positively influences inter-organizational knowledge sharing;
H1b: inter-organizational knowledge sharing positively influences RACAP;
H1c: PACAP positively influences RACAP.

Information technology facilitates cooperation between enterprises on the same horizontal level in a
business sector, as well as vertical cooperation between customers and suppliers (Loebbecke, Fenema
and Powell, 2016). Technological mechanisms such as e-mail or wikis are widely used to share tech-
nical knowledge between companies, while other mechanisms can be used to share managerial
knowledge (Balle et al., 2019). This exposure to different types of external knowledge from different
sources can lead to product innovation (Ardito and Petruzelli, 2017), with the link being the absorptive
capacity.
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The influence of absorptive capacity on innovation is brought to light by Zahra and George (2002).
Nodari, Oliveira and Macada (2016) and Wang, Yang and Xue (2017) confirmed the influence of ab-
sorptive capacity on innovation, but they did not consider the division between potential and realized
absorptive capacity. Mennens et al. (2018) and Khan, Lew and Marinova (2019) found that RACAP
influences innovation, with the influence of PACAP on innovation being totally mediated by RACAP.
Nevertheless, Kang and Lee (2017) presented evidence to show the influence of PACAP on innova-
tion is partially mediated by knowledge sharing and RACAP. Based on that, this study proposes the
following hypotheses:

H2a: PACAP positively influences innovation;
H2b: RACAP positively influences innovation.

Given its importance to organizational performance, an organization must protect its knowledge
(Manhart and Thalmann, 2015). Competitors may copy an organization’s innovation if it fails to ade-
quately ensure it knowledge is protected (Cheung et al., 2012). Unwanted knowledge spillover can
lead to consequences such as reputational damage and loss of revenue, among others (Ahmad et al.,
2014). Knowledge loss also can occur when employees retire or leave the enterprise (Jennex and
Durcikova, 2013).

Organizations may adopt formal and informal mechanisms as means of knowledge protection
(Olander, Vanhala and Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2014). Intellectual property rights (IPRs) and con-
tracts are examples of formal mechanisms for knowledge protection (Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2011).
Human resources practices, secrecy and tacitness are examples of informal mechanisms of knowledge
protection (Gomes, Hurmelinna and Olander, 2017; Olander, Vanhala and Hurmelinna-Laukkanen,
2014). According to Gast et al. (2019), both formal and informal mechanisms are used to protect
knowledge in collaborative relationships.

If formal knowledge protection mechanisms are in place, competitor collaboration may positively in-
fluence innovation performance (Estrada, Faems and Faria, 2016). According the same authors, formal
knowledge protection mechanisms mitigate the risk of knowledge leakage by allowing the organiza-
tion to define the knowledge sharing boundaries. On the other hand, the use of formal mechanisms for
knowledge protection may be understood to indicate a lack of trust and have a negative effect on
knowledge sharing (Olander, Vanhala and Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2014; Jean, Sinkovics and Hie-
baum, 2014). Knowledge protection is considered a barrier to knowledge sharing (Khamseh and Jolly,
2008), while it may also limit absorptive capacity (Ho and Wang, 2015). The same authors found
knowledge protection to have a negative influence on absorptive capacity. Based on which, this research
proposes the following hypotheses:

H3a: Knowledge protection negatively influences PACAP;

H3b: Knowledge protection negatively influences inter-organizational knowledge sharing;
H3c: Knowledge protection negatively influences RACAP.

Figure 1 shows the research model, considering all the hypotheses.
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Figure 1. Research model A.

The balance between knowledge sharing, which is vital for value creation, and knowledge protection,
which is essential for value appropriation, is a highly relevant issue for organizations (Foege et al.,
2019; Gomes, Hurmelinna and Olander, 2017; Manhart and Thalmann, 2015). According to Ritala and
Hurmelinna-Laukkanen (2013), organizations simultaneously need to protect their core knowledge
and acquire external knowledge. An organization may be vulnerable to unwanted knowledge leakage,
especially in those contexts where knowledge sharing occurs with partners — inter-organizational
knowledge sharing (Estrada, Faems and Faria, 2016). Considering this idea, knowledge protection

may moderate the research model (Figure 2).

H4a,b,c,d,e: Knowledge protection moderates the relationships in the model in such a way that higher

levels of knowledge protection will reduce the strength of the relationships.

RACAP

Innovation

Knowledge
Protection

Figure 2. Research model B.

We propose to test the two models that include hypotheses that involve moderation and mediation,
based on strategic management research that explores both these effects (Aguinis, Edwards and Brad-
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ley, 2016). We chose to address both moderation and mediation in an attempt to uncover the underly-
ing relationships that best stimulate innovation.

3 Method

The research method adopted in this research will be a survey. The potential respondents will be con-
tacted via email and will be invited to participate in this research. The same e-mail will contain a link
and password to access the data collection instrument. The message will be sent to a list of enterprises
located in Portugal. The enterprises will be small and medium size, considering the relevance for the
world economy (Marzo and Scarpino, 2016). The SMEs are define as the European Union (2015). The
questionnaire will be made available through Qualtrics®, and will be answered by one individual
(owner or director) from each company.

