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ABSTRACT: In this paper, we examine the socio-cultural aspects of knowledge hiding. 
Specifically, we aim to deepen the understanding regarding the role that national cultural 
dimensions and motivation play in stimulating or preventing knowledge hiding. We investigate 
a three-way interaction among prosocial motivation, cultural tightness, and uncertainty 
avoidance to explain knowledge hiding in organizations. Our field studies involved working 
professionals from Slovenia (n = 123) and China (n = 253). Results show that the highest level 
of knowledge hiding happens when employees are met with a combination of a low level of 
prosocial motivation, a low level of cultural tightness, and a low level of uncertainty avoidance. 
The highest levels of knowledge hiding thus occur when employees are not motivated by the 
welfare of others, are inclined to take the risk and simultaneously perceive that deviation from 
cultural norms will not be sanctioned. We discuss the contributions and implications of our 
two studies for the fields of knowledge hiding and cross-cultural organizational behavior.
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INTRODUCTION

Knowledge hiding is an emerging construct that is quickly gaining ground in contemporary 
research. This construct presents treatment as an interpersonal phenomenon (Connelly et 
al., 2012) and it has been recognized as a pressing matter in the workplace (Cui, Park. 
& Paik, 2016; Černe, Nerstad, Dysvik. & Škerlavaj, 2014). Interpersonal distrust and 
poor relationships in the workplace positively influence knowledge hiding. Moreover, 
knowledge hiding harms interpersonal relationships (Connelly et al., 2014), increases 
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distrust (Černe et al., 2014; Grant & Sumanth, 2009; Oye, Salleh. & Noorminshah, 2011), 
diminishes creativity (Černe et al., 2014) and innovative work behavior (Černe et al., 
2017), causes lower level of motivation (Oye et al., 2011), and creativity (Connelly et al., 
2012; Černe et al., 2014). 

Based on the previous research, we learned that prosocial motivation is a significant 
predictor of knowledge hiding (Černe et al., 2014; Černe, Babič, Connelly. & Škerlavaj, 
2015). However, boundary conditions of the relationship between prosocial motivation 
and knowledge hiding (Connelly et al., 2012; Grant, 2007) remain largely unexplored. It is 
important to be aware of the outputs and consequences that this relationship could bring 
out. Prosocial motivation protects and promotes the well-being of others, so it should play 
an important role in predicting knowledge hiding (Batson, 1987). It refers to a desire to 
help others (Ardichvili, Page. & Wentling, 2003; Batson, 2010; Miller, 1994). Based on that 
knowledge, we focus on how prosocial motivation (Bolino & Grant, 2016; Grant, 2007), 
in connection with national cultural dimensions of tightness-looseness and uncertainty 
avoidance (Gelfand, Erez. & Aycan, 2007; Tsui, Nifadkar. & Ou, 2007), influences 
knowledge hiding. Even though in our research we combined two compatible cultural 
dimensions, there are some important differences between them. With cultural tightness, 
we measure the strength or intensity, and with uncertainty avoidance, we measure the 
content of national culture. The difference is also that uncertainty avoidance is a cultural 
dimension that deals with a society’s tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity (Hofstede, 
1983a). On the other hand, cultural tightness is a construct that presents the strength of 
social norms and degree of sanctioning within societies (Gelfand, Nishii. & Raver, 2006). 
Cultural tightness is a broader construct than uncertainty avoidance; although cultures 
could be tight, not all tight cultures are uncertainty-avoidance oriented. 

Today, organizations work globally and it is crucial to learn about the cultural context to 
reduce misunderstanding and inappropriate behavior in advance (Johnson, Lenartowicz. 
& Apud, 2006). Organizations need to be aware that each culture has its own norms, 
values, and official rules that influence work behavior (Aktas, Gelfand. & Hanges, 2015; 
Chua, Roth. & Lemoine, 2015; Gelfand et al., 2007; Gelfand, Nishii. & Raver, 2006). The 
extant research shows that work behavior is influenced by various cultural norms (Chua et 
al., 2015; Pan. & Zhang, 2014). Cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance have already 
been demonstrated to have a significant influence on organizational behavior (Fischer, 
Ferreira, Leal, Redford. & Harb, 2005; Gelfand et al., 2007; Liu, Jiang, Shalley, Keem. & 
Zhou, 2016). Uncertainty avoidance, one of the core Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, is 
defined as the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous 
or unknown situations, and holds important research opportunities (Doney, Cannon. & 
Mullen, 1998; Litvin, Crotts. & Hefner, 2004). 

We included the construct of uncertainty avoidance in our research because it is correlated 
with the construct of cultural tightness (Chua et al., 2015). Cultural tightness essentially 
represents strengths of cultural norms. Cultural tightness is related with uncertainty 
avoidance, because both constructs describe strong rules, norms, and sanctions for 
inappropriate behavior (Chan, 1996; Gelfand et al., 2006; Gelfand, Lim. & Raver, 2004; 
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Toh & Leonardelli, 2013; Triandis, 1977; Triandis, 1998; Triandis, 2000). Based on previous 
research (Černe et al., 2015), we have learned that implication of many rules and sanctions 
could prevent knowledge hiding. In fact, it was found that a three-way interaction term 
between low prosocial motivation, low cultural tightness, and low collectivism caused 
the occurrences of knowledge hiding at higher levels -  more often, frequently and with a 
higher chance (Černe et al., 2015). 

Therefore, a connection between the constructs of uncertainty avoidance and cultural 
tightness exists based on their common characteristics (i.e., with regard to their settled 
rules and their lack of deviation from those rules). In this study, we propose that 
knowledge hiding is conditioned by prosocial motivation, cultural tightness, and with 
uncertainty avoidance. The three-way interaction term in a combination of the researched 
constructs showed the importance of the effect of socio-cultural aspects on knowledge 
hiding. Uncertainty avoidance means avoiding criticism, negative feedback, and conflict. 
Avoiding challenges carries the risk of errors and failure. When we are facing low 
uncertainty avoidance (Shane, 1995; Wennekers, Thurik, van Stel. & Noorderhaven, 2007) 
this increases the negative way of behavior (Lewicki, McAllister. & Bies, 1998; Tsai, 2002) 
within an organization. With our study, we empirically demonstrate that managers need 
to be aware of the occurrences of the combination of low levels of prosocial motivation, 
low cultural tightness, and low levels of uncertainty avoidance, which leads to knowledge 
hiding at the highest level. Moreover, managers need to pay special attention, if knowledge 
hiding occurs among their employees. They should be aware when a combination of three-
way interaction term occurs within their organization.

