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ABSTRACT  

This article explores knowledge-sharing hostility in selected South African gov-
ernment departments. There is an assumption that there is a coherent body of 
knowledge about governing, and that the mechanic of actual governing is 
held, circulated, and shared within the bureaucracy. The study took a quali-
tative approach and included 30 semi-structured interviews, comprising 28 
lower-level employees and managers within two government departments 
and two knowledge management managers in other departments with estab-
lished knowledge management divisions. This article argues that knowledge is 
hoarded and utilised as a personalised tool to cement one’s status within the 
institution and as a political commodity to advance one’s position. The study 
reveals that knowledge hoarding is seen as more valuable than knowledge 
sharing. The study offers important insights about the nature of a learning bu-
reaucracy and the obstacles to knowledge sharing in some state institutions.
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1. INTRODUCTION
 
Knowledge sharing is recognised as a core component of knowledge manage-
ment in that it facilitates knowledge creation, storage, and the use of existing 
knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Christensen, 2007; Semertzaki, 2011; 
Nazim and Murkhejee, 2016). Sharing knowledge in government is fundamen-
tal to carrying out daily activities through directives, routines, and standard 
operating procedures. Within the public sector, there is an assumption that 
there is a coherent body of knowledge about governing, and the mechanic 
of actual governing is held, circulated, and shared within the bureaucracy. 
Knowledge, after all, is the basis of decision-making, forecasting, budgetary 
accountability, and policy implementation. Furthermore, despite changes in 
political office-bearers over time, there is a reasonable expectation that man-
agement and decision-making tasks at the administration level would have a 
steady, shared, and increasingly growing basis of knowledge. As might be ex-
pected, this is not unique to bureaucratic organisations; it is ubiquitous to all in-
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stitutions which require knowledge-based decision-making over the long term. 
However, this article presents a unique and intriguing perspective in the public 
service. It argues that knowledge is not shared but used instrumentally as qua-
si-individualised assets, which are resources that individuals can leverage to se-
cure their place in the institution and as political currency to ensure positions. 

Knowledge hoarding is becoming a prevalent practice in the departments 
rather than knowledge sharing. Indeed, multiple factors contribute to knowl-
edge-hoarding behaviour. Employees find it more advantageous to hoard rath-
er than share knowledge for a few reasons. One, because knowledge is seen 
as a valuable ‘commodity’, as a form of organisational capital, there is fear of 
victimization where knowledge is possessed by actors without rank, and where 
the content is likely to disrupt hierarchical relationships of power. Conversely, 
there is also a competitive spirit, making hoarding a more likely outcome. Sec-
ond, and relatedly, since knowledge as a commodity is often personally held 
as a site of professional security, though systems exist, there are few structured 
incentives to share knowledge. Conversely, there are structural disincentives to 
do so, including retributive action where accounts of policy decision-making 
failures or challenges implicate those who must demonstrate accountability for 
policy implementation. This in turn means that those willing to share knowledge 
are met with resistance from the receivers. Indeed, some individuals refrain from 
sharing knowledge because of privacy concerns, security fears, and a lack of 
understanding and misconceptions about the value of knowledge in general. 
  
This article contends that while knowledge sharing is a significant activity in organ-
isations, it is a complicated activity because it depends on the range of matters 
concerning the nature of knowledge, the willingness of people to share knowl-
edge, relationships of power in the policy and political environment and the 
organisational context itself. Although the range of matters profoundly shapes 
the knowledge-sharing ecosystem and the value of knowledge itself (Bock and 
Kim, 2022), they are quite different from the presence of knowledge-sharing plat-
forms. This study’s first key argument is that knowledge hoarded is seen as more 
valuable than knowledge shared, because knowledge is treated as an instru-
ment of power. Some people may hoard knowledge if a trust deficit exists, par-
ticularly in a politicised work environment. Such cases include situations where 
there is a multi-party system, with people from different political parties working 
in the same unit hoarding knowledge to advance their party’s agenda, retain 
power, and maintain ownership of policy initiatives.  There are instances where 
knowledge is shared and made public in documents and reports, codified sets 
of routine practices, bureaucratic norms and processes, translating policy pre-
scripts into discernible decisions, and the acumen supporting routine adminis-
trative and deeply political sets of information. This knowledge may range from 
perfunctory processes to political machinations and from information shared in 
routine administrative functions to expert knowledge serving a particular agen-



Journal of Public Administration and Development Alternatives Vol. 9 No.3 December 2024 179

da. Organisations have developed various methods and systems to promote 
knowledge sharing to ensure that tacit knowledge is transferred into organisation-
al knowledge for later use. Some scholars propose a need for knowledge-shar-
ing systems to promote knowledge sharing (Ncoyini and Cilliers, 2016; Dikotla, 
Mahlatji, and Makgahlela, 2014). Sharing platforms may be present, but knowl-
edge sharing success depends on individual behaviour and willingness to share.   

The second argument is that reporting mechanisms that feed into knowl-
edge management systems cannot extract or capture knowledge. There is 
evidently, no mechanism for ‘capturing’ non structured or tacit knowledge. 
Employees do not therefore ordinarily share tacit knowledge in formalised 
systems for later use by others.  Knowledge sharing is therefore a voluntary 
activity (Chen, 2011; Mergel, 2010; Husted & Michailova, 2002; Alvessson & 
Karreman, 2001), which implies that an individual has control over the knowl-
edge they would want to share, but also that the kinds of knowledge ‘legi-
ble’ in a system is mainly explicit knowledge about procedures and reporting.   
 