The data will be collected using a structured questionnaire composed of two parts: 1) control varia-
bles; 2) constructs. The variables introduced to control possible confounding effects are annual reve-
nue, number of employees, enterprise age, kind of partners (supplier, customer, competitor, govern-
ment, university or research institute — he/she will choose one particularly significant partnership),
business sector (industry, trade or services) and type of collaboration. The annual revenue and number
of employees are used to classify the organization size. Knowledge protection is affected by number of
employees and the greater the amount of knowledge the more difficult it is to protect (Liu and Deng,
2015). Old enterprises may accumulate more knowledge, but they may be less agile (Liu and Deng,
2015). Enterprises have different types of partners, such as customers, suppliers, competitors, govern-
ment, universities and research institutes (Hurmelinna-Laukkanen et al., 2012). The business sector
will be classified as industrial (e.g. civil construction, footwear manufacturing, etc.); commercial
(wholesale or retail); and services (e.g. transport, education, banking, etc.).

In this study, the constructs used will be operationalized with scales published in earlier empirical
studies and the measurement items for innovation are adapted from Hussinki et al. (2017). This con-
struct uses items that compare the enterprise with its main competitors in the same business sector.
The scale used to measure ACAP was adapted from Lowik (2016), who used four constructs: recogni-
tion, assimilation, transformation and exploitation. To measure inter-organizational knowledge shar-
ing, 8 items validated by Lee (2001) were adapted. The scale for inter-organizational knowledge shar-
ing considers implicit and explicit inter-organizational knowledge. The scale for knowledge protection
was adapted from Yang et al. (2014) - two items - and Liu and Deng (2015) — five items.

The items will be measured on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). The seven-point Likert scale facilitates sensitive measurement of variance (Cooper
and Schindler, 1998). The questionnaire will be improved using back translation (English-Portuguese-
English), content validity (interviews with two experts) and face validity (the instrument will be ap-
plied to five potential respondents). Appendix A presents the initial version of the items.

4 Conclusion

In this study, based on a review of the literature, a research model was developed that: 1) provides new
insights into inter-organizational knowledge sharing; 2) proposes potential and realized absorptive ca-
pacity are related to inter-organizational knowledge sharing and innovation; 3) deals with knowledge
protection in two ways, antecedent or moderator. This study also proposed an instrument that can be
used to measure the relationship between those variables, thus providing both an academic and mana-
gerial contribution. By completing this research in progress, it is hoped to contribute towards empiri-
cally demonstrating the relationship between inter-organizational knowledge sharing, absorptive ca-
pacity (potential and realized), innovation and knowledge protection.

The survey method will be adopted in the following stages of this research. In the data analysis, Struc-
tural Equation Modeling (SEM), in which the main function is the specification and estimation of line-
ar models of the relationships between variables, will be used.
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Appendix A — Constructs and items

Construct Items
Absorptive Capaci- | PACAP:
ty (adapted from Recognition

Lowik, 2016)

ACRL1 - The employees in my company are always actively looking for new knowledge
related to their work tasks.

ACR2 - The employees in my company intentionally search for knowledge in many dif-
ferent domains to look “outside the box™.

ACR3 - The employees in my company are good at distinguishing between profitable
opportunities and not-so-profitable information or opportunities.

ACR4 - The employees in my company easily identify what new knowledge is most
valuable to our company.

Assimilation

ACAL - The employees in my company frequently share new knowledge with colleagues
to establish a common understanding.

ACAZ2 - The employees in my company convey new knowledge in such a way that col-
leagues understand what it means.

ACAZ3 - The employees in my company communicate newly acquired knowledge that
might be of interest to our company.

RACAP:

Transformation

ACT1 - The employees in my company often sit together to come up with good ideas.
ACT?2 - The employees in my company attend meetings with people from different de-
partments to come up with new ideas.

ACTS3 - The employees in my company develop new insights from the knowledge avail-
able within our firm.

ACT4 - The employees in my company can turn existing knowledge into new ideas.
Exploitation

ACEL - The employees in my company often apply newly acquired knowledge in our
company.

ACE2 - The employees in my company exploit new knowledge to create new products,
services, or work methods for our company.

ACES3 - The employees in my company constantly consider how new knowledge can be
applied to improve our company.

Interorganizational
Knowledge Shar-
ing (adapted from
Lee, 2001)

Explicit

IKSE1 - We and our partner share business proposals and reports with each other.

IKSE2 - We and our partner share business manuals, models, and methodologies with
each other.

IKSE3 - We and our partner share each other's success and failure stories.

IKSD4 - We and our service provider share business knowledge obtained from
newspapers, magazines, journals, and television.

Implicit

IKSI1 - We and our service provider share know-how from work experience with each
other

IKSI2 - We and our service provider share each other's know-where.

IKSI3 - We and our service provider share expertise obtained from education and
training.

IKSI14 - We and our service provider share each other's know-whom.

Knowledge Protec-
tion (adapted from
Yang et al., 2014 -
KP1 and KP2 - and
from Liu and Deng,
2015 — KP3, KP4,
KP5, KP6, KP7)

KP1 — In my company, we have been able to protect our core knowledge or technologies
from our partner.

KP2 — In my company, we have been effective in preventing our core knowledge or
technologies from being imitated by our partner.

KP3 - In my company, we are able to protect our core knowledge from inappropriate use
by our partner.

KP4 - In my company, we are able to protect our core knowledge from theft by our part-
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ner.

KP5 - In my company, we have extensive policies and procedures for protecting our core
knowledge from our partner.

KP6 - In my company, we protect our employees’ knowledge from our partner.

KP7 - In my company, we often emphasize the importance of protecting our core
knowledge from our partner.

Innovation (Huss- | Compared with the main competitors, in the last year my company was more innovative
inki et al., 2017) in...

IN1 - Products and services for customers.

IN2 - Methods and processes.

IN3 - Management practices.

IN4 - Marketing practices.

IN5 - Business models.

Table 1. Constructs and items.
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