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Abstract

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are knowledge intensive environments by nature.
However, the management of organisational knowledge and the promotion of staff
knowledge sharing is largely neglected in these institutions. This study examines how
enterprise social networks can enable staff knowledge sharing in communities of practice in
that context. The study is framed as an Action Research project, covering three cycles over a
12 month period. A conceptual model was developed for empirical testing and data was
collected through focus groups and interviews, supplemented by reflective journaling and
content analysis. The findings support the conceptual model and provide insight into the
antecedents necessary for the creation of an enterprise social network enabled knowledge
sharing environment, the motivators for and barriers to participation, and the perceived
organisational and individual benefits of increased staff knowledge sharing activity. The
findings indicate that the barriers to participation are influenced by the prevalent organisation
structure and culture, and a divide between faculty and other staff. However, individual
benefits that accrue from participation may influence greater participation, and organisational
benefits that accrue may influence organisational strategies that drive change in structure and
culture to promote the development of the knowledge sharing environment. A number of
findings have practical implications for the management of higher education institutions, such
as the evidence of a divide between faculty and other staff, and the perceived existence of an
organisational culture that inhibits staff communication, interaction and collaboration. In
general, the study findings provide an opportunity for educationalists to better understand
the scope and impact of employing social media platforms for knowledge sharing. This study
adds to the growing body of work on organisational implementations of social media, and
should be of interest to practitioners and researchers undertaking similar projects.

1 Introduction

The importance of knowledge as a strategic asset to any organisation is increasingly
recognised in tandem with a growing awareness that economies and societies have become
more information and knowledge intensive (Hislop, 2013). This view of the importance of
knowledge to contemporary economies and societies is typified by Stewart (1997, p. 9), who
wrote that knowledge has become the “primary ingredient of what we make, do, buy and sell.
As a result, managing it - finding and growing intellectual capital, storing it, selling it, sharing
it - has become the most important economic task of individuals, business and nations.” Goffee
and Jones (2015) assert that the need for organisations to develop their human capital, or
knowledge assets, has long been recognised by knowledge intensive businesses, and that there
is a long-term correlation between organisational performance and investment in human
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capital. Intellectual capital is the sum of everything that everybody in an organisation knows
that gives it a competitive advantage, and, according to Rao (2010), the intellectual capital of
an organisation can only be maximised through the application of knowledge management
(KM) practices. The importance of knowledge sharing to organisational success is also
highlighted by Liebowitz (2001), who argues that organisations can attain competitive
advantages through encouraging and promoting knowledge sharing. Edvinsson (2002)
maintains that the nature of competitive advantage is changing and is no longer based on
market position, size and power, but on the incorporation of knowledge into all of an
organisation’s activities.

In general, although public higher education institutions (HEIs) would not be considered in
the same light as profit-driven organisations, neither are they isolated from such
contemporary views of the role of knowledge in society. HEIs are, by their very nature,
knowledge intensive environments and their primary raison d’étre is to create and disseminate
knowledge through teaching, learning and research activities. For a number of economic and
social reasons, and driven by national policy, public HEIs are increasingly being operated and
managed as businesses, with growing requirements to drive down costs, improve efficiencies
and generate their own income (Rowley, 2000; Wohlmuther, 2008). HEIs are required to
compete against each other for students in an increasingly competitive, global marketplace,
and in order to be successful they need to maximise their competitive advantage (Bloom, 2005;
Cranfield & Taylor, 2008). According to Swart and Kinnie (2003), the need for knowledge
sharing is even more important in knowledge-intensive organisations such as public HEIs,
and they must share knowledge held by staff if they are to gain the most from their intellectual
capital and compete effectively in the ever expanding, global marketplace. Therefore, it would
seem logical that KM would be a core business strategy of any HEI through which they could
recognise, manage and use their knowledge assets. For example, Kidwell, Vander Linde, and
Johnson (2000) believe that HEIs can derive tremendous value from developing initiatives to
share knowledge for the achievement of business objectives, arguing that, if done effectively,
KM can lead to better decision making capabilities, reduced development cycle time for
curriculum and research, improved academic and administrative services and reduced costs.
However, studies have shown that, although the external transfer of knowledge is effectively
managed by most HEIs (Kok, 2007; Pinto, 2012), the management of organisational knowledge
and the promotion of staff knowledge sharing is largely neglected, with low levels of KM
implementation and knowledge sharing evident in these organisations (Fullwood, Rowley, &
Delbridge, 2013; Ramachandran, Chong, & Ismail, 2009). A number of reasons for the lack of
KM implementation, and knowledge sharing in general, in HEIs can be garnered from the
literature, among them: organisational structures (Collinson & Cook, 2003; J. J. Lee, 2007;
Rowley, 2000); organisational culture (Cronin, 2001; J. J. Lee, 2007; Rowley, 2000); the
bureaucratic character of some types of HEIs (Taylor, 2006; Tippins, 2003), and a divide and
mistrust between academic staff and administration staff (Castleman & Allen, 1995; Conway,
2000; Dobson, 2011; Szekeres, 2004). This lack of KM implementation and knowledge sharing
has significant negative impacts on the intellectual capital and consequently the operational
performance of HEIs, similar to any type of organisation, commercial or otherwise. According
to Ramakrishnan and Yasin (2012), speed of curriculum revision and updating, and quality of
administrative and support services are particularly impacted.
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1.1 Enterprise Social Networks as a Knowledge Management Tool

