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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to explore the multi-level (individual, interpersonal and ﬁrm)
consequences of top-down knowledge hiding in ﬁrms.

Design/methodology/approach – This study uses a multiple case study methodology by studying nine

United Arab Emirates (UAE)-based ﬁrms. Furthermore, 26 semi-structured interviews with managers based
in 9 different ﬁrms are undertaken.

Findings – Based on the qualitative interviews and comprehensive data analysis, four individual, one
interpersonal and two ﬁrm-level consequences emerged. In addition, the consequences of top-down
knowledge hiding are not multi-level, but multi-faceted too.
Research limitations/implications – This study has some limitations. First, the results of this study
are not generalizable to a broader population. Second, this study explores behavioral patterns with respect to
UAE culture only.
Practical implications – Firms can use the ﬁndings from this study to understand the multi-level and
multi-faceted consequences of top-down knowledge hiding in ﬁrms. Also, this study provides some
constructive guidelines to ﬁrms/senior management to mitigate the consequences of knowledge hiding in
ﬁrms.
Originality/value – This study contributes to knowledge hiding literature by revealing multi-level and
multi-faceted consequences of top-down knowledge hiding in ﬁrms.

Keywords Qualitative research, Case study methods, Knowledge hiding, Top-down management
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Knowledge sharing between ﬁrms is one of the most important attributes contributing to the
success of a ﬁrm (Issac and Thomas, 2019). Furthermore, knowledge sharing between ﬁrms
brings ﬁrms closer with the potential to develop long term business relationships (Cheng
et al., 2008; Samuel et al., 2011). Additional studies focusing on the importance of knowledge
sharing in a buyer-supplier relationship found that knowledge sharing helps ﬁrms to
innovate and contribute effectively to the ﬁrms’ success (Cheng et al., 2008). Furthermore,
Ajmal and Kristianto (2012) found that knowledge sharing between ﬁrms results in reduced
uncertainty and better decision-making, eventually leading to superior business
performance by exchange partners. While knowledge sharing between ﬁrms plays an
important, it is essential to mention that knowledge hiding can take place in organizations.
Connelly et al. (2012, p. 65) deﬁne knowledge hiding is deﬁned as “an intentional attempt by
an individual to withhold or conceal knowledge that has been requested by another person.”
Such knowledge hiding within ﬁrms can harm the ﬁrms’ ability to remain competitive and

innovative. Cerne
et al. (2014, 2017) stated that individuals within ﬁrms can engage in
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knowledge hiding behavior to preserve their indispensability and career prospects. Serenko
and Bontis (2016) argued that knowledge hiding usually takes place in ﬁrms when
perpetrators (knowledge hiders) want to address their selﬁsh motives. These authors further
stated that individuals may also hide knowledge to comply with the norms of reciprocity
and expectations.
While existing studies provide some evidence on why individuals hide knowledge, other
researchers argue that knowledge can generate negative consequences (Connelly et al., 2012;

Cerne
et al., 2014; Butt and Ahmad, 2020). Notably, these authors argue that the
consequences of top-down (top-down management means a formal and informal
relationship between senior staff and his/her subordinate(s) in the execution of the assigned
roles and duties in supporting the company to achieve the business goals) knowledge hiding
can span from individual to interpersonal and ﬁrm-level. For instance, Butt and Ahmad
(2019) argued that top-down knowledge hiding may result in higher turnover intentions
among the victims of knowledge hiding. These authors argue that top-down (knowledge
hiding can affect an individuals’ (knowledge seekers’) ability to contribute to the best of
their potential. Wang et al. (2019) and Butt (2019), on the other hand, argued that if a
knowledge seeker is unable to attain requested knowledge, he/she may have to rely on
additional sources and perform extra time-consuming work. Knowledge hiding can also
harm the interpersonal relationship between the knowledge seeker and the perpetrator. For
instance, knowledge hiding between the knowledge seeker and the perpetrator may result in
a trust deﬁcit. Consequently, both knowledge seeker and hider may no longer remain
actively engaged and productive in their work (Serenko and Bonti, 2016). Such volunteer
turnover can be costly for ﬁrms. The effects of knowledge hiding can also be felt at the ﬁrmlevel. Particularly, Peng (2013) noted that knowledge hiding can affect the ﬁrms’ reputation
or results in higher turnover while Butt and Ahmad (2019) stated that knowledge hiding can
result in higher turnover for ﬁrms. Unveiling multi-level (individual, interpersonal and ﬁrm)
consequences of knowledge hiding has also been identiﬁed as an area calling for further

research (Butt and Ahmad, 2019; Connelly et al., 2019; Butt, 2019; Cerne
et al., 2014; Connelly
and Zweig, 2015). In particular, Connelly et al. (2019) stated that the full range of the
outcomes of knowledge hiding (above and beyond interpersonal relationship characteristics)
has yet to be explored to better understand how multi-level consequences relate to each
other. This study ﬁlls this important gap in knowledge hiding literature. Therefore, the
objective of this study is to unveil the multi-level (individual, interpersonal and ﬁrm)
consequences of top-down knowledge hiding in ﬁrms. The following research question is
developed from a review of the literature to guide this study: What are the multi-level
consequences of top-down knowledge hiding?
This study contributes to the knowledge of hiding literature in at least four distinct ways.
First, this study presents the multi-level consequences of top-down knowledge hiding in
ﬁrms. Our results also state that the consequences of knowledge hiding are very widespread
in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) ﬁrms. Second, the consequences presented in this study
are not only multi-level but also multi-faceted, and it also affects the perpetrator too. Third,
ﬁndings from this study are cross-disciplinary and can be applied to other disciplines
including Organizational Behavior, Marketing, Sales and Information Management. Fourth,
our study contributes to practice. It does so by developing a comprehensive model on the
multi-level consequences of top-down knowledge hiding, which can provide a myriad of
beneﬁts to ﬁrms to design policies to mitigate the negative consequences of intraorganizational knowledge hiding.
This paper is organized as follows: First, existing literature on knowledge hiding is
reviewed and a potential gap is identiﬁed. A review of the literature resulted in the evolution

