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Abstract: This paper extends the findings of a large empirical study of organizational information and knowledge sharing that
examined the interplay of several notable social and cognitive factors, including trust, shared language, shared vision, tie strength,
homophily, and relationship length. Initial data analysis examined the direct, relative, and collective effects of these social and
cognitive factors on organizational knowledge sharing factors (Evans, 2012). The results of this analysis demonstrated that coworker trust influences, in a statistically significant way, each factor used to operationalize organizational knowledge sharing,
namely: willingness to share knowledge, willingness to use knowledge, and perceived receipt of useful information/knowledge
(Evans, 2013). This study presents the results of a secondary data analysis, which examines whether perceived trustworthiness in
co-workers acts as a mediating variable between the previously mentioned social-cognitive variables and knowledge sharing
factors. Data were collected from 275 knowledge workers (legal professionals and paralegals) engaged in shared legal project work,
at one of Canada’s largest multijurisdictional law firms. The nature of their work requires a significant reliance on co-workers,
across offices nationwide, for both explicit and tacit information and knowledge. The nature of projects allows respondents to
objectively evaluate the outcomes, gaining a better sense of the perceived effects of knowledge shared. A method put forward by
Baron and Kenny (1986), which includes hierarchical multiple regression analysis, was used to test for the mediating effects of
perceived co-worker trustworthiness. The results of the study showed that the relationship between shared language and shared
vision on information and knowledge sharing is mediated through perceived trustworthiness. Moreover, this mediation is subject
to the nature of the relationship between co-workers. For shared language, the role of co-worker relationship is still more nuanced
as perceived trustworthiness was found to have a mediating effect between shared language and knowledge sharing in
relationships between co-workers with whom they worked well together on projects only. There is no apparent mediation of trust
for shared language in negative co-worker relationships, which demonstrates one of the few interesting effects found to be
dependent on the nature of the co-worker relationship.
Keywords: mediating effects of trust, knowledge sharing in a large professional service firm

1. Introduction
The effective utilization of intellectual capital hinges on valuable information and knowledge being shared throughout
the organization - knowledge of who to turn to for help, of best practices, of innovative solutions, or of lessons
learned from less successful endeavours. However, many organizations face challenges in promoting effective
information and knowledge sharing among employees and there is little evidence-based guidance from empirical
research to help them. Furthermore, information and knowledge-sharing interactions are embedded in multifaceted
social contexts, influenced by several different social and cognitive (human) factors. A better grasp of the part played
by these factors both individually and in combination is needed to help organizations build on past experiences,
respond more efficiently to emerging problems, develop new ideas and insights, and avoid reinventing solutions or
repeating prior mistakes.
This paper builds on earlier empirical work (Evans 2012, 2013, 2015) that explored the collective and relative effects of
notable social and cognitive factors (i.e., trust, homophily, shared language, shared vision, tie strength, and
relationship length) on information and knowledge sharing outcomes of knowledge workers engaged in shared legal
project work at one of Canada’s largest multijurisdictional law firms. Earlier work has demonstrated, that in this
context, trust was the single most important social-cognitive factor influencing knowledge sharing, though shared
vision was also found to have a significant positive effect (Evans, 2013). This paper seeks to further examine the
influence of trust on organizational knowledge sharing by exploring whether perceived trustworthiness has a
mediating effect between identified social-cognitive variables and information and knowledge sharing. This study is
one of only few to determine the existence (or otherwise) of a mediating effect of perceived trustworthiness, and the
first to have done so with this number of factors, or with such an inclusive conceptualization of knowledge sharing.
At the outset, it was difficult to predict the presence or strength of the mediating effects between specific socialcognitive factors and specific knowledge sharing factors because prior studies had not investigated these relationships
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and did not use similar measures. Furthermore there has been no prior attempt to develop a theory to link knowledge
sharing and social-cognitive factors (SCFs) through trust. Interestingly, in one study by Levin and Cross (2004), which
controlled for homophily and other knowledge related factors, trust was found to mediate the relationship between
tie strength and perceived receipt of useful knowledge. Predicting the effect of positive and negative working
relationships was equally difficult, as previous studies that examined trust and knowledge sharing in this manner (i.e.,
Holste, 2003; Holste and Fields, 2010) did not measure the effect of any other factors (e.g., shared language, shared
vision, etc.). For these reasons, strategies to uncover the mediating effects of perceived trustworthiness, in the study,
were largely exploratory in nature.