The importance of social media as a tool for knowledge sharing in organisations is gaining
increasing recognition (Levy, 2009; Von Krogh, 2012), where social media are described as
computer-mediated tools that allow people to create, share or exchange information, ideas and
media in virtual communities and networks (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). According to
Alberghini, Cricelli, and Grimaldi (2014), the informality of social media can help employees
fulfil their knowledge tasks and objectives, and in many ways, organisational applications of
social media are close to some of the ideal principles of KM, which include the unrestricted
sharing of knowledge, information and data (Razmerita, Kirchner, & Nabeth, 2014). The
application of these technologies within the workplaces of organisations to facilitate work-
related communication and collaboration is increasingly referred to as enterprise social
networking (Friedman, Burns, & Cao, 2014; Richter & Riemer, 2013). Their use is gaining in
popularity and they have been identified as beneficial to the performance and competitive
advantage of organisations (Leftheriotis & Giannakos, 2014; Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield,
2013). Social media and enterprise social networking (ESN) tools bear many, similar
characteristics to a KM technique known as communities of practice (CoP), described by
Wenger and Snyder (2000) as groups of individuals linked together by their enthusiasm for
sharing and expanding their knowledge, typically in informal settings and arrangements.
According to Ardichvili, Page, and Wentling (2003), CoP are efficient tools for knowledge
generation and sharing because the majority of an organisation’s intellectual capital is
embedded in the intangible, tacit knowledge of its people, and new knowledge can be
produced and disseminated in conversations and networking activities. As social media
provide many opportunities for the exchange of ideas, information and knowledge (Lewis &
Rush, 2013), this technology has particular relevance to CoP and can be used to create what is
termed a virtual community of practice (vCoP). In vCoP, the communication and coordination
of work takes place online, facilitated by social media tools, meaning that the community is
relational, without reference to a specific location (Gammelgaard, 2010). vCoP are interactive
environments that give their members the chance to engage with other members through a
series of tools such as chats, document postings and community discussions at any time and
from any place. According to Wenger (1999), CoP within organisations have been identified
as a mechanism to facilitate knowledge exchange between individuals by connecting isolated
and distributed pockets of expertise. L. Lee, Reinicke, Sarkar, and Anderson (2015) see vCoP
as offering a way of interacting with a wider range of colleagues, and vCoP in business have
been shown to be effective in improving knowledge sharing and reducing professional and
structural isolation (Barnett, Jones, Bennett, Iverson, & Bonney, 2012). According to Annabi
and McGann (2013, p. 14), the use of ESN in vCoP has “tremendous strategic potential, as they
inherently emphasize strong relationships, encourage social interactions and promote
streamlined, widespread communication between community members”. ESN tools can offer
improvements to the manner in which vCoP function and can increase the level of real-time
collaboration across organisations. Hoffman (2009) finds that social networks can be useful
mechanisms for creating communities, and are able to support social learning. A combination
of ESN applications can create an effective and convenient environment for communication
and learning and can help to build community through dialogue and conversation
(Gunawardena et al., 2009).

According to Levy (2009), the rise of Web 2.0, and social media in particular, has brought a
new wave of technologies that should be adopted in KM practice. Essentially Web 2.0 is now
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a collection of social software that supports group interaction towards establishing
communities, and creating and exchanging content (Von Krogh, 2012), and is sometimes
referred to as the “social web”. A number of researchers feel that Web 2.0 technologies have
fundamentally altered the approach to KM and it has undergone a paradigm shift from a static
knowledge-warehouse approach to a more dynamic communication-based or network
approach (Faraj, Jarvenpaa, & Majchrzak, 2011; Haefliger, Monteiro, Foray, & Von Krogh,
2011). However, using social media, or ESN, for KM is at an early stage and has some way to
go before it gains mainstream acceptance and recognition of its value for the management and
sharing of knowledge in organisational settings (Yates & Paquette, 2011).

According to Schneckenberg (2009), ESN support dynamic knowledge exchange, representing
the genuine interests and competence domains of employees, leading to the emergence of
corporate information structures through a bottom-up, almost organic approach, which has
the potential to bypass the rigid bureaucracy that exists in the majority of HEIs. Ng and
Pemberton (2013) state that the concept of CoP has been extensively examined within the
corporate context and can produce many benefits for both individuals and organisations, and,
according to Wiig (1999), these benefits may also apply to HEIs. However, the majority of
research into using CoP in HEIs has been done in the context of teaching and learning, and
consequently very little is known about how CoP can benefit the wider HEI organisation
(Kimble, Hildreth, & Bourdon, 2008). HEIs are rarely to the fore in the implementation of
information systems for either their teaching or corporate practices and, according to Leidner
and Jarvenpaa (1995), academic institutions typically lag behind businesses by about ten years
in the adoption of new technologies. This is in contrast to academics themselves, who are
known to be early adopters of social technologies (Eysenbach, 2011) and research community
software (Lin, 2012). Given that ESN are only recently becoming commonplace in
organisations, it is hardly surprising then that they have not yet gained a significant foothold
in HEIs. Accordingly, there has been little research into how ESNs might be used to enable
knowledge sharing in HEIs (Ortbach & Recker, 2014).

1.2 Research Objective

To improve the current knowledge sharing and KM levels in HEIs, the use of ESN in vCoP is
seen to have some promise. In seeking to find ways to improve staff communication,
collaboration and knowledge sharing, this study sets about exploring the links between ESN
and CoP, and how they can be used to create a virtual knowledge sharing environment for
staff. The formal objective of this research is to examine how enterprise social networks can
enable staff knowledge sharing in virtual communities of practice in higher education. The
research questions examine the antecedents for a knowledge sharing environment, the
dominant problems associated with staff using ESN and participating in vCoP, the key
motivations for participating, and the perceived organisational and individual benefits of a
vibrant knowledge sharing environment. A conceptual model was developed from the
research questions and a comprehensive review of the literature. The model focuses on how a
knowledge sharing environment can be created by determining the antecedents for it and the
motivators for staff to engage with it, whilst identifying the dominant problems from both an
organisational and individual perspective so that they can be managed. The organisational
and individual benefits are also listed as outputs from the model, which is shown in Figure 1.
The conceptual model adds a level of detail to allow the research questions to be investigated
in the contextual setting. The model suggests that the implementation of an ESN, and the
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promotion and support of its use in vCoP, will enable staff knowledge sharing activities,
providing a number of individual and organisational benefits.