and design of this qualitative study. An explanation of the case study method that is used to
collect primary data collection and cross-case analysis is also provided. Moving on, the steps
taken to recruit key respondents, collect data and validate the ﬁndings are presented. Then,
the results of the content analysis are presented in detail. Finally, results are discussed in
detail, and the theoretical and practical implications of the study are drawn alongside
research limitations and suggestions for future research.
2. Literature review
2.1 Knowledge hiding
Davenport and Prusak (1998, p. 5) deﬁned knowledge as a ﬂuid mix of framed experience,
values, contextual information and expert insights that provide a framework for evaluating
and incorporating new experiences and information. Connelly et al. (2012) that knowledge
hiding should be distinguished from other constructs such as knowledge sharing and
knowledge leakage in at least two distinct ways. At ﬁrst, these authors argue that
knowledge is a deliberate and intentional willingness to hide knowledge from someone who
has requested it within ﬁrms. However, it is not necessarily important that the perpetrator
will hide knowledge upon request.
Furthermore, Connelly et al. (2012) argued that knowledge hiding can be distinguished in
three distinct ways, namely, evasive knowledge hiding, playing dumb and rationalized
hiding. In evasive knowledge hiding, one who possesses knowledge intentionally tries fake
and wrong information to the one who requests knowledge. It might also be an instance when
a perpetrator makes a false promise of providing the required information in due course.
Second, in playing dumb, a perpetrator tries to show a lack of familiarity with the required
knowledge. Finally, perpetrators can also begin to blame other members for failing to provide
them with the required information, justiﬁed as rationalized hiding.
Intra-organizational knowledge hiding can have negative outcomes for individuals. For
instance, Connelly and Zweig (2015) and Holten et al. (2016) reported that knowledge hiding
between two co-workers adversely affects knowledge seekers’ ability to be creative. Labaﬁ
(2017) has further cautioned that knowledge hiding can harm employees’ productivity. There
might be other consequences of knowledge hiding. For instance, we argue that victims of
knowledge hiding may begin to feel their jobs at or in other instances, it may affect their
career progression in the ﬁrm. On the other hand, it is arguable that knowledge hiding might
decline the trust. In addition, managers may perceive that managers may have to put on
extra efforts to accomplish their tasks if they are not able to gain access to the required
knowledge. Such extra efforts could be very time consuming and demanding on the time of
knowledge seeker.
While these authors argue that knowledge hiding can adversely affect knowledge seeker,
it is worth mentioning that the effects of knowledge hiding can also be felt at the
interpersonal level. For instance, knowledge hiding may decline the interpersonal trust
between the knowledge seeker and the perpetrator. Prior research argues that trust is an
important antecedent of a successful business relationship behavior and its absence may
result in knowledge hiding (Butt, 2019). Huo et al. (2016) also established that trust plays a
mediating role between psychological ownership and knowledge hiding behavior and that
justice further negatively moderated the relationship between territoriality and knowledge
hiding. They further stated that interactive justice negatively moderates the relationship
between territoriality and rationalized, as well as evasive hiding. In addition, whether
managers hide knowledge or not also depend on different types of leadership styles that
they possess (Pradhan et al., 2019; Weightman, 2019). For instance, a study found that
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extravert managers play dumb with their co-workers but neuroticism discourages such a
kind of knowledge hiding behavior (Yao et al., 2020).
In other instances, Issac et al. (2020) also argued that knowledge hiding does not only
impact individuals but ﬁrms as well. In particular, they contended that knowledge hiding in
ﬁrms can result in higher turnover among knowledge seekers. This paper also proposes that
individuals who become a victim of knowledge hiding may resign from their positions. Such
volunteer turnover can be costly for ﬁrms. Also, ﬁrms might struggle to ﬁnd a suitable
replacement and new individuals might not be able to show the same level of productivity.
Butt and Ahmad (2019) further contended that top-down knowledge hiding can harm affect
the ﬁrms’ reputation in the competition, resulting in reduced business volume. Knowledge
hiding can also adversely affect the relationship between perpetrator and knowledge seeker.
For instance, Serenko and Bontis (2016) contended that knowledge hiding between
connected parties (knowledge seeker and knowledge hider) and can affect the trust level
between them, and they may not share the same level of chemistry when it comes to
working on important business tasks. Cerne et al. (2017) argued that the relationship
between manager and subordinate can lead to the distrust loop. Connelly et al. (2019), has
also contended that knowledge hiding between perpetrator and knowledge seeker can harm
their business relationship in the area of trust and loyalty while Wang et al. (2019) argued
that intra-organizational knowledge hiding can increase performance in the sales industry
and works as a positive performance. While these studies argued that the effects of topdown knowledge hiding can transcend from knowledge seekers to a relationship between
knowledge seekers and perpetrators, as well as ﬁrms. Most of these arguments are anecdotal
and there is no empirical evidence to validate the claims. Second, there is no empirical study
that combines the effects of top-down knowledge hiding at different levels (individual,
interpersonal and ﬁrm) to understand whether the effects do trigger down from one level to
another. Connelly et al. (2019) have made repeated calls to explore the multi-level
consequences of top-down knowledge hiding. The next section discusses the methodology.
3. Methodology
This article adopts a multiple case study methodology by considering nine UAE-based
ﬁrms – unit of analysis in this study are ﬁrms According to Eishenhardt (1989), multiple
case studies are preferred as they enable comparisons that allow researchers to test if the
ﬁndings can be replicated. Additionally, while the case study organizations do vary in terms
of industry, they are similar in their overall size (large) and are all UAE-based ﬁrms. Case
study methodology has also been used because of the underexplored nature of the research
topic and because the main objective of the study is to answer “how and/or “why questions
(Creswell, 2014). In addition, a case study allows for an overall understanding of the complex
phenomenon under investigation by allowing researchers to carry on an empirical inquiry
that investigates a bounded contemporary phenomenon within a real-life context (Yin, 2009).
The case study also helps researchers to develop a detailed understanding of a complicated
issue or object, which can extend experience or add strength to what is already known
through previous research (Yin, 2013).
3.1 Study sample and sampling
In this study, 26 managers from 9 different ﬁrms were interviewed. The managers
interviewed in this study belonged to different industries (such as logistics, insurance, metal,
plastic, frozen food and pet products) and positions (Operations Managers, Procurement
Manager, Sales Manager, Customer Service Manager and Accounts Managers). Further
information is provided in Table 1. These key respondents had been the victim of knowledge

