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Abstract  

Apart from sourcing formal knowledge ratified and stored in corporate sources such as 

organizational best practices etc., the Internet and advanced information/collaborative technologies 

also allow knowledge workers to tap informal knowledge from networks such as discussion boards, 

SIG-based Wikis, communities of practice, Email/Listserv, etc.. However, some knowledge may reside 

implicitly within the organization and may not be available in organizational repositories, or in 

formal knowledge repositories outside of the organizational boundaries (e.g. published case 

descriptions). In such situations, the knowledge worker may need to use discretion in deciding 

whether to use formal or informal knowledge source, particularly when faced with equivocal 

knowledge from the two sources. We formulate testable theoretical propositions to explain the 

influence of cultural traits of the knowledge worker such as Individualism-Collectivism, Power 

Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance on choice of the source in such situations. An experiment is 

designed to investigate how knowledge source would affect perceptions about knowledge usability to 

knowledge workers from different national cultures. This study would provide knowledge 

management researchers and practitioners with insights on how culture affects the value of 

knowledge from different sources through the use of Internet-based technologies. 

Keywords: Knowledge management, knowledge source, national culture, individualism/collectivism, 

power distance, uncertainty avoidance. 



INTRODUCTION 

Before an individual could exploit knowledge for work performance, it must first be acquired, 

evaluated on its usability, and then assimilated (Holsapple and Joshi, 2004). An example of such a 

knowledge worker is a consultant tasked to design a new eBusiness system for a client in a new 

industry that he/she is unfamiliar with. An effective and efficient work strategy for the consultant 

would be to learn from the expertise of others who have experience in the unfamiliar industry, and to 

seek their advice or tap into their knowledge. The growing popularity of the Internet and other 

advanced information/collaborative technologies is offering an unprecedented array of sources 

through which information and knowledge can be disseminated and acquired. Besides formal sources 

of knowledge that are officially ratified by organizations (e.g. organizational policies, best practices, 

intranets, and organizational knowledge bases), knowledge workers can now also tap into the 

experience and expertise of their social contacts or professional peers through Internet based public 

sites such as discussion boards, SIG-based Wikis, communities of practice, Email/Listserv, etc.. 

Seeking of such informal advice is being increasingly recognized as a legitimate form of knowledge 

acquisition (Sussman and Siegal 2003; Harvey, Harries and Fischer 2000). Tapping on the expertise 

of social contacts is significant to the knowledge acquisition process because of the greater levels of 

trust and lower levels of uncertainty associated with knowledge exchange between people with social 

ties (Argote et al., 2003; Cross and Sproull, 2003).  

During knowledge seeking, knowledge workers would probably face with the problem of equivocality 

which means ambiguity, the existence of multiple and conflicting interpretations (Daft, Lengel and 

Trevino 1987). In such situations, the knowledge worker may need to use discretion in deciding 

whether to use formal or informal knowledge source. For the individuals who prefer knowledge from 

formal sources, it is possible that more valuable knowledge might be residing in informal social 

networks, and vice versa. This could in turn affect the extent to which the acquired knowledge would 

be leveraged upon to increase work performance and create new knowledge. As a result, the choice of 

knowledge sources would influence this knowledge sourcing process (acquisition, selection and 

assimilation) which is fundamental to the whole knowledge management phases (Gray and Meister, 

2004). Based on the premise that knowledge management impacts corporate performance (Tanriverdi, 

2005), it becomes important for organizations to understand knowledge worker’s knowledge sourcing 

behavior.  

Current research on knowledge management in the information systems field is diverse, and there is a 

lack of research from knowledge seekers’ perspective that enables us to understand how individuals in 

an organizational setting are likely to use knowledge when employees have access to both formal and 

informal knowledge and there is inconsistency in the knowledge from these two sources. We aim to 

fill this gap by investigating the impact of the cultural context in which knowledge is managed. The 

importance of cultural sensitivity has been documented in technology-mediated communication (e.g., 

Tan et al. 1998; Watson et al. 1994). Thus cultural traits such as individualism-collectivism, 

uncertainty avoidance, and power distance (Hofstede 2001) that the knowledge worker subscribes to 

could determine the manner in which ambiguous knowledge is obtained and assimilated from the two 

sources. The objective is to answer the following question:  

How do cultural traits impact the choice of source when equivocal knowledge is obtained from formal 

and informal sources?  