ANTECEDENTS

Convenient Environment
Focused TopicGroups (vCoP)
OrganisationalCulture
Management Support
Community Leaders

ORGANISATIONAL PROBLEMS

Lack of HR policies and practices
Lack of KS strategy and resources
No reward/recognition structure
Misunderstanding of ESN
(Awareness, security, data integrity)

Enterprise Social Networks

ORGANISATIONAL
BENEFITS

Intellectual capital
Competitive advantage
New knowledge and
innovation
Increased loyalty of staff
Cultural change
Dissolution of boundaries
and
formal reportinglines
Promotion of
communication

\

Knowledge

((

KEY MOTIVATORS

Knowledgeasa publicgood
Enjoyable, interesting,
stimulating
Reciprocity insharing
Making work easierand
faster
Formal recognitionand
feedback
Rewards and Career
progression

'> Sharing

| Virtual Communities of Practice

£

INDIVIDUALPROBLEMS

Fear factors
Lack of time and interest

INDIVIDUALBENEFITS

Increased loyalty
Behavioural change
Increased flexibility

Recognition and rewards

Generational gaps

Figure 1. Conceptual Model

2 Research Design and Implementation

The study was undertaken as an AR project, in a public, multi-campus HEI in Ireland with
approximately 6,500 students and 600 staff, over a 12 month period from September 2015 to
August 2016. As the research focuses on staff knowledge sharing, the student population was
not part of study. The practical aspect of the project involved the implementation of ESN tools
in the organisation, specifically Microsoft’s social networking tool called Yammer, and the
promotion and support of these to facilitate the establishment of vCoP. Yammer is a social
network that’s entirely focused on a business. It facilitates group conversation and
collaboration and has many similarities to familiar social media tools such as Facebook and
Twitter. The lead researcher was part of the host organisation and the approach to the study
embraced the researcher’s place within it, fully recognising that a priori knowledge and
existing values would invariably intrude upon the observation. From this understanding, it
was considered that action research (AR) would be the most appropriate research strategy to
adopt for the study. AR involves the active participation of the researcher and seeks to bring
about change within the organisation in which it is conducted. It is an iterative process
constructed with a longitudinal design to allow time to examine changes as iterations of the
research progress (Baum, MacDougall, & Smith, 2006). The AR project engaged three cycles
that followed a process of Diagnosing, Action Planning, Action Taking, Evaluating and Specifying
Learning, illustrated in Figure 2, and adapted from a model developed by Susman and Evered
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(1978). The project involved the creation of a Communities Portal and the use of ESN to
facilitate the establishment and operation of vCoP. The portal acts as a collection point for all
of the vCoP in the organisation, and allows users to see what communities are active, join
communities or create new ones.

Cycle 1 of the AR project was concerned with the technical establishment of the knowledge
sharing environment and setup of a number of vCoP. Yammer has a feature called Groups
that directly facilitates the hosting of communities online and provides an environment where
they can have conversations, share files, post comments, etc. These features make it a suitable
tool to support vCoP and it was selected for this project on that basis. Following an exploratory
process, a number of vCoP were setup as Yammer Groups in conjunction with community
leaders - staff members who had expressed interest in establishing communities. Training on
CoP and Yammer was provided for communities, including specialist training for community
leaders. As the number of users and activity on Yammer increased, a number of ESN
champions were identified. These are typically highly active users who are immediately
comfortable with using such systems and are seen as crucial to stimulate its growth and attract
more users. These users were engaged in order to create a more formal recognition for their
role and to empower them to promote the ESN in the organisation.

DIAGNOSING

Identifyingand
definingthe problem

SPECIFYING LEARNING ACTION BLANIING
Considering alternative

Identifyi |
entifying genera courses of action for

fipdings salvingthe problem
Development
of KS
environment
EVALUATING ACTION TAKING

Studyingthe /I Selectingand
consequences ofan \] implementing a course
action of action

Figure 2. Phases of the AR Design

Cycles 2 and 3 of the AR project produced further packages of interventions which were based
on the evaluations of the interventions carried out in the previous cycles. Both of these cycles
focused on growing the user base on the ESN, fostering the development of the established
vCoP and promoting the establishment of additional vCoP. A number of initiatives to increase
the number of Yammer users were introduced, such as providing additional functionality
external to vCoP, such as support groups, working groups, department groups, and
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information feeds. This led to a number of groups being established on Yammer that might
not be considered as CoP, such as department groups and academic course groups, with a
number of others established for particular purposes, such as organising events and
conferences, which could be considered as project groups. The establishment of this type of
group is considered important to the long-term viability of the ESN as they engage staff who
might not otherwise have had a reason to use the platform. Awareness campaigns were
conducted during both cycles, and these included mass emails, advertisements on information
portals and digital signage; Webinars and live training sessions.