The final argument is that some systems can inadvertently create perverse in-
centives to encourage knowledge hoarding. While incentives are created for 
good reasons, human behaviour, and decisions can become locked into these 
reward systems and structures. For instance, rewards tied to individual perfor-
mance and innovative ideas can focus on personal gain rather than sharing 
knowledge. This aligns with Denning’s (2001) argument that while introducing 
rewards for individual knowledge-sharing activities can underscore the signifi-
cance of knowledge-sharing, it also risks establishing unrealistic expectation of 
rewards for behaviour that should be inherent in the regular business operations 
of the organization. The seminal work of Bock and Kim (2002) revealed that 
the anticipation of organisational rewards does not drive knowledge-sharing 
among public employees. Instead, the pivotal factors were the reciprocal ben-
efits and the sense of belonging with co-workers, significantly influencing their 
knowledge-sharing behaviour.   While acknowledging that knowledge-sharing 
and incentive systems may facilitate knowledge-sharing, this study argues that 
there is a need to examine knowledge-sharing hostility in government organiza-
tions. Knowledge-sharing hostility refers to the willingness to hide and withhold 
knowledge from others (Husted and Michailova, 2002: 64). Husted and Michai-
lova (2002) asserted that knowledge-sharing hostility manifests in two ways: 
knowledge hoarding and rejection. Knowledge hoarding and rejection are 
subtle obstacles to making knowledge explicit, limiting learning opportunities. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Information, learning, and Knowledge 

Before delving into the literature, it is crucial important to first clarify some of the 
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concepts used in this article. Scholars agree that what differentiates knowledge 
from information is that knowledge is action (Chen, Snyman, and Sewdas, 2005; 
Nonaka, 1995). For example, Huber (1991) argues that knowledge is the inter-
pretation of information that can result in organisational learning. Information is 
data in context (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995), meaning that it is conceived as 
processed data with relevance, meaning, and purpose. Learning occurs when 
information is processed, analysed, and interpreted to create knowledge, and 
when knowledge reformulates policy intentions, process, practices or ideals. The 
relationship between the three concepts of information, knowledge, and learn-
ing is crucial in studying knowledge-sharing hostility. The description of the three 
concepts confirms that the relationship of these concepts helps with understand-
ing of how knowledge is constructed, shared, and utilised within organisations. 

Various knowledge definitions exist in the literature with the common under-
standing that knowledge is actioned data and information (Chen et al., 2005; 
Davenport and Prusak, 1998; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). Davenport and Pru-
sak (1998:5) define knowledge “as a fluid mix of framed experience, values, con-
textual information, and expert insight that provides a framework for evaluating 
and incorporating new experiences and information”. The definition by Daven-
port and Prusak (1998) is well-suited for this article as it provides a comprehen-
sive perspective on knowledge. It recognises that knowledge is context-specific 
and determined by the experience and values of the knowers, which appears 
in organizational routines, processes, practices, and norms and then document-
ed in institutional repositories. The nature of knowledge is subjective, dynamic, 
and contextual (McInerney, 2002). Similarly, Tiwana (2002) argues that knowl-
edge does not simply emerge from databases. Instead, it evolves with gradual 
learning from both successes and failures due to sharing between individual and 
collective minds. These views show that knowledge goes beyond just document-
ed information as it incorporates human-related factors: learning, experience, 
and skills, resulting in the ability to produce value (Davenport and Prusak, 1998).

Information is easily accessible because it is often documented in written re-
cords, whereas knowledge is possessed by individuals, who can choose to share 
or keep it to themselves. The importance of access to knowledge is highlight-
ed by Al-Hawamdeh (2002), who notes that knowledge is contained in books 
and journals, although it is not automatic that knowledge translates into ac-
tionable insights unless it is read, manipulated, and communicated from one 
knowledge collaborator to another. The tacit-explicit continuum by Nonaka and 
Takeuchi (1995) explains the shareability of knowledge. Tacitly knowledge re-
mains in individuals’ heads, and that knowledge is explicitly shared.  Accord-
ing to Polanyi (1958), all knowledge has a tacit component, and not all tacit 
knowledge may become explicit. Through data, researchers and professionals 
within government produce charts and reports, which become information that 
needs to be understood and internalised by people so that it can be put to 
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practical use. Employees can also document their knowledge, storing informa-
tion in hard drives and intranet sites, and hardcopy reports for others to access. 

2.2 Knowledge-sharing hostility 
 
Husted and Michailova (2002) propose that understanding knowledge-sharing 
hostility requires examining the motivations behind knowledge hoarding and the 
reasons why shared knowledge might be rejected. Thus, they categorise knowl-
edge-sharing hostility into two behaviours: knowledge hoarding and knowledge 
rejection.  
 
2.2.1 Knowledge hoarding 

Knowledge hoarding is defined as the behaviour of teams or individuals who 
withhold knowledge, information, or learnings from the organisation’s knowl-
edge repository and others (Tessier, 2021), and an individual’s deliberate 
and strategic concealment of information (Holten et al., 2016; Evans et al., 
2015; Hansen, 2011; Khalid et al., 2020). These definitions suggest that knowl-
edge hoarding is the accumulation of knowledge that could potentially be 
shared or hoarded in the future for a range of reasons. Acknowledging that 
this may not always be malicious, Szulanski (1996) uses the idea of the ‘sticki-
ness of knowledge’ as a metaphor to describe difficulties in knowledge trans-
fer because of personal and organisational barriers. Personal motivations 
and barriers affect both the source of knowledge and recipient, and organ-
isation barriers relate to its absorptive capacity, trust, relationships between 
the sources of knowledge, and the context within which transfer occurs. 

Although knowledge hoarding can be harmful to the organisation’s perfor-
mance; or related to its systemic organisational barriers, it is often rationalised 
from the individual point of view (Husted and Michailova, 2002). Individuals may 
justify knowledge hoarding as a means of self-protection or maintaining power 
and control even if it undermines the organisation’s goals. This explains why peo-
ple hoard knowledge contingent on their interests despite structured interactions 
and social norms designed to stimulate knowledge-sharing practices (Garcia, 
Oliveira, and Brohman, 2022). On the other hand, Husted et.al. (2012) state that 
hoarding is not necessarily harmful, since it can protect competitive advantage 
and works as a strategy against uncertainty. However, they consider knowl-
edge hoarding a complex phenomenon with negative and positive effects. 

The competitive nature of knowledge derives from a resource-based theo-
ry, which views knowledge as an intangible, primary, and valuable resource 
for sustainable competitive advantage (Grant, 1996). Organizations have 
unique knowledge that might be difficult for competitors to imitate due to le-
gal protection, for instance, brand names or patents (Spender, 1996; Grant, 
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1996). In other instances, the strategy is to possess unique knowledge that 
is difficult for other organisations to imitate. Politicians can influence, shape, 
or manipulate what is considered acceptable or valid knowledge often to 
serve their interests or agendas, or influence policy. While personal moti-
vations may play a role, knowledge hoarding in the private sector is primari-
ly driven by profit motives and fears of intellectual property misappropriation.   
 
