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Abstract   

The purpose of this study is to look for influencing factors on virtual knowledge sharing in 

Chinese context. To achieve this, a literature review was conducted using the systematic 

approach described by Webster & Watson (2002). There has been made quite a lot of 

research about knowledge sharing and virtual communities in Chinese context, but I have not 

found any literature review that synthesizes it.  

14 factors, modeled as concepts, were found in 35 articles, and then synthesized like a 

concept model. The factors are: face; collectivism; guanxi; in-group/out-group distinction; 

modesty; hierarchy; competitiveness; informal communication; instant messaging; Confucian 

dynamism; incentives; language; time spent/time saved, and trust. 

Research gaps, trends, and implications for developers and managers are discussed. 

The value of this literature review is that it will make it easier for future scholars and 

researchers that are doing research in knowledge sharing. This paper also provides useful 

knowledge for developers and managers of knowledge sharing systems in Chinese contexts. 

Key words: Virtual communities; knowledge sharing; cross-culture; literature review; China 
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1 Introduction 

Virtual communities (e.g. Facebook) are becoming more important part of people’s lives. 

One of the most important goals of virtual communities is to share knowledge (Siau, 

Erickson, & Nah, 2010). Both organizations and individuals are depending on Information 

and communication technologies to share knowledge. To maintain a lasting competitive 

advantage, an organization’s most important resource is knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

1995). Companies that are located at different continents may not even have the possibility to 

meet in real life; therefore the requirements of the virtual sharing of knowledge might be 

higher.  

Sharing knowledge between people from different cultures might be much more challenging 

than sharing with people within the same culture. Walsham (2001) gives an example of a 

Japanese-British joint venture in which the engineers was supposed to work together, and 

share knowledge with each other. The attempt of sharing knowledge failed totally, and the 

project ended with a situation where the British did things their way, and the Japanese did 

things their way, with no interaction between each other. 

1.1 Purpose 

Instead of Japan, I will focus on China in this research, because China is now the fastest 

developing country in the world (Wikipedia, Economy of the people's republic of China), and 

a lot of western companies are doing business there (or plan to). Even though lots of Chinese 

people now can speak good English (Wikipedia, Languages of China) I still suspect that 

people from foreign companies might have a problem establishing a good virtual knowledge 

sharing culture with them.  

In order to understand more about virtual knowledge sharing in China I am conducting this 

literature review to inductively look for influencing factors (e.g. factors that have good/bad 

impact on knowledge sharing). This means that I will not only study the knowledge sharing 

between Chinese and foreigners, but also knowledge sharing between Chinese and Chinese. 

Even though I am focusing on virtual knowledge sharing, I am not excluding research about 

general knowledge sharing in Chinese context that does not explicitly address virtuality. 

Su, Li, & Chow (2010) investigated the extent Chinese firms share knowledge; they used the 

subjective estimation of 164 managers from a variety of firms in China, including 

international firms, Chinese firms, firms from public sector, and firms from private sector. 

They used the scale from 0-100, where 100 mean that all knowledge is being shared, and 0 

means no knowledge is being shared. Their average result from all the managers was 57.28 

which indicates that a lot of knowledge is not being shared in the organization. The purpose 

of this paper is to find out what factors influence the extent the knowledge is being shared in 

Chinese context.  

With this paper I aim to make a conceptual model of the influencing factors from published 

research, where research gaps, trends, and contradictions will be revealed. I will also discuss 

some suggestions how the findings of the review can be implemented in knowledge sharing 

systems (KSS) in a Chinese context.  
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1.2 Delimitations 

This literature review only focuses on articles written in English, there might be lots of 

relevant research written in Chinese. 

The concepts (factors) found in this inductive review have not been further examined other 

than their impact on knowledge sharing in China. 

1.3 Intended audience of this paper 

Organizations that are running business in China, or planning to establish business there, 

might have interest in this paper, because they can take the findings of this paper in account 

when they establish their own KSS. 

People who are doing research about knowledge sharing in China can use this as 

comprehensive literature overview in order to get good references and place their own 

research in relation to others. 
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2 Theoretical framework 

In previous section we got an introduction to the study, here I will provide a frame of 

reference that will help the reader to understand the key concepts, but since the study is 

inductive, theory related to the findings will be described shortly at the same chapter as they 

are being presented (in chapter 4).  

2.1 Virtual communities 

Because virtual communities are essential in this paper, we have to look closer at the 

phenomenon of virtual community. This is how Adler & Christopher (1999) define it:  

“Virtual communities allow people with common interests to meet, communicate and 

share ideas and information with each other through an online network such as the 

World Wide Web. Through these activities, participants develop bonds with other 

members of the community and with the community as a whole.” 

 

This is similar to the definition we can find on Wikipedia (Virtual community): 

“A virtual community is a social network of individuals who interact through specific 

media, potentially crossing geographical and political boundaries in order to pursue 

mutual interests or goals” 

 

Basically we can say that a virtual community is a community set up on internet. In this paper 

KSS is seen as a virtual community, where knowledge is being shared. 

2.2 Virtual knowledge sharing 

Knowledge sharing is when an individual or group spread knowledge to another individual or 

group within an organization (Ford & Chan, 2003). Sharing of knowledge is the most 

important process of knowledge management (Li, Downey, & Wentling, 2008). ―Virtual‖ 

knowledge sharing refers to knowledge sharing which is not face to face, but has to make use 

of technology (for example a virtual community which is defined in chapter 2.1). 

2.3 Chinese culture 

When investigating the virtual knowledge sharing in a specific culture, I consider it relevant 

to have some understanding of the culture. With help from (Hofstede, Cultural Dimensions) 

research about culture, I will give a definition of Chinese culture. The reason why I use 

Hofstede’s research is because it is the typology most researches use to assess national 

culture (Ribiere & Zhang, 2010); it has also been cited by majority of the articles found in the 

literature search of this paper.  

Hofstede’s taxonomy describing culture with five dimensions: power distance, individualism, 

masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation. However masculinity is not 

mentioned in any of the articles in this review so it is therefore omitted here. 
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In Figure 1 I chose to compare Chinese culture with American culture because majority of 

the articles in this review are from American perspective. I also put in a reference to the 

world average just to get some idea. The data is taken from Hofstedes Cultural Dimensions. 

2.3.1 Power distance (PDI) 

Hofstede define the PDI dimension as: “…the extent to which the less powerful members of 

organizations and institutions (like the family) accept and expect that power is distributed 

unequally.” (Hofstede, Cultural Dimensions).  So the higher PDI index the higher degree of 

inequality in the society. China has much higher index than USA, and the average of the 

world. (Hofstede, Cultural Dimensions)  

China = 80, USA = 40, World = 55 (see Figure 1). 

2.3.2 Individualism (IDV) 

IDV refers to the degree that people are integrated into groups, the higher index the more 

individualistic, the lower index the more collectivistic. China is a very collectivistic country 

which means that individuals in Chinese society, from they are young, tend to form cohesive 

in-groups (Hofstede, Cultural Dimensions).  

China = 20, USA = 91, World = 43 (see Figure 1). 

2.3.3 Uncertainty avoidance (UAI) 

Hofstede says that UAI is: “…to what extent a culture programs its members to feel either 

uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured situations.” (Hofstede, Cultural Dimensions). 

By unstructured he means situations that are different from usual, new, unfamiliar, and 

unforeseen. Societies with high index try to lessen these kinds of situations with laws and 

regulations. In societies with low index (i.e. high degree of uncertainty acceptance) they are 

more tolerant (Hofstede, Cultural Dimensions). UAI is the “degree to which people in a 

culture feel uncomfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity” (Siau, Erickson, & Nah, 2010, p. 

281). 

China = 60, USA = 46, World = 64 (see Figure 1). 

2.3.4 Long term orientation (LTO) 

This is the latest added dimension to the taxonomy, and China has the highest index in the 

world on this dimension. The values assessed in this dimension are found in teachings of the 

famous Chinese philosopher Confucius
1
 who lived around 500 B.C. The higher index LTO 

the higher degree of long term orientation, the lower index the higher degree of short term 

orientation (Hofstede, Cultural Dimensions). He defines LTO like this: 

“Values associated with Long Term Orientation are thrift and perseverance; values 

associated with Short Term Orientation are respect for tradition, fulfilling social 

obligations, and protecting one's 'face'. Both the positively and the negatively rated 

values of this dimension are found in the teachings of Confucius” (Hofstede, Cultural 

Dimensions) 

                                                 
1
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confucius.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confucius
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When reading this quote, it might seem strange that cultures with low LTO have high concern 

for face, however concern for face is also common in countries with high LTO, but is 

considered as weakness (Hofstede, 2001).  

China = 118, USA = 29, World = 45 (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Chinese culture compared to American and world average. 

3 Research methodology  

I will in this section explain the methodology of this study, but first a short motivation why a 

literature review approach was chosen.    