2.1 Data Collection and Analysis

The study itself is qualitative in nature and the primary data collection methods used were
focus groups for Cycle 1 and semi-structured interviews for Cycles 2 and 3. The strategy
employed for the data collection was to use the focus groups to prove the validity of the key
themes for the data collection (Table 1), and to use the data from the focus groups to develop
a refined set of questions for the semi-structured interviews. Focus group meetings were
combined with training for new vCoP and the groups were therefore representative of the
membership of those communities. This proved a useful way to engage with a significant
portion of the Yammer user base at an early stage, and the interaction between group members

provided rich data.
Research Theme Focus Group and Interview Topics
Knowledge Sharing Current levels

Willingness and desire to share knowledge
Perceived barriers to sharing knowledge
Perceived advantages of sharing knowledge
Communities of Practice Awareness of concepts

Awareness and examples of existing communities
Perceived usefulness of communities

Enterprise Social Usefulness of enterprise social networks
Networks Trust and security 1ssues

Barriers to using enterprise social networks

Table 1. Focus Group and Interview Topics

The strategy worked well in practice and the themes were managed through a logical
progression from the focus groups, and improved on for the interviews, so that they became
close to a natural conversation, providing for further sources of rich data. In selecting 30
subjects for interview, a deliberate effort was made to achieve a sample that was representative
of the target population, whilst including all stakeholders. This was achieved by using a
combination of stratified and purposeful sampling to ensure a valid mix of faculty and staff,
management and non-management subjects, and Yammer users and non-users. According to
Marshall (1996), the most common sampling technique for qualitative studies is judgement or
purposeful sampling, where the researcher actively selects the most productive sample to
answer the research questions. Reflective journaling was used extensively throughout the AR
cycles in order to capture interpretations of the interventions for each cycle, and also to capture
informal conversations, observations, and anything else to do with the project. The content of
a number of conversation threads from the ESN was also analysed to determine the depth of
engagement of staff with particular communities.
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3 Findings

In the analysis of the overall data set, the conceptual model and associated research questions
were used as a focus, and the findings are presented in the context of these (Table 2). Every
aspect of the conceptual model presented in the data, and the findings confirm the model.

No. | Finding

1 Organisational culture and structure are major barriers to staff knowledge sharing.

The existence of a divide between faculty and staff inhibits collaboration between them in vCoP.

3. Management have a central role to play in shaping the knowledge sharing environment, by leading
change initiatives and promoting the use of ESN and vCoP as KM strategies.

a. The existence of vCoP, supported by an ESN, are essential to build a successful knowledge sharing
environment.

5. Community leaders and champions are pivotal to the success of vCoP and the ESN, because they are
instrumental in helping the user base reach a critical mass.

6. Staff must be suitably motivated to participate in the knowledge sharing environment. Motivation is
heavily influenced by the prevalent culture, and a change in culture may impact motivation.

7. | The perceived organisational and individual benefits indicate that the development of a knowledge
sharing environment should be a priority for management and reflected in organisational strategy.

Table 2. Summary of Key Findings

3.1 Antecedents

The findings indicate that the willingness of staff to share knowledge and participate in ESN
and vCoP is influenced by a number of factors, almost all of which are inexorably linked to the
culture of the organisation. This organisational culture in turn is influenced by a number of
factors over time such as the structure and hierarchy, the attitudes and actions of management,
and the organisational strategy. The findings indicate that management has an important role
to play in helping to change the culture through developing and implementing organisational
strategies that stimulate an active knowledge sharing environment. However, attempts by
management to gain control of communities that are viewed as successful was described as a
potential problem, and any such efforts should be resisted. This indicates that all CoP should
have a clear terms of reference that defines what the community is for and what the expected
outcomes and deliverables are, and that this is fully understood and acknowledged by all
stakeholders, including management. Structured training should be available for communities
during a facilitated start-up phase, and this phase should include face-to-face kick-off
meetings. This highlights the need for the development of a blueprint for the creation of CoP,
detailing the steps involved for community leaders and members, including things like how
to organise kick-off meetings.

3.2 Organisational and Individual Problems

The structure of the organisation was identified as a major impediment to the development of
a knowledge sharing environment, and the size and geographical dispersion of the
organisation was also highlighted as problematic. The strongest individual barrier that
presented in the data was time, the most cited reason for lack of participation. This applies
both to academics, who face an ever increasing teaching workload, and support staff who feel
that they are under resourced to adequately provide the required levels of service. Fear factors
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are also prevalent, highlighted by a number of interviewees discussing fear and trust issues as
inhibitors to participation. Some described a lack of understanding of the nature of social
media tools by their managers as an inhibitor, fearing that management would not understand
why a member of staff would want to participate in a CoP that was not part of their cognitive
domain: The attitudes of staff towards social media and the terminology used to describe the
tools, such as ESN, also presented as barriers to use. Many staff see social media as something
that should only be used outside of work and could not see any application for it in the
workplace. The terms used to describe it, such as ‘social media’ and ‘enterprise social
networks’ are problematic, either suggesting applications for frivolously chatting in the first
instance, or meaning nothing very much at all in the second.

3.3 Key Motivators

Although most staff are motivated to participate and recognise both the individual and
organisational benefits, in many cases they are either unable or unwilling to break free of the
boundaries that the organisational culture places around them. The study findings indicate
that in some cases, staff will participate in the knowledge sharing environment and share
knowledge willingly and freely if a convenient (online) and meaningful environment is
created for them to do so, and they are suitably motivated. The presence of vCoP in this
environment is crucial as a motivation for participation as these can help to break down the
structural and cultural boundaries that inhibit knowledge sharing. In order to sustain the
development of vCoP and build vibrant communities that will appeal to members and attract
new participants, the roles of community leaders and ESN champions are vital.

A number of interviewees felt that staff of a certain personality type are more inclined to
openly share knowledge with, or to seek knowledge from others, and that the activities of
these people have a positive effect on the development of CoP. This supports the idea of those
that see knowledge as a public good (De Long & Fahey, 2000; Hislop, 2013; McLure & Faraj,
2000), and are motivated to share knowledge with others. Therefore, identifying people in the
organisation who have these personality traits, and may have not yet joined the ESN, but who
might be willing to participate and act as ESN ambassadors, is an important future
intervention to stimulate the growth of CoP. Staff are motivated to use ESN and participate in
vCoP if they either find their engagement to be enjoyable, interesting or stimulating, or if they
can derive other benefits from participation, such as making their working lives easier or
deriving some rewards in terms of recognition or career progression. The possibility of
reducing workload is a strong motivational factor and many interviewees spoke about the
opportunities that CoP presented for not having to reinvent the wheel.