2. Key Constructs
2.1 Information and Knowledge Sharing
Holste (2003) proposed that successful organizational information and knowledge sharing requires that employees are
willing to share the knowledge they have, as well as willing to use the knowledge that is shared with them. Further,
successfully shared information/knowledge should have a positive impact on the individuals involved in the exchange,
the project they are working on, or the organization, as a whole (Levin and Cross, 2004). Building on these ideas from
Holste (2003; Holste and Fields, 2010) and Levin and Cross (2004), information and knowledge sharing (IKS) is
understood, in this study, using three behavioural and perceptual conditions, reported by the employee. These
conditions are: the knowledge source must be willing to share the information and/or knowledge they posses; the
knowledge receiver must be willing to use the information or knowledge that is shared; and the knowledge receiver
must perceive the information/knowledge shared as being useful to their individual work, the project, or the firm. The
authors acknowledge that this conceptualization of IKS is grounded in employee perceptions, which do not measure
actual employee knowledge sharing behaviours, rather self-reported behavioural precursors (i.e. willingness or
intentions) and post-behavioural outcomes (i.e. perceived usefulness). Though it has been previously argued that this
conceptualization of IKS is appropriate and, in many cases, better than other attempts to measure
information/knowledge transfer through frequency of exchange or awareness of source (Evans, 2013).
2.2 Perceived Co-worker Trustworthiness
In this study, perceived trustworthiness is grounded in Mayer et al’s (1995) model for interpersonal trust, though
several other empirical trust studies were used in developing an understanding of trust (e.g., Chattopadhyay, 1999;
Johnson et al, 1996; Levin and Cross, 2004; Levin et al, 2006; Mayer and Davis, 1999; McAllister, 1995).
Mayer et al (1995: 712), define trust as
“[…] the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that
the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or
control that other party.”
The authors (Mayer, et al, 1995) argue that in order to be trusted by the trustor, the trustee must be perceived as
having ability 1, benevolence 2, and integrity 3, which together help them (as the trustor) determine their co-worker’s
‘trustworthiness’. All three factors are interrelated and important to trust, yet each, by itself, may be insufficient for
establishing trust. “Each element contributes a unique perceptual perspective from which the trustor considers the
trustee” (Mayer et al, 1995: 722). For a further discussion of how perceived trustworthiness is understood and used in
this study see Evans (2012, 2013).
2.3 Shared Language / Shared Vision
Based on the work of Levin et al (2006), shared language is defined as the extent to which the respondent and coworker are able to easily understand, communicate, and agree with one another. This condition is sometimes referred
to as being “on the same wavelength” (Levin et al, 2006: 1166), or a case of the two individuals sharing “a ‘technical

1

Ability relates to a co-worker having domain specific skills, competencies, and characteristics. (Mayer et al, 1995, p. 717)
Benevolence relates to the extent to which the respondent believes their co-worker wants to do good or act in a way that is not
egocentric. (Mayer et al, 1995: 718)
3
Integrity relates to the extent to which a co-worker adheres to what the respondent believes is an acceptable set of principles.
(Mayer et al, 1995: 719)
2
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grammar’ for communication” (Argyres, 1999: 162). Shared vision, on the other hand, is the extent to which a
respondent and co-worker (in the eyes of the respondent) share goals, concerns, and purpose (Levin et al, 2006; Tsai
and Ghoshal, 1998). Tsai and Ghoshal (1998: 467) further explain shared vision as embodying “the collective goals and
aspirations of the members of an organization; […] as a bonding mechanism that helps different parts of an
organization to integrate or to combine resources”.
2.4 Homophily
Homophily implies the existence of a positive relationship between the degree of similarity between two individuals
and the strength of the relationship between them. In other words, greater similarity between two individuals leads to
a stronger relationship (e.g. perceived trustworthiness, IKS, etc.) between them. McPherson et al (2001: 416) define
homophily as “the principle that contact between similar people occurs at a higher rate than among dissimilar
4
5
6
7
people”. Noted causes of homophily include geography , family ties , organizational foci , isomorphic sources , and
8
cognitive processes (McPherson et al, 2001). According to McPherson et al (2001), there are two distinct types of
homophily: status homophily 9 and value homophily 10. However, this research study will only explore status
homophily, as value homophily may be too conceptually similar to shared vision. The characteristics explored in this
paper include both ascribed characteristics (i.e., age and gender) and acquired characteristics (i.e., education).
2.5 Relationship length
Relationship length is defined by Levin et al (2004) as how long one co-worker has known another. Knowing someone
for a longer period of time should theoretically lead to more trust and knowledge sharing, since it provides the
individuals with opportunities to develop trust and a history of IKS practices between them (Dirks and Ferrin, 2002).
However, according to Levin et al (2004: l1) the “construct of relationship length has been largely neglected in the
trust literature”. It is also an important construct largely neglected in the IKS literature. Existing research has shown a
positive connection between relationship length and trust (e.g. Dirks and Ferrin, 2002; Lewicki and Bunker, 1996;
Coleman, 1988; Levin et al, 2004) and between relationship length and knowledge sharing (e.g. Mäkelä and Brewster,
2009; Mäkelä et al, 2012), though the interrelatedness of these relationships require further exploration.
2.6 Tie Strength
Tie strength is defined as “a combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy, and the
reciprocal services which characterize the tie” (Granovetter, 1973: 1361). Granovetter (1973) further added that each
of the determinants act independently, although the set, as a whole, are highly intra-correlated. Several other
researchers (Hansen, 1999; Levin and Cross, 2004; McFadyen and Cannella, 2004) followed similar conceptualizations,
defining tie strength as a mix of interaction frequency and closeness. Interaction frequency can practically be thought
of as synonymous with communication frequency and, in a corporate setting, could presumably include interactions
that are face-to-face, by phone, through email, etc. Closeness relates to an emotional intensity felt by the individuals
in the relationship towards one another, which Marsden and Campbell (1984: 498) argued is “on balance the best
indicator of the concept of tie strength.” In fact, the authors warned that measures of tie strength based on
interaction frequency alone do not accurately capture tie strength among co-workers. In a more recent paper, Levin et
al (2011: 924) supported Marsden and Campbell’s (1984) claim by arguing that interaction frequency is not a perfect
indicator of tie strength, because not all interactions are “the same length, do not occur at a constant rate, and have
unequal emotional impact” The variation in these ultimately causes different lasting outcomes.
2.7 Nature of Co-worker Relationship
Based on similar distinctions made in comparable research studies (McAllister, 1995; Tsui, 1984, 1986; Holste, 2003)
this study chose to ask respondents to comment on both a positive co-worker (i.e., someone they worked best with,
4