Numerous researchers have explored the motivations and triggers contributing 
to employee knowledge-hoarding behavior. It is widely argued that knowledge 
hoarding is motivated by the belief that knowledge is a valuable resource that 
can provide power and a means to maximise self-interest (Hansen, 2011; Bilgi-
noğlu, 2019; Wang and Noe, 2010; Husted and Michailova, 2002; Michailova and 
Husted, 2004). In particular, people hoard knowledge because they believe they 
possess specific or unique knowledge that no one else can provide to make de-
cisions. In other instances, they do not share as they fear losing their value, com-
petitive advantage, or ownership of knowledge (Bilginoğlu, 2019). In their study 
targeting academic staff, Muhenda and Lwanga (2014) found that the staff ha-
bitually kept intellectual property to themselves, motivated by a fear of being 
taken advantage of after disclosure. Similarly, Fullwood, Rowley, and Mclean 
(2019) found that employees are concerned about their intellectual property 
and weigh their sharing from a cost-benefit perspective in their decision to share.  
 
Knowledge hoarding is prevalent in strongly hierarchical structures, where em-
ployees use it to maintain authority and control. Subordinates deliberately hoard 
their knowledge because they fear that their superiors will react negatively to their 
display of expertise or knowledge, perceiving it as a threat to their authority and 
status (Husted and Michailova, 2002). In particular, the subordinates often delib-
erately hoard their knowledge, anticipating that their superiors will not promote 
them if they demonstrate that they possess greater expertise than their superiors 
(Michailova and Husted, 2004). According to Husted and Michailova (2002) and 
Drake, Steckler, and Koch (2004), individuals who hoard knowledge or informa-
tion fear that others might misconstrue or manipulate the information, either acci-
dentally or deliberately, leading to negative consequences or harmful outcomes.

Furthermore, Husted and Michailova (2002) state that managers intentionally 
hoard their knowledge as a source of more power rather than a basis for mak-
ing optimal managerial decisions. In their study of six Russian firms, Michailova 
and Husted (2004) found that Russian managers strongly believed they should 
always be more knowledgeable than their employees. This subordinate-super-
ordinate perception is confirmed by Oye, Salleh, and Noorminshah (2011), stat-
ing that individuals embrace a  common stereotype that older workers hoard 
knowledge because they are more insecure and feel threatened by younger 
workers. While knowledge hoarding is mainly associated with lower-level em-
ployees because of fear, Schutte and Barkhuizen’s (2015) findings show that 
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management operates on a need-to-know basis and actively promotes a 
culture of secrecy.  Others hoard knowledge because they do not believe in 
the quality of the knowledge they possess, or they are protecting themselves 
against external assessment (Husted and Michailova, 2002). Similarly, Haas and 
Gummings (2015) claim that individuals hoard knowledge to avoid causing 
confusion and misinterpretation by those from diverse cultural backgrounds.  
 
Bilginoğlu (2019) believes a lack of proper platforms for effective knowledge 
sharing can heighten knowledge hoarding behaviour. However, Srivastava et al. 
(2006) presents a different view that although technology is essential in successful-
ly implementing knowledge-sharing methods, individual behaviours may impact 
the process. According to them, leadership is crucial in successfully implement-
ing knowledge-sharing platforms. Knowledge-sharing platforms in government 
could be meetings, forums, or training. Some employees consider these knowl-
edge-sharing platforms costly and demand many resources (Husted and Michai-
lova, 2002). For instance, from employees’ perspective, sharing knowledge with 
others on platforms is a time-consuming activity that takes away from more pro-
ductive individual pursuits (Husted and Michailova, 2002). The view on time-wast-
ing is strengthened by Husted, et al. (2012), who, in their empirical study, found that 
the use of face-to-face communication and investments in a knowledge-sharing 
culture negatively related to knowledge-sharing hostility, while the strict nature of 
work processes, hierarchical, and rule-based, contributes to knowledge sharing.
 
Szulanski (1996) argues that individuals may be reluctant to share crucial knowl-
edge because they are not receiving adequate rewards for sharing hard-won 
success.  Similarly, Leonard (2014) argues that individuals hoard their knowledge 
because of financial incentives, egos, and discontent or frustration with the or-
ganization. However, other studies suggest that incentives do not necessarily en-
courage knowledge sharing (Bock and Kim 2001, Bock et al. 2005, Lin, 2007). For 
instance, Bock and Kim’s (2001) findings suggest that expected rewards do not 
affect knowledge sharing but that associations with colleagues and expected 
contributions to an organisation’s performance do. In other instances, hoard-
ing knowledge to sabotage others is the most severe and counterproductive 
form of knowledge behaviour (Serenko, 2019). The challenge with sabotage is 
that managers often overlook it, assuming it is a one-time occurrence that will 
ultimately fade away. The intentional destruction caused by sabotage in the 
public sector is often directed at specific individuals rather than the organisa-
tion. Thus, intentional sabotage will negatively affect the entire organisation, 
sometimes causing the projects to be terminated or delayed (Serenko, 2019).  

2.2.2 Knowledge rejection 

The second categorisation of knowledge-sharing hostility is knowledge-reject-
ing behaviour. Montgomery, et al. (2024:830) define “knowledge rejection as 
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the intentional refusal, declining, or non-acceptance of relevant knowledge 
by an intended knowledge recipient when the knowledge is unambiguously 
offered to them, thereby hindering constructive use of knowledge resources 
and reducing the effectiveness of knowledge processes in the organization”. 
Serenko and Bontis (2016) view knowledge rejection as a counterproductive 
behaviour that can result in knowledge loss and decreased competitiveness. 