This paper is organized as follows: the next section presents a general literature review. The following 

section proposes testable propositions that aim to provide an insight and possible answer to the 

research question. Research design and methodology is followed then. The concluding section 

discusses future extensions of our concept and implications for both researchers and practitioners. 



LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Knowledge Management 

The need for firms to leverage on the intellectual capital of knowledge workers to enhance 

organizational effectiveness and learning is documented in past knowledge management research (e.g. 

Alavi and Tiwana 2002; Cross and Sproull 2004; Gray et al. 2004; Reagans and McEvily 2003). Such 

intellectual capital comprises insights, opinions, experiences and expertise. The formation of the 

intellectual capital takes place through five main phases: knowledge acquisition (identification of 

sources and knowledge capture), selection (evaluating knowledge utility), assimilation (structuring 

and appropriating new knowledge into existing knowledge structures), generation (application of 

assimilated knowledge and creation of new knowledge), and emission (transferring knowledge) 

(Holsapple and Joshi 2004).  

Current knowledge management research in information systems field largely focused on themes such 

as factors encouraging people to contribute knowledge (e.g. Bock et al. 2005; Kankanhalli et al. 2005; 

Ko et al. 2005; Wasko and Faraj 2005), organizational challenges of knowledge management (e.g. 

Garud and Kumaraswamy 2005), roles of information and partnership configurations in knowledge 

transfers (e.g. Lin et al. 2005; Malhotra et al. 2005), and factors facilitating effective use of 

knowledge management systems (e.g. Chen and Edgington 2005; Cheung et al. 2004; Poston and 

Speier 2005; Tanriverdi 2005). However, very few studies have delved into understanding knowledge 

management from the knowledge acquirer’s perspective, excepting Gray and Meister (2004) and Ryu 

et al. (2005). The latter takes an economic modeling perspective in comparing three learning 

processes on learning cost/investment and productivity, whereas the former examines the impact of 

task demands and individual learning disposition on knowledge sourcing within a single organization.  

To manage knowledge, it must first be acquired, evaluated on its utility and validity, and assimilated 

into organizational knowledge bases (Holsapple and Joshi, 2004). Acquisition and selection of 

knowledge before assimilation depends on how usable the knowledge is perceived by the knowledge 

acquirer (Holsapple and Joshi, 2004). The theory of knowledge usability proposed by Holsapple et al. 

(2004) posits that usability is dependent on whether the knowledge is viewed as valid and of utility. 

Validity is a function of the accuracy, consistency and certainty of the acquired knowledge, whereas 

utility arises from positive perceptions of clarity, meaning, relevance and importance. In this research, 

we confine our investigation to the acquisition, selection and assimilation phases and argue that 

validity and utility perceptions would influence the choice of knowledge for these three intellectual 

capital formation activities. 

2.2 Formal vs. Informal Knowledge Sources 

Internet and advanced information/collaborative technologies have offered knowledge workers with 

access to knowledge resources and facilitated their knowledge sourcing activities. Based on the 

degree of formality, knowledge sources could be formal and informal. Formal knowledge sources 

refer to knowledge stored in a formal knowledge repository and officially ratified by the relevant 

authorities (e.g. organizational management, consultants). Conversely, informal knowledge sources 

refer to grapevine information, personal opinions/advice, individual experiences, that may or not 

conform to the officially endorsed versions. 