Geography relates to geographic distance. More likely to have contact with those that are closer
Family Ties refers to a family relation (biological tie). Likely to be the same race, ethnicity, and religion
6
Organizational Foci relates to a focused activity which fosters the relationship (e.g. school, work, or voluntary organizations)
7
Isomorphic Sources relates to occupied positions or roles (e.g. workplace roles (status, seniority, functional division), family roles
(wives), or political roles (senators))
8
Cognitive Processes refers to perceived similarity (e.g. people who share similar knowledge domains)
9
Status Homophily is based on informal, formal, and ascribed status. Includes ascribed characteristics (race, ethnicity, gender, age)
and acquired characteristics (religion, education, occupation, behavior patterns)
10
Value Homophily is based on values, attitudes, and beliefs
5
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on a project they worked on recently) and a negative co-worker (i.e., someone they did not work well with, on a
project they worked together on recently).
Further theoretical development of all the above factors is detailed in Evans (2012, 2013).
2.8 Theoretical Framework

Figure 1: Theoretical Model
This paper examines whether perceived trustworthiness is a mediating variable between social-cognitive factors (SCFs)
and information and knowledge sharing (IKS). The theoretical model (Figure 1) shows the role of trust as an
intervening or mediating variable, where m mediates a relationship between x and y (i.e. x → m → y). The
independent variables (i.e., SCF; x) were predicted to affect the dependent variables (i.e., IKS; y) indirectly, through
the intervening variable (i.e., perceived trustworthiness m). This would mean that SCF variables (x) have a direct
effect on IKS (y) and a direct effect on perceived trustworthiness (m); while perceived trustworthiness (m) also has a
direct effect on IKS (y). An intervening variable “delineates the causal mechanisms producing the observed
relationship between the focal independent and dependent variables” (Aneshensel, 2002: 155). Since it must serve a
connective function, both these connections are necessary for perceived trustworthiness to be confirmed as a
mediating variable. Specifying perceived trustworthiness as a meditating variable also suggests that the connection
between SCF and IKS is indirect (i.e., SCFs influences perceived trustworthiness, which in turn influences IKS).

3. Methods
3.1 Data Collection
Data were collected as part of a larger study examining the effect of social and cognitive factors on knowledge sharing
outcomes of knowledge workers. Respondents were engaged in shared legal project work at one of Canada’s largest
multijurisdictional law firms. The nature of their work required a significant reliance on co-workers, across offices
nationwide, for both explicit and tacit knowledge. The nature of the projects allowed respondents to objectively
evaluate the outcome of the projects, giving a better sense of the perceived effects of knowledge shared.
After pretesting, the survey was published on the web using an academic survey suite. A senior partner sent a firmwide email inviting approximately 900 legal professionals and paralegals/law clerks in six national offices to
participate. To be eligible, the respondent had to be assigned to a project with at least two co-workers. All those
contacted were knowledge workers engaged in knowledge-intensive legal project work. Of the potential respondents,
775 were “legal professionals” which the firm defined as lawyers (735), trademark or patent agents (30), accountants
(5), or governmental professionals (5). In addition, 120 questionnaires were sent to “paralegals” and “law clerks”. No
administrative staff participated.
The anonymous survey had three sections, asking respondents to answer questions about: themselves and their
background; a positive referent (i.e. someone they worked well with on a recent project – Group 1); and a negative
referent (i.e. someone they did not work well with on a recent project – Group 2).
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3.2 Operationalized Measures
Table 1 provides an overview of the operationalization of the various independent, mediating, and dependent
measures used in the study. Factors were operationalized primarily using existing measures; in some cases items were
reworded to match the legal domain, or additional items were added to increase reliability.

Table 1

*

This study used Statistics Canada’s 2006 Census questions to capture all homophily related survey items (Statistics
Canada 2006)

**

The creation of a fourth (new) “closeness” item was the result of conversations with Daniel Levin (Evans, personal
communication, October 2010), who, with his colleagues, suggested a rethinking of Marsden and Campbell’s (1984)
understanding on tie strength. Levin et al (2011) suggested that emotion-based (or closeness) measures were, at
the very least, as important as the commonly used interaction and communication frequency measures.

*** Co-worker tie strength was measured prior to the project and while on the project. Each has 4 items. See Evans
(2012) for specific scales, as they slightly vary across items.
**** Ability-based trust – 9 items adapted from Mayer and Davis (1999); Levin and Cross (2004); McAllister (1995); and
Chattopadhyay (1999). Benevolence-based trust – 9 items adapted from Mayer and Davis (1999); Levin et al (2006);
and Johnson et al (1996). Integrity-based trust – 6 items adapted from Mayer and Davis (1999).