hiding from their Senior Managers. To begin the sampling process, we relied on four
different industry forums to explain the objectives of our research and to further exchange
contact information with the managers. All contacts were then pooled, and following
Creswell (2013), knowledgeable respondents were selected using a purposive (expert)
sampling method to begin the interview process. In addition, it was very hard for
researchers to locate additional participants knowing the consequences of intraorganizational knowledge hiding. Therefore, at the end of the interviews, we requested
managers to facilitate contact with another manager (snowball sampling) who have been a
victim of knowledge hiding and can provide further information on the phenomenon of
interest (Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981). This process resulted in a ﬁnal sample of 26
interviews from 9 different companies.
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3.2 Data collection
Data was collected through semi-structured interviews as Yin (1994, 2003) argues that
interviews are very interesting methods to tackle deep and complex issues. All participants
were assured of anonymity, which resulted in accurate and unbiased response to the
phenomena of interest. An interview protocol was developed following Creswell’s approach

Organization
type

Industry

Size

Staff

Position of interviewees

Case study 1

Logistics

Large

20,000–30,000

Case study 2

Automobile

Large

15,000–20,000

Case study 3

Freight
forwarder

Large

15,000–20,000

Case study 4

Plastic

Large

15,000–20,000

Operations Manager (P1)
Supply Chain Manager (P2)
Business Unit Coordinator (P3)
Logistics Manager (P4)
Area Sales Manager (P5)
Sales Manager (P6)
Customer Service Manager (P7)
Operations Manager (P8)
Sales Manager (P9)
Sales Manager (P10)
Accounts Manager (P11)

Case study 5

Metal

Large

20,000–30,000

Case study 6

Pet products

Large

25,000–30,000

Case study 7

Care spare
parts

Large

20,000–30,000

Case study 8

Paper products Large

20,000–30,000

Case study 9

Glass products Large

25,000–30,000

Customer Service Manager (P12)
Sales Manager (P13)
Operations Manager (P14)
Operations Manager (P15)
Project Coordinator (P16)
Procurement Manager (P17)
Procurement Manager (P18)
Supply Chain Manager (P19)
Area Operations Manager (P20)
Procurement Manager (P21)
Accounts Manager (P22)
Procurement Manager (P23)
Customer Service Manager (P24)
Customer Service Manager (P25)
Procurement Manager (P26)

Length
of
Interview
60 min
70 min
60 min
80 min
90 min
75 min
90 min
90 min
90 min
65 min
60 min
70 min
75 min
80 min
90 min
90 min
85 min
75 min
70 min
67 min
90 min
85 min
60 min
90 min
85 min
85 min
90 min

Notes: aSize determined based on employee numbers as per The World Bank classiﬁcation. bEmployee
ﬁgures are taken from annual reports and/or company websites

Table 1.
Proﬁle of case study
companies
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(2013). In total, 20 managers were based in the Northern part of the UAE (including Ras Al
Khaimah, Fujairah etc.), while 6 respondents were based on the Southern side of UAE
including Abu Dhabi and Al Ain, which lead to telephone interviews in such instance.
Furthermore, most of the interviewees were locals (UAE-based nationals). Saturation was
attained after 30 interviews as additional interviews yielded no new information Saturation
is the point when new codes do not occur in the data (Fusch and Ness, 2015). Therefore, 26
interviews were deemed enough for data collection purposes. Also, we relied on companies’
reports, websites and social media for triangulation, as suggested by Creswell (2013) and
Yin (2009), to develop a converging line of inquiry. Any differences that emerged as a result
of going through secondary data were discussed with respondents in the follow-up
meetings, and adjustments were made accordingly.
All interviews were conducted in English throughout and lasted for 60–90 min. All
interviews were conducted in English throughout and lasted for 60–90 min. An interview
protocol was developed following Creswell’s (2013) approach, which suggests open-ended
questions. The interview questions were developed after a thorough brainstorming session.
All questions that came to the researchers’ minds within our research question were listed.
Once a list was developed, we started cutting questions and topics that seemed redundant.
We also consulted academic literature to ﬁnd out what kind of questions other researchers
might have asked in studies of similar topics. Furthermore, it is appropriate to mention that
interview questions were designed in a way that targeted speciﬁc individuals (such as
knowledge seeker in this study) as suggested by Connelly et al. (2012; 2019), and further
incorporates speciﬁc situations/incidents, as it is easier to recall negative consequences. An
interview protocol is provided in Appendix.
3.3 Data coding and analysis
In analyzing the data, we began by synthesizing the material for each case and conducted a
within-case analysis to understand the consequences of top-down knowledge hiding in
ﬁrms. Based on the understanding of each case, we then conducted the cross-case analysis to
identify similar or contrasting patterns or variations in patterns across the four cases. We
began the within-case analysis by reading all the transcripts to a single case and documents
provided. Furthermore, we also wrote down a description of each case as suggested by Yin
(2009) and added each case to the case database as suggested by Eisenhardt (1989). We then
began reading transcripts for the second time and applied Glaser et al.’s (2013) model
paradigm, which includes open, selective and theoretical coding. It is also pertinent to
mention that this study does not rely on grounded theory methodology. Rather, it only uses
a coding paradigm proposed by Glaser et al. (2013) coding paradigm. At ﬁrst, during open
coding, we read every single transcript line by line and began to sort the data into incidents,
acts and ideas and assigned a speciﬁc code to each of them (dismissal of perpetrator, etc.).
NVIVO was considered appropriate to assist with the open coding. Once relevant theoretical
categories emerged through open coding, we relied on selective coding to interpret the
categories and their corresponding properties and to see how each category is inter-linked or
cross-cutting. We also used selective coding to perform a rigorous content analysis around
each category, to further reﬁne the constructs. This process was further facilitated by using
NVIVO 10 software to better observe the relationship between emerging categories. Finally,
theoretical coding was used to develop a theory and to focus on the variable of interest only
(core variables). Theoretical coding also facilitated the process of creating a predictive
statement about the phenomena.
To ensure the trustworthiness of the ﬁndings, the four principles of Guba and Lincoln
(1994) were strictly followed throughout the data collection period.