In other instances, knowledge recipients are often focus on defending their in-
tellectual standing and prestige and may thus resent substituting their well-es-
tablished knowledge for knowledge created elsewhere (Michailova and 
Husted, 2004). Husted and Michailova (2002) use the phrase Not-Invented Here 
syndrome (NIH) to explain how people resist knowledge created elsewhere. 
NIH was popularised by Katz and Allen in 1982. NIH is defined by Chanamolu 
et al. (2017) as the tendency of a group to believe it possesses the monopo-
ly of knowledge, technologies, or solutions, which leads to a rejection of new 
ideas from outsiders (p.2). Various factors lead to individuals dismissing or dis-
regarding knowledge from others. Husted and Michailova (2002) argue that 
individuals reject knowledge because they prefer to develop their ideas and 
knowledge, have general doubts regarding the validity and reliability of knowl-
edge, or are protecting their careers.  The receiver might not believe the va-
lidity and credibility of information (Husted and Michailova, 2002) because of 
a lack of trust, personal beliefs, or power dynamics. In hierarchical structures, 
there is a greater tendency to doubt or question the relevance of knowledge. 

3. RESEARCH METHODS

3.1 Resaerch Paradigm

The research orientation of the study is underpinned by constructivist and inter-
pretive epistemology (Bryman, 2012), which requires a reasoned examination of 
everyday occurrences. While knowledge sharing is an everyday process that in-
volves decision-making across all structure and corporate governance levels, a 
constructivist understanding of this process in the state, requires an in-depth un-
derstanding of the contextual processes as it is influenced by this kind of organ-
isational environment and the bureaucratic individual behaviours rather than 
merely technical reporting. The research study was designed to gain an in-depth 
understanding of knowledge-hoarding behaviour in a bureaucratic context in two 
government departments and with individuals from other government depart-
ments with established knowledge management programmes as key informants

3.2 Research poulation 

This article draws on doctoral fieldwork conducted in selected South African 
national government departments. This empirical study was conducted in the 
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selected South African national government departments. Semi-structured in-
terviews were conducted with 28 lower-level employees and managers in se-
lected government departments, as well as two knowledge management 
managers in other departments with established knowledge management di-
visions.  The focus of the study was a critical examination of knowledge shar-
ing in a bureaucratic environment, where formal knowledge management 
systems have been institutionalised across the organisation to enhance sound 
decision-making, foster a learning state, and create a repository for all employ-
ees to make decisions and follow processes that are rationalized and recorded. 

3.3 Population sampling

The researcher purposefully selected individuals within the departments with 
knowledge management divisions and those without directorates but have 
knowledge management managers. Twenty-eight semi-structured inter-
views were conducted with lower-level employees and managers within two 
government departments and knowledge management managers in oth-
er departments with established knowledge management divisions. These 
departments were selected due to their functional connection to regional 
offices. The underpinning assumption is that knowledge created at the na-
tional, regional, or local levels should be integrated and coordinated for pol-
icy learning, development, and decision-making to improve service delivery. 

3.4. Data Analysis

The data was analysed using Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analy-
sis model. They argued that thematic analysis provides a comprehen-
sible and theoretically adaptable approach to qualitative data anal-
ysis. This involved familiarisation with the data, followed by a thorough 
review and delineation of emerging themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The 
trustworthiness of the study was enhanced by the triangulation of sourc-
es and sites consistent with Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) recommendations. 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results and discussion about the study is based on two aspects, 
which are drivers of knowledge hoarding and rejection of knowledge.

4.1 Drivers of knowledge hoarding

The drivers of knowledge hoarding are based on assumption that knowledge is 
an instrument of power, Personal Barriers to Knowledge sharing, Uncertainty and 
fear of victimisation, Knowledge hoarding has sense of ownership, Knowledge 
hoarding is meant to sabotage others and Organisational dynamics and Poor 
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monitoring systems

4.1.1 Knowledge is treated as an instrument of power  

Knowledge is often exploited to gain power, control, or influence over others 
rather than shared or leveraged for the common good. The power of knowledge 
comes from what one knows, which makes knowledge workers share or not 
share with others. The notion that knowledge is power is evident in the findings in 
various ways. Some people do not share knowledge because they fear the other 
person will gain an advantage and become more powerful. One participant 
used the phrase “rank consciousness” to describe positional awareness. For ex-
ample, some managers across various directorates working on the same project 
can intentionally withhold knowledge from each other that might be essential 
to central decision-making to enhance their own sense of power and control. 

Ahmad (2018) confirms this participant’s observation, stating supervisors hoard 
knowledge from their colleagues and subordinates for career prospects. Knowl-
edge hoarding among colleagues or between supervisors and subordinates 
can taint workplace relationships, often resulting in trust issues. One participant 
wished that people would view knowledge as a means of empowerment rather 
than knowledge as power. The findings also revealed that managers and sup-
port staff use knowledge and information strategically to promote self-interest. 
 
“They have you will replace me “mentality” if I share…sharing makes you gain 
more than lose” (C1SS). 

“Why is knowledge management not taking off…organizational culture kills 
knowledge management transfer. People’s knowledge is power… Knowledge 
is empowerment. if not used, enhanced, and activated to promote productivity 
and best service delivery, then it is not power” (KMM4). 

“I think it is the hardest part to deal with…knowledge is power…you don’t want 
to share because you feel it is you who holds the key, is you who are the most 
intelligent” (KMM3). 

The notion that knowledge is power was a common theme among some 
participants. They expressed that the most challenging part of overcom-
ing is the mindset that knowledge is power. People do not want to share be-
cause they want to feel that they hold the key, are the most intelligent, or 
believe they can work independently without collaboration or teamwork. 
Participants are concerned that the knowledge is power mindset hinders ef-
fectiveness, hampers productivity, and constrains problem-solving and in-
novativeness, ultimately affecting decision-making and service delivery. This 
finding is consistent with Bilginoğlu (2019) and Hansen (2011)’s assertion that 
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knowledge is power, and individuals attach value to it. This is also in line with 
Zhai et al. (2020), who believe that individuals’ perceived exclusivity of knowl-
edge, knowledge power, and knowledge privacy are the primary factors that 
determine how much knowledge they are willing to share with colleagues. 

4.1.2 Personal Barriers to Knowledge sharing: Uncertainty and fear of vic-
timisation 

Uncertainty and fear of victimisation lead to knowledge hoarding be-
cause individuals are not certain about the consequences, they might face 
for sharing knowledge. Findings show that some employees hoard knowl-
edge for self-protection and feel vulnerable. Some information that can 
be shared is sensitive, and it could pose a risk to the person who shared it if 
it falls into the wrong hands, potentially leading to trouble with higher author-
ities. This concern was echoed by a participant who admitted that he wor-
ried about sensitive information because he feared it might not be handled 
confidentially and that he might be left vulnerable. The concern is mainly 
the lack of consequences for those mishandling information and knowledge.  
 