3.3 Data Analysis
Four conditions are necessary for a variable to be confirmed as a mediator variable (Baron and Kenny, 1986): 1) there
must be a significant relationship between the independent variable (IV; x) and the dependent variable (DV; y); 2)
there must be a significant relationship between the IV and the mediator (m) variable; 3) the mediator variable must
still predict the DV after controlling for the IV and; 4) the relationship between the IV and the DV is reduced when the
mediator variable is in the equation. Therefore, to be considered a mediator variable, the inclusion of the trust
variable (i.e., perceived trustworthiness or PTrust) should account for some or all the relationships between SCF and
IKS. For the purposes of the statistical analysis, the chain of factors established by including PTrust in between SCF and
IKS is referred to as the indirect component, while the relationship between SCF and IKS without PTrust is referred to
as the direct component. Aneshensel (2002) has argued that if mediation is present, an increase in the indirect
component decreases the direct component. In other words, a reduction in, or even elimination of, the relationship
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between the independent variables (SCF) and the dependent variables (IKS) implies that a part or all of the
relationship is explained through the mediating variable (PTrust).
If the inclusion of PTrust entirely eliminates the relationship between IV and DV, the relationship is said to be ‘fully
elaborated’ and the mediation is said to be perfect (‘full’ or ‘complete’). “This pattern of results tends to occur
because the dependent variable is more proximal to the intervening variable than the focal independent variable and
because proximal effects tend to be stronger than distal effects” (Aneshensel, 2002: 164). However, if the inclusion of
PTrust only partially accounts for the relationship, it is said to be ‘partially elaborated’, and the mediation is said to be
‘partial’. Finally, if the inclusion of PTrust leaves the SCF-IKS relationship unchanged, it is said to be ‘unelaborated’ and
it could be concluded that PTrust is not a mediating variable.
To test the mediating effect of PTrust, hierarchical multiple regression analysis (HMRA) was used (Baron and Kenny,
1986). In the first stage, the IKS variables were regressed on the SCF variables. In this step, PTrust was excluded from
the model,

IKS1

= β1 Age + β 2 Edu + β 3Gen + β 4 S .Lan + β 5 S .Vis + β 6 R.Len + β 7T .S . p + β 8T .S .w

However, in the second step of the HMRA, the mediating variable, PTrust, was included as an independent variable,
along with the others,

IKS 2

= β1 Age + β 2 Edu + β 3Gen + β 4 S .Lan + β 5 S .Vis + β 6 R.Len + β 7T .S . p + β 8T .S .w + β 9 PTrust

The contribution of PTrust as a mediating variable to the explanation of IKS was assessed using the change in R2
between the two models. If the change was significant, then changes in betas (β) for each individual variable were
assessed. The focus of the analysis was on what happens to the regression coefficient for the focal relationships (SCFIKS), when the mediating variable (PTrust) was added to the model. Mediation can be argued to be present when the
β of the IV-DV relationship decreases. The mediation was said to be complete if the focal relationship was no longer
significant, after PTrust was introduced into the model. In the case of partial mediation there would still be a
statistically significant relationship in the second step, however β would be reduced, as PTrust explained only part of
the relationship. Finally, the focal relationship would be found not to be mediated by PTrust if the regression
coefficient for the relationship was unchanged with the addition of the mediating variable.

4. Results
4.1 Mediating Effect of Perceived Trustworthiness with Co-Workers with Whom the Respondent Worked Well
Figure 1 summarizes the statistically significant relationships found between the respondent and the co-worker with
whom they reported to have worked well on a recent project. The two variables that satisfied the first two conditions
set out by Baron and Kenny (1986) were Shared Language and Shared Vision. Homophily, Relationship Length, and Tie
Strength did not meet the criteria, as they had no significant relationships with PTrust and the knowledge sharing
variables.
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Social
Cognitive
Factors
Tie
Strength

Perceived
Trustworthiness

Relationship
Length

Benevolence-based
Integrity-based

Shared
Vision

Ability-based

Shared
Language

Information/Knowledge
Sharing

Educational
Homophily

Willingness to Share

Gender
Homophily

Willingness to Use
Perceived Receipt
of Useful Knowledge

Age
Homophily

Figure 1 Significant Relationships with Co-workers the Respondent Worked Well With.
Table 2 Results of the HMRA with Co-workers the Respondent Worked Well With

4.1.1 Mediating Effect of Perceived Trustworthiness between Shared Language and Information and
Knowledge Sharing
The third and fourth conditions proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) were tested using a two-step hierarchical
multiple regression analysis (HMRA). The complete results of this HMRA appear in Table 1. The results of the analysis
showed that PTrust still predicted IKS. Further, that the relationships between shared language and IKS, and between
shared vision and IKS, weakened when PTrust was introduced into the model; i.e., the difference (Δ) in β is negative.
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This suggested that PTrust mediated most of the relationships between Shared Language and IKS, and all of the
relationships between Shared Vision and IKS.
Willingness to Share
The addition of PTrust made a small contribution to the explanation of Willingness to Share knowledge, as indicated
by the increment of R2 from the Step 1 Model (i.e. Overall willingness to share knowledge (WSO) ∆R2 = 1.4%; p <
0.001; Willingness to share explicit knowledge (WSE) ∆R2 = 1.0%; p < 0.001; and Willingness to Share tacit knowledge
(WST) ∆R2 = 1.3%; p < .001). The addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for Shared Language (on WSO) by 12.6%
(∆β = 0.320 - 0.366 = -0.046). Mediation was present, but only partially, as Shared Language remained statistically
associated with WSO. The results also showed that the addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for Shared Language
with WSE by 10.7% (∆β = 0.325 - 0.364 = -0.039) and with WST by 13.3% (∆β = 0.294 -0.339 = -0.045). In both cases,
the mediation was partial, as relationships (β2) between Shared Language and WSE and WST remained statistically
significant.
Willingness to Use
The addition of PTrust also made a substantial contribution to the explanation of Willingness to Use knowledge, as
indicated by the increment of R2 from the Step 1 Model (i.e., Overall Willingness to Use knowledge (WUO) ∆R2 = 4.2%;
p < 0.001; Willingness to Use explicit knowledge (WUE) ∆R2 = 9.4%; p < 0.001; and Willingness to Use tacit knowledge
(WUT) ∆R2 = 3.2%; p < 0.001). The coefficient for shared language was found to be not significantly associated with
WUO in either model when PTrust was introduced. However, it was found that the addition of PTrust reduced the
coefficient for Shared Language with WUE by 55.4% (∆β = 0.095 -0.213 = -0.118) and, interestingly, β2 was no longer
statistically significant, suggesting that PTrust had a complete mediating effect for the relationship between Shared
Language and WUE. The coefficient for Shared Language was found to be not significantly associated with WUT in
either model.
Perceived Receipt of Useful Knowledge
PTrust made a moderate contribution to the explanation of Perceived Receipt of Useful Knowledge (PRUK), as
indicated by the increment of R2 from the Step 1 Model (PRUK ∆R2 = 4.3%; p < 0.001). The addition of PTrust reduced
the coefficient for Shared Language by 39.7% (∆β = 0.123 - 0.204 = -0.081). Further, because Shared Language was no
longer statistically significant after PTrust was introduced into the model (β2), it can be concluded that PTrust had a
complete mediating effect for the relationship between shared language and PRUK.