Credibility: the participants were asked to review the interview transcripts and
provide feedback on any misunderstandings.
Transferability: diverse participants were chosen to represent variations in the type
of positions and responsibilities. Additionally, this study provides all information
including the number and type of participants, the number of ﬁrms and the data
collection procedure.
Dependability: the codes developed were compared with the codes by the other
researchers for the same transcripts. The inter-code comparison was found
satisfactory with 82% similarity.
Conformability: the ﬁndings were supported by quotes, regular reviews of data and
analysis procedures to avoid any judgmental bias.

4. Results and ﬁndings
4.1 Personal reputation
Discussion with knowledge seekers (respondents) thoroughly revealed that they felt their
reputation at stake once they did not have full knowledge to perform their roles. Interviews
with two respondents (P2 and P7) stated that it is very common in their organization for
senior management to deliberately hide knowledge from their peers and subordinates. Even
worse than that, respondents conﬁrmed that there is no mechanism in their ﬁrm to report
such issues to the top-level management so knowledge hiding behavior can be mitigated.
These respondents narrated that their peers around them began to feel that respondents do
not know how to do their job properly or exceed their role expectations to earn a good
reputation. An excerpt from an interview of P7 stated that:
My boss deliberately kept me in the corner and did not take me on board when I asked him to
assist in designing a new customer database for one of our clients. I had a good reputation for
handling such projects when I entered the ﬁrm initially but now colleagues believe that it is not
eventually the case. They are not aware of the reality that I am purposely kept out of this project
assignment. What is even worse that nobody cares about this prevailing knowledge hiding
behavior in our organizations. There is no mechanism and system in place to cope with this issue.

Two interviews with knowledge seekers (P2 and P7) stated that they are usually get hired
based on your competencies and skills that you are going to bring into this company.
However, if your peers do not see you delivering, they began to doubt your identity at a
professional level. These respondents contended that they are, actually, fully motivated to
work with their seniors on a one-on-one basis, but their Senior Managers do not take them
on board, neither they cooperate fully. These knowledge seekers argued that knowledge
hiding perpetrators possess a strong reputation in the company because they hold that
speciﬁc knowledge, and it adversely affects the knowledge seekers’ reputation on the other
side when knowledge is deliberately hidden from them. Like respondents P7, P8, they
conﬁrmed that their companies do not have any mechanism and policies in place to take any
strict action against these perpetrators.
4.2 Suboptimal work performance
Throughout the narratives, victims of knowledge hiders stressed that they experienced a
substantial decline in their work performance. Furthermore, respondents argued that being
inefﬁcient, requesting knowledge from an alternate source and lack of creativity resulted in
suboptimal work performance. These are explained below in Sections 4.2.1-4.2.3.

Top-down
knowledge
hiding

VJIKMS

4.2.1 Ineﬃciency. Several respondents (P1, P2, P3, P7, P9, P11, P10, P11, P12, P13, P14,
P16, P17, P21, P22 and P23,) argued that their work performance declined once their Senior
Managers deliberately hid knowledge from them. They further argued that a lack of
knowledge made it extremely difﬁcult for them to complete their work tasks and problemsolving skills. Interviews with three respondents (P1, P3 and P9) unveiled that once their
Senior Managers did not provide requested information and left them on their own; they
experienced much more time to solve technical issues in their company’s software system.
Consider what P9 has to say about how perpetrators’ knowledge hiding from them directly
affects their work performance:
I was relatively new to this company and approached my team leader to understand the cause of a
minor bug in our company’s database that we use to maintain our customer records. However, he
said that he is also not familiar with this bug and will get back to me, which never happened. It
was an extra eﬀort for me, and I lost much time and made several mistakes. It literally took me
over 3 hours to correct this issue.

Additional interviews with two respondents (P3 and P9) also revealed that victims of
knowledge hiding ﬁnd it challenging to resolve the issue on an expedited basis. They also
stated that when you do not have full information to perform a certain task, it takes your
considerable amount of energy and time, which cannot be equated to the desired outcome.
These respondents further went on arguing that Senior Managers’ knowledge hiding
behavior has badly affected their ability to contribute to the best of their potential.
4.2.2 Requesting knowledge from an alternate source is time-consuming. An in-depth
discussion with respondents (P5, P6 and P8) revealed that when managers were deprived of
their right to gain new knowledge from their Senior Managers, this deteriorated their work
performance as they had to rely on alternate sources of information to get their work
accomplished. Respondents narrated that approaching alternate sources took their
substantial amount of time and energy, which they could have spent on other productive
works. Respondents also narrated that approaching alternate sources increased the stress
level and further declined their motivation. Further discussion with the respondents above
unveiled that victims of knowledge hiders had to make contacts with their colleagues within
the same hierarchy or sometimes even their friends employed at different organizations in
the competition to seek the required knowledge to complete their work tasks. Consider what
P8 has to say:
If you do not have full information and know-how, you have to rely on other means to acquire the
knowledge needed to perform your task. As a result, you lost plenty of time including loss of
valuable resources.

An additional interview with one of the respondents (P9) narrated that he was very much
enthusiastic and passionate about his role as a Sales Manager. Consequently, he approached
his Area Sales Managers to learn additional selling techniques to increase business volume
for the company and to make a mark, but his Senior Manager refused to provide him with
the requested knowledge. Since then, he has been relying on various platforms to improve
his selling and communication skills such as the internet and contacting other Sales
Managers in competition. This respondent argued that this is a complicated and lengthy
process that has taken his considerable amount of time. This respondent argued that he
could have spent that energy elsewhere to improve his work productivity but it did not
happen because he did not get any support from his top-level management.
4.2.3 Suppressed creativity. Respondents’ stories thoroughly revealed that they were not
able to be innovative and creative in their roles because they did not have full knowledge to
perform their jobs. Respondents also narrated that they did not know how to handle their

