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THE IMPACT OF IN-GROUPS AND OUT-GROUPS ON KNOWL EDGE
SHARING IN RUSSIA AND CHINA

Abstract
Management researchers have suggested that knowledge sharing has an important
roleto play in developing competitive advantage for organisations. It could be argued
that the need to build advantage is even greater in the transition economiesthat are
increesingly internationaly oriented. Yet, it has been suggested that people in
trangtion economies such as Russa and China have a propensity not to share
knowledge. We proffer that Russans and Chinesg’ willingnessto shareknowledgeis
highly influenced by group membership. By examining the extent to which group
membership influences the processes of knowledge sharing in the Chinese and
Russan culturd and ingtitutiona environments, wetheoretically explore how in-groups

and out-groups facilitate and impede knowledge sharing.
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INTRODUCTION
In examining the process of knowledge sharing asit gppliesin Russaand China, this paper specificaly
addresses how membership of in-groups and out-groups in Russia and Chinafacilitates and impedes
knowledge sharing. Whereas previous literature has suggested that peoplein Russaand Chinaareless
likely to share knowledge than are Western, industrialised nations, we undertake a nuanced assessment

that suggests that, in some instances, peoplein these nations may actualy have a grester propengty to



share knowledge and that thisis directly related to the ingder satus of those individuds involved. Our
centrd premise is that knowledge sharing (as rdated to group membership) is embedded in culturd
understanding and indtitutiond determinants. These culturd and indtitutiond factors can bekey driversor
inhibitors of knowledge sharing. The paper iswritten asaprovisond set of argumentsthat isdesgned to

elucidate new ways of thinking about knowledge sharing in Russa and China

There are severd key works that examine knowledge sharing in Russia (Dickenson & Blunddl, 2000;
Holden et. d., 1998; Michailova & Husted, 2003) and severd othersthat study knowledge transfer in
the Chinese context (Chow et. d., 2002; Lu & Bjorkman, 1997; Tsang et. d., 2002; Wang €. d.,
2001). Thereisdso asgnificant body of literature that exploresthe key characteristics of Russian culture
(Berliner, 1957; Jones, €t. al., 1997; Puffer & McCarthy, 1995; Smith, 1976; Yergin & Gustafson,
1994) and Chinese culture (Bian & Ang, 1997; Buttery & Wang, 1999; Guthrie, 1998; Wright et. al .,
2002; Yang, 2002). Yet, there is alimited amount of research that examines the interface between
gpecific nationd culturd features and knowledge sharing behaviour. Nor is there much research that
directly examinestheinterplay of ingtitutions and knowledge sharing in trandtion economies. Investigating
this is a highly ambitious task. We have chosen to undertake this task by analysng these interfaces

through the prism of group membership.

In examining knowledge sharing in Russia, Michailovaand Husted (2003) found that the potentid value
of knowledge sharing is often defeated by what they term “knowledge sharing hostility” which may result
from: (a) the behaviour of knowledge tranamitters; (b) the behaviour of knowledgereceivers, or (c) the
trangmitter's and receiver's shared understanding of the content of the knowledge. Michailova and

Husted (2003) argue that the basic problem of knowledge hoarding, as associated with thetranamitter's



behaviour, is intengfied in the context of many Russan organisations by two specific features. Fird,
knowledge hoarding is a mechanism for coping with uncertainty and, second, knowledge hoarding is
combined with a high respect for hierarchy and formal power. The Not-Invented-Here syndromeisa
generd behaviourd problem in knowledge sharing, associated particularly with the behaviour of the
knowledge receiver. According to Michailova and Husted (2003), in Russian organisations, this
syndromeis perpetuated by astrong emotiond group affiliation among individudsontheonehandanda
high level of suspicion towards outsders (and especidly Westerners) on the other. Apprehens on about
falures is a wel-known obstacle for knowledge sharing among organisationd members. The authors
maintain that this goprehend on can be extreme in Russian companiesto the extent that it often completely

blocks action and judtifies passvity.

However, while the work done by Husted and Michailova (2002) and Michailovaand Husted (2003)
progresses our understanding of knowledge sharing in the Russian organisationa context, it does not
consder the issue of group membership in terms of the distinction between in-groups and out-groups.

Thismay explain why they condude that Russian organisations can be defined as strongly hodtiletowards
knowledge sharing. Our paper makes a vauable contribution to the literature in consdering group

membership asanimportant but largely neglected issuein knowledge sharing, especidly inthe context of
Russaand China. We argue that the knowledge sharing process cannot be examined in isolation from
locally stuated meaning that arises from arange of cultura influences on the one hand and ingtitutiond

contexts on the other. Our objectiveisto contribute to the literature on knowledge sharing in trangition
economiesby @ goplying indghtsfrom thewe |- established organisationa behaviour literature on groups
and group dynamics and b) moving the focusfrom aone-nation study to focusing ontwo mgor trandtion

societies, namdy, Russa and China. It is not this paper’s objective to engage in a comparative



examination of theimpact of group membership on knowledge sharing behaviour in these two societies.
The literature review we have undertaken suggests that the mainstream organisationa writings do not
examineknowledge sharing and that the knowledge sharing literature does not examine groupsin depth.
Our intention isto address this gap in the literature. The specific research question we exploreis. How
does group membership influence the processes of knowledge sharing among individuasin the Chinese

and Russan culturd and indtitutiond context?