There has been a fair amount of research about knowledge sharing in a Chinese context, 

especially in the last 5 years (see Figure 4 in the end of the paper) but I have not found any 

published literature review that synthesizes it. So in order to find out what the influencing 

factors in virtual knowledge sharing in Chinese context is I found it wise to extensively 

synthesize previous research. My purpose is also to make a conceptual model, and to find 

trends and research gaps; this is according to Webster & Watson (2002) also the main 

purpose of conducting literature reviews. 

The literature review is following a systematic approach (see Figure 2) based on Webster, & 

Watson (2002); it was chosen because it comes from the well renowned journal MIS 

Quarterly that has the highest ranking according to AIS (Association for information 

systems)
2
. During this chapter whenever referring to Step it is referring to Figure 2. 

                                                 
2
 http://ais.affiniscape.com/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=432. 
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Figure 2: Systematic view of the research process 

In Step 1 I made searches in databases, and in three top journals within IT (according to 

AIS
3
). The journals I found is then being used as input to Step 2 and 3 where further related 

articles might be found by examine references and the articles that an article been cited by. 

All the articles then passes on to Step 4 where I check if they are peer reviewed and 

published, also the quality of the journal is being assessed by rankings. All the remaining 

articles have been analyzed further by reading trough them, taking notes about influencing 

factors that are relevant for this research, and some notes of the method has also been made 

(See Step 5). Then the findings were placed in a concept matrix (Step 6). Finally all the 

concepts have been synthesized and analyzed (Step 7).  

                                                 
3
 Refer to the MIS journal ranking from Association for information systems: 

http://ais.affiniscape.com/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=432.  

http://ais.affiniscape.com/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=432
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3.1 Data collection 

Data collection is illustrated in Step 1 to 4. 

Webster & Watson (2002) suggest that it is wise to start the search by looking in famous 

journals, however I found that this topic is narrow (only focused on China), so I started of by 

using databases to search instead. The databases that I used was IEEE Explore
4
, Electronic 

Library Information Navigator (ELIN)
5
, and Google Scholar

6
. The result is displayed in 

Table 1. 

Table 1: The initial search in databases (Step 1) 

Database - IEEE Explore     

SID
7
 Keywords Hits Chosen 

1 knowledge sharing, China,  virtual 45 4 

2 knowledge sharing, China,  online 39 1 

10 knowledge sharing, Chinese,  virtual 10 0 

11 Knowledge sharing, Chinese, online 8 0 

Database - ELIN 
  

SID Keywords Hits Chosen 

3 knowledge sharing, China,  virtual 12 2 

4 knowledge sharing, China,  online 7 0 

8 knowledge sharing, Chinese, virtual 5 0 

9 knowledge sharing, Chinese, online 3 1 

Database - Google Scholar 
  

SID Keywords Hits Chosen 

- knowledge sharing, China,  virtual 8020 - 

5 all in title(knowledge sharing , China) 25 4 

6 all in title(knowledge sharing , virtual, culture) 7 1 

7 all in title (knowledge sharing, Chinese) 27 8 

12 all in title(online, Chinese OR China, "knowledge sharing") 6 0 

13 all in title(virtual, Chinese OR China, "knowledge sharing") 5 0 

 

Since my purpose is to investigate virtual knowledge sharing in Chinese context, I just use 

the words ―knowledge sharing‖, ―China‖ and ―virtual‖ as key words; the keywords ―online‖ 

and ―Chinese‖ acts as synonyms for ―virtual‖ and ―China‖. I didn’t put effort on elaborating 

with keywords, since I expected most of the key articles to show up in step 2 and 3. 

The criteria I looked for in every search (see Table 1 and Table 2) was that it should be about 

knowledge sharing in China, even if it does not explicitly say virtual, or online, knowledge 

sharing, I still consider it relevant. I do not care if the article is published or not in this step, 

                                                 
4
 http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/Xplore/dynhome.jsp?tag=1.  

5
 http://elin.lub.lu.se/elin?func=loadTempl&templ=basicSearch&lang=en&ef=getYears.  

6
 http://scholar.google.se/.  

7
 SID means the search ID, in other words the order in which the searches has been made. Found does not 

include the articles which already been found in a previous search. 

http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/Xplore/dynhome.jsp?tag=1
http://elin.lub.lu.se/elin?func=loadTempl&templ=basicSearch&lang=en&ef=getYears
http://scholar.google.se/
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because I consider that an unpublished article might still generates good articles in Step 2. 

The searches are made in order (see SID in Table 1 and Table 2), so if some relevant article is 

found in SID 2 which I already found in SID 1, it will not be counted. I constantly met 

articles that I already found in previous searches, so it was important to keep good order of all 

the articles I already found.  

Before SID 5 in (see Table 1) I made a search in Google Scholar which resulted in 8020 hits, 

I considered it too many, and specified the search to all in title. 

To be sure I did not forget any important article I made a search (see Table 2) in the three top 

ranked (according to AIM) journals within the field of IT, but I did not found any interesting 

article there that I did not know about. 

Table 2: The initial search in leading journals (Step 1) 

Journal - MIS Quarterly     

SID Keywords Hits Chosen 

14 knowledge sharing, China 0 0 

15 knowledge sharing, Chinese 0 0 

Journal - Information system research 
  

SID Keywords Hits Chosen 

16 knowledge sharing, China,  virtual 11 0 

17 knowledge sharing, China, online 12 0 

18 knowledge sharing, Chinese,  virtual 5 0 

19 knowledge sharing, Chinese,  online 7 0 

Journal - Communications of the ACM 
  

SID Keywords Hits Chosen 

20 knowledge sharing, China,  virtual 11 0 

21 knowledge sharing, China,  online 7 0 

22 knowledge sharing, Chinese,  virtual 12 0 

23 knowledge sharing, China,  virtual 8 0 

 

  



Virtual knowledge sharing in Chinese context 

 14  

 

Table 3: Result of Step 2 and 3 

Articles (from Step 1) 
Refer to 
(useful) 

Cited by 
(useful) 

Total cited 
by (WoK) 

Total cited 
by (GS) 

(Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006) 1 3 29 68 

(Chen, Zhou, & Zhao, 2008) 
    

(Davison & Ou, 2007) 3 
   

(Davison, 2010) 2 
   

(Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2008) 2 
 

4 22 

(Hutchings & Michailova, 2004) 
 

2 11 39 

(Li, Downey, & Wentling, 2008) 
    

(Ma, Qi, & Wang, 2008) 
   

7 

(Michailova & Hutchings, 2003) 
    

(Ramirez & Li) 
    

(Ribiere & Zhang, 2010) 2 
   

(Siau, Erickson, & Nah, 2010) 1 
   

(Wei K) 
    

(Wei K, 2007) 
  

1 4 

(Wei, Stankosky, Calabrese, & Lu, 2008) 
   

1 

(Weir & Hutchings, 2005) 
  

1 32 

(Voelpel, Han, & Chong) 
    

(Xiong & Deng, 2008) 
   

1 

(Zhang & Chen, 2010) 
    

(Zhang & Watts, 2008) 
   

8 

(Zhou, 2009) 
    

Found articles 11 5 
  

 

Webster & Watson (2002) suggest a process where each article found in the initial search can 

generate more articles by looking forward and backwards; so In Step 2 I read through all the 

references in every article that was found in Step 1 in order to find new interesting articles. 11 

new articles were found (see Table 3). In Step 3 I used Web of knowledge
8
 (WoK) and 

Google Scholar (GS) for every article to see which other articles are referring to it. 5 new 

articles of interest were found (see Table 3). This kind of backward and forward search is 

also recommended by Levy & J Ellis (2006) 

  

                                                 
8
 www.isiknowledge.com/.  

http://www.isiknowledge.com/
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Table 4: Result of Step 2 and 3 (iteration 2) 

Articles (from Step 2 and 3) 
Refer to 
(useful) 

Cited by 
(useful) 

Total cited by 
(WoK) 

Total cited by 
(GS) 

(Buckley, Clegg, & Tan, 2006) 1 
 

6 31 

(Burrows, Drummond, & Martinson, 2005) 
 

5 23 47 

(Davison & Ou, 2008) 1 
 

1 4 

(Guo, Tan, Turner, & Xu, 2008) 1 
 

3 6 

(Huang, Davison, & Liu, 2006) 
   

1 

(Huang & Davison, 2008) 
   

1 

(Hwang, Francesco, & Kessler, 2003) 
 

1 16 44 

(Li W. , 2010) 
    

(Liao, Pan, Zhou, & Ma, 2010) 
 

 

 
1 

(Martinsons & Westwood, 1997) 
 

1 63 133 

(Michailova & Hutchings, 2006) 
  

22 53 

(Teo & Men, 2008) 
   

3 

(Tong & Mitra, 2009) 
   

2 

(Voelpel & Han, 2005) 
  

15 36 

(Wang, Lee, & Lim, 2007) 
    

(Wilkesmann, Fischer, & Wilkesmann, 2009) 2 
  

4 

Found articles 5 7 
  

 

Table 4 shows the second iteration of Step 2 and 3, and here I have been using the articles 

found in the first iteration as input.  