“There is fear to share because of fear of how such information is going to be 
treated, and it will be treated with caution, or will I be protected” (C3SS). 
 
This evidence also suggests that employees would rather keep some knowledge 
and information to protect their job security and avoid potential negative con-
sequences. Consequently, when people feel threatened, expertise and knowl-
edge are not leveraged. The fear is sometimes a result of respect for hierarchy 
and power, as argued by (Husted and Michailova, 2002). The feelings of being 
threatened and fear are consistent with Anand et al. (2020) findings that hostili-
ty and abusive colleagues or supervisors drive employees to hoard knowledge. 
 
“It is difficult to know who knows what. People are scared to share. They feel 
threatened, and expertise is not tapped into. People are not competitive, and 
there is less innovation” (C2SS).  
 
Another fear is reluctance by some employees to comment on documents 
generated from a municipality that requires scrutiny for fear of being os-
tracised and categorised as obstructionist. They dread making mistakes, 
particularly corruption-related issues, as they may be implicated in the fi-
nal decision. As perceived by employees, the cautiousness and lack of con-
sequences underscore that more profound structural or possibly even po-
litical flaws exist. If proper systems exist, providing inputs to the document 
would not be a challenge, regardless of the document’s source. In es-
sence, subordinates fear criticism, ridicule, and even the loss of their jobs.  
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“Some employees are scared to change reports because they do not have an 
idea about that matter…e.g. the question of corruption. if you yourself was not 
a person who was looking for corruption, who are you to make a determination 
that there is indeed corruption because there is no other information that you 
have that you can critically affirm or reject” (C5SM).  
 
The fear goes to the extent that subordinates document every little detail dis-
cussed with their managers formally and informally to protect themselves in case 
their reports are misconstrued. 
 
“You know…whenever I meet with my boss I write things down. I have now start-
ed writing down informal conversations. People are getting in trouble for things 
they did not say” (L11SS).
  
Documenting every detail may demonstrate strained relationships and distrust 
among co-workers, senior managers, and subordinates or protect themselves 
from potential blame or criticism. While written evidence is for self-protection, 
such information can positively affect knowledge creation as somebody else can 
use it. Employees resorting to the documentation of shared interactions with their 
bosses or even colleagues could be related to the bureaucratic practices and the 
reporting systems that work as instruments of power. The bureaucratic structures 
formally legitimise authoritative power to managers, making them believe they 
have the right to direct subordinates’ behaviour. Bureaucratic structures typically 
invest managers with power, permitting them to manage and restrict knowledge.     

4.1.3 Knowledge hoarding and sense of ownership

The findings demonstrated that some employees hoard knowledge to validate 
that they are indispensable to the department. Personal ownership of knowl-
edge could trigger statements like” This knowledge is my intellectual property; 
I am not sharing it.” Some participants noted that people often hoard knowl-
edge with the view that their expertise is the primary reason for their upward 
mobility or eligibility for promotion. Similarly, some individuals with special knowl-
edge or skills deliberately hoard knowledge to reinforce their status as the 
“go-to authority” to make others dependent on them. Participants cited Infor-
mation Technology staff as an example of employees who often hoard knowl-
edge due to their perceived specialised expertise. There is also a belief and 
assumption that specific individuals within the department own knowledge.

One of the participants used the term “knowledge reservoirs” to describe 
these individuals, implying they were a rich source of knowledge, and that 
they have a deep understanding of particular subject or field. The knowledge 
reservoir characterisation can potentially exacerbate knowledge hoard-
ing and make those “knowledge reservoirs” believe they are irreplaceable. 
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4.1.4 Knowledge hoarding to sabotage others 

Findings show that some individuals hoard knowledge to sabotage others. Se-
renko (2019) found that over 40% of employees engaged in knowledge sab-
otage, with many doing it repeatedly. While Serenko (2019) stressed that em-
ployees intentionally provided others with wrong knowledge or deliberately 
concealed critical knowledge, these findings suggest that sabotage took the 
form of knowledge concealment rather than disclosure. The findings further 
show an element of knowledge hoarding for sabotage at the management lev-
el, which led to some projects being finalised without crucial inputs that could 
have been fundamental to the project’s success. This form of sabotage is con-
sistent with Serenko’s (2019) assertion that employees deliberately hoard criti-
cal knowledge with a clear realisation of the importance of this knowledge to 
work-related tasks. Sabotaging by public servants in government tends to be 
politically motivated, as the sharing of knowledge and information is determined 
by friendship and political affiliation. Political saboteurs seek to influence poli-
cy decisions, advance personal agendas, or undermine rivalry or opponents. 
Subsequently, this type of behaviour challenges the importance of teamwork.  
 
“There is lot of sabotage and competitiveness. For example, you send an email 
for inputs. You do not get feedback. There is this spirit of not supporting one an-
other. You support each other because you are friends. If you not in good books 
with that person you are not going to get information. People do that because 
they don’t know why they are there. Keeping information to sabotage is a way 
to let other managers down. You don’t want to see another management shin-
ing. You choose relevant people for your project, but they still do not provide 
you with information. You can finalise your work without their inputs. Group work 
is important, but what can we do”? (L11SS). 

Participants also expressed concern that the willingness to share knowledge is 
contingent upon individual generosity and feelings, which can compromise the 
reliability and the quality-of-service delivery.  
 
“Sharing is determined by issues of personality. It depends on who you are…
there is a need for correct placement” (C2SS). 

“It becomes a needs-based or personality issue…I don’t want to share this knowl-
edge with you...then it becomes you steal my knowledge” (C5SM). 

“I have got access to all of them, but if they don’t cooperate, you do what you 
have to do to get information. There is always a way to get information. In others, 
you beg, and you still don’t get…you have to go to the higher authority for them 
to give you information” (L3SS). 
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4.1.5 Organisational dynamics: Poor monitoring systems
  
Tracking and identifying knowledge-hoarding behaviours can be challenging 
without proper monitoring systems. After attending training or workshops, em-
ployees are required to share what they have learned with their colleagues. 
Training employees in the departments aims to create knowledge, develop 
skills, and enhance employee empowerment. The findings show limited ef-
fort to share knowledge and less or no documentation of what was learned. 
This is despite the knowledge-sharing platforms within the departments. The 
findings contradict Bilginoğlu’s (2019) view that people do not share be-
cause of a lack of proper platforms for adequate knowledge. The findings 
are, however, consistent with Srivastava et al. (2006) assertion that human 
factors can hinder knowledge sharing despite technological availability.  
 