The paper is organised into three mgor sections. We begin with a short review of the literature on
knowledge sharing with a specia focus on impediments to the process of knowledge sharing. Wethen
map the organisationa behaviour literature on groups and group interaction and outline key theoretical
contributions regarding the ditinction between in-groups and out-groups. The second section arguesfor
the importance of reating group membership and knowledge sharing behaviour in the Russan and
Chinese context. In so doing, we investigate the interface between the two by considering both culturd
and indgtitutiond influences. The third, and concluding, section of the paper outlines future research

directions related to thistopic.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Knowledge sharing
In the context of this paper 'knowledge' will betaken to mean“afluid mix of framed experience, vaues,
contextua information, and expert inaght that provides a framework for evauating and incorporating
new experiences and information” (Davenport & Prusak, 1998: 5). In smilar terms, Helmers (1999: 1)
points out that knowledgeis* accumulation of information and experience that alows peopleto react to

new gStuations by synthesizing a response from past data and actions’. We adopt the definition of



‘knowledge sharing’ as providing one sknowledgeto othersaswell asrecaving knowledge from others

(Davenport & Prusak, 1998).

It is impossible to address meaningfully knowledge sharing in groups and organisations without
acknowledging that knowledge resideswith individuas. Understanding knowledge sharing is, toalarge
extent, about understanding the thinking and the experiences of theindividua who possesses, provides
and seeks knowledge. Thisisnot to say that socid factorsareirrelevant (see Spender’ swork on socid
knowledge (1996); Dibello & Spender, 1996; Spender & Grant, 1996). However, staying at the
individua level best serves the purposes of this paper and explicitly addressng other levels of analyss

would divert our attention from answering the research question posed in the beginning of the paper.

Knowledge sharing is in redity not as naturd and sdf-evident as often presented in the knowledge
management literature. To say that organisations can be built and exist on shared knowledge is an
unredistic and idedlised view. An assumption that underlies much of the knowledge management writing
is that people will happily transmit the knowledge they possess to others or tap into the collective
corporate knowledge basein order to find asolution to their problem merely because such sysemshave
been made available to them (Sbarcea, 2001). Instead, individua resistance to knowledge sharingisa
phenomenon that widey dominates organisationd redity. Referring to knowledge sharing across

specidities, Postrel (1999: 304) describes the situation in the following metgphorica way:

“Mutua ignorance across speciditiesis usudly optimd, but there are key interactions
where shared knowledge isimportant, and those key interactions are just the ones that

atract scholarly and managerid attention. This answer to the theoretica puzzleleadsto



a knowledge- based view of management as being concerned with salecting, operating,

and governing ‘idands of shared knowledge in a sea of mutud ignorance,

There are severd difficulties in the process of knowledge sharing and those that are relevant for our

discussion are addressed below.

Firga of dl, knowledge is dways developed locdly. Thus it is, by definition, embedded in a certain
cognitive and behaviourd context. Without understanding the context, one cannot inquire into the
reasoning and the assumptions behind the particular piece of knowledge. Thismakes knowledge sharing
highly problematic and sometimes impossible. Acquiring an underganding of the context isin itsdf a
complicated and effort demanding process. Theinitid cost of becoming familiar with aparticular context
might be rather high and since the process of keeping familiarity with the particular context is a
continuous one, there are additiona incrementa costs associated with adding new featurestothe tate of
“knowing” the context. Additionally, Sncethe context isadynamic congtruction, it may become subject
to sudden and radical changes rather than continuous and incrementa ones. In this case, new learning
investments (and thus new high costs) may be needed in order to become familiar with the changed

context.

Second, knowledge is asymmetricdly distributed in any organisation. Often those who possess the
knowledge are not inclined to invest time and energy to share it without expecting to get something in
return (promise of reciprocity), as these resources are finite and thus, scarce in peopl€' s workday
(Davenport & Prusak, 1998; O'Ddl & Grayson, 1998; McLaughlin, 1995). Both the society and the

firm facethe problem of how to usewiddy digpersed knowledge, and, therefore, how to extend the span



of utilisation of resources in away that exceeds the span of control of any one mind (Tsoukas, 1996:
12). Closely related to thisis the phenomenon of ‘ bounded rationdity’, i.e. being faced with aproblem,
peopletend to come up with asolution whichis*good enough’ or ‘ satisfying’ asopposed to engaging in
higher search codts in order to locate the optima solution to the particular problem (March, 1978;
Simon, 1957). Nether individuas nor groups or organisations operate continuoudy on an entirely
‘rationd’ badsis. Ingtead, they exercise different skills and preferences for dedling with knowledge of a
particular naturein aparticular manner. At amore concreteleve, theknowledgethat issought may exist
somewherein the same organi sation and even in the same department, but because peopleare not avare
of whereit resdes and because there are costs associated with locating it, it may remain non-accessible

to them.