During Step 1, 2 and 3 I came across a few articles
9
 that I couldn't get access to, but might be 

of interest. There were particularly two articles, partly written by Chee W. Chow, that I 

considered important to retrieve. The first one
10

 was cited by many of the other articles in this 

review, according to Google scholar it has 132 citations, which is considered a lot in 

comparison with the other articles in this review (see Table 3 and 4). The other article
11

 was 

considered important since it was written by Chee W. Chow; it was published in International 

Journal of Knowledge Management, I found it in the middle of my review process. This 

article was not found during my systematic review since it was just published. A friend who 

knew about my research came across it and suggested it for me. Both of these articles were 

later retrieved with help from the university library. 

  

                                                 
9
  See appendix 2 

10
 (Su, Li, & Chow, 2010) 

11
 (Chow, Deng, & Ho, 2000) 
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3.2 Data analysis 

While processing the literature (Step 5), I inductively looked for influencing factors, and 

added them to a concept matrix (Step 6). When the concept matrix was filled, the relevant 

findings from every concept was extracted and synthesized in plain text.  

Looking for influencing factors - I mean that when I found something that mentioned any 

positive or negative impact on knowledge sharing, I took note about it; and these impacts 

were later divided in to concepts. Some concepts are directly taken from the same name as 

they refer to it in the article, e.g. some article already refers to ―in-group/out-group 

distinctions‖ as an influence to knowledge sharing, and for these instances I keep on using 

their name of the concept. Some others had different name of things that are much related e.g. 

―rewards‖ and ―incentives‖, in these instances they have been grouped together as one 

concept. 

Some concepts were considered related but were separated in some of the articles that were 

written about it, in these cases I also separated it, but referred to it as sub categories, e.g. 

―collectivism‖, ―guanxi”, and ―in-group/out-group distinction‖, where the latter two are 

considered as sub categories of ―collectivism‖. Why are they considered as sub categories? 

Well, ―collectivism‖ can be used to explain the concepts of ―guanxi‖ and ―in-group/out –

group distinction‖; same as preference of ―informal communication‖ can be used to explain 

the favoring of ―instant messaging‖ as communication channel; consequently ―instant 

messaging‖ also will be presented as a sub category of ―informal communication‖. This 

hierarchical classification is mainly made for readability. 
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3.3 Source criticism  

In Step 4 three articles (that were not published) was found (see Appendix 2), they were 

therefore omitted; even though I know the authors (Michailova & Hutchings, and Voelpel, 

Han, & Chong) have written other articles, among the reviewed articles in this paper, which 

have been published. 

29 articles were found in 20 different journals (see Appendix 3), 24 of the articles are 

published in highly ranked journals, and 18 of the articles come from journals within the field 

of IT (see Appendix 3), all articles are peer reviewed. 15 conference proceedings were found 

in 11 different conferences, 9 of them which comes from conferences that are recommended 

by ORU (see Appendix 4).   

The Authors of the articles come from institutions all over the world (USA, China, Hong 

Kong, England, Australia, Germany, New Zealand, Canada, France, Japan, Singapore, 

Switzerland, Thailand, see Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: Authors from institutions in these regions   
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4 Findings 

This chapter is a merge of result and analysis. I will present the findings of the literature 

review. The findings consist of 14 different concepts that have impact on knowledge sharing 

in Chinese context, and it is the result of synthesizing the literature found by the method 

described in the previous chapter. The concept will be presented one by one and there is not 

always a straight line between the concepts; some of the concepts might feel somewhat 

overlapping.  

The different factors, according to what I have found in this review, can be seen in the 

concept matrix (see Table 5).  
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Table 5: Concept matrix 
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(Davison & Ou, 2007) 
 

       X    X 
 

(Davison & Ou, 2010) 
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(Li, 2010) 
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(Zhang & Watts, 2008) 
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(Zhang et al., 2010) 
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4.1 Face 

15 articles had something to say about face and its impact on knowledge sharing, before 

presenting the findings about face we first need to have a look at what face is. According to 

Ho( 1976) face is what other people think about you. For a more advanced definition:  

“Face‟ is the respect, pride and dignity of an individual as a consequence of his/her social 

achievement and the practice of it” (Leung & Chan, 2003, p. 1575). About losing face, this is 

how Ho (1976, p. 876) explains it: "Face may be lost when conduct or performance falls 

below the minimum level considered acceptable." In order to avoid lose face, people might 

save face (face saving), which means “save one‟s honor” (Wikipedia, Face (sociological 

concept)), and face gaining addresses the opposite, which means what you do in order to gain 

reputation and increase others opinions about you (Wikipedia, Face (sociological concept)).   

Foreign investors must understand face because it is a crucial part of establishing trust in 

China, and trust is a very important factor for knowledge sharing (Buckley, Clegg, & Tan, 

2006). Some studies show that face saving has a negative impact on knowledge sharing in 

China (Burrows, Drummond, & Martinson, 2005; Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2008; Huang, 

Davison, & Gu, 2010), especially on sharing of tacit knowledge because it more risky; 

explicit knowledge are usually more easy to share without misstakes, since it mainly concists 

of standard knowledge such as official docuements and methodologies etc. (Huang, Davison, 

& Gu, 2010). An interesting finding on Chinese vs. Americans participating with knowledge 

in public is that students in Hong Kong concern much more about face on their intentions to 

raise their hand and answer questions than students in America, while face gaining does not 

motivate the student from Hong Kong much (Hwang, Francesco, & Kessler, 2003).  

When Chinese people need to write in English they tend to, due to poor English, avoid 

contributing with knowledge because it might risk their face (Voelpel & Han, 2005; 

Wilkesmann, Fischer, & Wilkesmann, 2009); one reason might be that they know that native 

speakers will read what they post (Li, Downey, & Wentling, 2008)
12

. Chinese people also 

might feel reluctant to post questions online with fear that nobody answers them, or if their 

questions are, in workmates eyes, considered too simple they might lose,  (Li, Downey, & 

Wentling, 2008), and they would also lose face by sharing their own mistakes (Ribiere & 

Zhang, 2010). 

Huang & Davison (2008) on the other hand found that concern for face do not have any 

notable impact on knowledge sharing at all. Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann 

(2006)’s study also indicated that face does not influence much, some of the interviewees still 

showed some concern for face, but they said that they rather lose face within the team (in-

group
13

) than lose face for some customer (out-groups). People are comfortable losing face 

among people they trust (Tong & Mitra, 2009), Chinese members tend to strive for 

maintenance of the well being, and face, of the group (Michailova & Hutchings, 2006). 

Among coworkers Americans are even more concerned about face than Chinese people 

(Chow, Deng, & Ho, 2000). Wei (2009) agrees that face have no negative impact on 

                                                 
12

 Read more about language impact in the section: Language. 
13

 More about in-group/out-group see chapter 4.2.2 
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knowledge sharing, he even claim that face might have a positive impact on social 

communication, this is how he explains it: 

“A possible explanation for the results regarding the impact of concern for face is 

that people, at least in the surveyed sample, care more about face gaining than face 

saving. In other words, people‟s concern for face leads more face gaining behaviors 

than face saving behaviors, which might be true in a competitive environment such as 

a multinational company in China. In such companies, people need to be recognized 

in order to gain various opportunities such as salary raise and promotion. So in this 

way, the more people care about their face, the more they would like to gain face, so 

they would participate more effectively in social related communication, because that 

is the way how they can express themselves to others.“  (Wei, 2009, p. 3) 

 

Other research is also positive towards the impact of face on knowledge sharing, when it 

comes to gaining face i.e. (Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2008; Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2010), and 

especially positive effect on sharing of tacit knowledge (Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2010).  

The face problem is bigger among the older people in China (Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, 

Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006; Tong & Mitra, 2009), and they do not want to hear different 

opinions from the younger people, because they might lose face (Tong & Mitra, 2009); 

younger people often prefer to give face (e.g. tell what others want to hear) rather than 

sharing knowledge to superiors (Wilkesmann, Fischer, & Wilkesmann, 2009). Wilkesmann et 

al. (2009) suggests that this is a characteristic of high power distance cultures. 

In Hong Kong the development seems to go towards a state less focused on face, because of 

the rapid westernization in education and business (Wilkesmann, Fischer, & Wilkesmann, 

2009). 

4.2 Collectivism  

For an introduction to collectivism consider chapter 2.3.2. 

Most Chinese networks have a collectivistic foundation, both on workplace level and non-

workplace level (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004), and it has positive influence on knowledge 

sharing (Michailova & Hutchings, 2006), since they put the goal of the collective (group) in 

higher priority than the self (Chow, Deng, & Ho, 2000). More specifically China is a vertical 

collectivistic culture
14

 which leads to team spirit and frequent communication within in-

groups (Michailova & Hutchings, 2006) (more about in-groups in 4.2.2). 

4.2.1 Guanxi (Relationship orientation) 

Guanxi literally means relations. Guanxi is one of the most essential social orientation in 

research focused on Chinese social activities (Yang, 2005), and it develops within families 

and among people who know each other very well, it is claimed to be very important for 

                                                 
14

 Vertical collectivism = "where people submit to the authorities of the in-group and are willing to sacrifice 

themselves for their in-group" (Triandis H. C., 2001) 
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business in China (Bian & And, 1997), there is a common Chinese saying that goes: “duō 

Yīgè guānxì, duō Yītiáo lù” (meaning one more guanxi/relation, one more road/opportunity). 