One of the participants pointed out the lack of accountability and the con-
sequences of failure to produce reports despite the specified submission 
deadlines. Specifically, the other participants highlighted that there were no 
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to track who attended the training, 
why they attended, and what skills and knowledge were gained, which limit-
ed sharing and growth. Participants were concerned about repeating the 
same mistake or reinventing the wheel due to a lack of sharing through sys-
tems. Thus, in their view, capturing knowledge and experience helps pre-
vent duplication of effort and promotes efficiency and innovation. The ex-
ample below qualifies as a criticism of poor documentation and learning. 
  
“If you went to various meetings, we must know where you went locally and 
internationally, what you achieved, what you did not achieve, why you failed, 
what was said in the meetings, so that in the following year when someone is 
sent to the meeting does not repeat your presentations that may not have been 
corrected. You want to establish something that a person already did” (KMM2).  
 
This participant provided an example of an individual who attended an annual 
conference in Italy, regurgitating familiar information rather than providing new 
ideas. Although the theme for that year was different, the presentation lacked 
new insights and perspectives. Participants suggested that knowledge acquired 
through training could be shared, thus creating a learning environment that sup-
ports and enhances their functional and administrative duties. Some participants 
pointed out that knowledge hoarding hampers improving processes and activities 
in their daily routines, undermining the organization’s vision. The findings show that 
engaging in training does not inherently lead to knowledge sharing, as personal in-
tentions and motivations may vary. These individual behaviours articulated by one 
participant can seriously undermine collective learning efforts. One participant 
criticises employees engaging in such behaviours, arguing that knowledge be-
longs to the organisation and thus should be shared to carry out tasks and projects.  
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Training and conferences within the departments are supposed to make a 
difference because individual learning should result in organisational learn-
ing. However, the findings show that this type of learning might fail due to sys-
tems and personal issues. There is a need to capture knowledge acquired 
for organisational learning, although people might hoard knowledge know-
ingly or unknowingly. These findings are consistent with Hansen’s (2011) find-
ings that people hoard knowledge to enhance their capabilities and gain 
competitive advantage following attendance of meetings and seminars.  

4.2 Drivers of knowledge rejection

The drivers of knowledge rejection perceived from participants respons-
es includes Generational differences and knowledge receptivity and Re-
sistant mentees. Knowledge rejection in these findings depicts a different 
type of behaviour, such as ignorance or a belief that there is nothing to learn 
from the mentor, perhaps because of biases from different cultures or ages.  

4.2.1 Generational differences and knowledge receptivity

Government, as in any other workplace, encompasses multigenerational indi-
viduals occupying different levels of positions. Each generation has its way of 
interpreting, conveying, and receiving information. Some participants confirmed 
there is resistance to new ideas from juniors by some senior staff due to seniori-
ty bias and hierarchical thinking, closed-mindedness to fresh perspectives from 
newer colleagues, and tenure-based arrogance. These senior management’s 
arguments imply that their experience makes them sufficiently knowledgeable 
on what is best and what should be done. An example by the participant below 
illustrates the argument: 
 
“After school, you feel you have more experience you can share with other peo-
ple.  I come fresh from the university, hoping to share what I learned from school. 
At the same time, you want to gain skills. When I was employed, I thought I will 
meet people who can assist with this and that. There must be willingness for man-
agers to be changed, to be exposed” (C1SS). 

Supportive of this finding, Child et al. (2019) highlighted that when a senior 
manager is not receptive to a junior staffer’s knowledge, they are not recep-
tive to insights and assume that they already possess superior techniques, or-
ganising abilities, and strategic judgment. Similarly, labelling this as profession-
al pride, argue that some individuals reject knowledge because they believe 
they have grasped enough knowledge, so there is no need to accept others’ 
knowledge. Oye, et.al. (2011) argue that older workers tend to withhold knowl-
edge because they are more insecure and feel threatened by younger workers.
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To the detriment of the department, some senior management ignores new 
knowledge despite their complete understanding of what was shared. Not be-
ing receptive sends various signals about a manager’s performance, leadership, 
or organisational culture. The adverse effects of managers’ behaviour are that 
new employees and junior staff would feel valueless and less motivated, thus 
limiting creativity and innovation and minimal application of freshly gained skills 
and knowledge. Consistent with this finding, Child, et.al. (2019) highlighted that 
the more receptive people are to knowledge, the more likely they are to learn. 

4.2.2 Resistant mentees 

One participant mentioned that while informal sharing may occur in passing con-
versations in hallways and backrooms, she shares her expertise through mentor-
ing, although some mentees can resist guidance. The senior manager’s efforts to 
mentor were met with resistance, even though she sees mentorship as a critical 
aspect of career progression and the learning of junior colleagues. She expressed 
that the better way of learning is by transferring knowledge and experience to 
her subordinates so they can do their job excellently in her absence when she 
retires. This attitude from juniors seems incongruous, as they do not appreciate 
mentoring. It would be crucial for the mentor to establish underlying causes for 
mentee resistance to provide appropriate guidance. The various causes could 
be personality clashes, fear of failure, lack of trust, or different expectations.
 