tasks in a different way because they lacked the knowledge to do so. Besides, they were not
able to engage in brainstorming sessions and bringing new and innovative ideas on a table
for discussion with their peers as they have did not possess enough knowledge.
Furthermore, respondents blamed their Senior Managers for their lack of creativity because
they did not provide them with the full knowledge to bring creativity in their roles.
Interviews with six respondents (P6, P7, P8, P9, P12 and P13) argued that their Senior
Managers willingly neglected them when they approached them with a request to train them
on a new software project. These two respondents narrated that the clients wanted their
company to solve issues relating to updating the customer query database but that required
a new and innovative way. Respondents narrated that they were so keen to learn about that
project and were willing to bring new ways of updating their customers’ database query but
they could not do so because their Senior Managers were not prepared to take them on board
and said that it is not the right time for them to handle this big project. The respondents
further narrated that their Senior Managers never requested them to attend a meeting to
discuss the new ways of handling the project even when they made several requests to be a
part of the team.
4.3 Escalation
Discussion with respondents revealed that knowledge hiding can become widespread in the
ﬁrms, which further resulted in victims of knowledge hiding resigning from their positions
or the perpetrators being expelled from the ﬁrms or demoted. Furthermore, respondents,
interestingly reported that they took the initiative to report other Senior Managers in their
ﬁrms when they were victimized of knowledge hiding. Some respondents also reported that
the Senior Managers who intentionally hid knowledge from them were expelled from the
organization while in some instances, knowledge hiders resigned from their positions as the
last option. These are explained below in detail in Sections 4.3.1-4.3.3
4.3.1 Resignation of a victim of knowledge hiding. Interestingly, many stories from the
respondents’ interviews (P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8, P9 and P10) revealed that they eventually
informed their employers about their intention to resign because they were not treated well
by their upper management. An interview with two respondents (P3 and P4) revealed that
conﬂict between them and their respective Senior Managers became so critical and worse
that knowledge hiding targets decided to resign from their positions and served their
employers with a required notice period. Consider an excerpt from the quote of P6:
My circumstances and growing conﬂicts with the line manager had developed such consequences
that I decided to the left this organization.

In addition, interviews with other respondents (P21, P22, P23, P24, P25 and P26) revealed
similar stories. These respondents narrated that they decided to resign overnight (on a very
short notice), once they were not given access to full information/knowledge by their Senior
Managers and were left in isolation in the company. These respondents argued that they
had no point and intention to serve in a company where they are not given enough
opportunity to learn and grow. Consider the following short quote by P23:
The discrepancies and personal resentments that I developed with my project manager
encouraged me to the left this company overnight.

4.3.2 Dismissal of the perpetrator. Contrary to the resignation by knowledge hiders as
discussed above, some respondents, conﬁdently stated that they escalated that matter
(supervisors’ knowledge hiding behavior) with other Senior Managers in the ﬁrm, which
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eventually resulted in a dismissal of the perpetrator. Respondents narrated that they decided
to ﬁght back to the best of their potential, which was eventually paid off.
An interview with P10 unveiled that he approached his Senior Manager with a request to
gain expertize on how to develop customers’ query. However, his manager, bluntly, refused
to provide him with any such information. The respondent further said that he made a
couple of attempts to resolve this matter outrightly with the knowledge hider but there was
no success. Eventually, the knowledge hider approached the chief executive ofﬁcer (CEO) of
his company to discuss such behavior of his Senior Manager. Consequently, the knowledge
hider was laid off from the company for his unethical action and his appeal was
unsuccessful too. The respondent narrated that his company has very straight and strict
policies on what sort of behaviors are acceptable/unacceptable and there is no room for
perpetrators, especially employees, who intentionally hide knowledge from their colleagues
and junior managers in this company. Consider an excerpt from an interview with P10:
Well, I was really willing to get his support on this new project of one of our biggest clients but he
was not so cooperative. Eventually, his action resulted in a notice of his termination once my
company’s CEO became aware of this. I still remember that he lodged a complaint asking for
another chance but he did not get any success in his appeal.

4.3.3 Oﬃce politics. Respondents (P17, P18, P19, P20, P21, P22, P23 and P24) revealed that
they escalated the matter about their supervisors’ knowledge behavior to other senior
ofﬁcials in the company. Some respondents also argued that initially, they did not have any
intention to escalate this matter (that their supervisors intentionally refused to provide the
required knowledge) to the upper management, but they were eventually left with no choice.
An interview with a respondent P5 unveiled that he was not interested in letting others
know in a company know that he has a conﬂict with his superordinate. However, the conﬂict
between the knowledge seeker and perpetrator got worse and he eventually had to approach
the CEO of his company to intervene. This respondent argued that this harmed the
reputation of knowledge hiders and an organization on the whole. The following quote by
P17 testiﬁes to this:
Honestly speaking, I was not in a mood for an escalation with my project manager in the ﬁrst
place, once he decided to provide me with the request knowledge. However, I thought its better if
my CEO knows about the facts without me directly asking him for any action against my project
manager.

4.4 No negative consequences
Managers’ narrative revealed that knowledge hiding does not necessarily have a negative
consequence. In many instances, managers thoroughly revealed that they explicitly
confronted the perpetrator with his knowledge of hiding behavior. Managers’ stories also
revealed that they did their utmost to deescalate the growing conﬂict by talking in private
with the perpetrator and to resolve the matter easily.
An interview with a respondent P7 revealed that when his Senior Manager refused to
cooperate with him, resulting in a conﬂict. He made contact with his Senior Manager and
requested to discuss why his Senior Manager is so unwilling to share knowledge with him,
and if there is any way this matter can be settled. He argued that he was keen to settle the
dispute with his Senior Manager, who was not willing to cooperate and to further reconcile
the matter in a friendly manner. The following quote by P1 testiﬁes to this:
I think it depends on the individual. There is certainly a way to resolve issues with your seniors
provided you know what to do. I mean, I usually request a meeting with my senior managers at

their convenience when they are not in a position to answer my questions. I do this to resolve any
problem.