Third, efficient knowledge sharing involves direct commitment on both sdes of the exchange, both onthe
tranamitter and the recaiver sde. To art with, if the potential knowledge transmitter is not aware that
someone in the organisation would be interested in the knowledge she/he possesses, she/he will not
activdy participate in sharing this knowledge. Smilarly, if the potentid recelver is not avare of the
existence of aparticular piece of knowledge, shelhewill not beableto seek it. The closer thereationship
between the knowledge provider and receiver, the more knowledge the provider is willing to share
(Bouty, 2000). Trustiscrucid herein the sense that the provider needsto trust that the receiver will not
exploit the shared knowledge for purposes other than those agreed upon, implicitly aswdl asexplicitly

(Bouty, 2000).

Fourth, an individud’ s ability to gppreciate new knowledgeisafunction of their individud pre-exiding

knowledge. Cohen and Levintha (1990) refer to this as“aosorptive capacity”: if anindividua does not



possess the needed pre-existing knowledge, new knowledge may be acquired in principle, but not well

utilised because theindividua doesnot dready have the gppropriate contextual knowledge necessary to
make the new knowledgefully intdligible. Von Krogh et a. (2000) describe people asdeding withtwin
processes of assmilation and accommodation. Assmilation, in this respect, refers to the process of

integrating input from the environment into one' s exigting experiences. When individua s encounter new
stuationsfor which they have no ready or clear regponses, accommodation dominatesingtead. Thisisa
process by which people give meaning to new input, distinguishing it as something thet lies beyond what
they dready know. When accommodation becomestoo chdlenging, individua barriersto gppreciating

new knowledge appear.

Fifth, knowledge sharing is a voluntary act (Dixon, 2002: 37). Nonaka (1994) suggedts that efficient
knowledge sharing depends on the willingness of individudsto identify to the organi sation the knowledge
they possess and to share knowledge when required. Human behaviour isinherently opportunitic; issues
such as adverse selection and mord hazard may influencetheindividud’ s motivation to share knowledge

in anegative manner.

Knowledgeresidesin people smindswhereit tendsto be moretacit asopposed to being relatively well
articulated (Gersick & Hackman, 1990; L eonard-Barton, 1992). This separation in thetypology should
not be interpreted as implying that tacit knowledge can be rigidly compartmentalised in the red world
(Brown & Woodland, 1999). Polanyi (1966: 6) has pointed out that knowledge is an integrating force
that binds and shapes all knowledge. Hansen et d. (1999) refer to this as the codificaion vs.
persondisation dilemma. Codification processesarelargdy based ontechnologiesand rely primarily on

intranets, electronic repositories, databases, etc. The personalisation strategy emphasises knowledge



sharing among individuds, groups and organisations through socia networking and/or engaging in

communities of practice (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Hansen et d., 1999; Wenger 1998).

A largely ignored issuein the literature on knowledge sharing ishow it is affected by group membership
and group dynamics. Thefollowing section of the paper maps the organisationa behaviour literature on
group composition and group processes before the paper linksthe latter to knowledge sharing processes

inin-groups and out-groups, particularly in the Russian and Chinese context.

Groups, group interaction and in-groups vs out-groups

“Knowledge’ isnot acentra congtruct in the organisational behaviour literature. There are, however, a
number of aspectstha areimplicitly included in discussons of differentissuesin the literature on groups
and group dynamics.

A group has been defined as two or more people who interact and are dependent upon each other to
achieve some common objective. Interdependence isthe crucid aspect that determines the difference
between agroup and acollective. Within agroup each person influencesand isinfluenced by each other
person (Shaw, 1971: 10). A group differsfrom ateam in that ateam is a specific form of agroup that
has highly defined tasks and roles. Shaw (1971: 5) suggests that groups may be defined in terms of

having one or more of the following characteristics. perceptions and cognitions, motivation and need
satisfaction; group god's, group organisation; interdependency of group members, and, interaction. Tos

et. d., (2000: 233) reduce this to four factors criticd to group formation including: persond

characterigtics, interestsand goals, potentia to influence; and, opportunity for interaction. Shaw (1971:

9-10) further arguesthat if agroup exigtsit may be assumed that itsmembersare a) motivated tojointhe
group expecting that it will satisfy some of their needs, and b) are aware of its exigencei.e. that ther

perceptions are veridical.