3.4 Organisational and Individual Benefits

All of the interviewees were of the opinion that both the use of ESN and a CoP model would
be of significant benefit, both to themselves in their jobs and personal development, and to the
organisation. Much of the commentary was aspirational in nature and spoke about a desire
for change in the culture that might arise from the establishment of an active and vibrant
knowledge sharing environment. However, a number of more tangible organisational benefits
were also elucidated, such as the possibility for CoP to break down the social divides and
eliminate the siloes in the organisation. Many interviewees had practical examples of CoP that
they might like to form that may provide considerable organisational and individual benefits.
For example, it appears that new staff find it particularly difficult to engage with the
organisation, and limited training opportunities are provided, suggesting a need for a Human



Australasian Journal of Information Systems Duane & Corcoran
2018, Vol 22, Research on Recent Advances in Social Media Social Media & Knowledge Sharing in HEIs

Resources backed CoP to provide an on-boarding and mentoring environment for new staff.
A perceived benefit that was particularly prevalent amongst support staff was CoP
participation helping them to feel more a part of the organisation. Many of them feel a sense
of detachment from the organisation and this is highlighted by the commentary on the divide
between academic and support staff. The benefits of having ready access to knowledge both
through vCoP and the ESN also drew some commentary. Yammer is seen as a significant way
in which to enhance communications, providing an opportunity to communicate with people
who would not normally meet on a day to day basis, and this is a particular benefit for multi-
campus HEIs which may have departments and faculties spread across multiple sites. A
further theme that emerged from the data was the sense of being able to use CoP as a vehicle
to get things done within the organisation. It was felt that both individual and group initiatives
could be achievable with the support and promotion by communities.

4 Discussion

The findings are highly interdependent and heavily influence each other (Figure 3). For
example, according to Schein (2010), organisational culture and leadership are two sides of the
same coin and neither can be really understood by itself. Therefore, although the themes of the
key findings are discussed independently, there is a considerable amount of overlap between
them. The findings are critically assessed in light of the earlier reviews of the source literature
using the connections and interdependencies between them to develop the study’s
conclusions.

Individual Benefits

Dominant Problems :
1 i i
1

—[ Structure

) I Enterprise Social Networks
:I I; : v
Faculty/Staff [ Staff Motivation to Knowledge
Divide i Participate Sharing
|
|

-P[ Culture 1

I
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Strategy ) Benefits

| Virtual Communities of Practice I

Figure 3. Interdependencies of Findings

4.1 Organisational Culture and Structure

The study findings indicate that organisational culture has a complex and crucial relationship
with the knowledge sharing activities of the organisation. The link between organisational
culture and knowledge sharing, and specifically the willingness of staff to participate, has been
the subject of much research in the KM field (e.g. Annabi & McGann, 2013; DiMicco et al.,
2008). It is generally argued that organisational culture can significantly influence knowledge

10
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sharing activities and according to Hislop (2013), most of these studies suggest that it can have
a positive influence on knowledge sharing. However, a number of studies highlight the
negative impacts that certain organisational cultures can have on knowledge sharing activities
(Lam, 2005; Rai, 2011; Suppiah & Singh Sandhu, 2011). Alavi, Kayworth, and Leidner (2005)
suggest that positive cultural values such as openness, sharing and trust will lead to positive
behaviours, and negative values will lead to dysfunctional behaviours. Therefore, if an
organisation wishes to develop an active and useful knowledge sharing environment in which
staff openly and freely collaborate and share knowledge, it is necessary for it to understand
what type of an organisational culture it has. Although this may sound like a straightforward
process, in practice it can be difficult to achieve, and Ogbonna and Harris (1998) conclude that
management’s view of what the culture is may not be shared by other members of the
organisation.

There are a number of organisational culture types identified in the literature, such as
Cameron and Quinn’s (2005) widely cited classification of clan, adhocracy, market and
hierarchy cultures, and in examining the links between leadership and organisational culture,
Bass and Avolio (1993) usefully classify organisational culture into two distinct types:
transactional and transformational. A transactional organisational culture can be closely
linked to a hierarchical organisational culture type and these are rooted in formal
organisational structures, processes and procedures, and tend to dominate public sector
organisations and HEIs. According to Bass and Avolio (1993), a transactional culture focuses
on everything in terms of explicit and implicit contractual relationships, and is characterised
by staff with short-term interests working as independently as possible from colleagues, and
having little identification with the mission and vision of the organisation. This results in a
mechanistic organisation with much attention to controls, directions and standard operating
procedures. Little gets done that is not as a consequence of formal agreements, and risk-taking
is avoided, resulting in little or slow progress and change. According to Denison and Mishra
(1995), this leads to a high degree of separation between management and staff, and where
open and frank discussions between levels in the hierarchy are discouraged. De Long and
Fahey (2000) maintain that this helps to create a context for communication that undermines
effective knowledge sharing. The findings from this study clearly demonstrate that the
organisation is firmly in the hierarchy quadrant of the Cameron and Quinn (2005) model with
a wholly transactional organisational culture.