4.1.2 Mediating Effect of Perceived Trustworthiness between Shared Vision and Information and
Knowledge Sharing
Willingness to Share
The addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for Shared Vision (on WSO) by 21.8% (∆β = 0.240 -0.307 = -0.067).
Mediation was present, but only partially, as Shared Vision remained statistically associated with WSO. The results
also showed that the addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for shared vision with WSE by 27.1% (∆β = 0.153 0.210 = -0.057) and with WST by 19.2% (∆β = 0.260 - 0.325 = -0.065). In the case of WSE, Shared Vision was no longer
statistically significant after PTrust was introduced into the model (β2). This suggested that PTrust had a complete
mediating effect for the relationship between Shared Vision and WSE. For WST, the mediation was present, but only
partially, as the relationship between Shared Vision and WST remained statistically significant after PTrust was
introduced into the model.

Willingness to Use
The addition of PTrust also reduced the coefficient for Shared Vision (on WUO) by 30.6% (∆β = 0.265 -0.382 = -0.117).
Mediation was partial, as Shared Vision remained statistically associated with WUO (β2). The results also showed that
the addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for shared vision with WUE by 71% (∆β = 0.072 - 0.248 = -0.176) and
with WUT by 26.2% (∆β = 0.282 -0.382 = -0.100). In the case of WUE, Shared Vision was no longer statistically
significant after PTrust was introduced into the model. This suggested that PTrust had a complete mediating effect for
the relationship between Shared Vision and WUE. For WUT, the mediation was partial, as the relationship between
Shared Vision and WUT remained statistically significant after PTrust was introduced into the model.

Perceived Receipt of Useful Knowledge
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Finally, the addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for shared vision (on PRUK) by 23% (∆β = 0.385 - 0.500 = -0.115).
Mediation was partial, as the relationship between Shared Vision and PRUK (β2) remained statistically significant after
PTrust was introduced into the model.
4.2 Mediating Effect of Perceived Trustworthiness with Co-Workers with Whom the Respondent did not Work
Well

Figure 2 summarizes the statistically significant relationships between the respondent and the co-worker
with whom they reported to have not worked well on a recent project. Shared Vision was the only variable
that satisfied the first two conditions proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) (i.e., homophily measures,
shared language, relationship length, and tie strength variables did not have significant relationships with
either PTrust or any knowledge sharing variables). Further, the results of the HMRA suggested that PTrust
mediated most of the relationships between Shared Vision and IKS. The complete results of this HMRA
appear in Table 2.

Social
Cognitive
Factors
Tie
Strength

Perceived
Trustworthiness

Relationship
Length

Benevolence-based
Integrity-based

Shared
Vision

Ability-based

Shared
Language

Information/Knowledge
Sharing

Educational
Homophily

Willingness to Share

Gender
Homophily

Willingness to Use
Perceived Receipt
of Useful Knowledge

Age
Homophily

Figure 2 Significant Relationships with Co-workers the Respondent Did Not Work Well With.
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Table 3 Results of the HMRA with Co-Workers the Respondent Did Not Work Well With