This paper intends to contribute to the field of knowledge hiding. We studied two samples 
of working professionals, from two distinctly different settings - China and Slovenia, to 
increase the generalizability of findings. To predict knowledge hiding, we considered the 
type of culture using uncertainty avoidance and cultural tightness. Second, this study 
intends to contribute to cross-cultural organizational behavior research. We demonstrated 
the importance of combining various socio-cultural aspects using a three-way interaction 
term, and we connected cultural tightness (i.e., the strength) to uncertainty avoidance 
(i.e., the content). Previously, this combined approach, using two theoretical frameworks 
focused on national cultures, has been underexplored (Gelfand et al., 2007; Tsui et al., 
2007). 

Furthermore, in our research, we focused on variations within cultural dimensions from 
the individual-level assessments at the micro level (Brewer & Venaik, 2014; Taras, Steel. 
& Kirkman, 2016; Tsui et al., 2007). Variations in cultural values were found to mainly 
occur within countries and much less across, as a meta-analysis showed. Taras et al. (2016) 
gathered all the Hofstede-typology based studies to demonstrate that 80% of variance 
occurs on between-person level, and only 20% among different countries. When studying 
culture and values, individual perceptions are thus a stronger placeholder for cultural 
dimensions than countries are. 
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Knowledge hiding 

Knowledge hiding is defined as an intentional attempt to conceal or withhold information 
that others have requested (Connelly et al., 2012). It(Connelly, 2012 #713) occurs when 
an employee receives a request for knowledge, but actively conceals or withholds that 
knowledge. This definition specifically excludes cases in which employees fail to share 
knowledge due to mistakes, accidents, or ignorance, as well as cases when they simply 
do not have the requested knowledge. Prior research describes three facets of knowledge 
hiding, which are:  playing dumb (i.e., an individual pretends not to know the relevant 
information), evasive hiding, (i.e., individual pretends that the information will be 
forthcoming even as he or she intends to conceal it) and rationalized hiding (individual 
provides an accurate explanation to explain why the information will not be forthcoming) 
(Connelly et al., 2012).

Knowledge hiding, not simply the opposite of knowledge sharing (Connelly et al., 2012), 
includes intentional refusals to share in response to requests. Up to this date, knowledge 
hiding remains a novel and unexplored phenomenon. An example of knowledge hiding 
is when an employee receives a request for knowledge and this employee engages in 
activities designed to conceal the requested knowledge (Connelly et al., 2012). In other 
words, employees who possess knowledge decline to share it without the expectation of 
reciprocity (Davenport & Prusak, 1998). 

Prosocial motivation and knowledge hiding

We included the construct of prosocial motivation as a crucial social predictor of knowledge 
hiding. Prosocial motivation represents a desire to expand effort based on a concern for 
helping or contributing to other people (Grant, 2007). Prosocially motivated employees 
are more likely to foster cooperative behavior with their colleagues in teams (Bolino & 
Grant, 2016; Hu & Liden, 2015). These employees have a high chance of being treated 
like good and trusted employees. However, these employees could also be exploited by 
free-riders (Lenway & Rehbein, 1991). Prosocially motivated employees appreciate values, 
norms, and a positive workplace climate (Ardila, Gouveia. & Diógenes de Medeiros, 2012; 
Schwartz, 2007; Škerlavaj, Connelly, Černe. & Dysvik, In press). People without social 
empathy engage in knowledge hiding (Cui, Park. & Paik, 2016). In previous studies, 
researchers have indicated that prosocial motivation is potentially negatively related to 
knowledge hiding (Černe et al., 2015). 

The research of combination of two constructs prosocial motivation and knowledge 
hiding is novel. Actually, Černe et al. (2015) were the first ones who were interested in 
examining this relationship, and supported the fact that prosocial motivation negatively 
influences knowledge hiding (Černe et al., 2015). Previous research of this link (Černe et 
al., 2015) was made based on two studies, but with a lower sample (Study 1: n = 115; Study 
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2: n = 313). The present study on a larger sample, with more participants from different 
cultures, replicates and strengthens previous research findings. Therefore, we used the 
following hypothesis as a basis for further hypothesized interactions:

Hypothesis 1: Prosocial motivation is negatively related to knowledge hiding.

Cross-cultural knowledge hiding

In our research, we have focused on the study of cross-cultural aspects in knowledge 
hiding, especially on how culture could influence behavior within an organization. We 
have used respondents from two countries and measured their personal cultural tightness 
and uncertainty avoidance. As many companies operate globally (Williams, Han. & Qualls, 
1998), cross-cultural research is gaining important value (Berry, 2002; Hui & Triandis, 
1986). Taras, Steel, and Kirkman (2016) found that over 80% of the variations in cultural 
values were found within countries and less than 20% were found between countries. 
Therefore, it is important to study each culture separately, to learn which types of behavior 
and which personal characteristics prevail within each culture (Taras et al., 2016). 

Nevertheless, knowledge hiding among employees remains a problem. When employees 
experience knowledge hiding behavior from their coworkers (Connelly et al., 2012), 
this leads to a lack of trust and to a bad working environment. Regardless of cultural 
characteristics, leaders are those who should support knowledge-sharing environment 
within an organization (Connelly & Kelloway, 2003; De Vries, Bakker-Pieper. & 
Oostenveld, 2010). In other words, irrespective of the national culture in which an 
organization exists, leaders and followers should create their own organizational culture 
(Al-Alawi, Al-Marzooqi. & Mohammed, 2007; Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Oye et al., 
2011; Suppiah & Singh Sandhu, 2011). Based on this, cultural aspects are tightly related 
to organizational behavior. Researchers proved that there is an influence of cultural 
individualism-collectivism, self-construal, and individual values on communication 
styles across cultures (Gudykunst, Matsumoto, Ting-Toomey, Nishida, Kim. & Heyman, 
1996). In addition, it depends on the cultural aspects of organizational behavior whether 
individuals will be prepared to share or instead hide their knowledge (Bock, Zmud, Kim. 
& Lee, 2005).