Guanxi plays a very crucial role in the intention to share knowledge in China (Huang, 

Davison, & Gu, 2008; Huang & Davison, 2008), foreign investors must be aware of guanxi 

(Hutchings & Michailova, 2004), in order to have a shared mindset good guanxi is crucial, 

and it has to be achieved over time by engagement in Chinese context (Buckley, Clegg, & 

Tan, 2006).  The better the guanxi is the higher quality it will be on the shared knowledge 

(Huang & Davison, 2008), especially when it comes to tacit knowledge (Huang, Davison, & 

Gu, 2010). Chinese people normally tend to be unwilling to share knowledge if the relation is 

not good (Davison & Ou, 2010). A trusting environment is crucial for effective knowledge 

sharing (Ma, Qi, & Wang, 2008). In the study of Huang & Trauth (2007) some of the 

Americans failed to understand the importance of guanxi in China, and missed the chance to 

build a trustful relationship with the Chinese team members. This is how one of the 

interviewed Chinese project managers describes one incident of their initial phase of a 

project:  

“When they were here for the face-to-face meetings [in 2004], I spent the first 

weekend to accompany them to visit local attractions. But the next weekend, I 

arranged a travel agent for them because they told me that it was not necessary 

because it consumed too much of my time. At that time when I internalized it, I could 

not stop wondering whether it was because I did not do a good job. From our 

[Chinese] perspective, we view spending time together as a way of building close 

relationships. We are happy to do that because it will bring us closer. Maybe from 

their perspective, they really were being considerate and not wanted to occupying too 

much of my time. I did not know what the real reason was. I did not know how to 

interpret it. I was confused” (Huang & Trauth, 2007, p. 40) 

 

Chinese people consider guanxi more important than knowledge, because knowledge might 

be short-lived, while guanxi is better the longer it is being maintained. Knowledge can be 

shared, while guanxi cannot (Davison & Ou, 2010). They also tend to strive for a maintaining 

the relations with people around them to create a harmonious atmosphere. This has positive 

impact on sharing knowledge, since it can facilitate a smooth relationship. However the 

shared knowledge may not include the critical specialties which might threaten their 

knowledge power and position in the organization (Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2008). 

Huang, Davison, & Gu (2010) investigated the impact of cognition-based trust
15

 and affect-

based trust
16

 on knowledge sharing. And found that cognitive based trust had no impact while 

affect-based trust plays a key role in knowledge sharing. 

  

                                                 
15

 Cognition-based trust comes from factors like reliability and competence (McAlister, 1995). 
16

 Affect-based trust comes from factors like emotions, understanding, and expressing care (McAlister, 1995). 
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Wang, Lee, & Lim (2007) propose a potential problem i.e. that guanxi and renqing
17

 has a 

bad effect with the acceptance of knowledge management system because Chinese 

employees would probably just share their knowledge with people who are likely to be a 

valuable person for future help (Wang, Lee, & Lim, 2007). 

4.2.2 In-group/out-group distinction  

In-group is a group of people who show concern for each other and share common interests; 

in collective cultures (such as China) members tend to form in-groups based on friendship 

(Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca, 1988). Usually members are very supportive 

within the in-group, and try to maintain the relationship, but there is little trust towards out-

groups members (Triandis H. C., 1989).  

Chinese people behave different towards out-groups and in-group (Chow, Deng, & Ho, 2000; 

Voelpel & Han, 2005). The knowledge sharing is much more efficient when sharing to an in-

group member (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004; Michailova & Hutchings, 2006; Ribiere & 

Zhang, 2010; Weir & Hutchings, 2005; Huang & Davison, 2008; Davison & Ou, 2010),  and 

much less knowledge sharing towards out-groups (Voelpel & Han, 2005; Ardichvili, Maurer, 

Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006; Wilkesmann, Fischer, & Wilkesmann, 2009; Chow, 

Deng, & Ho, 2000). I want to give two examples from the interviewees in (Wilkesmann, 

Fischer, & Wilkesmann, 2009) and (Huang & Davison, 2008): 

“…if the relationship is good enough, anything is possible, If the relationship is bad, 

everything is impossible.” (Huang & Davison, 2008, p. 8) 

„„if you do not stick to your group, you can‟t survive‟‟ (Wilkesmann, Fischer, & 

Wilkesmann, 2009, p. 473) 

 

Collectivistic cultures have this characteristic (Wilkesmann, Fischer, & Wilkesmann, 2009), 

especially vertical collectivistic cultures like China (Ribiere & Zhang, 2010).  

Qing (2008) proposed that there is a difference between tacit and explicit knowledge sharing 

within in-groups and out-groups: that explicit knowledge sharing is more efficient with 

people from out-groups; and tacit knowledge sharing is more efficient with people from in-

groups.  Chinese people have problem to share knowledge with out-groups members, besides 

Qing (2008) I have not found many sources that have much positive things to say about 

knowledge sharing with out-groups; however the knowledge the Chinese people share within 

in-groups are more effective than in western countries (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004).  

Zhang & Watts (2008) made an observation of an online community about traveling, and 

members there still share information with each other even though they do not know each 

other well. That community however is open for everybody, and nobody has any salary, 

people just participate as a hobby or for their own interests (which is not the case in chapter 

4.5 about Competitiveness where it is about people at organizations). It was interesting that 

almost the same amount of posts were social messages as travel related.  

                                                 
17

 Renqing refers to a person’s obligation to repay favors and show empathy to people (Hwang K. K., 1987). 
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It is not a good idea to try to force Chinese groups to work together, because it takes time to 

establish good in-groups (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004; Weir & Hutchings, 2005). A 

suggestion from Hutchings & Michailova when recruiting new staff is to prioritize 

recommendation from existing employees; these individuals are likely to make a very 

valuable knowledge sharing contribution to the group because of the existing attachment to 

the group (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004). Of course creating new groups can be done 

(Hutchings & Michailova, 2004) but it will take time (Weir & Hutchings, 2005). It might also 

be problematic to have two in-groups to work together (Voelpel & Han, 2005). 

While giving and receiving feedback is a key part of knowledge creation in western cultures, 

it might not be that successful in China among peers, since people within an in-group will 

exaggerate the good feedback and soften the bad feedback, because it is more important for 

individuals to maintaining the relation (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004). 

A result of Siau, Erickson, & Nah (2010) was that American members of their KSS shared 

more knowledge than Chinese members, and Siau et al., (2010) guess that one reason for that 

is the in-group/out-groups distinction in China, since they examined a public virtual 

community (Yahoo, see Appendix 1), and Chinese people prefer to have a closed knowledge 

sharing within family and in-groups. 

There is some confusion about the definition of in-groups in Huang & Davison (2008), they 

seem to consider the organization as an in-group no matter if the internal guanxi is good or 

not.  They claim that the in-group/out-group distinction was not really found as a problem, 

employees think that keeping good relationship with people outside will be very useful and 

might give them some knowledge which they cannot get from workmates. I mean that this is 

just a result of a different definition of in-group, where the in-group refers only to people in 

the work team. 

Voelpel & Han (2005) suggests managers to put focus on creating a company culture that 

have an "in-group" feeling, and for a foreign manager the only way is to work towards an in-

group status, or work trough members who already possess that status (Hutchings & 

Michailova, 2004). 

A virtual KSS will have no positive effect on knowledge sharing by itself; organization needs 

to have a foundation of group cohesion of the users, before any effect of the system will be 

noticed, however virtual community culture can have a positive effect to the group cohesion 

(Chen, Zhou, & Zhao, 2008).  

4.3 Modesty 

Modesty is an issue when (in public) contributing with knowledge in China (Tong & Mitra, 

2009; Su, Li, & Chow, 2010), and to often speak up in public is not considered okay (Tong & 

Mitra, 2009) compare to Russia and Brazil in online participation, the difference is significant  

(Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006). When a Chinese person are having 

a problem, they tend to try solving the problem themselves much rather than request help in 

public (Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006). Li, Downey, & Wentling 

(2008) also claim that Chinese might avoid sharing their solution because they do not want to 
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brag. Quantitative research about knowledge sharing shows that Chinese people tend to 

follow the ―Middle Way‖, which means not to stick out from the crowd, avoid conflicts and 

trouble (Su, Li, & Chow, 2010). Among close friends however, modesty is not a problem for 

knowledge sharing (Tong & Mitra, 2009).  

In the cross-cultural study of Huang & Trauth (2007) the silence of Chinese coworkers was 

considered a major barrier to achieve good guanxi in the in-groups and the establishment of 

shared mindset. 

One reason to why Chinese are reluctant to speak up in public might be found in the Chinese 

teacher-centered education model that Chinese are raised up by, teacher speaks and students 

listen (Huang & Trauth, 2007).  