The conceptual model highlighted the necessity of having an appropriate organisational
culture as an antecedent of a successful and active knowledge sharing environment. Annabi
and McGann (2013) conclude that organisations must adopt a knowledge sharing culture that
recognizes the value of informal knowledge sharing in vCoP using social media tools, and
Zboralski (2009) highlights the need for having an encouraging environment and culture
where knowledge sharing is promoted. The existence of a transactional culture as the
dominant culture in the organisation suggests that the development of a successful knowledge
sharing environment is not possible. Although the AR project led to the creation of a number
of vCoP and some growth and sustained use of the ESN, this could not be extrapolated as a
completely successful implementation across the organisation. For this to happen, the
organisational culture needs to move towards what Bass and Avolio (1993) describe as a
transformational culture, where employees go beyond their self-interests or expected rewards
for the good of the organisation. Such organisations are flexible, adaptive, dynamic, and
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informal, and place much emphasis on the potential of its individual employees to grow and
improve.

Rigid organisational structures that promote transactional cultures tend to be the norm in
public sector HEIs and have been in existence in the same format with little change since their
foundation, and encourage the creation of silos and lead to staff isolation (Bannister, 2001;
Tippins, 2003). Organisations that can create an open and transparent culture help to make
employees feel empowered and have a voice, making them feel more connected and loyal to
the organisation (Lok & Crawford, 2004; Trice & Beyer, 1993). Much HEI strategic vision and
rhetoric is given to the desire of such organisations to be dynamic in operation and responsive
to the needs of their markets and customers. However, it is not feasible for large public sector
HEISs to suddenly develop loose, decentralized, flat structures that are common in innovative
and creative private sector firms, not least because such organisational structures are largely
mandated by government policy and applied at a national level (McCarthy, 2014). Therefore,
in accepting that organisational structures cannot be readily changed to create the conditions
that would help the development of a transformational culture, we must look for other ways
within the existing structures for this to happen. For example, a number of authors argue that
managing cultural change is difficult and that a natural change of culture is more likely, taking
place through the socialization of new staff over time (Pascale, 1985; Sathe, 1983), and Ogbonna
and Harris (1998) argue that attempts at culture change should focus on means of
perpetuations such as communications. It is also possible for culture change to be led through
a bottom-up approach, where pockets of excellence and influence can have a significant impact
on the overall behaviour of the organisation, through individuals described by Pascale and
Sternin (2005, p. 72) as “positive deviants”, and these can be likened to the roles of community
leaders and ESN champions.

4.2 Academic Staff Divide

The academic staff divide contributes to the fragmentation of the organisation and exacerbates
a culture that limits opportunities for staff interaction, collaboration and knowledge sharing.
However, the study found that a number of vCoP have both faculty and staff membership,
and both groups seem quite happy to freely share knowledge and collaborate within their
vCoP. This indicates that the knowledge sharing environment can provide a means for faculty
and staff to collaborate on areas of common interest and help to bridge the divide that exists
between them. For this to happen in a meaningful way, and on a scale that can influence a shift
towards a transformational culture, it requires management to recognize the existence of the
academic staff divide and its impact on knowledge sharing and collaborative activities.
According to Florenthal and Tolstikov-Mast (2012), the culture of a HEI has a significant
influence on the overall education experience of its students, and a strong sense of community
amongst staff is critical to achieving a positive organisational culture. This sense of community
can only be created in the presence of strong working relations between faculty and staff. The
choice then for management is to find opportunities to get faculty and staff to work together
in meaningful ways or to perpetuate a divide that simply does not help students or the
organisation in any way. The study findings indicate that when the right collaboration
opportunities are presented to faculty and staff, they will collaborate and communicate with
each other. This suggests that having a knowledge sharing environment complete with vCoP
as a central knowledge management technique, and supported by ESN, should be at the heart
of organisational strategies that seek to improve staff communication and knowledge sharing
in order to drive organisational efficiencies.
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4.3 The Role of Management

The attitudes, actions and behaviours of leaders and managers have an important role to play
in the context of knowledge sharing in HEIs. In organisations in general, Bircham-Connolly,
Corner, and Bowden (2005) suggest that leadership has a pivotal role to play in promoting and
cultivating knowledge sharing behaviour, mainly by providing opportunities and managing
the processes for staff to share and transfer their knowledge. According to S. Wang and Noe
(2010), when management is supportive of knowledge sharing, employees perceive that a
knowledge sharing culture is prevalent, indicating that leadership is highly significant in this
regard. According to Wi (2015), management participation is crucial for successful
collaboration to happen within organisations. Leaders are aware that they should engage with
employees, and particularly through social and digital channels, but they tend not to. There
are a number of reasons for this including fear that such engagement would result in a
weakening of power relations, reducing their ability to control and command. Wi (2015)
maintains that collaboration depends on trust and leaders must learn how to trust their staff
on platforms such as an ESN, although the tools themselves are not as important as
management’s understanding of the purpose and nature of the tools. Using platforms such as
ESN requires organisational change, and that change generally needs to be led by
management. This requires visionary leadership, defined strategic objectives, and a
commitment to lead the organisation through the necessary change. Kezar and Eckel (2002, p.
457) found a strong relationship between organisational change and culture in the context of
higher education, and that leaders who are acting as organisational change agents must
become “cultural outsiders” in order to understand their own cultures and their impact on
change initiatives, through examination and reflection. Fidelman (2012, p. 3.6), refers to the
change in culture as organisations becoming “social businesses”, and this requires a new
strategy, which takes “time, persuasion, planning, teamwork, and measurable goals”. It is
suggested that this process is quite difficult for bureaucratic and hierarchical organisations, of
which HEIs are typical examples. However, once the value to the organisation has been
recognized, a vision for a knowledge sharing enterprise and the expected outcomes can be
provided. Following this, a community management plan can be established where the
people, processes, resources and technology are provided to support the vision. Lastly, the
execution of the plan requires the identification of leaders and champions within the
organisation who will help to promote the vision and the changes associated with it.
According to Zboralski (2009, p. 94), establishing a “knowledge management friendly
atmosphere”, which includes the active promotion of CoP, will increase employees” awareness
of the need to share knowledge and will encourage CoP participation.