While many knowledge management scholars have emphasized on the usefulness of formal sources 

such as organizational documents, firm best practices, etc., (e.g. Alavi et al. 2002; Gray et al. 2004; 

Holsapple et al. 2004; Sabherwal and Becerra-Fernandez 2003), increasing attention is being paid to 

informal knowledge seeking from colleagues, peers and friends in their social networks (e.g. Argote, 

McEvily and Reagans 2003; Cross et al. 2004; Menon and Pfeffer 2003; Reagans et al. 2003; 

Thomas-Hunt, Ogden and Neale 2003). Informal knowledge allows workers to benefit from 

knowledge residing in peers (e.g. Hansen 1999), either within or outside the organization (Argote et 

al. 2003). Informal relationships are based on past quality interactions, shared history or socializing, 

which could lead to more effective knowledge exchange because in such circumstances people may 



be more willing and feel safe in sharing knowledge (Cross et al. 2004). There is indication in past 

research that informal communication tends to be valued more, and may be regarded as more 

effective than formal communication (Johnson et al. 1994; Stevenson and Gilly 1991), because 

participants tend to experience greater mutual trust during knowledge exchange compared to the out-

group (Brewer 1979; Liebeskind et al. 1996). With greater trust, apprehension about the veracity and 

corresponding scrutiny of acquired knowledge would decrease (Argote et al. 2003). Results however 

are mixed, with some stressing the importance of formal communications, and others arguing for 

more informal means.  

2.3 Cultural Traits 

Past research indicates that national culture influences values and personality (Probst 1999; Triandis 

and Suh 2002), how people behave (e.g. Cohen 1991; Cohen et al. 1996), communicate (Holtgraves 

1997), and how people process information (Hofstede 2001; House et al. 2002). National culture has 

been conceptualized in terms of five dimensions, viz. individualism-collectivism, uncertainty 

avoidance, power distance, masculinity-femininity, and temporal orientation
+
 (Hofstede 2001), while 

other dimensions have also been identified such as future orientation (long-term orientation), 

performance orientation (performance is rewarded) and humane orientation (altruistic behavior is 

rewarded) (House et al. 2002). The importance of cultural sensitivity has also been documented in 

technology-mediated communication (e.g., Tan et al. 1998; Watson et al. 1994) and in Internet 

shopping behaviors (Lim et al. 2004). Norms and values shared in the national culture could 

determine individual behavior (House et al. 2002). In determining the validity and usefulness of 

knowledge, national culture can exert a significant impact. Thus national culture can be a critical 

consideration in the acquisition and assimilation of knowledge from online sources in the digital 

economy.  

THEORETICAL PROPOSITIONS AND FRAMEWORK 

This research aims to extend the understanding of individual knowledge worker’s sourcing behavior 

beyond existing research by investigating how people of different national cultures source knowledge 

in situations of equivocality, especially when facing with inconsistent knowledge from formal and 

informal sources. National culture is likely to influence individual’s perceived usability of knowledge 

because the differences between formal and informal sources are significant to people with certain 

cultural traits. Of the cultural dimensions mentioned above, we choose the dimensions which would 

influence people’s perception of formal and informal sources to study in this research. People with 

collectivistic tendencies experience greater mutual trust and reliability in informal than formal 

communications. Officially ratified formal knowledge, which is of low uncertainty, would be 

preferred by people of high uncertainty avoidance and high power distance. As a result, we believe 

individualism-collectivism, uncertainty avoidance and power distance are expected to have a more 

direct impact on the knowledge workers’ views toward ambiguity and inconsistency. Accordingly, 

our investigation is confined to these three aspects of culture only. 

3.1 Individualism-Collectivism and Knowledge Sources 

The Individualism-collectivism dimension of culture is the extent to which people’s self-concept 

revolves around the individual, or member of a group (Hofstede 2001). More specifically, in-group 

                                              
+ Individualism-collectivism measures whether the self-concept of people revolves around that of an individual, or a member 

of a group (Hofstede, 2001). In individualist cultures, the needs, values, and goals of the individual take precedence over the 

group’s. Collectivist cultures tend to emphasize the group over the individual (Gudykunst et al. 1992; Gudykunst, 1997). 

Uncertainty avoidance is the extent that people seek to avoid uncertainty and ambiguity, instead preferring orderliness, 

consistency and structure. Power distance is the extent that unequal distribution of power/authority is accepted in a society. 