4.4 Hierarchy 

In China, hierarchy structures are being maintained in larger scale than western countries, and 

it influences their knowledge sharing behaviors; the juniors
18

 need to respect the seniors, and 

are expected to follow their advice. And this results in a situation where the knowledge only 

passes in a top to bottom approach (from senior to junior) (Tong & Mitra, 2009). The 

interaction with seniors are characterized with carefulness and respect, this can have its roots 

in the fact that the power distance
19

 index of china is very high (Wilkesmann, Fischer, & 

Wilkesmann, 2009). Compare to Germany, Chinese have more tendency to share knowledge 

on orders from leaders rather than on their own initiatives (Wilkesmann, Fischer, & 

Wilkesmann, 2009). 

Another problem related to hierarchy is: who in the organization are likely to participate in a 

KSS? Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann (2006) found that older generation 

may not contribute themselves; instead they just ask their secretary to do that. 

Siau, Erickson, & Nah (2010) found another phenomenon that they addressed to power 

distance; in their observation of virtual communities (in China and America) they found 

many unanswered knowledge-acquisition messages from juniors. 

4.5 Competitiveness  

This chapter will cover the competition among coworkers and its impact on knowledge 

sharing. I will not give any further introduction to the topic; I just want to start off with a 

saying that is common in China:  Zhīshì jiùshì lìliàng (meaning ―knowledge is power‖). I 

understand that this saying says a lot about many Chinese people and their behavior in 

knowledge sharing. 

The economic condition in China is extremely competitive. Competitiveness and job-security 

is an influential barrier to knowledge sharing in China, especially among younger and lower-

level staffs (Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006). 

                                                 
18

 Junior is referring to younger, lower-position, or newer staff. 
19

 See theoretical framework. 
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Chinese people may choose not to share their competitive knowledge in order to maintain 

their position in an organization (Ribiere & Zhang, 2010; Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2008; 

Zhang, Chen, Vogel, Yuan, & Guo, 2010; Tong & Mitra, 2009), including when it comes to 

share to people which they have very good guanxi with (Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2008). They 

consider knowledge as a key to success, and therefore prefer to guard it rather than share it, in 

order to make themselves more competitive than others (Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & 

Stuedemann, 2006). The knowledge they share, generally is only that kind of knowledge 

which does not jeopardize their hierarchical position within the organization (Tong & Mitra, 

2009). In Tong & Mitra (2009) majority of the respondents mentioned that knowledge is 

power, the more you know, in relation to others, the higher your position should be in the 

organization.  

The study of Huang, Davison, & Gu (2008), which was conducted in a Chinese bank, found 

that there were no problem with people not sharing knowledge. Most people thought it is 

better to share and keep things for themselves because it will make them less busy. However 

they found an exception in the marketing department, and it was addressed to the fact that the 

competition there is much higher.  

When it comes to sharing mistakes or asking questions about something they do not know, 

studies shows that Chinese people might be careful in terms of job security (Ribiere & Zhang, 

2010; Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006).  If a person is asking a 

question, it indicates that there is something he/she does not know; and many Chinese people 

might be careful with whom they ask, since they do not want other people to know about 

their weaknesses, especially not people with higher position in the organization. If they ask 

questions they preferably ask peers which have equal status in the organization, and which 

are considered to be in the in-group (Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006). 

Ribiere & Zhang (2010) reflects about this job security issue in China, and conclude that it 

might be a result of the huge population and the fact that the economy in China is developing 

extremely fast, which puts extreme pressure on the job market.   

The unique competitive knowledge of the staff in an organization is of great value to the 

organization, so Huang, Davison, & Gu (2008) suggests managers to look for a way to 

compensate their employees for their shared knowledge.  

4.6 Informal communication 

Chinese people prefer informal communication rather than formal (Martinson & Westwood, 

1997; Burrows, Drummond, & Martinson, 2005; Tong & Mitra, 2009; Davison & Ou, 2010) 

e.g. searching assistance from each other, or conversation during staff dinner (Tong & Mitra, 

2009).  Face-to-face communication compare to phone and email is significant more 

preference for in China than Russia and Brazil (Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & 

Stuedemann, 2006).   

When face-to-face is not possible Chinese prefer more informal ways like instant messaging 

and telephone, than email (Guo, Tan, Turner, & Xu, 2008). In Guo et al. (2008) China was 

compared to Australia, and it was found that Australia had preferred email before instant 
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messaging and telephone. Communication can also be conducted with support from video 

conference, but face-to-face interactions are by far more efficient way of interacting than 

video conference in terms of meetings outcomes and establish relationships. However with 

support from a dialogue-based framework
20

 the video conference can be as efficient as face-

to-face, but then again, that framework can also be used on face-to-face communication 

which would also increase the efficiency (Guo, D'Ambra, Turner, Zhang, & Zhang, 2006). 

Guo, Tan, Turner, & Xu (2008) found that China does not adopt new communication 

technology as easy as Australia, and the reason is suggested to be because according to 

Hofstede: China has much higher power distance, uncertainty avoidance and collectivism 

than Australia; the lower value in these indexes the easier a country will adopt new 

communication technology (Guo, Tan, Turner, & Xu, 2008). 

Because of Chinese preference of informal communication Davison & Ou (2010) are not 

surprised that many formal KSS fails in China. 

4.6.1 Instant messaging   

Instant messaging (e.g. MSN
21

 or QQ
22

) is a way of chatting online, and three of the articles 

had addressed it as a helpful tool for knowledge sharing i.e. (Davison & Ou, 2007; Ou, 

Davison, Zhong, & Liang, 2010; Davison & Ou, 2010), but mainly within in-groups (Davison 

& Ou, 2010). However instant messaging also has significantly good impact on overcoming 

psychological barriers, shaping in-groups and strengthens guanxi, which have crucial impact 

on knowledge sharing. (Ou, Davison, Zhong, & Liang, 2010)  

Davison & Ou (2010) observed the chat content of staff at work and found that 20% was 

social or not related to work, 45% involved coordination of work, and 25% involved 

knowledge sharing. At the company he analyzed, he found that everyone uses instant 

messaging, and he caught one of the staff chatting with 17 people at the same time, most of 

them were colleagues. 

Instant messaging is also a very important tool for knowledge sharing while handling 

complex tasks (Ou, Davison, Zhong, & Liang, 2010). 

Davison & Ou (2007) suggest organizations to implement at virtual chat based KSS, not to 

replace instant messaging tools like MSN, but to supplement them.  

4.7 Confucian dynamism (long-term orientation) 

Chinese culture is based on Confucian dynamism, and it emphasizes long term consequences 

(Voelpel & Han, 2005). Studies have indicated that Confucian dynamism has positive 

influence on knowledge sharing in China (Voelpel & Han, 2005; Chow, Deng, & Ho, 2000). 

In Voelpel & Han (2005) many interviewees stated that they found their knowledge sharing 

motivation in "gaining peer respect" and "building reputation", and it is considered to be 

values of Confucian dynamism.  

                                                 
20

 For further reading about the framework, see Huang, Wei, Boström, Lim, & Watson (1998). 
21

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/.NET_Messenger_Service.  
22

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tencent_QQ.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/.NET_Messenger_Service
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tencent_QQ
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4.8 Incentives 

This section is about ways to trigger the users of a KSS to participate in form of 

incentives/rewards. 

Quantitative research indicates that insufficient incentives are a key barrier to knowledge 

sharing at firms in China (Su, Li, & Chow, 2010). Rewards have positive effect on the 

attitude towards knowledge sharing (Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2008) when sharing explicit 

knowledge, but for tacit knowledge more problem will arise since tacit knowledge take more 

time to produce, and is more difficult to assess (Zhang, Chen, Vogel, Yuan, & Guo, 2010). A 

potential risk with immature reward system is that it can mislead users to share low-quality 

knowledge, since externalization of high-quality knowledge will take longer time (Zhang, 

Chen, Vogel, Yuan, & Guo, 2010). 

It is better to have non-material reward, because people care more about their image, and 

sense of self-worth (Huang, Davison, & Gu, 2008). Material rewards like cell phone or 

notebooks to people who share, still have important impact on the motivation for KSS 

participation, but mainly for juniors in the organization, because for the people with higher 

salary, the incentives can never compensate the time spent (Voelpel & Han, 2005).  Su, Li, & 

Chow (2010) also suggest that there is an imbalance between the responsibility and benefits 

of knowledge sharing. It might be better to have symbolic rewards because they can motivate 

knowledge sharing from both juniors and seniors in the organization (Voelpel & Han, 2005).  

But the influence of the reward system was obvious in Voelpel & Han (2005), when they 

stopped giving material incentives during an economic downturn, the participation in their 

KSS dropped significantly.  

In many Chinese online communities a tiered membership works as an incentives for 

participation, which means members achieve higher status by contributing, people put more 

trust in the high status members. This has been showed as a successful motivation to 

participation (Liao, Pan, Zhou, & Ma, 2010).    