Two-way interaction: Cultural tightness-looseness and uncertainty avoidance 
predicting knowledge hiding

In the following, we describe both researched constructs studied in our two-way interaction 
term research. Firstly, we present the cultural tightness characteristics and how this could 
influence knowledge hiding. Secondly, we present uncertainty avoidance characteristic 
and its influence on knowledge hiding. After this, we combined two researched constructs 
in a two-way interaction term of cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance predicting 
knowledge hiding. 
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Cultural tightness-looseness and knowledge hiding 

The prevailing norms of a national culture could influence knowledge hiding. Norms are 
shared beliefs and expectations of what behavior is appropriate within a culture (Cialdini, 
Kallgren. & Reno, 1991). Culture is an expression of deeper norms and values in a society. 
It cannot be directly seen and is quite difficult to identify (Trompenaars & Hampden-
Turner, 2011). Observing the particularities of a culture means studying that culture on 
the individual level (Earley & Mosakowski, 2000; McSweeney, 2002; Salk & Brannen, 
2000). Due to the fact that cultural differences are found to occur within a country (Taras 
et al., 2012), this tells us that it should be studied at the individual level. 

Pelto (1968) was the first to divide cultures into tight and loose societies based on their 
social norms. Cultural norms, values, and cultural differences influence organizational 
behavior, especially when individuals work in teams (Cox, Lobel. & McLeod, 1991). 
Cultural tightness is defined as a construct with strong social norms and sanctions for 
inappropriate behavior (Gelfand et al., 2006; Toh & Leonardelli, 2013; Triandis, 1977; 
Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). Social norms and sanctions highly influence the behavior of 
individuals within organizations (Gelfand et al., 2006). Tight societies have clearly defined 
norms, values, rules, and require strict discipline (Chua et al., 2015; Gelfand et al., 2006; 
Shin, Hasse. & Schotter, 2015). Examples of tight cultures are the Japanese, Indian, and 
Hutterite societies (Pelto, 1968). 

Chua and colleagues (2015) defined loose cultures as those that have the opposite 
characteristics of tight cultures. A loose culture lacks discipline, formality, and 
regimentation, and it has a high tolerance for deviant behavior (Pelto, 1968). Examples 
of loose cultures are the Finnish and Thai societies (Pelto, 1968). Individuals who possess 
the requested knowledge have the power, and they decide if they are prepared to share 
or hide the requested knowledge (Nonaka, 1994). The general characteristics of a culture 
reveal how people behave overall (Avolio & Bass, 1995; Berry, 1995). Based on the 
above characteristics, it is expected that cultural tightness could be negatively related to 
knowledge hiding. 

Uncertainty avoidance and knowledge hiding 

Hofstede (1980a; 2011) introduced a model of six dimensions of national culture (i.e., 
individualism or collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity or 
femininity, long term or short term orientation, and indulgence or restraint) to describe 
the values of people within particular cultures. These six cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 
2011) can be used to describe cultural differences, which prevail in a national culture. 
According to a literature review, one of six cultural dimensions (i.e., uncertainty avoidance) 
remains largely unexplored (Conner, Reardon, Miller, Salciuviene. & Auruskeviciene, 
2017; Hofstede, 2011; Javidan, House, Dorfman, Hanges. & De Luque, 2006; Johnson, 
Kulesa, Cho. & Shavitt, 2005; Taras et al., 2012).  
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Countries that exhibit strong uncertainty avoidance are intolerant of inappropriate 
behavior and ideas. People in cultures with high uncertainty avoidance tend to behave 
more rationally (Doney, Cannon. & Mullen, 1998; Hofstede, Hofstede. & Minkov 1991; 
Litvin, Crotts. & Hefner, 2004). The society will try to control the future or just behave 
in the “let it happen” manner (Hofstede, Hofstede. & Minkov 1991). Hofstede (1983a) 
described cultures with high uncertainty avoidance as those that strive to have formal 
and official rules. For these cultures, opposition to rules creates stress. Rules in national 
culture present feelings of security by helping people to avoid the unfamiliar. Individuals 
that perceive their cultures as uncertainty avoidant do not want to take risks; they prefer 
familiar situations (Hofstede, 1983a). Uncertainty avoidance can be understood as a 
country-level characteristic that affects the appraisal of stressors at the individual level 
(Debus, Probst, König. & Kleinmann, 2012; Hofstede, 2001). It reflects the extent to which 
ambiguous situations are considered threatening within a society (Hofstede, 2001). 

Previous studies have shown that uncertainty avoidance is a cultural value that explains 
the variations in national rates of innovation (Shane, 1993). Additionally, uncertainty 
avoidance is associated with certainty and predictability (Steers, Meyer. & Sanchez-
Runde, 2008). Shane (1993) has also shown that national culture influences activity in 
development and research. Using similar lenses but different foci, researchers have shown 
that those employees in cultures that have high levels of uncertainty avoidance feel that 
everything should be clear and organized in advance (Chua et al., 2015; Gelfand et al., 
2007; Hofstede, 1980a; Hofstede, 1980b; Pelto, 1968). 

Wennekers, Thurik, Van Stel, and Noorderhaven (2007) conducted a study over three years 
and found important correlations between uncertainty avoidance and some other 
important economic constructs (i.e., risk, entrepreneurship, GDP per capita). Researchers 
have also found some good examples of cultures with high levels of uncertainty avoidance: 
Russia, Korea, Belgium, and Italy (Hofstede, 1993). On the opposite side, there are cultures 
with low levels of uncertainty avoidance. These cultures have few rules and relatively little 
structure or stress. Examples of low uncertainty-avoidance countries are India, Indonesia, 
Singapore, and the United Kingdom (Hofstede, 1993). 