Masculinity-femininity is the extent that performance, achievement and success are valued, compared to nurturing, care and 

quality-of-life. Temporal orientation is whether a culture takes a long-term, future-oriented perspective that values 

perseverance, thrift, and inner peace, or a short-term perspective. 



collectivism is the extent of preference for members of the in-group rather than out-group (House et 

al. 2002). At the individual level, people who exhibit predominantly individualistic characteristics are 

idiocentrics, whereas those with collectivistic characteristics are allocentrics (Triandis et al. 1985). 

Allocentrics emphasizes interdependence and sociability, and tend to have more trust in people from 

their in-group (peers and friends) compared to people from the out-group (Doney, Cannon and Mullen 

1998). They are strongly influenced by opinions of referent others, have more positive attitudes 

towards and greater preference for interacting with in-group rather than out-group members 

(Gudykunst et al. 1992; Lee and Ward 1998; Oyserman, Coon and Kemmelmeier 2002; Wheeler, Reis 

and Bond 1989). Conversely, idiocentrics are characterized by autonomy, self-reliance, and emotional 

distance from in-groups. They emphasize efficiency and directness (Grimm et al. 1999; Triandis 

2001), consistency and stability of attitudes (Iyengar, Lepper and Ross 1999; Triandis et al. 2002; 

Triandis 1972).  

Research on knowledge exchange has shown that informal communication tends to be preferred and 

viewed as being more effective than formal communication (Johnson et al. 1994; Stevenson et al. 

1991) since participants experience greater mutual trust and reliability in the knowledge exchange 

process (Liebeskind et al. 1996). When gathering knowledge in situations where the knowledge is 

emerging or unstructured, the greater preference and trust that allocentrics have for in-group members 

is likely to lead to a bias for the source of the knowledge in forming perceptions of validity and utility 

of knowledge, leading to higher preference for knowledge acquired from social networks of peers and 

friends (in-group) compared to knowledge from authoritative formal sources (out-group). On the other 

hand, idiocentrics, who emphasize autonomy and distance from in-groups are likely to be guided by 

perceptions of validity and usefulness of the knowledge rather than the source from which the 

knowledge originates. Thus, with inconsistencies between formal and informal knowledge sources, 

allocentrics who place high value on opinions of referent others and greater preference for interacting 

with in-group rather than out-group members (Gudykunst et al. 1992; Lee et al. 1998; Oyserman et al. 

2002; Wheeler et al. 1989) are likely to favor the informal knowledge source. Idiocentrics however, 

with their preference for autonomy, self-reliance, and emotional distance from in-groups, because of 

concern for efficiency and directness (Grimm et al. 1999; Triandis 2001) and consistency and stability 

of attitudes (Iyengar et al. 1999; Triandis et al. 2002; Triandis 1972), would be guided by the value of 

the knowledge, irrespective of the source. Thus our first set of propositions is: 

Proposition 1a: With inconsistent knowledge from formal and informal sources, workers with 

collectivistic tendencies (allocentric) are more likely to opt for knowledge obtained from informal 

sources compared to formal sources. 

Proposition 1b: With inconsistent knowledge from formal and informal sources, workers with 

individualistic tendencies (idiocentric) are likely to be indifferent to the source of the knowledge. 

3.2 Uncertainty Avoidance and Knowledge Source 

The second cultural dimension-Uncertainty Avoidance (UA)-is the extent to which people in a society 

seek orderliness, consistency and structure, and avoid ambiguous situations (Hofstede 2001). In 

cultures higher on UA, people have more trust in, and feel greater loyalty towards institutional and 

organizational norms than cultures lower in UA (Hofstede 2001). People higher on UA are viewed as 

being intolerant towards ambiguity and uncertainty (Budner, 1962; Myers, Henderson-King and 

Henderson-King 1997) and thus have lesser tolerance for risk and risky decisions (Keil et al. 2000). In 

unstructured situations, where organizational knowledge may not be codified and sanctioned, people 

high on UA would still like to go with the knowledge that is more likely to meet the organizational 

norm, for example knowledge from sources within the organization that may be considered formal. 