Another interview with respondent P2 provided support to the above ﬁndings. This
respondent, interestingly, argued that knowledge hiding does not always generate negative
consequences - contrary to the popular belief that knowledge hiding will always lead to
negative outcomes. This respondent further stated that there is a possibility to deescalate a
situation and ease off things with your senior management, who willingly ignore you in the
company, provided you follow the right attitude.
4.5 Poor working relationship
Respondents’ stories further unveiled that when their Senior Managers intentionally hid
knowledge from them, it adversely affected their work relationship with them. Respondents
also argued that once their Senior Manager was not supportive enough, they avoided
contact with the knowledge hiders and then tried to manage things on their own rather than
relying on perpetrators. Respondents also narrated that they experienced an aloof
relationship with their superordinates and began to experience barriers between each other.
Respondents also argued that they felt reduced trust and loyalty toward the knowledge
hiders, which adversely affected their working relationship with them. These are discussed
in Sections 4.5.1 and 4.5.2 below.
4.5.1 Reduced interpersonal trust. Interestingly, knowledge seekers argued that they felt
a trust deﬁcit in their business relationship once their Senior Managers begin to hide
knowledge from them for no obvious reasons. Some interesting and surprising stories
emerged as a result of detailed discussion with victims of knowledge seeker.
Further interviews with managers (P10, P11, P12 and P13) reported that they
experienced a trust deﬁcit once they were no longer being assisted and supported by their
senior management to achieve their career goals. These respondents argued that they
became reluctant to approach and ask them for any assistance as they believed that they
may even provide them with the wrong information, which can put their jobs at stake. These
respondents further stated that they were not ready to discuss their problems with their
Senior Managers, whom they were reporting to, neither they were telling them about any
issues they were facing while performing their organizational role as they had a belief that
these Senior Managers will begin to exploit on their weak situations. Knowledge seekers
further unveiled that sometimes they had very interesting and innovative business ideas
that they wanted to discuss with their Senior Managers but they were not ready to do so
because they felt a trust deﬁcit in their business relationship. Consequently, they either kept
their ideas to themselves or rather discuss it with someone else in the company. Consider the
following quote by P10:
It is very simple. If my boss is going to hide knowledge from me, I will not trust him when it
comes to sharing any new important business ideas which can help this company grow. They do
not help us when we need them because they want to secure their interests, so why should I share
my business ideas with them, which can help me grow my career in this company. This is all
because they deliberately hide knowledge from us for many reasons, which harms the trust level
between us.

Furthermore, interviews with respondents P6, P7, P8, P9 and P12 revealed similar stories
stating that knowledge hiding affects the trust level between knowledge hider and
knowledge seeker. In fact, knowledge seekers become reluctant to engage in any
brainstorming session with their Senior Managers because they do not trust them that they
will keep their ideas or help them progress in the ﬁrm. Knowledge seekers further narrated
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that they also do not trust their Senior Managers’ intention to keep their secrets and any
personal issues. Respondents went on say that they remained reluctant to talk about their
weaknesses and areas of improvement with the knowledge hiders because they believe that
they will expose them to the other peers in the company instead of providing them with
constructive feedback on how to improve or in other sense, may present information to the
top-level management in a different way, which can impact their reputation in the ﬁrm.
4.5.2 Reduced loyalty. Knowledge seekers’ stories revealed that they did not want to stay
loyal to the knowledge hiders. Knowledge seekers (respondents) revealed that their Senior
Managers’ intentional knowledge hiding compelled them to avoid supporting and stand
beside them when senior management needed their help for certain reasons such as covering
additional shifts and working extra hours.
An interview with two managers who have been a victim of knowledge hiding (P8 and
P16) stated that they did not want to help their senior management, which intentionally hid
knowledge from them. One of the respondents (P8) reported that his Senior Manager
deliberately hid knowledge from him. Consequently, he decided to take a step back and do
no help that Senior Manager in difﬁcult times. This respondent narrated that his Senior
Manager and a knowledge seeker once called him and requested that he has to leave the
country for some emergency reasons and wants him to cover his work shift, which will be
paid in addition to his normal salary. However, the respondent refused to cover his Senior
Managers’ shift and argued that he already has much work to cover. Besides, the respondent
contended that he intentionally did this.
Another discussion with four respondents (P18, P19, P15 and P16) revealed pretty much
similar stories. These four respondents stated that you do not stay loyal to the employees in
a ﬁrm who intentionally hide knowledge from you. Two of these respondents (P2 and P7)
argued that they have been very loyal to their line managers. For instance, they used to
cover their line managers’ extra shifts when their line managers requested but once they
ﬁnd out that their line managers not engaging with them or do not take them on board when
it comes to disseminating important business knowledge, they modiﬁed their work behavior
and stop doing any professional favors to the Senior Managers (knowledge hiders).
4.6 Higher turnover
Throughout the stories, knowledge seekers revealed that they were going to quit their jobs
because they did not feel any determination and dedication toward their job. Respondents
revealed that their Senior Managers’ deliberate attempt to intentionally hide knowledge
from them set a foundation for them to feel less dedicated toward their company. Discussion
with four respondents (P11, P21, P25 and P26) revealed interesting stories regarding how
knowledge hiding compelled them to think of quitting their jobs. These respondents argued
that when you do not have full knowledge, you do not feel fully engage in your
organizational role. Furthermore, you have a lack of satisfaction toward your job because
you do not know how/when to handle different organizational tasks as you do not have full
knowledge to do so. Speciﬁcally, P11 and P21 narrated that knowledge hiding between topdown management is a major cause manager to quit their jobs. In addition, even victims of
knowledge hiding are not in a position to quit. They, nevertheless, are no longer engaged in
their position. Respondents also felt that they are not being valued in the company, which
affected their loyalty toward the organization. These respondents conﬁrmed that they if
they have an opportunity elsewhere, and if the circumstances permit, they will simply quit
because knowledge hiding norms in their company are not going to change regardless.
Consider a quote by P11.

Let me tell you that the knowledge hiding culture in my company creates much frustration among
employees here. They become lazy and demoralized when superordinates do not volunteer their
knowledge with knowledge seekers. I can tell you that many employees in my company are only
working because they do not have any other option yet. The majority of the employees in my
company are sneakily looking for other jobs, where they feel that they are being valued and have
open access to resources with an opportunity to learn.