“I have two and half years to leave. I need to expose people under me to un-
derstand what I do. There is a lot of knowledge that I got in my head because in 
our career you gain knowledge as you go. New people and young generation 
need to be exposed “You are trying to keep people on board but they are not so 
keen to do these things. How do you force them to do this? And you don’t know 
what they know and what they don’t know” (L4SM). This study’s findings show 
that a person’s attitude and willingness on the receiving end of the knowledge 
transfer process are crucial for success. The findings suggest that the knowledge 
sharer’s characteristics can result in knowledge rejections, affecting knowledge 
sharing outcomes. Generational differences and mentee resistance emerged 
as the two obstacles to receiving knowledge. In line with the literature, older em-
ployees reject knowledge from new employees due to resistance to new ideas 
and fear of being replaced or becoming obsolete (Huy, 2001), perceived lack 
of experience or credibility (Simola and Sutton, 2002); and prejudices or cultural 
attitudes (Townsend, 2016). Knowledge rejection defeats younger employees’ 
zeal to feel proud and valued when they can share knowledge with their older 
counterparts

5. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Regardless of rank or position, all organisational members possess valuable 
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knowledge and insights that should be shared, heard, or considered. It is also 
important to note that when individuals plan their daily routines, they be-
come engaged and motivated, making systems unnecessary. Prescribed 
knowledge management systems have the potential to limit knowledge 
sharing, as they might be regarded mechanical and symbolic. However, it is 
essential to recognise that systems can offer valuable benefits in many in-
stances. Knowledge hoarding and rejection significantly impact the effect of 
knowledge-sharing initiatives. The study therefore recommends as follows:
•	 a comprehensive approach to knowledge management which include 

measures to reduce knowledge hoarding and rejection alongside initiatives 
to enhance knowledge sharing. 

•	 The public sector’s political environment and power struggles may foster an 
increase in knowledge hoarding and rejection in the coming decade. 

•	 Further studies can be conducted to investigate the motivations and conse-
quences of knowledge hoarding and rejection in the political context and 
examine the effects of these behaviours on government performance, poli-
cy-making, and public trust. 

LIST OF REFERENCES

Ahmad, F., 2018. Knowledge sharing in a non-native language context: Chal-
lenges and strategies. Journal of Information Science, 44 (2) 248-264.

Al-Hawamdeh, S. 2002. Knowledge Management: Re-Thinking Information Man-
agement and Facing the Challenge of Managing Tacit Knowledge. Information 
research, 8 (1) 1-21.

Anand, P., & Hassan, Y. 2020. Knowledge hiding in organizations: Everything that 
managers need to know. Development and Learning in Organizations: An Inter-
national Journal, 33 (6) 12–15. https://doi.org/10.1108/dlo-12-2018-0158.

Bilginoğlu, E. 2019. Knowledge hoarding: A literature review. Management Sci-
ence Letters, 9 (1) 61-72. 

Bock, G.-W., & Kim, Y.-G. 2001. Breaking the myths of rewards: An exploratory 
study of attitudes about knowledge sharing. PACIS 2001 Proceedings, 78, 1112–
1125.

Bock, G.W., Zmud, R.W., Kim, Y.G. and Lee, J.N. 2005. Behavioral intention forma-
tion in knowledge sharing: Examining the roles of extrinsic motivators, social-psy-
chological forces, and organizational climate. MIS Quarterly, Information Tech-
nologies and Knowledge Management, 29, 87-111.

Bock, G. & Kim, Y.G. 2002. Breaking the myths of rewards: an exploratory study of 



194 I Nelufule and C Abrahams

attitudes about knowledge sharing, Information Resources Management Jour-
nal, 15 (4) 14-21.

Bryman, A. 2012. Social Research Methods. (4th Edition.). Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. 2006. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 
Research in Psychology, 3 (2) 77-101.

Chanamolu, S; Hanayneh, S; Misiewicz, L; Mohammed, M; & Nayame, J.2017. 
Dilemmas in Not Invented Here Syndrome, Engineering and Technology Man-
agement Student Projects, 1148.

Chen, C.C. 2011. Factors affecting high school teachers´ knowledge-sharing be-
haviors. Social Behavior & Personality, 39 (7) 993-1008.

Chen, X. H., Snyman, M. M. M., & Sewdass, N. 2005. Interrelationship between 
document management, information management, and knowledge manage-
ment. South African Journal of Information Management, 7(3):1–19.

Child, J., Faulkner, D., Tallman, S., & Hsieh, L. 2019. Cooperative strategy: Manag-
ing alliances and networks, (3rd ed,). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Christensen. P.H. 2007. Knowledge sharing: moving away from the obsession with 
best practice. Journal of Knowledge Management, 11 (1) 36-47.

Davenport, T.H., & Prusak, L. 1998.  Working knowledge: How organisations man-
age what they know.  Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Denning, S. 2001. Incentives for knowledge management: Incentives for knowl-
edge sharing 2000, available at: www.stevedening.com/incentives_ knowl-
edge_management.html. 

Dikotla, M.A., Mahlatji, M.R., & Makgahlela, L.A. 2014. Knowledge management 
for the improvement of service delivery in South Africa’s municipalities. Journal of 
Public Administration, 49 (3) 847–859.

Drake, D. B., Steckler, N. A., & Koch, M. J. 2004. Information sharing in and across 
government agencies: The role and influence of scientist, politician, and bu-
reaucrat Subcultures. Social Science Computer Review, 22 (1) 67-84. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0894439303259889.

Evans, J. M., Hendron, M. G., & Oldroyd, J. B. 2015. Withholding the ace: The indi-
vidual-and unit level performance effects of self-reported and perceived knowl-



Journal of Public Administration and Development Alternatives Vol. 9 No.3 December 2024 195

edge hoarding. Organization Science, 26 (2) 494-510.

Fullwood R., Rowley J., & McLean J. 2019. Exploring the factors that influence 
knowledge sharing between academics. Journal of Further and Higher Educa-
tion, 43 (8) 1051–1063.

Garcia, P. S. de, Oliveira, M., & Brohman, K. 2020. Knowledge sharing, hiding, 
and hoarding: How are they related? Knowledge Management Research and 
Practice, 20 (4)1-13.  

Grant, R.M. 1996. Toward a knowledge-based theory of the firm. Strategic Man-
agement Journal, 17 (S2) 109-121. https://doi.org/10.2307/2486994. 

Haas, M. R., & Cummings, J. N. 2015. Barriers to knowledge seeking within MNC 
teams: Which differences matter most? Journal of International Business Studies, 
46 (1) 36–62. https://doi.org/10.1057/jibs.2014.37.

Hansen, D.D. 2011. Knowledge hoarding and knowledge sharing as dimensions 
of information work: A comparative case, Copenhagen Business School. http://
studenttheses.cbs.dk/bitstream/handle/10417/2927/deniz_d_hansen.pdf?se-
quence=1[Retrieved July 12, 2023].