Cartwright and Zander (1968) identified eight orientations for the analyss of group interaction. Shaw
(1971) refersto aninth but notes that of the nine, only three have contributed greetly to the theoretical
andyssof group behaviour — systemstheory (including interaction theory), psychoandyticd orientation,
and empirica-gatistica orientation. Interaction theory understands the group asasystem of interacting
individuas. Threebasc dementsareidentified, including: activity, interaction; and, sentiment. Interaction
theory suggests that all aspects of group behaviour can be understood by andysing the relationsamong
thesethree basic dements. Systemstheory describesthe group asaseriesof interlocking dements such

as pogitions and roles, with much emphasis on group inputs and outputs (Shaw, 1971: 14-17).

Moreover, anumber of theoretica gpproaches have been adopted that have assisted in understanding
groups and group behaviour. Of these, the most comprehensive andysisis exchange theory. Thibaut &
Kdley's (1959) exchange theory assumed that the existence of a group was based solely on the
participation and satisfaction of individuas in agroup. The key concepts of the theory revolve around
interpersond relationships, interaction, behaviour sequence, and behaviour repertoire. The centrd feature
of interaction isthe interpersond relationship and two persons are said to have formed ardationship if
they meet to interact on severa occasions (Shaw, 1971: 28). It should be noted, however, that some
authors have advocated that membership inagroup per se may berewarding to anindividud apart from
the group activities or purposes (Shaw, 1971: 97). Thisneed to fed part of agroup or be affiliated with
others, referred to as the “affiliation want”, is said to be one of four ingtincts that govern peopl€ slives
(Trotter, 1920). Later theorists questioned the need for affiliation but neverthelessposited such aneed as

playing an important rolein socid groupings (McCldland et. d., 1953; Madow, 1954).
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| n-groups and out-groups

Organisationd behaviour literature, and group dynamicsliterature specificaly, devotes some discusson
to the notion of in-groups and out-groups. Triandis (1988) defined an in-group asagroup of peoplewho
share common interests and have a concern for each other’ swelfare, and whose members may include
family, digant relatives, co-workers, and members of politica and/or religious groups to which an

individud belongs. Tgfd’s(1982) suggeststhat individuasform in-groupsbased on mutud interestsand
common traitssncethey aremost likely to receive reinforcement for such traitsfrom smilar others. This
view of in-group/out-group reationships is supported by Tsui and O’'Reilly (1989) and Zenger and
Lawrence (1989). It isfurther argued that in-group memberswill view ther long-teemwdfareintermsof

the successes of the group (Earley, 1993).

Importantly, Triandis (1988) notes that in-group membership is culturdly varigble. Earley (1993)
reeffirmed that peopleinindividudist and collectivigt cultures place differing vdue onin-groups and out-
groups. Hisfindings suggest that the performance of individudists who thought they wereworking inan
in-group or out-group was lower than the performance of individudists working done, whereas

collectivists performance was lower in an individud or out-group context than in an in-group context.

Graen et. d., (1972) defined the concept of in-group and out-group membership in the context of a
verticd dyad linkage modd of leedership, inwhich anindividud’ srelaionsip toawork groupislargdy
afunction of each member’ sassociation with anin-group or out-group. In thistheory, group membership
gatus depends upon an individud’s rdationship to the group’s leader. Within verticd dyad linkage
theory, leader-member rdaionships are classified into in-group and out-group categories(Tod &t. d.,

2000: 476). Inin-groups, rel ationships between leaders and subordinates are close and participants note

11



more pogitive orientation to the job, whereas in out-groups relationships, the subordinates are less

involved in decison-making (Dienesch & Liden, 1986; Liden & Graen, 1980).

Moreover, the literature on intergroup conflict highlights changes in attitudes and behaviour between

groups (the in- and out-groups) when there i intergroup conflict (Feldman & Arnold, 1983). It is
suggested that four types of dynamics occur. Firdt, thereis substantia selective perception about one's
own group and a systematic distortion of perceptions about the other groupsi.e. podtive attributionis
given to one's own group and negative attribution to groups of others. Second, there is a shift from a
problem-solving orientation toward other groups to a win-lose position (Filley, 1977). Third, thereis
increased hodtility toward therival group. Levine& Campbd| (1972) refer to thisasan ethnocentrismin
which members of other groups are seen as contemptible and inferior. Fourth, interaction and

communi cation between the groups decreases which makesit easier for groupsto maintaintheir negative
stereotypes of other groups. Importantly, whatever information is passed between groups is very

carefully rationed and sometimes ddliberately distorted (Feldman & Arnold, 1983).