4.7 Reduced business volume
Respondents’ stories from supplying ﬁrms revealed that their ﬁrms’ business volume
began to decline as a result of deliberate knowledge hiding in their company.
An interview with a respondent P4 revealed that they received a project from one of their
largest customers to develop new software, which would improve their customers’ online
query system. The respondent narrated that he was a part of a team and working under his
Senior Manager who took full responsibility for completing that project. Once, his Senior
Manager wanted him to handle a part of that project but he did not have full knowledge to
respond to a speciﬁc issue and when he approached his Senior Manager for help, the Senior
Manager declined that he did not know how to do that. Consequently, the respondent
handled the query based on his prior experience, which resulted in an unexpected error. This
action completely terminated the functionality of the project. Finally, the project had to be
initiated from scratch, which took an additional three months and this affected the
customers’ timeline too. Respondent narrated that his Senior Managers’ intentional
knowledge hiding affected the project, which badly affected their relationship with their
customers because they no longer trust the skills of them as a supplier. The respondent
conﬁrmed that they had lost that customer.
Another interview with P5 provided support to the above ﬁndings. This respondent
narrated that they have lost many clients because they have failed to handle their customers’
needs on time. For instance, when knowledge is not passed on properly to junior employees
from their Senior Managers, they make mistakes while handling customers’ projects, which
adversely affect their business relationship with clients. An excerpt from P5 revealed that:
My senior managers do not give me full knowledge when it comes to handling a customers’
project, mistakes then become evident, and we have to extend deadlines for our customers, this
eventually harms our relationship with our customers and we lose business (Table 2).

5. Conclusions
While there are plenty of studies on intra-organizational knowledge hiding (Butt and
Ahmad, 2019; Connelly et al., 2019; Butt, 2019; Wang et al., 2019; Connelly et al., 2012; Cerne
et al., 2014); they have ignored that knowledge hiding can affect individuals, interpersonal
relationships and ﬁrms. Therefore, the main purpose of this study was to explore the multilevel consequences of top-down knowledge hiding in ﬁrms. Upon pursuing this goal, we
found that the effects of top-down knowledge hiding are not only limited to knowledge
seekers. Instead, they also span over interpersonal relationships between knowledge seeker
and perpetrator, as well as ﬁrms. We believe that ﬁndings from our study can provide a
wealth of beneﬁts to UAE/Gulf Cooperation Council and Middle East region-based ﬁrms as
most countries in this region are now moving from oil-based economy to knowledge-based
economy, in which knowledge would be considered as a source of competitive advantage
(Drucker, 1969). Findings also unveil that knowledge hiding has the potential to adversely
affect knowledge seekers’ work performance.
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Knowledge hiding behavior can harm the victims’ ability to contribute to the best of his
potential including problem-solving and cognitive skills, which will eventually affect a
ﬁrms’ success. Furthermore, in some instances, respondents reportedly escalated their
Senior Managers’ knowledge hiding behavior with upper management, resulting in an
expulsion of the perpetrator. However, this practice was not found to be very common in
UAE ﬁrms. Results suggest a presence of fear and reluctance among junior employees,
when it comes to making complaints against their senior management, who intentionally
hide knowledge from them – at least is the case in UAE-based ﬁrms. These ﬁndings are in
agreement with a recent study on the role of knowledge hiding in UAE-based ﬁrms (Butt
and Ahmad, 2019; Arain et al., 2019). It is also worth mentioning that victims of knowledge
hiding, who wanted to progress in their ﬁeld, demonstrated a dire need to resign from their
position. Most of the respondents, who have been a victim of knowledge hiding argue that
they are only working for the company because they do not have any other opportunity.
This is certainly alarming for ﬁrms as such turnover can cost a huge amount of money to
ﬁrms. Furthermore, the replacement of employees could take much time resulting in a
productivity loss. Firms can also lose valuable clients if the knowledge hiding culture
prevails. Indeed, when managers do not have full knowledge to perform their roles, they will
make mistakes when handling customers’ queries, which will affect their business
relationship with clients. Contrary to the popular belief that knowledge hiding will always
generate negative consequences, many instances appeared where victims of knowledge
hiding deescalated their conﬂicts with senior management. However, that action is not very
much prevalent in UAE-based organizations as employees were found to be reluctant and
lazy when it came to handling conﬂicts with their superordinates. These ﬁndings provide
empirical support to a recent study on knowledge hiding, arguing that managers based in
Middle Eastern ﬁrms might be reluctant to dissolve conﬂicts with their upper management
(Butt, 2019; Arain et al., 2018; Arain et al., 2019).
6. Implications for theory and practitioners
Our study contributes to the knowledge hiding literature in ﬁve distinct ways. At ﬁrst,
several studies have made repeated calls for a study to examine multi-level consequences of

top-down knowledge hiding (Arain et al., 2019; Cerne
et al., 2014; Connelly et al., 2019; Butt

and Ahmad, 2019; Cerne
et al., 2014; Connelly and Zweig, 2015). Therefore, the ﬁrst
contribution of this study is that it responds to their calls by exploring the multi-level
consequences of top-down knowledge hiding. Precisely, our study contributes to knowledge
hiding literature by unveiling consequences at the individual, interpersonal and ﬁrm-level.
Our second contribution to knowledge hiding literature is that we present multi-faceted
consequences of knowledge hiding. For instance, our results present individual-level
consequences of knowledge hiding in the form of a lack of personal reputation, suboptimal
work performance, escalation and de-escalation. While at knowledge hiding was found to be
harming the working relationship between a supervisor-supervisee relationship in the area
of trust and loyalty, and further results in higher turnover and reduced business volume for
ﬁrms. Third, ﬁndings from this study can also be applied to other management disciplines
such as Organizational Behavior, Marketing, Sales and Information Management. For
instance, Labaﬁ (2017) from information management discipline has empirically shown that
knowledge hiding can have serious negative consequences for ﬁrms. However, this study
did not reveal the nature of the consequences. Findings from this study build on this body of
literature by outlining the consequences of knowledge hiding in a top-down relationship in
ﬁrms. Furthermore, Arain et al. (2018) found that reduced trust between supervisorsupervisee relationships compels supervisors to intentionally hide knowledge from their
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subordinates, and further affect their work performance. Findings from this study provide
empirical support to their arguments. Previous literature also suggested that knowledge
hiding can adversely affect individuals’ work performance (Serenko and Bontis, 2016).
However, this study argues that it is not only individuals who are affected by top-down
knowledge hiding. Instead, it can also have negative consequences for ﬁrms. Results also
highlight that knowledge hiding behavior does not just affect individual managers but also
affects organizations and interpersonal relationships between managers and their senior
management.
Fourth, a model presented in this study about top-down knowledge hiding in ﬁrms is not
only multi-faceted but it also spans across three different level of analysis such as
individual, interpersonal and organizational level and can help researchers understand the
multi-level nature of consequences of knowledge hiding in top-down management in ﬁrms.
For instance, a model (Figure 1) presented in this study links organizational-level knowledge
hiding to social learning and identity theory. While at the interpersonal level, ﬁndings
support the notion of social exchange theory to explain the mechanism underlying the
consequences such as distrust. This research, therefore, puts together different literature,

which explains consequences of knowledge hiding in organizations (Cerne
et al., 2014;
Connelly and Zweig, 2015; Connelly et al., 2012), and connects the dots of the knowledge
hiding puzzle to establish a much deeper understanding of consequences of knowledge
hiding.