4.2.1 Mediating Effect of Perceived Trustworthiness Between Shared Vision and Knowledge Sharing
The addition of PTrust made a substantial contribution to the explanation of WSO indicated by the increment of R2
from the Step 1 model (WSO ∆R2 = 3.4%; p < .001; WSE ∆R2 = 3.9%; p < 0.001; WST ∆R2 = 2.9%; p < 0.001). The
addition of PTrust also reduced the coefficient for Shared Vision (on WSO) by 26.5% (∆β = 0.222 - 0.302 = -0.080).
Mediation was present, but only partially, as Shared Vision remained statistically associated with WSO. The results
also showed that the addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for Shared Vision with WSE by 34% (∆β = 0.165 -0.250
= -0.085), and with WST by 24.3% (∆β = 0.227 -0.300 = -0.073). In both cases, the mediation was present, but only
partially, as relationships between Shared Vision and WSE and WST remained statistically significant after PTrust was
introduced into the model.
The addition of PTrust also made a substantial contribution to the explanation of WUO as indicated by the increment
of R2 from the Step 1 Model (WUO ∆R2 = 7.1%; p < 0.001; WUE ∆R2 = 9.9%; p < 0.001; WUT ∆R2 = 5.8%; p < 0.001). The
addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for Shared Vision (on WUO) by 27.6% (∆β = 0.312 -0.431 = -0.119).
Mediation was present, but only partially, as Shared Vision remained statistically associated with WUO, after PTrust
was introduced into the model. The results also showed that the addition of PTrust reduced the coefficient for Shared
Vision with WUE by 51% (∆β = 0.128 - 0.261 = -0.133) and with WUT by 23.9% (∆β = 0.348 0.457 = -0.109). In the case
of WUE, Shared Vision was no longer statistically significant after PTrust was introduced into the model. This
suggested that PTrust had a complete mediating effect for the relationship between Shared Vision and WUE. For WUT,
the mediation was partial, as the relationship between Shared Vision and WUT remained statistically significant after
PTrust was introduced into the model.
Finally, the coefficient for Shared Vision was found to be not significantly associated with PRUK in either model, when
PTrust was introduced.
4.3 Summary of the Mediating Effects of Perceived Trustworthiness
A summary of the mediating effect of Perceived Trustworthiness for both types of working relationships is presented
in Table 4.
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Table 4 Summary of the Mediating Effects of Perceived Trustworthiness
Co–worker with whom
respondent did not work
well
Shared
Shared
Language
Vision

Co–worker with whom
respondent worked best
Shared
Language

Shared
Vision

Willingness
to Share

Overall
Explicit
Tacit

Partial
Partial
Partial

Partial
Complete
Partial

Partial
Partial
Partial

Willingness
to Use

Overall
Explicit
Tacit

Complete

Partial
Complete
Partial

Partial
Complete
Partial

Complete

Partial

Perceived Receipt of
Useful Knowledge

5. Discussion
Based on the previous studies and the interrelatedness of the constructs (see Evans, 2012, Sections 2.2.2 and 2.4.4) it
was expected that perceived trustworthiness would have a mediating effect between social-cognitive factors (SCFs)
and information/knowledge sharing (IKS). Overall, this study provides supports for this expectation.
In earlier reported research it has been demonstrated that co-workers who possess shared language have greater
trust in each other (see Evans, 2012, Section 2.3.2) and are more effective in their knowledge sharing (Evans, 2012,
Section 2.4.2; Evans, 2013; Evans et al, 2012), so it comes to no surprise that these constructs are closely interrelated.
The results of this study found that, with co-workers respondents worked well with, perceived trustworthiness had a
partial mediating effect between shared language and each type of willingness to share knowledge (i.e., overall,
explicit, and tacit).
This suggests that when working conditions are favourable, perceived trustworthiness in a co-worker forms a stronger
relationship between shared language and an individual’s willingness to share explicit and tacit knowledge.
Interestingly, perceived trustworthiness is found to not have a similar effect on overall willingness to use co-worker
knowledge (or willingness to use co-worker tacit knowledge), yet had a complete mediating effect between shared
language and willingness to use explicit knowledge. One suggestion for this result is that explicit knowledge may have
a more visibly associated risk in the legal setting. For example, it may be less risky to use someone’s tacit knowledge
than their explicit knowledge. In a legal setting, explicated knowledge is highly relied on and disseminated (e.g., legal
documents, precedents, contracts, etc.). Therefore, explicit knowledge is more likely to be directly used and reused in
projects, decision-making, and deliverables. It is also more probable that explicit knowledge is seen and used by
clients, managers, and partners, in evaluating the project outcomes and the project team. When knowledge is made
explicit, it is made formal, forcing the employees to place it “on the record”, which carries accountability and social
risk. Trust is more important, since the individual inherently takes a risk in sharing and using a co-worker’s explicit
knowledge, because they must ultimately be accountable for the information and knowledge shared/used. This is
especially true in a closed network structure like a law firm, where reputations may be created and destroyed based
on information and knowledge made visible (Coleman, 1988; Burt, 2005). There is less risk for tacit knowledge to be
shown as being used inappropriately, because tacit knowledge is more difficult to codify in formal project deliverables