A smdler body of literature has analysed the existence of in-groups and out-groups even in Stuations
where there is no direct conflict. For ingance, in Bouwen's (2001) aticle on knowing in an
organisationd context, reference is made to the in-group/out-group nature of departments within
organisations and it is proffered that such digtinctions can be manifest in power drife between such
departments. Moreover, Granitz and Ward (2001) argue that individuals will be morelikely to sharein
ethicd reasoning and mord intent with members of their own functiona group (the in-group) than with
membersof other functiond groups (the out-group/s). Further, when perceptua sharing iscompared to

actud sharing, their results demondgtrated that individua s undergtate their sharing of ethicd reasoning and

12



mord intent with out-groups and overgtate their sharing with in-group members (Granitz & Ward, 2001).

The literature on in-groups/out-groups is closdy related to the literature on trust. According to Dixon
(2002), the better a group of people knows each other, the more people in the group will cdl on each
other’s knowledge. It is argued that peopl€'s perceptions of their own interdependence with other
groups influences both their beliefs about group members' trustworthiness and their affection for group
members, and thisinturn, effectsinterpersona trust development (Williams, 2001). However, Williams
(2001) suggeststhat the smilarity-trugt, dissmilarity-distrust paradigm that has shgped previousliterature
isinadequate for explaining how trust may devel op between members of dissmilar groups. She suggests
that cooperative and competitive out-group interdependenceismore critica than in-group identification
for understanding therange of influencesthat dissmilar group membership can have on trust devel opment
because out- group interdependence may generate ether positive or negative beliefsand fedingsabout an

out-group (Williams, 2001).

I n-groups and out-groupsin the Russian and Chinese context

The digtinction between in-groups and out-groupsinfluencesre ationshipsto ahigh extent inthetrangtion
economies. Individuas fed amora obligation towards their in-group and alack of interest in thosethat
are consdered the out-group. The boundary betweentheindividuas in-group and other groupsisvery
diginctive and dient (lyengar €. d., 1999). Strong trust will be fdt in in-group others but weaker, or
completelack of, trust in out-group others (Chen et. d., 2002). Thereisoften hodtility toward out-group
members (Triandis, 1988). Thus, it isargued that thein-group becomesthe mode of transaction for these

societies (Boisot & Child, 1999: 246).
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In Ching, one's membership of in-groups affects dl dally activities be they in the economic or socid

sphere. The vadue of in-groupsisinextricably linked to trust and dependency with others. Those who
fal out of apersonaised network are regarded as out-group membersand they do not share benefits of
networking with in-group members. Moreover, due to the interdependent relationshipsin an in-group,
individuas are motivated to save face for in-group members (Sheer & Chen, 2003). Littrell (2002)

suggests that the in-group is the source of identity, protection, and loyalty, and in exchange for such
loyalty, knowledge can be expected to be shared within the group but would be expected to be
restricted to those considered to be outside the group. Indeed, the only way in which one is able to
access knowledge from an outsider isto work towards the ascription of insider status or work through
intermediaries who dready possessingder atus. Achieving indder satusiscritica in order to achieve

very diverse outcomes (Krug & Belschak, 2001; Leung et. d., 1996).

In Russia, strong collective ingincts were born in the countryside in the pre-revolutionary time. Long
before the Soviet state, collective farming was encouraged by the Tsars because of thelr fear of anarchy.
Ethics of the obshina, the commune of villagers, was embedded in the peasant psychology and often
carried from the farm to the factory when peasants migrated to cities (Smith, 1990). People who
belonged to the obshina lived together, worked at the fields together and were accustomed to a
common fate. Socidism has perpetuated this group thinking and behaving through ignoring the
importance of individuas. Ashwin's (1996) research found that Russian workersidentify three distinct
formsof collectivity: the symbolic collectivity of the enterprise asawhole; the collective identification of
the ordinary workers, and, the callectivity of the immediate work group. Most importantly, she dso

highlights that in each case the collective is defined negetively in reation to the outsde. Evidence of the
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ingroup focus has been notable dso in Russan organisations in the years of post-socidist
transformation. Elites who are indders have been able to co-opt resources of state organisations to
develop ther own companies (Avraamova, 1995; Sedaitis, 1997) through utilisng ther in-group

membership).

THE IMPACT OF GROUP MEMBERSHIP ON

KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN RUSSIA AND CHINA
Cultural Influences
Nationd culture influences a person's actions, either by the in-built valuestoward which the actionsare
oriented, or in shaping arepertoire of Strategies of action favouring or discouraging certain patterns of
action (Hofstede, 2001; Smith, 1992; Triandis, 1989). Attitudes and behaviour exhibited in relaion to
knowledge sharing are greetly affected by nationd culturd characteristics. We focusthe discussion theat
follows on persond networking for three particular reasons. a) networking is culturdly embedded; b)
networks are explicitly related to group membership; and ¢) persond networking has a number of
distinct features in the Chinese and Russian context.
While Russa s European orientation has meant that it has not quite had the same degree of collaborative
tendencies as China (Velga et. d., 1995) both nations are congdered to be highly in-group focused.
Chind sin-group orientation comes essentidly from aConfucian tradition (Bian & Ang, 1997) andwas
reinforced by Marxist-Leninit-Maoism. Asstated above, Russia sin-group orientation resultsfrom the
strong sense of commonality developed in the pre-revolutionary times and was eesily detected in the
socidig collectivig-autocratic system in which therewas no placefor theindividuad and her/hisown way

of thinking and behaving (Garrison & Artemeyev, 1994). Persond networksin Russaand China, blat or