Holten, A., Hancock, G.R., Persson, R., Hansen, A.M. & Høgh, A. 2016. Knowledge 
hoarding: antecedent or consequent of negative acts? The mediating role of 
trust and justice. Journal of Knowledge Management, 20 (2) 215-229

Husted K., Michailova S., Minbaeva D. B., & Pedersen T. 2012. Knowledge-sharing 
hostility and governance mechanisms: an empirical test. Journal of Knowledge 
Management, 16 (5):754-773

Husted, K., & Michailova, S. 2002. Diagnosing and fighting knowledge-sharing 
hostility. Organizational Dynamics, 31 (1) 60–73. https://doi.org/10.1016/ S0090-
2616(02)00072-4.

Huy, Q. M. 2001. In Praise of Middle Managers. Harvard Business Review, 79, 72-79.
Katz, R., & Allen, T., 1982. Investigating the Not Invented Here (NIH) syndrome: A 
look at the performance, tenure, and communication patterns of 50 R & D Proj-
ect Groups. R & D Management, 12 (1) 7–20.

Khalid, B., Iqbal, R. and Hashmi, S.D. 2020. Impact of workplace ostracism on 
knowledge hoarding: mediating role of defensive silence and moderating role 
of experiential avoidance. Future Business Journal, 6 (1) 1-10.

Leonard, D. 2014. How to prevent experts from hoarding knowledge. Harvard 



196 I Nelufule and C Abrahams

Business Review. https://hbr.org/2014/12/how-to-prevent-experts-from-hoard-
ing-knowledge. [Retrieved 02 February , 2024].

Lin, H. F. 2007. Effects of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation on employee knowl-
edge sharing intentions. Journal of Information Science, 33 (2) 135–149.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. 1985. Naturalistic Inquiry. Beverly Hills, California: Sage.
McInerney, C. 2002. Knowledge management and the dynamic nature of knowl-
edge. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 
53 (12) 1009-1018.  

Mergel, I. 2010. Informal networks in the public sector using social media applica-
tions. Syracuse, NY: Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs at Syracuse 
University.

Michailova, S., & Husted, K. 2004. Decision-making in organisations hostile to 
knowledge sharing. Journal for East European Management Studies, 9 (1) 7-19.

Montgomery, N., Michailova, S. & Husted, K. 2024. Knowledge rejection: A micro 
foundation-based framework. Journal of Knowledge Management, 28 (3) 827-
854. https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-05-2022-0418

Mosala-Bryant, N.N. & Hoskins, R.G. 2017. Motivational theory and knowledge 
sharing in the public service. South African Journal of Information Management, 
19 (1) 1–9.

Muhenda, M.B., & Lwanga, E.K. 2014. Knowledge hoarding among academic 
staff in higher education institutions in Uganda: risk or strategy.  World Review of 
Business Research, 4 (2) 279-290.

Nazim, M. & Mukherjee B. 2016. Knowledge management in libraries: Concepts, 
tools and approaches. Cambridge, MA: Chandos Publishing. 

Ncoyini, M. S., & Cilliers, L. 2016. Critical success factors to improve knowledge 
sharing in South African local government. Proceedings of the 28th Annual Con-
ference of the Southern African Institute of Management Scientists, pp 573 585.

Nonaka, I., & Takeuchi, H. 1995. The knowledge-creating company: How Japa-
nese companies create the dynamics of innovation, Oxford, UK: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Oye, N. D., Salleh, M., & Noorminshah, A. 2011. Knowledge sharing in workplace: 
Motivators and demotivators. International journal of managing information 
technology, 3 (4) 71-84.



Journal of Public Administration and Development Alternatives Vol. 9 No.3 December 2024 197

Polanyi, M. 1958. Personal knowledge: Towards a post critical philosophy. Lon-
don: Routledge. 

Schutte, N. & Barkhuizen, N. 2015. “Knowledge Management and Sharing in Lo-
cal Government: A Social Identity Theory Perspective” The Electronic Journal of 
Knowledge Management, 13 (2)130-141. 

Semertzaki, E. 2011. Special libraries as knowledge management centres. Ox-
ford: Chandos.

Serenko, A. & Bontis, N. 2016. Understanding counterproductive knowledge be-
havior: Antecedents and consequences of intra-organizational knowledge hid-
ing. Journal of Knowledge Management, 20 (6) 1199-1224.

Serenko, A. 2019. Knowledge sabotage as an extreme form of counterproduc-
tive knowledge behavior: Conceptualization, typology, and empirical demon-
stration. Journal of Knowledge Management, 23 (7) 1260-1288. 

Simola, K. W., & Sutton, C. D. 2002. Generational differences: revisiting genera-
tional work values for the new millennium. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 23 
(4) 363–382. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.147. 

Spender, J.C.1996. Making knowledge the basis of a dynamic theory of the firm. 
Strategic Management Journal, 17: 45-62.

Srivastava, A., Bartol, K. M., & Locke, E. A. 2006. Empowering leadership in man-
agement teams: Effects on knowledge sharing, efficacy, and performance. 
Academy of Management Journal, 49 (6), 1239-1251. https://doi.org/10. 5465/
amj.2006.23478718.

Szulanski, G. 1996. Exploring internal stickiness: Impediments to the transfer of best 
practice within the firm. Strategic Management Journal, 17 (S2) 27-43.

Tessier, D. 2021. Handbook of Research on Organizational Culture Strategies for 
Effective Knowledge Management and Performance. IGI Global.

Tiwana, A. 2002. The Knowledge Management Toolkit: Orchestrating IT, Strategy 
and Knowledge Platforms, 2nd ed. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Townsend, P. 2016. Rejection of Knowledge and Information: The Dark Side 
of Technology. Oxford Academic, 261-284, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:o-
so/9780198790532.003.0014

Wang, S., & Noe, R. A. 2010. Knowledge sharing: A review and directions for 



198 I Nelufule and C Abrahams

future research. Human Resource Management Review, 20 (2) 115–131. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.hrmr.2009.10.001

Zhai, X., Wang, M. & Ghani, U. 2020. The SOR (stimulus-organism-response) par-
adigm in online learning: An empirical study of students’ knowledge hiding per-
ceptions. Interactive Learning Environments, 28 (5) 586-601.