Chinese individuals dislike standing out from the group; it may be wise to compensate groups 

instead of individuals (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004; Michailova & Hutchings, 2006). In 

China, People who stick out in the crowd are considered to have weak, bad or unreliable 

character (Hutchings & Michailova, 2004).  
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4.9 Language 

Chinese users have problem contributing in KSS because of poor English proficiency 

(Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006; Voelpel & Han, 2005; Li, Downey, 

& Wentling, 2008; Li, 2010), for example answering questions or making recommendations 

(Li, Downey, & Wentling, 2008), they may worry about what they are posting to the KSS 

differs from their intended meaning (Li, 2010), or worrying about losing face when others see 

their bad English (Voelpel & Han, 2005; Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 

2006), and spend too much time revising before posting (Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & 

Stuedemann, 2006). When posting in KSS, the better English proficiency the more effective 

participation in KSS both in terms of task-related and social-related communication (with 

emphasis on social-related) (Wei, 2009).  

Language is obviously a problem when contributing to a KSS, but consuming knowledge is 

not a huge issue (as long as the users are literate in English) (Li, 2010; Li, Downey, & 

Wentling, 2008), it can even be a seen as a benefit in practicing English (Li, Downey, & 

Wentling, 2008).  

However in Voelpel & Han (2005) many of the lower management users did not have good 

English at all, and were limited in using the KSS. Voelpel & Han (2005) suggest a Chinese 

language sub area for knowledge sharing, and some users with better English can then 

translate it, and he also suggest to provide a local language dictionary for frequent used 

technical terms. 

Chinese users possibly will be better in reading than listening, and with speaking as the worst 

ability. Therefore asynchronous technology such as mail is better than synchronous e.g. 

teleconference, because mail is about reading, and not listening and speaking, and it gives 

time to think before answer (Huang & Trauth, 2007).  

The English level of many Chinese people is good enough for routine work, which is the 

same every day, but when there is a conflict their listening and speaking might not be enough, 

and these kinds of conflicts is very important learning opportunities (Huang & Trauth, 2007). 
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4.10 Time spent/time saved 

Does the use of KSS save time or waste time, or is the time to use KSS simply not enough? 

Using a KSS can save significantly amount of time and improve productivity by taking part 

of others knowledge, at least that is what the studied KSS in Voelpel & Han (2005) indicated. 

However other studies shows that when encounter a problem they find it time saving to ask a 

teammate instead of logging in to the system and search for solutions or request for help (Teo 

& Men, 2008). And the process of just keeping oneself updated of what is happening in the 

system might also be time consuming by logging in and out, so Voelpel & Han (2005) 

suggest a alert mail every time something updates in the KSS (I picture it something just like 

the service Facebook has). 

To contribute to the KSS is on the other hand something that Chinese users do not have time 

to do e.g. Davison & Ou (2007); Li (2010); Zhang, Chen, Vogel, Yuan, & Guo (2010). There 

is not enough time as it is, and to share knowledge in a KSS is nothing that is considered part 

of their jobs (Li, 2010; Zhang, Chen, Vogel, Yuan, & Guo, 2010). Contribute with 

knowledge is considered very time consuming when the Chinese users have to post in 

English (Voelpel & Han, 2005). Chinese people might not be motivated to spend time on 

answering questions in a KSS if it is not something they are obligated to do (Li, 2010). A 

solution might be incentives so people get rewards for what they share (Davison & Ou, 2007) 

but Zhang, Chen, Vogel, Yuan, & Guo (2010) mean that no matter how attractive the 

incentives is, the user will not contribute because the time cost is too much (Zhang, Chen, 

Vogel, Yuan, & Guo, 2010). 

The language barriers also might make it very time consuming to learn how to use the KSS in 

the first place, like in Voelpel & Han (2005) when the handbook was in English; it took very 

long time for the users to learn how to use it, although learning by doing was not considered 

as a better option, it was particularly hard for the novice users, and some of them even gave 

up. 

4.11 Trust 

I mentioned trust in earlier chapters but in this section it is focused on the trust to the 

information in a KSS. Previous research showed that exposing your identity online has 

positive impact on trust building online (Millen & Patterson, 2003). However the study of 

Liao, Pan, Zhou, & Ma (2010) showed that Chinese people often trust the information in 

online communities (such as QQ and Tianya
23

 ) despite the fact that they do not know the 

identity of the author.  

On the other side, the Chinese users of the KSS in Li (2010) were not as comfortable as the 

American users of the same system when it came to trusting the content in the KSS, since 

people just voluntarily post things there and the Chinese users are more critical towards the 

source than the Americans. 
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5 Discussion 

Here I will make a discussion for developers and managers about some parts of the findings 

which is not that straight forward when it comes to implementation in a KSS. With scholars 

and researchers as audience I will also talk about research gaps, trends, and contradictions 

which have been revealed. Finally I will talk about some limitations of this study. 

5.1 For developers and managers 

The findings indicate that there is a need for both anonymous and non anonymous posts in a 

KSS. Anonymous contributions are needed because of three reasons:  

 It can prevent face saving related barriers to knowledge sharing i.e. when a user is 

anonymous there is no ―face” to save. 

 Another reason is hierarchy related i.e. with allowing anonymous participation people 

might not avoid contributing due to hierarchical reasons because everyone in the KSS 

is equals, and no hierarchy would exist. 

 Finally competition related problems might be avoided by anonymous contributions 

since people would dare to show their weaknesses in front of workmates when it 

cannot be traced.   

But when contributions are anonymous, how can the user find motivation to use his precious 

time to participate? Why should anyone answer an anonymous question? Or give an 

anonymous answer in the KSS? Material incentives are not an option since it contradicts to 

anonymity, but the results of this study also indicate that an symbolic incentive system are 

more suitable since the salary gap between the workers can be very big in China, and we also 

seen in the findings of this study that many Chinese virtual communities uses a tiered status 

system to motivate people, maybe it can motivate people without forcing them to expose their 

identity also in this case? 

On the other side we also learned that most knowledge sharing takes place within the in-

group and users might be reluctant to share to people they do not know. If the users are 

anonymous then people do not know who they are interacting with, and might not trust the 

person. And the literature also suggests that the better guanxi the higher quality of the shared 

knowledge. So this must be prioritized higher than anonymity because most researchers in 

this review agree on that establishing good in-groups and guanxi is crucial for knowledge 

sharing.  

I therefore suggest a system where the user should be triggered to contribute non anonymous, 

but can choose at any stage if he/she want to contribute anonymous or not, and no matter 

what, he/she will get the same reward points in a virtual tiered status system. 

This study also indicates that there are needs for both synchronous and asynchronous 

communications in a KSS. We have seen that when Chinese people are sharing knowledge in 

English, it is better with asynchronous technology than synchronous because it provides time 

to think before answer. But as we also know, Chinese people prefer informal communication 

such as instant messaging rather than email. Instant messaging also brings advantaging in 
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overcoming psychological barriers and strengthens the guanxi in the in-groups since it is also 

being used for socializing. There is also a time factor that must be considered, since using 

email cannot solve problems that are urgent. 

With this in mind I suggest that a KSS implementation should both provide synchronous and 

asynchronous communication, but the asynchronous may mainly be useful for knowledge 

sharing when users have to use other language than their mother tongue. Some way to save 

the explicit knowledge that has been shared trough instant messaging would be a good idea, 

so that people can make use of it again. 

5.2 Research gaps, trends, and contradictions 

This review showed that the research in this area is increasing (see Figure 4) and there is a lot 

of research made about impact of in-group/out-group distinction, guanxi, and face. The 

preference of informal communication was early (1997) found as a phenomenon among 

Chinese. Research about how to facilitate knowledge sharing through instant messaging has 

been putting more and more research on starting from 2007, but might be investigated 

further; particularly how to implement it in a cross cultural environment since research has 

shown that asynchronous communication is preferable when communicating in a language 

which is not the mother tongue.  

 

Figure 4: Publication years of articles 

A lot of research has been done about incentives in Chinese context, but there is still a 

problem about how to motivate people to share their unique competitive knowledge in an 

organization, staff might feel that they lose some of their competitive advantages, so how can 

their knowledge-loss become fully compensated? Another area where research would be 

appreciated is incentives to stimulate sharing of tacit knowledge because it is difficult to 

assess the quality of tacit knowledge.   

There is also a problem unsolved about how to motivate staff to share knowledge about their 

mistakes (mistakes which might jeopardize their position in the organization). To include 

knowledge sharing as part of people’s jobs might force people to share their knowledge, this 
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has been suggested by the literature, but no research has been found regarding how it can be 

applied in reality, so this is also suggested as a research gap. 

A lot of research shows that it is difficult to share knowledge with people from out-groups, 

where the guanxi is bad. More research might try to find out how knowledge sharing with 

out-groups can be accomplished.  

Some contradictions is found about anonymous posting and trust, some research shows that 

Chinese people have no problem trusting anonymous posts, while other research shows that it 

has; this might need further research to straight out. 

5.3 Limitation of study 

As mentioned in the delimitations, this study did not include article written in Chinese (or any 

other language except English); if Chinese article would have been included maybe the result 

would have been different. 

The review process of this study could have been more dynamical, meaning keep the doors 

open for new articles all the time, but since I valued transparent documentation it made it 

very troublesome to be agile in this aspect. The process I worked by became almost as the 

waterfall model
24

, which I think had some disadvantages.  
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 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waterfall_model.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waterfall_model


Virtual knowledge sharing in Chinese context 

 34  

 

6 Conclusions 

My main purpose was to find what factors influences knowledge sharing in Chinese context. 