In this study, we focus on studying the effect of the national cultural dimension of 
uncertainty avoidance on knowledge hiding. Researchers have shown that, in high 
uncertainty avoidance countries, employees accept roles and are innovative, rational, 
and organized (Chua et al., 2015; Gelfand et al., 2007). Based on these characteristics of 
uncertainty avoidance, we learn that many cultural values can influence individuals’ lives. 
Furthermore, cultural values also influence whether a person may be prepared to share 
his or her knowledge. Moreover, sharing of knowledge is especially needed in industry, 
especially for information technology firms, laboratories, newly opened or start-up 
firms etc. (Hall & Saias, 1980; Waters, 1980). Moreover, it was researched that knowledge 
sharing leads to higher levels of creativity and innovation (Damanpour & Aravind, 2012). 
In these cases, employees who do not want to share the requested knowledge would 
be considered as inappropriate and unwanted. In particular, hiding knowledge from 
coworkers is unfair toward those who strive for the success of the whole organization. 
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Regarding the mentioned, countries that have high levels of uncertainty avoidance, have 
specific rules and strict norms with sanctions, and they strive to prevent negative behavior 
(i.e., knowledge hiding).

Combination of cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance predicting knowledge 
hiding

The construct of cultural tightness-looseness was established in the 1960s; however, 
it is still an underexplored construct with some open research questions. Until now, 
researchers have still not focused enough on understanding whether cultural tightness-
looseness can have a determining influence on knowledge hiding or not. Moreover, our 
combined approach—using the interaction of two national cultural dimensions, cultural 
tightness, and uncertainty avoidance—has not been explored together (Gelfand et al., 
2007; Tsui et al., 2007). 

Both of the researched constructs, cultural tightness, and uncertainty avoidance, share 
common characteristics about strict rules, norms, and values, as well as strong discipline 
and sanctions for deviant behavior (Chua et al., 2015; Gelfand et at., 2006). However, 
there are also differences; as an example, cultural tightness relates to cultural strength or 
intensity, whereas uncertainty avoidance focuses on cultural content. The main reason that 
tight cultures need strongly defined rules is the presence of human-made social threats in 
those nations. Employees who have clearly defined rules and norms (i.e., tightness) do not 
want to take risks to break up those rules (i.e., uncertainty avoidance).

The characteristics of these two constructs are intertwined, and an organization needs to 
settle them so that employees can follow the written rules. With clearly defined rules and 
norms, these cultures encourage their populations to behave in an expected way. With strict 
norms, these cultures can control their populations and coordinate their social actions 
to ensure survival. For organizations in which rules and sanctions prevail, the sharing of 
knowledge and information is an encouraging way of behavior. When negative behavior 
(i.e., knowledge hiding) occurs, it is immediately sanctioned by their leaders or superiors. 

The combination of uncertainty avoidance and cultural tightness stimulates positive 
elements of organizational behavior (Hofstede, 1980a). When the organization does not 
ensure properly designed rules (i.e., when it has low cultural tightness), people might 
take risks (i.e., low uncertainty avoidance) and could sometimes break the rules without 
suffering any sanctions; thus, a high level of knowledge hiding could occur. The term “high 
level” means that this leads to greater occurrences of knowledge hiding. In other words, a 
high level of knowledge hiding could occur when an organization has a low level of both 
cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance. For that reason, we expect that employees 
with high levels of both uncertainty avoidance and cultural tightness could prevent high 
levels of knowledge hiding from occurring. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis: 
Hypothesis 2. Interaction of cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance is associated with 
lower levels of knowledge hiding.
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Three-way interaction: Prosocial motivation, cultural tightness and uncertainty 
avoidance predicting knowledge hiding

In this part, we focus on how the three previously proposed constructs jointly predict the 
occurrence of knowledge hiding. The combination of cultural tightness and uncertainty 
avoidance, in connection with prosocial motivation, could prevent knowledge hiding. 
The suggested way of behavior could support positive behavior. Previous research has 
shown that prosocial motivation negatively influences knowledge hiding because of the 
accompanying desire to help others (Černe et al., 2015).

The second and third researched constructs (i.e. cultural tightness and uncertainty 
avoidance) share some characteristics. Both constructs focus on culture; both support 
norms and strict rules with sanctions; and both strive to keep everything in order (Aktas 
et al., 2015; Chan, 1996; Zhang & Zhou, 2014). Furthermore, cultural tightness and 
uncertainty avoidance support control and require the organization to avoid doubts. 
Connecting cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance with prosocial motivation 
results in an organization’s preferred types of behavior. If an organization implements the 
suggested three-way interaction of prosocial motivation, cultural tightness, and uncertainty 
avoidance, it could prevent knowledge hiding. Because both of this combination’s 
cultural constructs have strict rules and both appropriately sanction any unexpected or 
deviant behavior, such as knowledge hiding (Chua et al., 2015). The suggested three-way 
interactions can help an organization to establish appropriate behavior.

More precisely, all three researched constructs describe types of individual behavior that 
are focused on group benefits, motivation to help others, and caring about the common 
good (Chen et al., 1998; Kagitcibasi, 1997). Each of the constructs plays a positive role in 
stimulating beneficial organizational-behavior outcomes (cf. Chua et al., 2015; Gelfand et al., 
2006; Gelfand et al., 2007; Grant, 2007). We join all three constructs—prosocial motivation, 
cultural tightness, and uncertainty avoidance—based on individual perceptions in form of 
a three-way interaction term. Previous studies of Grant (2007), Gelfand et al. (2006, 2007), 
and Chua with colleagues (2015) found that each of the researched constructs has a positive 
influence on organizational behavior. Therefore, this term can be expected to have an even 
stronger effect on appropriate behavior within the organization. The three-way interaction, 
supporting positive behavior, could prevent knowledge hiding in organizations. To achieve 
this aim, the organization should ensure that they have high levels of prosocial motivation, 
cultural tightness, and uncertainty avoidance. 

When an organization has low levels of prosocial motivation, low cultural tightness, and 
low uncertainty avoidance, it has a high potential for knowledge hiding at the highest 
level in the organization. This happens when uncertainty avoidance and cultural tightness 
are low; in this situation, individuals have no specific rules regarding appropriate 
behavior (Taras et al., 2012). Moreover, knowledge hiding happens when norms and 
sanctions are not provided and when negative behavior is not appropriately sanctioned. 
In such organizations, individuals are interested in achieving their personal needs, not 
the organization’s needs (Chen et al., 1998; Kagitcibasi, 1997). Individuals, who value 
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competitive advantages, hide their knowledge to protect their individual value (Černe 
et al., 2014). For those employees whose knowledge represents a competitive advantage 
(Milne, 2007; Polanyi, 1997) the knowledge hiding is expected. 