and firm-wide artifacts.
With co-workers respondents worked well with, perceived trustworthiness is also found to have a complete mediating
effect between shared language and perceived receipt of useful knowledge. This suggests that when trust is higher
among co-workers, it forms a stronger relationship between shared language and the co-workers’s perception that
knowledge received is more useful. Practically, this finding highlights the important role trust plays in perceived
information and knowledge outcomes.
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An interesting observation is how the nature of the working relationship plays a substantial role in affecting perceived
trustworthiness, as a mediating variable. Specifically, perceived trustworthiness is found to have a mediating effect
between shared language and IKS with co-workers respondents worked well with (i.e., with co-workers that
respondents did not work well with, no direct relationships between shared language and trust is found) (Evans,
2012). Having a shared language may be a necessary prerequisite for working on a legal project and, by virtue of
inclusion in the work group it may be assumed that their co-workers shared some degree of language. This, however,
does not guarantee that the co-workers trust each other, or that trust plays any role. On the other hand, with coworkers that respondents did not work well with, there were significant relationships found between shared language
and IKS (Evans, 2012, 2013). This could be because respondents only involved negative referents in knowledge
sharing, when the two shared a language, to simplify and quicken the exchange (e.g., as it was a negative experience
and individuals did not want to prolong interaction with someone they did not work well with).
Shared vision, perceived trustworthiness, and knowledge sharing are also closely interrelated: Co-workers who share a
vision have greater trust in each other (see Evans, 2012, Section 2.3.2) and are more efficient in knowledge sharing
(see Evans, 2012, Section 2.4.2; Evans, 2013; Evans et al, 2012). However, no known research has specifically explored
the mediating effects of trust between shared vision and IKS. The results of this study suggest that perceived
trustworthiness had a mediating effect between shared vision and each form of willingness to share and use
knowledge (i.e., overall, explicit and tacit). As with shared language, one explanation for these findings may be that
trust shapes the extent to which respondents are forthcoming about their lack of shared vision, creating a condition
(i.e., willingness or need) for knowledge sharing. In other words, with higher perceived trustworthiness, there is more
transparency for the need to create opportunities to establish a unified vision. These opportunities to build a shared
vision manifested themselves as increased willingness to share and use knowledge. In either case, the effect of trust
on willingness to share and use knowledge, in lieu of shared vision, really exhibits its role in organizational knowledge
sharing. This is especially true because similar mediating effects are found in relationships with those co-workers
individuals work well with and those they do not work well with.
With respect to perceived receipt of useful knowledge, perceived trustworthiness is found to have a partial mediating
effect on shared vision and full mediating effect on shared language, in positive co-worker relationships and in both
cases no mediating effects in negative ones. When respondents had little trust in co-workers, on the other hand, they
default back on shared language or shared vision as a basis for deciding how useful their co-worker’s knowledge is to
them or the firm. One reason for this may be that individuals cannot get past the nature of poor working relationships
and generally see a majority of information and knowledge from negative referents as not being useful, even if the
two co-workers happen to share a common language or vision. This is quite an interesting finding, which reinforces
the decision to ask respondents for two co-worker referents, and highlights the need to further explore the effect of
positive and negative working relationships on information and knowledge sharing.
Generally, trustworthiness has a slightly stronger mediating effect on the willingness to share and use explicit
knowledge, versus tacit knowledge. As previously suggested, this may be due to the proposed associated risk involved
with explicit knowledge in a legal setting. Also, trustworthiness seems more likely to have a mediating effect in
positive working relationships, as opposed to negative ones, but further research is required to specifically explore
why this was the case.
The study has some limitations. It may have limited external validity because it surveyed knowledge workers in only
one organization, within one industry. As it was suggested, in some cases the practices and routines in the legal
industry may have influenced the make-up and outcomes of working relationships differently from what may be
found in other organizational settings. Examples of this may be the risk associated with sharing and using explicit
knowledge, or the unique relationships between legal professionals and law clerks/paralegals. Further research would
be needed to explore similar types of sharing relationships, in alternative (non-legal) settings. The study only
measured self-report data (i.e., expressed willingness and perceived usefulness) for knowledge sharing, and not actual
exchanges of knowledge, actual employee sharing behaviours, or project outcomes. Future research may attempt to
correlate findings from both expressed and actual knowledge sharing.