15



guanxi, differ from the West in terms of how extensvely they are rooted and activated in socid and
busness life and how business success is influenced by the qudity and cultivation of networks
(Michallova& Worm, 2002). While it can be argued that persona networks certainly adso exist inthe
West, theform and function they take in Russaand Chinaare much moreritudised and an dl-pervasve
discourse. An important aspect to reationship building is the achievement of indder satus (becoming
part of thein-group). According to Buttery and Wang (1999), in China having acquired agood friend
with whom one has trug, the foundation islaid for doing business. A mgor development occurs when
one brings the former outsder into one's close network of friends —they become an indder. Russans,
like the Chinese, ds0 prefer strong persona relationships in which there is a shared set of normsand
rules (Puffer & McCarthy, 1995; Yergin & Gustafson, 1994). Triandis (1989) argues that personsin
such group-focused culturestend to have only afew in-groupsthat are sable over time, yet onceformed

the relationships are often valued over persona needs.

In Russaand China, business transactions follow the development of persond relationships. Russans
and Chinese prefer to get to know people and ascertain whether they are worthy of having trust
bestowed on them before they will consider someone as asuitable partner in abusiness venture. Both
Russansand Chineseview relationship building astheir firgt priority in business. Generdly Russansand
Chinese will only share knowledge if they dready have ardationship with anindividud and havetaken
theminto thar in-group. The notion of trust (xinyong in Ching doveriein Russa) is, inturn, reflective of
the knowledge that the trustor has of the trustee. The decision to trust a person and share knowledge
with hinvher depends greetly upon having knowledge of that individud. This knowledge is usudly
provided through the relationship network (guanxiwang in Chinaor set’ blatnyih in Russg). Emationd

trust, which ismoreimportant in Russaand Chinathan cognitivetrug, isbased on centiment- based ties
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between individuds (for instance, friendships) and can be extended to others through the relationship
network (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998). A didtinction is noted in Russain that Russans may actudly
build relationships on the basis of having some negative information aout an individud i.e. trust results
from aform of protecting information (Michallova& Worm, 2002: 9). Where ardationship isbuilt on
trust asapostive affirmation it can be expected that knowledge will be shared amongst those who trust.
Whereardationshipishuilt upon protecting knowledge, the conversewill occur i.e. knowledgewill not
be shared with the individua who isin ardationship smply by virtue of knowledge being hed by the

other individud in the rdaionship.

Both Russans and Chinese focus on relationships cregted over long periods of time that are built on
frequent exchanges rather than the sporadic, discrete in time exchanges favoured in more individudist
societies. Thisissgnificant for knowledge sharing in that Chinese peoplearemuch  morelikely to share
knowledge when they have along-term relationship established and an in-group exists. Whereasin most
Western nationstask rel ationships between managers and subordinates are separate from other dedings,
in Russaand Chinainteractionswith another are viewed aspart of awholerdationship, i.e. hierarchicd
relationshipsthat exist intheworkplace are al so replicated in asocid setting. Whentwo individuads have
ardationship or are in-group members, they know agreat ded about the other individud’ sprivatelife;
there mply is not the sharp divide between public and private noted in Northern European and Anglo

Saxon cultures.

Ingtitutional I nfluences

While the foregoing examines the effects of afew cultura conventions on knowledge sharing it should

a 50 be noted that the Communi st socio- paliticd ingtitutions a so havereinforced the digpogition towards
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not sharing knowledge with those outside one’ sin-group. Throughout the Communist erasin Russaand
China people were encouraged to conform, not to deviate from the group, to accept top-down
authoritative decison-making, to perform to a given standard but not beyond that, and not to admit
mistakes. The Chinese had e ements of these practicesin their Confucian heritage that placed emphasis
on acquiescenceto authority, socid harmony and conformity at al costs. The Russansaso had aculturd

heritage of being strongly group focused, atradition that was publicly operationdised by the Communist
politica leadership. Moreover, it has been argued that in both Russa and China the cultivation of

persond connections has proved asubstitute for reliable government and established rule of lav and tha,
in the absence of effective gate inditutions as regulators of transactions, and in dynamicaly changing
contingencies, persond networks and in-groups have become endemic to doing business (Xin & Pearce,

1996).