Moreover, when individuals have low levels of prosocial motivation, their actions do not 
benefit others. Those employees prioritize only their own needs and willingness (Grant, 
2007). Organizational leaders (Aktas et al., 2015) should aim to provide a three-way 
interaction to prevent knowledge hiding in advance. If an organization will not support 
prosocial motivation, will not be uncertainty-avoidance-oriented, and will not have rules 
or sanctions provided by cultural tightness, it can expect high levels of knowledge hiding 
among its employees. In the light of the above, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3. A three-way interaction among prosocial motivation, cultural tightness, and 
uncertainty avoidance is associated with lower levels of knowledge hiding.

The conceptual model with hypotheses is presented in Figure 1. The explanation of the 
figure is as follows. Regarding that prosocial motivation is a desire to help or contribute to 
other people (Grant, 2007), we hypothesized that it could negatively influence knowledge 
hiding. Therefore, we have designed hypothesis 1, stating that prosocial motivation is 
negatively related to knowledge hiding. The hypothesis 1 is present in Figure 1, marked 
with H1, with its direct effect on knowledge hiding. To continue with the explanation, 
cultural tightness is the construct with strong social norms, rules, and sanctions for 
inappropriate behavior. It is closely linked with uncertainty avoidance, which represents 
intolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty from formal rules. Therefore, we combined 
these two national cultural dimensions into a two-way interaction with a hypothesis that 
low levels of a combination of cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance lead to the 
emergence of a high level of knowledge hiding. We marked this two-way interaction with 
H2. The last and the most important three-way interaction is marked with H3, dealing 
with a combined influence of all three constructs on knowledge hiding. 

Figure 1: The conceptual model of the hypotheses regarding the three-way interactions
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METHODS

To test our hypotheses regarding how the three-way interaction of prosocial motivation, 
cultural tightness, and uncertainty avoidance predicts knowledge hiding, we collected 
primary data from Chinese and Slovenian employees (n = 376). We obtained data from 
two samples of working professionals from Slovenia (n  =  123) and China (n  =  253). 
We analyzed the data using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and with hierarchical 
regression analyses, including the three-way interaction. 

Sampling procedure 

We applied the convenience sampling procedure. A sample contains working professionals 
from China and Slovenia. For sample 1, in China, data were collected from Chinese 
employees working in various types of companies. For sample 2, in Slovenia, data were 
collected from employees working in various sectors and who had various job functions. 
The country-level score for China cultural tightness is 35.3 and for uncertainty avoidance, 
it is 30. The country level score for Slovenia cultural tightness is 109.6 and for uncertainty 
avoidance, is 88. China has a low score on uncertainty avoidance; on the other hand, 
Slovenia has a high score on uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1983b). Based on the 
country-level score on cultural tightness, Slovenia has a high score compared to China 
(Uz, 2015). So far, no research has been made about how social-cultural aspects influence 
knowledge hiding based on the case of Slovene and Chinese cultures. We approached the 
survey respondents by sending the web link to employees. We used a web-based online 
data collection tool and shared the survey links via social media and other online channels 
(i.e., LinkedIn, Facebook, email address, etc.). 

Sample 1: China

We included Chinese culture and Chinese employees in our research, because of the 
differences from the compared country (i.e., Slovenia). China is becoming a major player 
in global business and it is a major change in globalization (Stiglitz, 2007). In this study, 
only employees with e-mail addresses participated. Participants held a wide variety of 
jobs. They were not likely to know the purpose of our research because the items of this 
study were presented in a large-scale questionnaire. Traditional Chinese language was 
used. For Chinese sample, we collected completed responses from 253 employees who 
worked in 60 teams. About 62% of the participants were female. The age of participants 
ranged from 18 to 54 years, and the mean age was 29.89 years (SD = 5.596). On average, 
participants had more than 4.5 years of work experience (mean work experience = 4.75; 
SD = 4.57), and had worked for less than 3 years with their current supervisors (i.e., dyad 
tenure; mean = 2.79; SD = 2.29). 
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Sample 2: Slovenia

In Slovenia, we sampled employees who worked in tax and legal departments, government 
agencies, accounting firms, academia, electrician trades, administration, pharmacies, etc. 
In the part of research conducted in Slovenia, some employees were contacted via e-mail, 
some received the questionnaire in paper form, and some received it through social 
networks (e.g., LinkedIn and Facebook). The questionnaire for Slovenian employees was 
the same as the one used in China.

The respondents were not likely to know the purpose of research, because the items of this 
study were presented in a large-scale questionnaire. We obtained completed responses 
from 123 employees in various professions. About 61% of the participants were female. 
The survey included respondents aged between 18 and 55. The majority (56%) of the 
employees were between 26 and 35 years old. On average, the participants had more than 
6 years of work experience (mean work experience = 6.8; SD = 7.45) and a dyad tenure 
of 3.8 years (SD = 3.62). 

Measures

For measuring each construct, we used various item scales. We  analyzed participants’ 
responses to a level of agreement with behavior rating scale, as follows. The scales for 
measuring knowledge hiding, uncertainty avoidance and prosocial motivation were 
assessed on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (I fully 
agree). The scale for measuring cultural tightness-looseness was assessed on a 6-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 6 (I fully agree). 

The participants came from countries with different languages (Slovenian and Chinese), 
therefore we have used a translation/back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1986). To ensure 
reliable results and to ensure understanding of questions; we translated the questionnaire 
from English into their national languages. For the Slovenian sample, we translated the 
items from English into Slovenian and back into English. We mirrored this approach for 
the Chinese sample. 

Knowledge hiding. To measure knowledge hiding, we used the 12-item scale (α = .92) that 
Connelly et al. (2012) developed. The scale includes items such as “I agreed that I could 
help my work colleague, but I did not intend to do so”; “I told my coworker that I would 
help him later, but then I just postponed my help”; and “I told my coworker that I did not 
know the answer, even though I actually knew.” 