I have reached that purpose by conducting a literature review of 35 articles, where I 

synthesized the findings and divided it in to 14 different concepts: 

 Face (face saving and face gaining). 

 Collectivism.  

 Guanxi (relationship orientation).  

 In-group/out-group distinction.  

 Modesty.  

 Hierarchy.  

 Competitiveness.  

 Informal communication.  

 Instant messaging.  

 Confucian dynamism.  

 Incentives.  

 Language. 

 Time spent/time saved.  

 Trust.  

In the discussion of the findings it is suggested that a KSS implementation in Chinese context 

should provide both asynchronous and synchronous communication, asynchronous is only 

important in cross-language settings since it gives the Chinese some time to think before 

answering.  It is also suggested that both anonymous and non anonymous participation in 

KSS should be provided by a KSS, because the non anonymous can prevent face saving 

problems, competition problems and hierarchy problems, however since knowledge sharing 

mainly takes place in in-groups it is crucial to not be anonymous. 

Research gap is revealed and suggested that research is needed about:  

 Instant messaging in cross-language settings. 

 Compensation for loss of competitive knowledge. 

 Motivation for sharing mistakes. 

 Incentives for sharing tacit knowledge. 

 Knowledge sharing with out-groups. 

 How to include knowledge sharing as part of peoples jobs. 

 Trust in anonymous posts of a KSS. 

This paper has contributed to the area of virtual knowledge sharing by synthesizing past 

research, and it will be a useful input for those who are interested in conducting research on 

knowledge sharing in Chinese contexts. Managers and developers also have a lot to gain from 

this in terms of establishing a KSS in their organization (in Chinese context). 
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Appendix 1 – Overview of articles 

This was in the beginning the table of findings that is mentioned in Figure 2, but after the 

concept matrix was completed the table of findings felt redundant so I omitted the column for 

findings. 

Source/Title Paper Type Purpose 

(Huang, Davison, 
& Gu, 2010) 

Empirical (A survey on 204 
workers in Chinese 
organizations) 

"...explore the impact of selected socio-cultural factors, viz. 
trust, guanxi orientation 
and face, on the intention to share explicit and tacit 
knowledge in Chinese firms." 

 (Teo & Men, 
2008) 

Empirical (Survey among 
consulting firms in China) 

"...a model was developed to investigate the utilization of 
KM 
technologies, specifically, knowledge portals, from the 
task–technology fit (TTF) perspective. An empirical study 
was conducted in the Chinese consulting industry to test 
the validity of the model"  

(Martinsons & 
Westwood, 1997) 

Theoretical "Recent studies do indicate that Chinese managers make 
remarkably limited direct use of computer based 
information systems. A theory is developed to explain the 
observed phenomenon…" 

(Burrows, 
Drummond, & 
Martinsons, 2005) 

Empirical (Survey, 
interview, case study, but 
details about method 
doesn't follow the article) 

"...Despite its enormous promise in business and science, 
effective KM also faces formidable obstacles. Here, we 
explore the most notable ones in the China context." 

(Ou, Davison, 
Zhong, & Liang, 
2010) 

Empirical (Survey among 
Chinese 253 MBA 
students) 

"…aims to develop a research model that explains how 
instant messaging (IM) technologies enable employees to 
be empowered." 

(Voelpel & Han, 
2006) 

Empirical (Interview staff 
that are users of a 
Knowledge sharing system 
in China) 

"…this paper seeks to suggest that very little is known of 
the particularities of knowledge-sharing and knowledge 
management practice in the context of a specific country 
and culture." 

(Siau, Erickson, & 
Nah, 2010) 

Empirical (Quantitative 
comparative observation 
of Yahoo.com, and  
Yahoo.com.cn) 

"..examines the influence of US and Chinese national 
cultures on types of knowledge-sharing activities in virtual 
communities" 

(Ardichvili, 
Mauerer, Li, 
Wentling, & 
Stuedemann, 
2006) 

Empirical (36 interviews of 
employees of Caterpillar in 
US, China, Russia and 
Brazil) 

"..explore cultural factors influencing knowledge sharing 
strategies in virtual communities of practice" 

(Li, 2010) Empirical (Interviews with 
20 Chinese and 21 
Americans in multinational 
companies) 

"...to identify what factors impact employees’ online 
knowledge sharing in a cross-cultural context." 

(Huang, Davison, 
Gu, 2008) 

Empirical survey (on MBA 
students at a university in 
China) 

"…develop a theoretical 
model to explain how personal factors would affect 
people’s intention to share their 
knowledge."  
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(Wilkesmann, 
Fisher, & 
Wilkesmann, 
2009) 

Empirical (13 interviews of 
experts in Germany and 
Hong Kong) 

"In most of the literature, knowledge management is 
treated as a universal practice, which is transferable from 
one country or company to another. There are some 
empirical hints that this is not always the case. The main 
research question, which this paper aims to answer, is: 
Which cultural characteristics in Germany and Hong Kong 
influence knowledge transfer?" 

(Tong & Mitra, 
2009) 

Empirical (Case study with 
interviews and observation 
in a Chinese mobile phone 
company) 

"...explore national cultural influences on knowledge 
management (KM) practices within Chinese manufacturing 
enterprises." 

(Guo, Tan, Turner, 
& Xu, 2008) 

Empirical (Survey in China 
(115 students) and 
Australia (97 students)) 

“…management (KM) practices within Chinese 
manufacturing enterprises. 

(Guo, D'Ambra, 
Turner, Zhang, & 
Zhang, 2006) 

Empirical (experiment on 
120 Chinese students) 

"This study examines how virtual teams interacting via 
videoconferencing systems may enhance their team 
outcomes in a Chinese cultural context" 

 (Davison & Ou, 
2007) 

Empirical (Canonical action 
research in four Chinese 
cities) 

"….we explore the experiences of a medium sized media 
relations firm based in Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and 
Chengdu as it sought to establish a knowledge sharing 
culture." 

(Wang, Lee, & 
Lim, 2007) 

Theory (Based on 
technology diffusion 
theory and technology 
organization- 
environment (TOE) 
framework) 

"...explain why some enterprises succeed 
while others fail in KMS (knowledge management system) 
diffusion." 

(Chen, Zhou, & 
Zhao, 2008) 

Empirical (Survey on 185 
chinese users of 
professional virtual 
communities). 

"...investigates the inter-relationships among virtual 
community culture, group cohesion and knowledge 
sharing." 

(Ribiere & Zhang, 
2010) 

Empirical (A set of 
questionnaires in a lab 
setting 
with 95 students from  
Thailand, 88 from Bahrain, 
198 from China, and 112 
from America). 

"..Examines the effect of national culture and ingroup/ 
out-group relationship on knowledge sharing 
attitude." 

(Davison & Ou, 
2010) 

Empirical (Canonical action 
research, implemented 
knowledge sharing system, 
then evaluated it). 

“How can IT facilitate informal knowledge management 
practices by employees in Chinese organisations?” 

(Hutchings & 
Michailova, 2004) 

Method not specified 
(discuss similarities 
between China and Russia, 
and their difference to 
western countries). 

"...examining knowledge sharing in Russia and China, this 
paper specifically adresses how group membership and 
personal networking in these countries facilitate and 
impede knowledge sharing." 

(Weir & 
Hutchings, 2005) 

Discussion on SECI model 
in China and Arab culture. 

"...demonstrate that the Nonaka and Takeuchi model maps 
partially, but differently from both Western and Japanese 
societies" 

(Huang & Davison, 
2008) 

Empirical (Case study in a 
one of the largest banks in 
China, 52 interviews). 

"...a qualitative investigation in one branch of a major bank 
in China, considering the barriers that may prevent 
knowledge sharing activities from occurring, as well 
as ways to overcome them. " 
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(Zhang & Watts, 
2008) 

Empirical (Case study, 
qualitative data analysis of 
7853 downloaded 
messages) 

"Investigate to which extent the concept of communities of 
practice (CoPs) can be applied to online communities and 
to explore how organizations can better 
utilize online social structures for their knowledge 
management practice." 

(Buckley, Clegg, & 
Tan, 2006) 

Empirical (interviews with 
staff from 12 different 
companies in China) 

"...examines cultural awareness in knowledge transfer to 
China." 

(Ma, Qi,  & Wang, 
2008) 

Empirical (Survey among 
222 managers in 
construction companies in 
China) 

"...explore knowledge sharing in a Chinese context and to 
examine the impact of some key contextual factors that 
affect knowledge sharing within project teams 
in the Chinese construction sector." 

(Wei, 2009) Empirical (survey of 
Chinese staff that work for 
American company in 
China) 

"...explores the impact of national culture on knowledge 
sharing activities in global virtual collaboration. In specific, 
the Chinese culture is examined." 

(Michailova, & 
Hutchings, 2006) 

Conceptual comparative 
study (China and Russia, 
three proposition is made). 