The findings imply that middle management has a pivotal role to play in the development of
knowledge sharing initiatives and their attitudes and behaviour will have a direct impact on
staff participation. This is supported by Huy (2002), who investigated the emotional
commitment to organisational change by middle managers, and Ogbonna and Wilkinson
(2003), who investigated the impact of cultural change initiatives on middle managers. It is
suggested that managers with creative abilities are more likely to recognise the potential of
ESN and vCoP and promote their use within their own departments and amongst their staff.
In contrast, strictly operational managers are more likely to see the ESN as another IT tool that
has to be negotiated and could potentially hinder participation through discouragement and
negativity. Having an active executive sponsor can go some way towards mitigating against
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this situation, and increasing awareness through training and information sessions for middle
managers can also help in this regard.

4.4 Virtual Communities of Practice

According to Bolisani and Scarso (2014), the concept of CoP as a KM technique has been widely
applied by companies in practice in order to promote knowledge sharing amongst employees
to improve business performance. The study findings indicate that vCoP can and do emerge
from the bottom-up, through the efforts of individuals who are interested in particular subjects
and who seek out colleagues with similar interests in order to share their knowledge and
experiences and learn from each other. vCoP are also more likely to emerge, and in greater
numbers, because of the relative simplicity of their creation, facilitated by the ESN platform,
compared to traditional CoP. The findings also suggest that for genuine social interaction to
take place in vCoP, they need to be relevant, purposeful and appealing in order to stimulate a
real desire or need to engage. The knowledge sharing environment also needs to be in tune
with the ways people interact on the social web, which embody the underlying open ethos
that people enjoy, rather than be a forced environment for conversations. To facilitate this, the
selection of the ESN is important, and it must provide an interface and functionality that
people expect from a social media platform. The provision of a familiar tool has dual benefits
of making the system more attractive to users, and reducing the need for extensive training on
the platform itself. It does not, however, reduce the need for training in vCoP, which is
essential to provide members with a complete understanding of what communities are, how
they operate, and to provide a set of guidelines or a framework to work within. Hislop (2013)
states that CoP provide staff with a sense of collective identity and this is supported by the
study findings where staff who expressed feeling a sense of detachment from the organisation
felt that participation in vCoP would give them a better sense of engagement and identification
with it. As CoP are based on shared professional interest and commitment rather than on
projects or organisational position (Alavi et al., 2005), they provide opportunities for staff
members from different departments and disciplines to interact on areas of common interest,
and importantly, provide an environment for faculty and staff to interact in ways that would
otherwise most likely not arise.

4.5 Community Leaders and Champions

According to Borzillo, Aznar, and Schmitt (2011), community leaders are specific people who
undertake organising roles with the objective of developing and sustaining the community. In
many cases, they are the founders of particular CoP and are generally the driving force behind
them. The vitality of CoP are very dependent on the interest and commitment of their leaders,
and communities that do not have dedicated leaders are bound to fail. Zboralski (2009) states
that community leaders are responsible for motivating other members to participate, coaching
new members, and organising and advertising community events, and the more attention that
is paid to these tasks, the more intensive the activity of the CoP will be. However, it is the most
demanding and time-intensive role in a community and community leaders must be prepared
to nurture the development of a CoP, particularly if they are instrumental in establishing them.
The study findings show that during the early growth phase of the ESN, the conversations
were dominated by a number of individuals who use the technology freely and
enthusiastically, and are generally comfortable using social media. This is supported by Hart
(2015) and consistent with Rogers (1995) diffusion of innovations theory. Most of them became
members of more than one vCoP on the ESN and participated in discussions in all of the
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communities that they were in. The findings also suggest that ESN champions have a distinct
personality type that inclines them to openly share knowledge with, or to seek knowledge
from others, and that the activities of these people have a positive effect on the development
of CoP. They take a professional pride in helping people through sharing knowledge and this
finding supports the idea that some individuals see knowledge as a public good and will freely
share it (Hislop, 2013; McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2005). The identification of these individuals is
central to opening up the ESN to everyone in the organisation as they, in conjunction with
community leaders, keep conversations and activity at levels that are necessary to attract other
users and reach a critical mass for sustainability. The role of champions should be clearly
identified in an ESN strategy and they should be given adequate supports to fulfil their roles,
which may simply be providing them with adequate equipment and connectivity to ensure
that they have ready access to the ESN, and training in their role as an ESN champion.

4.6 Staff Motivation

In order to successfully manage the development and growth of the knowledge sharing
environment, it is necessary to understand both what motivates the majority of the staff
population to participate and what prevents them from participating. Therefore, motivations
for participation must be examined in conjunction with barriers to participation. The study
findings indicate that staff are motivated to participate if they either find their engagement to
be enjoyable, interesting or stimulating, or if they can derive other benefits from participation,
such as making their working lives easier or gaining some rewards in terms of recognition or
career progression. In addition to the cultural barriers that inhibit many staff from
participating, there are also a number of individual barriers that emerged from the study, some
of which were predicted in the conceptual model and some not. The main individual barriers
to participation that present in the study, such as fear factors, lack of time and the age profile
of staff, have already been explored to some degree in the literature. One unexpected finding
is that the terminology used to describe the online tools (ESN and social media) can be
problematic and puts many staff off participation because they associate social media with
frivolity and activities that should not be associated with work. Indeed, many staff see social
media as something that should only be used outside of work and do not see any application
for it in the workplace. Many participants also had no concept of what enterprise social
networking actually is, much less envisage it as a collaboration platform that could be used in
the workplace. Addressing the problem requires organisations who are developing
knowledge sharing platforms based on ESN technology, to consider a re-branding of the ESN
with terminology that is more closely associated with community activity. Staff should also be
educated about the purpose and use of ESN in the organisation through awareness and
training programmes that emphasise the professional aspects of these applications.