Individual level consequences
 Personal reputation at stale
 Suboptimal work performance
a) Inefficiency
b) Requesting substitute knowledge is
time consuming
c) Suppressed creativity
 Escalation
a) Resignation of victim
b) Dismissal of perpetrator
c) Office politics
 No negative consequences
Top-down knowledge hiding in buying
and supplying firms

Interpersonal-level consequence
 Poor working relationship
a) Reduced interpersonal trust
b) Reduced Loyalty

Figure 1.
Proposed theoretical
model of
consequences of topdown knowledge
hiding in ﬁrms

Firm-level consequences
 Higher turnover
 Firm’s business volume declines

The ﬁndings of this study have direct implications for ﬁrms as well. They highlight that
top-down knowledge hiding within ﬁrms can have serious negative consequences not only
for individual knowledge seekers but on the ﬁrms as well. As some of the respondents
openly disclosed that they found their work productivity diminishing substantially once
they were not able to access requested knowledge from their senior ofﬁcials. This study
suggests that ﬁrms can have a serious blow if the knowledge hiding culture prevails in their
organizations. Indeed, if managers are not productive and creative, this can adversely
impact the ﬁrms’ performance as well.
Furthermore, a volunteer turnover by victims of knowledge hider can substantially
increase the ﬁrms’ costs when it comes to hiring new employees. Almost every respondent
raised this issue. Many respondents simply stated that they would prefer to quit their job if
circumstances permit if they become a victim of knowledge hiding. Moving on, ﬁrms should
also note that if knowledge hiding is a part of the culture (which is in most cases in UAEbased ﬁrm), then this will directly affect the reputation of ﬁrms, in particular, supplying
ﬁrms can lose valuable clients as no good customer would prefer to work supplying ﬁrms,
which engages in unacceptable practices. Issac and Baral (2019) also argued that knowledge
hiding destroys a ﬁrms’ reputation. Consequently, this study suggests that ﬁrms introduce
and implement strong policies and procedures to eliminate or at least mitigate the
consequences of knowledge hiding in ﬁrms. Perhaps, ﬁrms should encourage their senior
ofﬁcials to begin the process of developing friendly ties with their subordinates as this will
bridge a gap between the knowledge hider and knowledge seeker. Such close friendly ties
can also play an important role in developing higher trust and loyalty between supervisorsupervisee relationships.
Most importantly, this study suggests that ﬁrms coach its senior management on the
negative consequences of top-down knowledge hiding, and how it can badly affect ﬁrms.
Some respondents also took an initiative to resolve conﬂicts with their upper management
and eventually deescalated the situation. However, it is worth noticing that such ﬁrms have
policies in place, which encouraged junior management to raise their voice against any
unethical or unacceptable behavior by their upper management. This study, therefore,
suggests ﬁrms should have policies in place, which encourage junior management to echo
their voice if/when they become a victim of knowledge hiding, and outrightly discuss this
matter with other seniors in ﬁrms. Doing so will help connected parties to deescalate the
situation without any negative consequences.
7. Research limitations and future research directions
While the ﬁndings from this qualitative research intimate us about the consequences of topdown knowledge hiding, it is pertinent to mention that the results from this study are based
on a limited sample of 26 interviews with managers of ﬁrms based in UAE. This is one of
the limitations of the qualitative study. Additionally, caution should be taken when
applying the results of this study to a broader population as this study intends to build a
theory and is exploratory. There are further avenues for future research. First, future
research should ask the same question in this study in Western cultures (the USA, Canada,
etc.) as behavioral patterns vary from one culture to another, which might lead to different
outcomes. Another possibility is to empirically test the ﬁndings in this study to demonstrate
its generalizability. Additionally, many respondents argued that knowledge hiding can also
take place between managers from partnering ﬁrms. Future research should, therefore,
explore determinants and consequences of knowledge hiding between two managers from
partnering ﬁrms. Future research should also use longitudinal data to better capture the
understanding of reasons for knowledge hiding between top-down management. Another
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avenue of future research is to collect dyadic data from both managers and their Senior
Managers to conﬁrm the ﬁndings as subordinates may not necessarily have the full picture,
and there could be various biases arising from personal relationships or misconceptions.
Furthermore, another possible extension of this work could be to collect data on knowledge
hiding at multi-level. For example, Senior Managers hiding knowledge from managers and
then managers hiding knowledge from their subordinates and to future explore whether the
impacts of Senior Managers’ knowledge hiding from their managers move down to managers’
knowledge hiding from their subordinates. Finally, future research should explore how
organizations can develop policies that can encourage the culture of knowledge sharing while
at the same time discouraging the culture of knowledge hiding in organizations.
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Appendix. Interview protocol










Could you please tell me about your position here?
How long have you been associated with this organization?
What are your current responsibilities?
Whom do you report to?
Amongst the key Senior Managers that you report, can you think of anyone who
intentionally hid knowledge from you?
Can you think of any particular situation, when your Senior Manager intentionally hid
knowledge from you?
Can you tell me more about that speciﬁc situation?
What impact, if any, knowledge hiding had on you as an individual?
How did this impact your work performance?
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Do you believe that knowledge hiding had any impact on your work relationship with
your Senior Manager who hid knowledge from you?
Is it likely a case that knowledge hiding can impact ﬁrms?
What your ﬁrm has done so far to tackle this issue?

Wrap up
Thank you very much indeed for this interview. You will receive a copy of this report once we are
done with the data collection and analysis process. Please just do not hesitate to get in touch with us
if you have any questions.
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