Prosocial motivation. We measured prosocial motivation with the 5-item scale (α = .90) 
that Grand and Sumanth (2009) developed. The scale includes items such as “I get 
energized by working on tasks that have the potential to benefit others” and “I like to work 
on tasks that have the potential to benefit others.”
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Cultural tightness - looseness. We measured cultural tightness-looseness using the 
6-item scale (α  =  .76) developed by Gelfand et al. (2011b). The items measured the 
cultural perspectives, norms, values, sanctions for inappropriate behavior, and rules in 
the respondent’s country of origin. Sample items include “In my country, there are very 
clear expectations of how people should act in most situations”; “People agree upon 
what behaviors are appropriate versus inappropriate in most situations in this country”; 
and “In my country, if someone acts in an inappropriate way, others will strongly 
disapprove.” 

Individual perception of uncertainty avoidance. We measured individual perceptions of 
national cultural dimensions regarding uncertainty avoidance with the four-item scale 
(α  =  .98) that Dorfman and Howell (1988) developed. Sample items for uncertainty 
avoidance include “Leaders expect that employees closely follow the instructions of the 
procedure”; “Work instructions are important for employees”; and “Standard procedures 
for employees are very useful in their work.”

Control variables. We controlled for five control variables, including gender, age, and 
level of education, average dyad tenure, and country. The reason why we used average 
dyad tenure as a control variable is that the length of the supervisor-subordinate 
relationship can influence work perceptions (Fagenson-Eland, Marks. & Amendola, 
1997). We also included the country as a control variable to find if country-level cultural 
differences influenced our results. China was coded with “1”, whereas Slovenia was 
coded with “2”.

RESULTS

The means, standard deviations, and correlations of the pooled Slovenian and Chinese 
sample, for all studied variables used in the analyses, are shown in Table 1. Reliability 
indicators - using Cronbach’s alphas are also included on the diagonal. 
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Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of employees within the pooled 
Slovenian and Chinese sample

Note: N = 376 employees from Chinese and Slovenian cultures. Reliability indicators (Cronbach’s alphas) are on 
the diagonal in the parentheses.
* p < .05
** p < .01 

The Cronbach’s alpha for the constructs of knowledge hiding, prosocial motivation, and 
uncertainty avoidance is above .90 and shows high reliability. The Cronbach’s alpha for 
cultural tightness is above .76 and is acceptable. From the results in Table 1, we could see 
high mean values for the constructs of prosocial motivation (5.88), cultural tightness (4.40), 
and uncertainty avoidance (5.23). The mean results show that values on average are high. On 
the contrary, from Table 1, we can see that mean value for knowledge hiding is 1.89. Turning 
to correlations, we found a significant negative correlation between prosocial motivation 
and knowledge hiding (-.241; p = .001). Knowledge hiding has also a significant negative 
correlation with cultural tightness (-.150; p = .001), and with uncertainty avoidance (-.176; 
p = .001). Prosocial motivation is in a significant positive correlation with cultural tightness 
(.153; p = .001) and with uncertainty avoidance (.117). Cultural tightness has a significant 
positive correlation with uncertainty avoidance (.270; p = .001).

We applied confirmatory factor analysis using the AMOS 21 software package for ensuring 
validation of the measurement instruments. We used CFA with the aim of ensuring that 
the designed model fits the data in a sufficient way. In the analysis of the designed model, 
we used 26 items to measure the four constructs included in this research (knowledge 
hiding, prosocial motivation, cultural tightness, and uncertainty avoidance). The results 
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of the CFA—specifying separate factors for each construct—achieved a good model fit 
(CFI = .910; chi-square = 964.649; RMSEA = .07; df = 266)5. 

The CFA analysis indicated that all the factor loadings of the four constructs were 
statistically significant, with a mean standardized loading of .75. This further supports 
the convergent validity of the constructs. The average standardized loading for knowledge 
hiding was .70, with a range from .45 to .85. The average standardized loading for prosocial 
motivation was .79, with a range from .75 to .83. The average standardized loading for 
cultural tightness was .68, with a range from .45 to .84. The average standardized loading 
for uncertainty avoidance was .94, with a range from .93 to .95.

To test the hypotheses, we used a series of hierarchical regression analyses. In this type 
of analysis, we test direct relationships and the role of the three-way interaction term 
(combining three independent constructs—prosocial motivation, cultural tightness, and 
uncertainty avoidance) in predicting knowledge hiding. The results of the analysis are 
presented in Table 2. 

Our analysis is divided into four models. In Model 1, we entered five control variables: 
gender, age, education, average dyad tenure, and country. We found a significant 
relationship and influence of average dyad tenure (β  =  .09; p < .10) and of country 
(β = .04; p < .05). In Model 2, we entered the prosocial motivation, cultural tightness, 
and uncertainty avoidance. Through the hierarchical regression analysis, we found a 
significant negative relationship between prosocial motivation and knowledge hiding 
(β  =  -.21; exact p  =  .000). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported. In Model 3, we 
entered two-way interactions (prosocial motivation × tightness; prosocial motivation × 
uncertainty avoidance; and tightness × uncertainty avoidance). We found a significant 
negative relationship between the two-way interaction of cultural tightness and 
uncertainty avoidance on knowledge hiding (β = -.23; exact p = .001). Hypothesis 2 was 
therefore supported. 

5 The within-construct residuals were allowed to correlate. Without those modification indices, the model fit 
would be as follows: CFI .884; chi-square = 1194.537; RMSEA = .08; df = 293.
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Table 2: Hierarchical regression analyses predicting knowledge hiding

In Model 4, we examined the role of the combined three-way interaction term (prosocial 
motivation × cultural tightness × uncertainty avoidance) in stimulating knowledge hiding. 
We analyzed the three-way interaction through the use of tests of simple main-effects, e.g., 
the effect of one variable (or set of variables) across the levels of another variable (Dawson. 
& Richter, 2004; Kirk, Roger, 1995). 

Figure 2: The three-way interaction among prosocial motivation, tightness, and uncertainty 
avoidance predicting knowledge hiding
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Figure 2 shows that the moderation of the combination of low levels of prosocial 
motivation, low cultural tightness, and low uncertainty avoidance causes employees to 
engage in more knowledge hiding in the organization. Based on the analysis of simple 
slopes, we can see that three lines portray a relationship between prosocial motivation, 
cultural tightness, and uncertainty avoidance with knowledge hiding. The moderation, 
which supports Hypothesis 3, is significant (p < .01) for both low and high levels of the 
three-way interaction term. 