Thus when the two sources, informal and formal, provide inconsistent knowledge, people with high 

uncertainty avoidance/intolerance tendencies are likely to reject/avoid the ambiguous situation by 

relying more on knowledge from formal than informal sources (Bhushan and Amal 1986; Budner 

1962). It is likely that the source would moderate the perceptions of utility and validity of the 

knowledge. On the other hand, in ambiguous situations, people low on UA (with some tolerance for 



uncertainty/ambiguity) may be indifferent to the knowledge source and they would be influenced by 

the validity and utility of the knowledge per se rather than the source. As a result,  

Proposition 2a: With inconsistent knowledge from formal and informal sources, workers with high 

uncertainty avoidance tendencies are more likely to opt for knowledge from formal sources compared 

to informal sources. 

Proposition 2b: With inconsistent knowledge from formal and informal sources, workers with low 

uncertainty avoidance tendencies are likely to be indifferent to the source of the knowledge. 

3.3 Power Distance and Knowledge Source 

Power distance is the extent of inequality between superiors and subordinates (Hofstede 2001; House 

et al. 2002). In high power distance cultures, subordinates are dependent on superiors for guidelines 

and tend to follow rules set by them. These subordinates tend to be more heavily influenced by formal 

authority. Conversely, in low power distance cultures, subordinates and superiors are treated more as 

equals, with less dependence of subordinates on the guidance of superiors. They tend to rely more on 

their own or a peer’s experiences in decision making. With inconsistencies in knowledge sources, the 

perceptions of validity and utility may therefore be moderated by the extent of power distance in the 

two sources of knowledge and are likely to prefer formal knowledge sources. However, people in 

cultures where there is low power distance may not be influence by the power; they would be more 

concerned with the validity and usefulness of the knowledge per se. Thus our third set of propositions 

is: 

Proposition 3a: With inconsistent knowledge from formal and informal sources, employees in high 

power distance organizational environments are more likely to opt for knowledge from formal sources 

compared to informal sources.  

Proposition 3b: With inconsistent knowledge from formal and informal sources, employees in low 

power distance organizational environments are likely to be indifferent to the source of the 

knowledge. 

3.4 Research Framework 

The framework below depicts the theoretical tenets of the propositions: 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

The framework indicates that the source from which knowledge originates would moderate the 

perceptions of validity and utility of knowledge. In cultures that are collectivist, high power distance 

and high uncertainty avoidance, the source from where knowledge originates would exert significant 

moderating impact on perceptions of validity and utility and ultimate choice of the knowledge source. 

In cultures that are individualistic, low on power distance and low on uncertainty avoidance, 

moderating impact of the source of knowledge on perceptions of validity and utility of knowledge 

would be insignificant; choice of the knowledge source would be based on the validity and utility of 

the knowledge per se irrespective of the originating source. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This research is proposed to understand sourcing patterns and access preferences when formal and 

informal sources offer inconsistent knowledge to knowledge workers. The independent variables are 

cultural traits (individualism/collectivism, uncertainty avoidance and power distance). The dependent 

variable is perceived knowledge usability with two dimensions of validity (with sub-dimensions of 

accuracy, consistency and certainty) and utility (with sub-dimensions of clarity, meaning, relevance, 

and importance).  Knowledge source (formal vs. informal) serves as moderator.  

The research comprises a pilot study and a laboratory experiment. The purpose of the pilot study is to 

ensure the experimental manipulations of formal versus informal knowledge sources, and inconsistent 

knowledge could be effectively differentiated by the target subjects. The experiment task requires the 

participants who serve as a newly-hired consultant of a local company to prepare a consulting report 

of a new e-Business venture in China. The consultant would have little actual experience and 

knowledge to develop advice. As a result, he/she would refer to an electronic discussion board on e-

Business experiences including best practices and advices relating to new e-Business.  

In the experiment, subjects of various cultural traits will be exposed to a formal knowledge source 

from an officially endorsed intra-organizational electronic discussion board and an informal 

knowledge source from an electronic discussion board of a professional association with topics on e-

Business ventures. Inconsistent knowledge of both knowledge sources will be presented. The subjects 

have to ultimately prepare a consulting report. For the purpose of this study, they will make 

assessment of the perceived usability of the knowledge gathered.  