Russa and Chinawere bothruled by the Communigt Party for morethan fifty years, atimein which the
Party placed itsdlf (and, in the case of China, continuesto placeitself) abovethelaw (Chai, 1998; Yergin
& Gustafson, 1994). The lack of rule by law means that accessng external knowledge necesstates
having in-group status with those that have the knowledge. The lawlessness that characterises China
under Communit rule (and continuesto characterise Russia post- Communism) meansthet rules can be
interpreted very differently according to one s position in society i.e. whether one hasingder satuswith
the necessary authorities. Theexiging rulesand regulationsare easily violated and written contractshave
little vaue. In the abosence of well-developed legd and digtribution systems, persona relationships,
particularly at bureaucratic and locd politica levels, are essentid to getting anything done. Althoughlegd
procedures are being established in Chinaiin the wake of WTO admission, informa contacts have not

lost their Significance as they provide access to not only goods and services (through substantia black
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market dedling) but dso knowledge. Although Russais changing itslegd system, traditiond practices

continue being not merdly exercised, but playing a powerful role in the business discourse.

The inaufficient regulatory environment in Russa and China has manifest in a “culture of fear”. This
reinforces an unwillingness of individuds to share knowledge with those who are not part of thar in-
group and with whom they do not fed trust. Chind's neutrdity to others and reticence to share
knowledge with outsidersis based on Confucian tradition and it was dso reinforced during the Cultura
Revolution. Littrell (2002: 22) notesthat during this period of destruction, trust was diminished amongst
Chinese because of the “often fatd denunciations from co-workers, friends, casud acquai ntances, and
even family, so any openness, initiaive, and expressons of tdent or uniqueness were effectively
programmed out of the public persondity of the Chinese.” Consequently, the Chinesehavedevelopeda
tendency to be unprepared to share knowledge because of their perception that saying too much can
result in serious repercussionsfrom the military polit-bureau. Asthe peoplethat lived through the Cultura
Revolution are now in middle and senior management positions in China, thelr ethos of not sharing
knowledge has permeated down the ranks of organisations. To overcome thisinbuilt tendency, a high
levd of trust needs to be established before individuads will fed “safe’ in sharing their knowledge with
outsders. However, whileit isgenerdly assumed that Chinesewill not discuss subjects consdered to be

paliticdly sengtive, they are usudly reativey willing to do so with thosethat are part of their trusted in-

group.

Russanstoo may be fearful to share their knowledge because of perceived repercussions of doing o.
Russa s Communist history hastrained people to keep things to themsaves not least because of a fear
that the shared knowledge could be misinterpreted, often deliberately, and hence could harm the person

providing information while being beneficid to the person recaiving that information. Lawrence and
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Vlachoutsicos (1990) argue that Russians do not shareinformeation with outsders unlessthey havebeen
given explicit ingtructionsto do so. Russans have atendency to gather much knowledge but to hoard
that knowledge, perhaps to use to advantage a some point in the future. Russa s Communist heritage
implied that peoplein in-groupswere uncomfortablewith members of out-groups Thehigoricd isolaion
from Western Europe also made Russians very hostile towards non- Russians. Though passive towards
government (Ledenevaet. d., 2000), Russansare also cynicd and suspiciousof authority. Assuch, they
arevery sscretivein public, are suspicious of externd knowledgeand believedl rumours (Lewis, 1999).
Further, Russd sancestral suspiciousness of the West remainsjust bel ow the surface and caneesily be
provoked (Holden et. d., 1998: 238). Thisresultsin aclimatein which Russanswill be very careful not

to share knowledge with perceived hogtile aggressors.

Despite this seeming unwillingness to share knowledge for fear of the repercussons, Russansarevery
openwiththosewho are part of their trusted in-group. Indeed, Husted and Michailova (2002: 24) argue
that the strong attachment that Russiansfed towardstheir own group makesthem resistant toideasfrom
outsde that are viewed as having the potentia to disrupt both the stability of the existing group and the
order and continuity of the organisation. Moreover, if Russans do not accept knowledge from others,
they believe tha they can not only maintain the status quo but o preserve the integrity of their own

knowledge that might be viewed as less rdlevant/valuable if outsde information is deemed applicable.

Thewidespread corruption and thriving black economiesin Russaand Chinadso haveimplicationsfor
knowledge sharing in that any knowledge can be acquired for a price o long as one has the necessary
resources and indder contacts. Gaining introduction to useful people remains extremey important in

Russa; in cases when people have no resources to blat, people will resort to bribes (Ashwin, 1996).
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Bribery, corruption and the crimind “second” society aredl part of crimind legacy of the “economy of
favours’ in Russa (Ledeneva, 1998). Inthe case of China, Hilton (1996) questionswhether corruption
has become systemic. The use of bribery isuniversally condemned, particularly now that there hasbeen
the introduction of laws specificdly deding with corruption, and the government has made a point of
executing thousands to make the point that it is serious about cracking down on corruption. Y et, while
giving cash is usudly viewed as buying someone' s sarvices and hence is condemned, gift giving is
universa (Yang, 2002). Luo (1997) argues that the difference between what is an acceptable gift and
what is an improper bribe depends on arbitrary, ddicately poised culturd conventions that vary

according to Stuation. Y et, while some practices are increasingly viewed as backdoor (Guthrie, 1998:

255), many other higtorical conventions remain de rigueur. This has important implications for
knowledge sharing in that it remains very difficult to develop and maintain good business relationships
without engaging in some degree of favours, and knowledge sharing depends upon mantaining
relationshipsthrough favours. Beyond that, though, despite anti- bribery laws, paying bribes (to amember
of one's in-group) is dill avery effective way of ensuring access to knowledge as wdl as preventing

knowledge from being shared.