The three-way interaction term of our research was statistically significant. Moreover, the 
change of F-value between models is in all cases significant (p = .000). The significant 
results showed us that the combination of low levels of prosocial motivation, low 
cultural tightness, and low levels of uncertainty avoidance, leads to greater occurrences 
of knowledge hiding in an organization. In other words, the three-way interaction term 
moderates and reduces the occurrences of knowledge hiding (the three-way interaction 
term prosocial motivation × tightness × uncertainty avoidance β = -.21, t = -2.984, p = 
.003). We controlled for five control variables, including gender (β = -.00,  p = .873), age (β 
= -.04, p = .488), level of education (β = .00, p = .957), dyad tenure (β = .09, p = .081) and 
country β = .13,  p = .059). Only the control variables of dyad tenure and country show 
influence on the researched relationship.

In the following, we describe more in details Figure 3, and Figure 4. Both figures present 
plotting of two-way interaction, of hypothesis 2. Figure 3 shows the combination of 
low prosocial motivation and low uncertainty avoidance, which causes employees to be 
engaged in more knowledge hiding. Figure 4 shows the combination of low prosocial 
motivation and low cultural tightness, which also causes employees to hide their 
knowledge from other employees. Based on the analysis of simple slopes, we could see 
in both figures two lines, which presents a connection with knowledge hiding (e.g. a line 
of prosocial motivation and uncertainty avoidance; and a line of knowledge hiding on 
prosocial motivation and cultural tightness). Figure 3 presents a scenario of simple slope 
analysis referring to the low prosocial motivation and low uncertainty avoidance. Figure 
4 presents a scenario of the simple slope analysis referring to the low prosocial motivation 
and low cultural tightness.
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Figure 3: The two-way interaction of prosocial motivation with uncertainty avoidance 
predicting knowledge hiding

Notes. UA = Uncertainty avoidance, PM = Prosocial motivation.

Figure 4: The two-way interaction of prosocial motivation with cultural tightness predicting 
knowledge hiding

Notes. PM = Prosocial motivation, Tight = Cultural tightness.
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DISCUSSION

In the present study, we focused on socio-cultural predictors of knowledge hiding at 
work. We studied the relationships among social (e.g., prosocial motivation) and cultural 
dimensions (e.g., cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance) in predicting knowledge 
hiding behavior. We collected data from two samples of working professionals in Slovenia 
and China. As hypothesized, the results showed that prosocial motivation is negatively 
related to knowledge hiding. Furthermore, as we hypothesized, the results significantly 
supported the main hypothesis that the three-way interaction among prosocial motivation, 
perceptions of tight cultures, and uncertainty avoidance would be negatively associated 
with knowledge hiding at work. Our findings suggest that most knowledge hiding occurs 
when there are low levels of each element in the three-way interaction term: low prosocial 
motivation, low cultural tightness, and low uncertainty avoidance. 

Theoretical contributions

The concept of knowledge hiding is still novel and remains largely unexplored (Connelly 
et al., 2012). In this paper, we make two important theoretical contributions. The first 
contribution is to the literature of knowledge hiding. We show how socio-cultural aspects 
influence knowledge-hiding behavior. Research shows that individuals with low levels 
of all three researched constructs would be more likely to hide knowledge. In previous 
studies, researchers have focused on knowledge hiding at the individual level and in 
teams (Babič et al., 2017). Our study extends previous research by focusing on the role of 
individual perceptions of national culture, specifically examining the interactions among 
cultural dimensions, its content, and intensity. In particular, low levels of perceived cultural 
tightness and uncertainty avoidance are related to higher levels of knowledge hiding. Our 
study thus theoretically contributes to the social-cultural aspects of knowledge hiding. 
Indeed, with our research, we show how cultural characteristics shape occurrence of 
knowledge hiding at work. 

The second theoretical contribution is as a contribution to cross-cultural organizational 
behavior research (Brewer & Venaik, 2014; Tsui et al., 2007). This study also emphasizes 
the importance of understanding knowledge hiding in its socio-cultural context of 
motivations, cultural tightness, and uncertainty avoidance. We find that personal and 
cultural components play roles in fostering or stifling knowledge hiding. We aimed to 
conceptualize and empirically validate the proposed relationship (i.e., the three-way 
interaction among the micro-level perceptions of national culture content - uncertainty 
avoidance, and strength - tightness, and prosocial motivation) and its association with 
knowledge hiding. As Černe et al. (2015), and Babič et al. (2017) have previously shown 
that increased levels of prosocial motivation are associated with less knowledge hiding, we 
aimed to empirically test the combined role of social and cultural dimensions. 

The third contribution is of empirical nature and answers the call for more micro-level 
cultural research (Taras et al., 2016). With this paper, we strengthen previous research 
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based on a larger sample, different participants and cultures participated. In our research, 
we have used respondents from two countries and measured their individual perceptions 
of cultural tightness and uncertainty avoidance. This is a strong push away from cultural 
stereotyping toward a more genuine understanding of individual behaviors (including 
knowledge hiding), and the way we perceive the world around us – both in terms of social 
relations as well as cultural postulates. We would hope to see that our study is contributing 
to launch the stream of micro-based studies of work behaviors in their social and cultural 
context (e.g., Brewer & Venaik, 2014; Tsui et al., 2007) as perceived by every single 
individual. Nations and countries are simply too inaccurate placeholders to understand 
strength and content of values and the way they shape our behaviors. In fact, stereotyping 
is a dangerous phenomenon that we urge to avoid.

Practical implications

Based on results of our study we suggest the following important practical implications 
for leaders and working professionals in global organizations. They could all benefit from 
our findings by understanding the joint effect of cultural and social context and the way 
it shapes knowledge hiding behaviors. Leaders should be aware of detrimental effects 
knowledge hiding has for organizations, teams, and individuals with reduced quality 
of relationships, trust, creativity, and innovation (Connelly et al., 2012; Connelly et al., 
2014; Černe et al., 2014; Lewicki, McAllister. & Bies, 1998). As the essence of leadership 
is to achieve results through others and it is by default a social process, leaders can 
influence prosocial motivations and behaviors via a variety of approaches, ranging from 
perspective taking, tools for collaboration, and increasing giving and helping behaviors 
at work (Bolino & Grant, 2016; Škerlavaj, 2017). An example of an organization that is 
strengthening prosocial motivations and behaviors of their members is innovation and 
strategic consultancy IDEO (Amabile, Fisher. & Pillemer, 2014). 