The experiments will be conducted in national cultures that differ along the dimensions of 

individualism-collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, and power distance. The national cultures in this 

study comprise Hong Kong, US, India, Philippines, and Thailand. US is selected because the majority 

of knowledge management studies were conducted there, and could provide an instructive benchmark 

for comparing findings. India, Philippines and Thailand are selected because each of these Asian 

cultures differs significantly from that of Hong Kong in one cultural dimension, but not substantially 

in other dimensions. This would permit attribution of differences in findings across countries to be 

isolated to a specific cultural dimension. The instruments measurement of allocentrism-idiocentrism 

(Triandis et al. 1985), intolerance of ambiguity/uncertainty (Budner 1962), and power distance (House 

et al. 2002) at the individual levels, will be administered to subjects at each country site to ensure 

consistency with their corresponding cultural dimensions of national level. Manipulation check 

questions assess the success of the cultural dimensions, informality manipulations and knowledge 

inconsistency. Probing questions on the underlying cultural values include preferences for in-group 

and out-group, trust, social ties, attitude towards ambiguous and uncertain situations, attitude towards 

unequal sharing of power. Controlled variables include subjects’ characteristics and expertise, e-

Business ventures experience, Internet discussion group experience, gender, time spent for task and so 

on.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

As increasingly wide variety of knowledge resources such as best practice, experience and expertise 

becomes available through Internet and advanced information/collaborative technologies, knowledge 

workers are likely to tap into this wide base of knowledge for improved performance. With increased 



globalisation, organisations now face the challenge of managing and utilising knowledge in diverse 

cultural domains. Understanding the influence of knowledge workers’ cultural traits and their 

perceived knowledge usability is therefore important. However it is still not clear how the source of 

knowledge influences knowledge utilisation behavior, of knowledge workers, especially when 

inconsistent knowledge is obtained from formal and informal sources. This research attempts to fill 

this gap. The basic premise of our research is that cultural traits would have significant influence on 

the choice of knowledge source. In collectivism cultures where individuals are predominantly 

characterized as allocentrics, the usability and validity perception of knowledge would be 

significantly moderated by the source of knowledge. Specifically, in such cultures, knowledge 

workers would tend to prefer informal knowledge to formal sources because of their interdependence 

and preference for in-group members. Due to high preference for uncertainty avoidance and high 

power distance, they would be more likely to rely on formal sources in situations of inconsistency in 

knowledge from formal and informal sources. However, in individualist cultures with low power 

distance and low uncertainty avoidance, knowledge workers are likely to be indifferent to the source 

of the knowledge. They are less likely to be influenced by knowledge from in-group members or 

superiors due to strong individualistic cultural characteristics and the source of knowledge would 

therefore be based in perceptions validity and utility of the knowledge.  

Theoretically, this research would provide knowledge management researchers and practitioners with 

insights on how culture affects the value of knowledge acquired from formal and/or social knowledge 

sources through Internet-based technologies. The practical utility of this research is that the findings 

would lead to more effective configuration of organizational knowledge management policies, 

processes and systems, enabling enhancement of the knowledge workers’ performance across diverse 

cultures. For example, organization managers could adjust their knowledge management policies to 

make good use of useful and valid knowledge from various sources within and outside the 

organization to suit the cultural traits of the user group. There may be need for organisations to 

provide knowledge workers with access to comprehensive informal knowledge stored formally in 

corporations as well as in discussion boards, SIG-based Wikis, communities of practice, etc.. 

Depending on the sourcing tendencies of the knowledge workers, organisations may provide the right 

mix of formal and informal knowledge to support organisational work. If necessary, in situations 

where there is a tendency to tap informal knowledge, sources that generate informal knowledge could 

be officially approved to encourage its application. Internet-based knowledge management systems 

could be accordingly designed in global organizations with knowledge workers spread across the 

global in diverse cultural settings. 

While this study focuses on three important dimension of national culture: individualism/collectivism, 

power distance and uncertainty avoidance which have more direct impact on the choice of source, the 

impact of other individual cultural traits, organizational cultures and even group culture on knowledge 

utilisation and its management in organisations could be investigated in future research. 
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