6. Conclusion
The results of the study showed that the relationship between shared language and shared vision on information and
knowledge sharing is mediated through perceived trustworthiness. Moreover, this mediation is subject to the nature
of the relationship between co-workers. For shared language, the role of co-worker relationship is still more nuanced
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as perceived trustworthiness was found to have a mediating effect between shared language and knowledge sharing
in relationships between co-workers with whom they worked well together on projects only. There is no apparent
mediation of trust in negative co-worker relationships, which demonstrates one of the few interesting effects found to
be dependent on the nature of the co-worker relationship.
The finding that trust plays a substantive role in how people share, use, and perceive the worth of information and
knowledge is both cautionary and encouraging. That is, it points to trust as a pivot point for possibly enhancing
effective information and knowledge sharing, but also as a point of intervention when those environments face
challenges in effective sharing.

References
Aneshensel, C.S. (2002) Theory-Based Data Analysis for the Social Sciences, Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.
Argyres, N.S. (1999) ‘The impact of information technology on coordination: Evidence from the B-2 "stealth" bomber’, Organization
Science, vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 162-180.
Baron, R.M. & Kenny, D.A. (1986) ‘The moderator-mediator variable distinction in social psychological research: Conceptual,
strategic, and statistical considerations’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 51, no. 6, pp. 1173-1182.
Burt, R. (2005) Brokerage and Closure. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Chattopadhyay, P. (1999) ‘Beyond direct and symmetrical effects: The influence of demographic dissimilarity on organizational
citizenship behavior’, Academy of Management Journal, vol. 42, no. 3, pp. 273-287.
Coleman, J.S. (1988) ‘Social capital in the creation of human capital’, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 94(Supplement), pp. S95S120.
Dirks, K.T. & Ferrin, D.L. (2002) ‘Trust in leadership: Meta-analytic findings and implications for research and practice’, Journal of
Applied Psychology, vol. 87, no. 4, pp. 611-628.
Evans, M.M. (2012) Knowledge Sharing: An empirical study of the role of trust and other social-cognitive factors in an
organizational setting, Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario. Retrieved from
https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/bitstream/1807/35086/3/Evans_M_Max_201211_PhD_thesis.pdf
Evans, M.M. (2013) ‘Is trust the most important factor influencing knowledge sharing in organisations?’, Journal of Information &
Knowledge Management, vol. 12, no. 4, 1350038 (17 pages).
th
Evans, M.M. (2015) ‘Mediating effects of trust: Knowledge sharing in a large professional service firm’, 7 European Conference on
Intellectual Capital (ECIC 2015), 9-10 April, Cartagena, Spain, University of Cartagena, pp. 97-105.
Evans, M.M., Wensley, A.K.P. & Choo, C.W. (2012) ‘How shared language and shared vision motivate effective knowledge sharing
th
behavior’, conference proceedings 13 European Conference on Knowledge Management (ECKM 2012), 6-7 September,
Cartagena, Spain, Universidad Politécnica de Cartagena, pp. 294-304.
Granovetter, M.S. (1973) ‘The strength of weak ties’, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 78, no. 6, pp. 1360-1380.
Johnson, J.L., Cullen, J.B., Sakano, T. & Takenouchi, H. (1996) ‘Setting the stage for trust and strategic integration in Japanese - U.S.
cooperative alliances’, Journal of International Business Studies, vol. 27, no. 5, pp. 981-1004.
Johnson-George, C., & Swap, W.C. (1982) ‘Measurement of specific interpersonal trust: Construction and validation of a scale to
assess trust in a specific other’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 43, no. 6, pp. 1306-1317.
Hansen, M.T. (1999) ‘The search-transfer problem: The role of weak ties in sharing knowledge across organization subunits’,
Administrative Science Quarterly, vol. 44, no. 1, pp. 82-111.
Holste, J.S. (2003) A study of the effects of affect-based trust and cognition-based trust on intra-organizational knowledge sharing
and use, Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, Regent University, Virginia Beach, Virginia.
Holste, J.S. & Fields, D. (2010) ‘Trust and tacit knowledge sharing and use’, Journal of Knowledge Management, vol. 14, no. 1, pp.
128-140.
Levin, D. Z., and Cross, R. (2004) ‘The strength of weak ties you can trust: The mediating role of trust in effective knowledge
transfer’, Management Science, vol. 50, no. 11, pp. 1477-1490.
Levin, D.Z., Walter, J. & Murnighan, J.K. (2011) ‘Dormant ties: The value of reconnecting’, Organization Science, vol. 22, no. 4, pp.
923-939.
Levin, D.Z., Whitener, E.M. & Cross, R. (2004) ‘Perceived trustworthiness of knowledge sources: the moderating impact of
relationship length’, Academy of Management Proceedings, vol. 1(Supplement), pp. 11-16.
Levin, D.Z., Whitener, E.M. & Cross, R. (2006) ‘Perceived trustworthiness of knowledge sources: The moderating impact of
relationship length’, Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 91, no. 5, pp. 1163-1171.
Lewicki, R.J. & Bunker, B.B. (1996) ‘Developing and maintaining trust in work relationships. In R.M. Kramer & T.R. Tyler (eds.) Trust
in Organization: Frontiers of Theory and Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 114-139.
Marsden, P.V. & Campbell, K.E. (1984) ‘Measuring tie strength’, Social Forces, vol. 63, no. 2, pp. 482-501.
Mäkelä, K., Andersson, U. & Seppala, T. (2012) ‘Interpersonal similarity and knowledge sharing within multinational organizations’,
International Business Review, vol. 21, no. 3, pp. 439-451.
Mäkelä, K. & Brewster, C. (2009) ‘Interunit interaction contexts, interpersonal social capital and the differing levels of knowledge
sharing’, Human Resource Management, vol. 48, no. 4, pp. 591–613.
Mayer, R.C. & Davis, J.H. (1999) ‘The effect of the performance appraisal system on trust for management: A field quasiexperiment’, Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 84, no. 1, pp. 123-136.

www.ejkm.com

252

©ACPIL

Max Evans, Anthony Wensley and Ilja Frissen
Mayer, R.C., Davis, J.H. & Schoorman, F.D. (1995) ‘An integrative model of organizational trust’, The Academy of Management
Review, vol. 20, no. 3, pp. 709-734.
McAllister, D.J. (1995) ‘Affect and cognition-based trust as foundations for interpersonal cooperation in organizations’, The
Academy of Management Journal, vol. 38, no. 1, pp. 24-59.
McFadyen, M.A., & Cannella, A.A. (2004) ‘Social capital and knowledge creation: Diminishing returns of the number and strength of
exchange relationships’, Academy of Management Journal, vol. 47, no. 5, pp. 735-746.
McPherson, M., Smith-Lovin, L. & Cook, J.M. (2001) ‘Birds of a feather: Homophily in social networks’, Annual Review of Sociology,
vol. 27, pp. 415-444.
Statistics Canada (2006) 2006 census questions: And reasons why the questions are asked, viewed 3 December 2009,
http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census06/info/questions/index.cfm?S=11
Tsai, W. & Ghoshal, S. (1998) ‘Social capital and value creation: The role of intrafirm networks’, The Academy of Management
Journal, vol. 41, no. 4, pp. 464-476.
Tsui, A.S-Y. (1984) ‘A role-set analysis of managerial reputation’, Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, vol. 34, no. 1,
pp. 64-96.
Tsui, A.S-Y. (1986) ‘Interpersonal affect and rating errors’, Academy of Management Journal, vol. 29, no. 3, pp. 586-599.

www.ejkm.com

253

ISSN 1479-4411