Second, to shape cultures that would decrease knowledge hiding, organizations need to 
emphasize individual perceptions of cultural strength (tightness). If an organization has 
not designed specific rules for appropriate behavior and sanctions for deviant behavior 
(Aktas, Gelfand. & Hanges, 2015; Chua, Roth. & Lemoine, 2015), damage of knowledge 
hiding could be even higher for organizations. In order to prevent knowledge hiding, it 
is important that  managers clearly communicate desired organizational behavior and 
design sanctions for inappropriate behavior (Gelfand et al., 2007; Gelfand, Nishii. & Raver, 
2006) during recruitment, selection, onboarding, training and development, as well as 
rewarding cycles of organizations. Specifically, managers need to pay attention whether 
knowledge hiding occurs among their employees and should be aware of low levels of 
the combination of the three-way interaction among the constructs examined in this 
study. When knowledge hiding happens, the road to recovery is longer and steeper as 
relations are harmed, creativity decreased, and trust among employees lost (Černe et al., 
2014). Recovery is possible, yet proactive actions are better. Based on research findings, 
leaders and organizations should set rules of expected organizational behavior and design 
appropriate sanctions for deviant behavior based on cultural characteristics (Aktas, 
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Gelfand. & Hanges, 2015). Leaders need to signal that knowledge sharing and helping 
within their organization is a norm (Bock, Zmud, Kim. & Lee, 2005; Cabrera. & Cabrera, 
2005; Staples & Webster, 2008).

Slightly less equivocal is the element of uncertainty avoidance as it is on one hand associated 
with higher entrepreneurial activity and on the other hand also with increased knowledge 
hiding. Hence, as developing collaborative norms and supporting helping behaviors is 
essential for reducing knowledge hiding, increasing entrepreneurial activity, productivity, 
higher profitability, and many more beneficial outcomes for both organizations and 
individuals (according to extensive meta-analysis of Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff. & 
Blume, 2009), we would suggest practitioners to start there.

Limitations and future research directions

Despite the aforementioned theoretical and practical contributions, our paper is not 
without limitations. The first limitation is related to the study’s cross-sectional design, 
which limits our ability to infer causation. Experimental studies should be conducted 
to achieve a settled, general conclusion. The second limitation of our study is that we 
cannot make a general conclusion about the researched relationship, because we included 
only two cultures in our study. Thus, the generalizability of our current findings across 
countries and cultures is not clear. Consequently, the future direction is to include other 
cultures in studies, with the aim to draw final conclusions. Researchers can also include 
other national-culture dimensions along with the prosocial motivation to study these 
dimensions’ effects on knowledge hiding. This is an important opportunity because the 
construct of knowledge hiding is still novel and hence interesting field of exploration for 
both researchers and practitioners. 

An experimental or a longitudinal study could strengthen future research on this topic. 
Such studies that could tap into either causal influence among the variables, or examine 
how the variables evolve and influence each other over time, would allow researchers to 
overcome the potential challenge of omitted variables and to rule out both alternative 
explanations and potentially recursive relationships among the studied variables. New 
constructs could also be included in future research. We suggest linking knowledge hiding 
with artificial intelligence, digitalization, modern technology and the virtual world. It will 
be interesting to see if the “modern world of digitalization” supports or inhibits knowledge 
hiding with its new technology. Moreover, a multilevel study of national cultures, 
organizational cultures, and individual behaviors could represent a promising avenue of 
taking research on knowledge hiding forward.

We suggest that future research studies the national culture and compares it with 
organizational culture (Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Al-Alawi, Al-Marzooqi. & Mohammed, 
2007; Suppiah & Singh Sandhu, 2011). It could be interesting to see how organizational 
culture with leadership (Oye et al., 2011) influences knowledge hiding. The field of 
knowledge hiding still has many opportunities to be explored. Organizational culture 
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influences behavior of employees, probably more than general culture. Therefore, in the 
future, there should be more research made on how organizational culture could influence 
employees and their behavior.

Another limitation is that in our research we did not control for the nationality of 
respondents specifically (i.e., instead of this, a culture was included as a control variable). 
However, our limitation opens new research questions for future research. One of the 
limitations of our study is also heterogeneity of a rather small sample size. We collected 
data from a sample of employees from two diverse yet specific countries (Slovenia and 
China). Future research should thus collect data from working professionals, pertaining 
to a larger number of cultures, preferably in a way that even more cultural bands from the 
GLOBE study would be covered. We suggest for future research implementing the same 
research or researching other constructs, but on a larger sample. This would allow further 
insight into the cultural mechanisms, norms, and values influencing the occurrence of 
knowledge hiding in organizations (House et al., 2004). We believe that our research 
provides useful theoretical and practical contributions, and we open a call for more 
individual (micro level) cross-cultural organizational behavior research.

CONCLUSION

Our study focused on understanding how individuals make sense of their cultural and 
social context in deciding whether to hide or not their knowledge at work. This is the first 
study to combine the prosocial motivation, cultural tightness, and uncertainty avoidance 
in their joint interaction with knowledge hiding behaviors at work. Based on two 
independent samples of working professionals from Slovenian and Chinese organizations 
we found, that the most knowledge hiding happened when individuals experience low 
levels of prosocial motivation, low cultural tightness, and low uncertainty avoidance. The 
high levels of knowledge hiding occur when employees are not motivated by the welfare 
of others, who are inclined to take the risk and who perceive that deviation from cultural 
norms might not be sanctioned. Leaders and organizations in global environments 
should be aware of the occurrences of knowledge hiding related to different cultural 
characteristics when they work abroad or with employees from other cultures. However, 
they should avoid stereotyping based on countries as cultural placeholders, but rather 
focus on individual perceptions of their social and cultural context. To prevent knowledge 
hiding in organizations, leaders should develop organizations, where prosocial motivation 
and helping behaviors are a strong norm. 
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