"...presents a set of theoretical propositions regarding 
knowledge sharing in China and Russia" 

(Chow, Deng, & 
Ho, 2000) 

Empirical (Quantitative,  
104 managers from the 
U.S. and 38 from China) . 

"...study examines empirically the interaction effects of 
national culture and contextual factors (nature of the 
knowledge and the relationship between the knowledge 
sharer and recipient) on employees' tendency to share 
knowledge with coworkers. " 

(Li, Downey, & 
Wentling, 2008) 

Empirical (41 in depth 
interviews with American 
and Chinese users of a 
knowledge sharing system) 

"...to identify factors influencing knowledge sharing 
behaviors among Chinese and American users of the KE 
system" 

(Huang, & Trauth, 
2007). 

Empirical (12 interviews 
with Chinese and american 
IT professionals) 

"...discusses three emergent themes relevant to cross-
cultural challenges: the complexity of language issues, 
culture and communication styles and work behaviors, and 
cultural understandings at different levels." 

(Liao, Pan, Zhou, 
& Ma, 2010) 

Empirical (structured 
observation, cross-cultural 
survey of 
208 Chinese and 
Americans,  interview 38 
Chinese users) 

"...understand Chinese online communities, 
especially how they are governed to accommodate 
both Chinese national culture and the nature of online 
societies" 

(Zhang, Chen, 
Vogel, Yuan, & 
Guo, 2010) 

empirical (Case study in a 
international software 
company located in China) 

"...explain why and 
how the different knowledge-sharing problems occur in a 
KMS and the effectiveness of rewards" 

(Qing, 2008) Theory (A conceptual 
framework, and 11 
propositions) 

"explore the relativity of unique Chinese culture in the 
process of knowledge search, knowledge transfer and 
knowledge integration and put forward policy suggestions 
for practitioners." 

(Hwang, 
Francesco, & 
Kessler, 2003) 

Empirical (Questionnaires 
in Hong Kong, Singapore, 
& USA) 

"...focuses on the relationships among face (mianzi), 
individualism-collectivism, feedback processes, 
and learning outcomes in HongKong, Singapore, and the 
United States." 
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Appendix 2 - Omitted articles (further reading) 

This is all the articles that have been of interests but for some reason omitted, they can be 

considered as further reading, and maybe other scholar would find them relevant. 

Articles without access 

Wang, F., & Cassidy, J. (2008). Barriers of Knowledge Sharing in Chinese Subsidiaries: from 

Social-Cultural Aspects. European Conference on Knowledge Management (pp. 923-930). 

Li, W., Ardichvili, A, Maurer, M, Wentling, T, & Stuedemann, R. (2007). Impact of Chinese 

Culture Values on Knowledge Sharing Through Online Communities of Practice. 

International Journal of Knowledge Management, 3 (3) 46-59 

Wei, K. (2009). National culture in practice: Its impact on knowledge sharing in global 

virtual collaboration. Information Science and Technology – Dissertations, Paper 4.  

Unpublished articles 

Michailova, S., & Hutchings, K. (2003). The Impact Of In-groups And Out-groups On 

Knowledge Sharing In Russia And China. Copenhagen Business School, Department of 

Management, Politics and Philosophy, Copenhagen. 

Ramirez, M., & Li, X. (2008). Learning and sharing in a Chinese high-technology cluster: A 

study of inter-firm and intra-firm knowledge flows in R&D. University of Sussex. Brighton: 

Science and Technology Policy Research. 

Voelpel, S. C., Han, Z., & Chong, L. (n.d.). Knowledge Management and Knowledge 

Sharing Behavior in China: The Case of Siemens ShareNet. 

Articles that was omitted in the analysis due to irrelevance 

Buckley, P. J., Clegg, J., & Tan, H. (2004). Knowledge transfer to China: policy lessons from 

foreign affiliates. Transnational Corporations , 13 (1), 31-72. 

Davison, R. M., & Ou, C. X. (2008). Guanxi, knowledge and online intermediaries in China. 

Chinese Management Studies , 2 (4), 281-302. 

Hong, J., Easterby-Smith, M., & Snell, R. (2006). Transferring organizational learning 

systems to Japanese subsidiaries in China. Journal of Management Studies , 43 (5), 1027-

1058. 

Huang, Q., Davison, R. M., Liu, H., & Gu, J. (2006). The Impact of Management Style on the 

Intention to Share knowledge in China. Pacific Asia Conference on Information Systems (pp. 

82-98). Kuala Lumpur: Association for Information Systems. 

Jaw, B. S., Ling, J. H., Yu, P. C., & Chang, W. C. (2007). The impact of culture on Chinese 

employees’ work values. Personnel Review (1), 128-144. 

Wang, J. F. (2010). E-commerce communities as knowledge bases for firms. Electronic 

Commerce Research and Applications , 9 (4), 335-345. 
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Walsh, I. J., Bhatt, M., & Bartunek, M. J. (2009). Organizational Knowledge Creation in the 

Chinese Context. Management and Organization Review , 5 (2), 261-278. 

Wei, J., Stankosky, M., Calabrese, F., & Lu, L. (2008). A framework for studying the impact 

of national culture on knowledge sharing motivation in virtual teams. The journal of 

information and knowledge management systems , 38 (2), 221-231. 

Wei, K. (2007). Sharing Knowledge in Global Virtual Teams: How do Chinese Team 

Members Perceive the Impact of National Cultural Differences on Knowledge Sharing. 

Americas Conference on Information Systems (pp. 1-5). Keystone: Association for 

Information Systems. 

Westrup, C., & Liu, W. (2008). Both global and local: ICTs and joint ventures in China. 

Information System Journal , 18 (4), 427-443. 

Zhang, X., & Chen, Z. (2010). How to Encourage Knowledge Sharing in Global Virtual 

Teams: Aspects of Structuration Theory. The 2nd IEEE International Conference on 

Information Management and Engineering (pp. 349-353). Chendgu: IEEE. 

Articles that was not prioritized due to time constraint 

Zhou, G. (2009). Intermediating Effect of Knowledge Sharing between Virtual Community 

System Design and E-commerce Trust: an Empirical Study from China. Second International 

Symposium on Electronic Commerce and Security. 2, pp. 379 - 384. Nanchang: IEEE 

Computer society. 

Xiong, S., & Deng, H. (2008). Critical Success Factors for Effective Knowledge Sharing in 

Chinese Joint Ventures. Australasian Conference on Information Systems (pp. 1089-1098). 

Christchurch: University of Canterbury 
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Appendix 3 - Journals and Rankings 

Articles No. ORU
25

 AIS
26

 ACPHIS
27

 ABS 2010
28

 

Asia Pacific Journal of Management 1 
   

2 

Chinese Management Studies 3 
    

Communication of the ACM 1 
 

2.75 A 
 

Electronic commerce Research and Application 1 C 41 C 
 

European Journal of Information System 1 A 10,17 A+ 3 

HFEM&SI
29

 1 
    

IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication 2 
  

B 
 

Information System Journal 2 A 18,71 
 

3 

Information Technology & People 1 A 21 A 2 

Journal of Global Information Management 1 
 

19 A 2 

Journal of Knowledge Management 7 C 
 

B 2 

Journal of Management studies 1 
   

4 

Journal of World Business 1 
   

3 

Knowledge and Process Management 1 
  

C 1 

Management and Organization Review 1 
    

Personnel Review 1 
   

2 

JIKM
30

 1 
    

Transnational Corporation 1 
   

2 

Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology  1 
    

Information and Management 1 A 
 

A+ 3 

Journal of Management Accounting Research 1 
   

2 

International Journal of Knowledge Management 1 
  

C 
 

 

                                                 
25

 ORU = Recommended by the professors within Informatics in Örebro University, Karlstad University and 

Linköping University. A is highest, C is lowest. 
26

 AIS = Association for information systems MIS Journal ranking. The ratings from AIS shows an average of 

the rankings from many sources, so ranking 1 would be the highest score. 
27

 ACPHIS = Australasian Council of Heads and Professors Journal Rankings: 

http://www.acphis.org.au/index.php?option=content&task=category&sectionid=6&id=33&Itemid=53. A+ is 

highest, and C is lowest. 
28

 ABS = the association of business schools: http://www.the-abs.org.uk/?id=257. 4 are highest and 1 is lowest. 
29

 Human Factors and Ergonomics in Manufacturing & Service Industries 
30

 The Journal of Information and Knowledge management Systems 

http://www.acphis.org.au/index.php?option=content&task=category&sectionid=6&id=33&Itemid=53
http://www.the-abs.org.uk/?id=257
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Appendix 4 - Conferences and rankings 

Conferences No. ORU 

International Conference on Human Factors in Computing systems 1 
 

Hawaii International conference on System science 1 A 

Americas Conference on Information systems 3 A 

Australasia conference on information systems 1 B 

IConference 1 
 

International Conference on Computer Science and software engineering 1 A 

Pacific Asia Conference on Information systems 3 B 

Proceedings of American society for information science and technology 1 
 

International symposium on Electronic commerce and security 1 
 

SIGMIS Computer Personnel Research 1 
 

IEEE International Conference on Information management and engineering 1 
 

 