Ingtitutionalised work practices have dso had an important influence on peopl€ s willingness to share
knowledge. Notably, not only are Russ ansand Chinese generdly unprepared to accept knowledgefrom
outside but they are dso reticent to believe that knowledge can be acquired bottom-up in organisations.
Most Russan managers have difficulties accepting the fact that they can learn from employees from
lower levels (Michallova & Husted, 2003). A possible explanation in our framework is that managers
and employees percealve each other as belonging to out-groups. Subordinates often intentionaly hoard

their knowledge, anticipating that their superiors would not promote them if they demondtrate in public
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that they are more knowledgeable than their superiors. While the lack of rewards and incentives for
sharing knowledge tends to work against employees initiating, the culturd traditions dso reinforce the
lack of inditutiond incentives for taking inititives. Thet is, the strong hierarchicd and authoritarian

traditionswithin organisations mean that managers are threatened by participatory stylesof management
and employees do not want to involve themsaves in decison making for fear of having ther views
rgjected (Chenet. d., 2002, Welsh et. d., 1993). Also, inthe case of Ching, for an employeeto provide
asuggestionto their senior manager would cause considerableloss of facefor both parties. The manager
looks inadequate and is disgraced for not having first thought of the proposd and the employee is
humiliated for shaming hisher superior. While Western rewards systems are quickly being adoptedin
China as the number of drategic dliances with western partners increases, traditions of formdity,

hierarchy and command are much dower to change. Moreover, Jackson & Bak (1998) suggest that
unethica behaviour continuesto betolerated in organisationsin Chinabecause employeeswill not share
knowledge of superiors indisgressons. To thisend it can be argued that thereis not only disincentiveto
share knowledge but thereis actualy aclear rationdefor withhol ding knowledge from the out- groupand

preserve the stability of the in-group.

Compounding reticenceto share knowledgeisthefact that during the Communist eraboth Russansand
Chinese were trained to not admit mistakes. Thisreflects not having a\Western orientation which views
mistakes as learning opportunities. In China it is also associated with face saving, the need not to
conform and not to deviate from the in-group. Russans and Chinese have been employed in very
hierarchica, authoritarian organisationsin which mistakeswere viewed as costly and to be avoided, and

hence, not to be admitted. The corresponding absence of feedback on performance (and opportunity to
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reflect) has contributed to an unwillingnessto share learning experiences and knowledge of how to avoid

repeating mistakes.

In sum, there are key culturd and ingtitutiona influences associated with in-groups and out-groups that
impact on the willingness or unwillingness of Russans and Chinese to share knowledge. While our
research has provided alinkage between organisationd behaviour literature on groups and knowledge

sharing literature, there are il other avenues associated with this topic that warrant investigation.

ISSUES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

In this paper we have examined the impact that group membership in Russa and China has on

knowledge sharing. This had not been previoudy explored in detall in the literature. However, we have
not examined the converse, namely the impact that knowledge sharing has on group membership. We
suggest that asaculture of knowledge sharing emergesin trangtion economies, itisvery likdy to impact
on group membership in the sense that groups could be expected to form in different ways and for
different reasons and to reflect different membership patternsthan have existed to-date. Thus, it would
be beneficid to undertake longitudind research to examine the changes to group membership that result
from the devel opment of organisationa culturesthat support knowledge sharing. Additiondly, we have
not undertaken acomparative assessment of the differences between Russaand Chinain respect to how
knowledge sharing isinfluenced by certain culturd and inditutiond features. Sgnificant future research
could provide a nuanced assessment of the subtle differencesin-group membership in the two naions
and explore the ways in which the culturd and indtitutiona differences between the two determine the

extent to which knowledge sharing occurs.
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The rationde for this paper was to develop a set of theoretical arguments in relaion to the interface
between group membership and knowledge sharing in the context of two trangition economies. It would
be highly desirable that future research generates empirica data, both quditative and quantitative, thet
investigates this complex interface. Further, future research could examine other trangtion economies
(such asthe societiesin Centra and Eastern Europe). In so doing, researchers could examine whether
these nations' closer proximity to Western Europe and their earlier shift to internationd political and
economic ingtitutions hasresulted in organisationd culturesin which thereisagrester propendty to share

knowledge.
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