4.7 Perceived Benefits

The study findings show that there is a general perception that participating in the knowledge
sharing environment will result in benefits to both the individual and the organisation. The
findings also indicate that there is a perception that a successful knowledge sharing
environment can positively influence the organisational culture and lead to a more open,
creative and sharing organisation, with an increased sense of belonging and loyalty
engendered through participation. However, it should be noted that these are perceived
benefits and have not been measured as actual benefits that have been derived from
participation. Although, individual benefits can be empirically explored, organisational
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benefits, such as increased intellectual capital and improved performance, can be difficult to
quantify (Lopez-Nicolas & Merono-Cerdan, 2011; Z. Wang & Wang, 2012).

CoP can deliver different benefits to different types of organisation. For example, Lesser and
Storck (2001) suggest that they have the potential to overcome many of the inherent problems
for slow-moving, hierarchical organisations that have to exist in a fast-moving, virtual
economy. They are also an effective way for organisations to share knowledge outside of
traditional structural boundaries. This suggests that CoP would be a beneficial KM technique
for public sector organisations such as HEIs to adopt. However, because communities don’t
appear on organisational charts and balance sheets, they can only be considered as a hidden
asset, and this presents a difficulty in determining how exactly they deliver value. This may
also present a problem for highly risk-averse organisations, such as public sector bodies, who
generally need to be able to quantify a return before making an investment. Rather than
attempting to quantify the benefits of a CoP model, a better approach may be to for the
organisation to develop an understanding of how CoP can create value. Lesser and Storck
(2001) suggest that thinking of communities as engines for the development of social capital
would be helpful, and argue that the development of social capital in CoP leads to behavioural
change, resulting in greater knowledge sharing, and this in turn can positively influence
organisational performance.

Similar to CoP, the benefits of ESN implementation and use for organisations can be difficult
to quantify in terms of specific deliverables and direct value. However, there is a growing
body of research that argues that ESN can bring many and significant benefits to the
organisation through increased communication and knowledge sharing, and increased social
capital (Davison, Ou, Martinsons, Zhao, & Du, 2014; Leonardi & Meyer, 2015). Some recent
empirical research furthers this by making positive associations between ESN use and
employee performance (Riemer, Finke, & Hovorka, 2015), and finding that ESN can help to
overcome some of the barriers to organisational knowledge sharing, such as motivation, and
developing and maintaining social ties (Fulk & Yuan, 2013).

For HEIs, the use of ESN is seen to have the potential to promote communication amongst
staff and encourage interaction across functional areas, and between faculty and staff
(Schneckenberg, 2009; Zhao & Kemp, 2013). The study found considerable evidence to support
this in a number of vCoP that have both faculty and staff members, where there was open
discussion that was independent of boundary and reporting lines. A potential benefit that
emerged from the study was the opportunity to use ESN and vCoP as on-boarding tools to
support new staff. A number of participants discussed the lack of support available for new
staff, especially faculty, and felt that participating in relevant online communities would allow
them to assimilate into the organisation more efficiently. In addition, the availability of the
ESN as a communications platform would provide them with a space to seek information to
help them in their new roles, allowing them a means to tap into the existing organisational
knowledge base. The use of ESN in this fashion has been investigated by Leidner, Koch, and
Gonzalez (2010, p. 229), who found that they can immediately increase the sense of cultural
belonging to the organisation, make the environment of entry-level workers exciting, and
increase morale amongst a “Generation Y” workforce.
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5 Conclusion

There is a growing awareness amongst practitioners and researchers that the implementation
of social media in organisations has given a new impetus to KM. However, limited research
has been conducted on applications of social media for organisational knowledge sharing, and
especially in higher education contexts. In examining how ESN tools can enable staff
knowledge sharing in vCoP in a HEI, this research has produced a number of findings
informing both theory and practice, and which can be used as a basis for further research. One
of the outcomes from the AR project was the development of a package of interventions to
continue to grow the ESN user base and encourage the establishment of more communities,
which is necessary to ensure the continuation of the practical element of the project (Table 3).
Implications for practice are presented in Table 4, and suggestions for further research in Table
5.

No. Intervention
1 Develop new terminology to replace ESN and ‘social media’.
) Expand communities’ model to include communities of interest, communities of

place (e.g. a campus community), and external communities.

3 Develop case studies of successful CoP to promote CoP model.

-4 Establish metrics to determine the health and success of communities.

5 Develop a best practice guide for ESN users to help establish it as part of daily
work routines.

6 Devise strategies to increase participation rates in CoP by moving members along
the membership life cycle as per Lave and Wenger (1991).

7 Develop a role/job description for an Enterprise Community Manager.

g Work with HR to develop the ESN for social on boarding and mentoring of new
staff.

Investigate the use of Yammer as a teaching and learning tool for students in order
to engage more academic staff.

Identify staff who see knowledge as a public good, with a view to becoming ESN

10 ambassadors.

Table 3. Package of Interventions for ESN/vCoP Management

The main limitation of this study was the time frame available for the AR project. According
to Holtzblatt, Drury, Weiss, Damianos, and Cuomo (2013), adoption of new social software in
organisations can be very slow, with interactions between users, changes in work practices,
and the impact on business outcomes, all taking time to emerge. In order for these ‘long-tail
effects’ to be realised, social communities must reach a critical mass, and the impacts are only
seen in large populations over long periods of time. The problem is further exacerbated in this
context by the nature of the academic year, with significant periods when faculty are largely
absent from campus, including a three to four week period in December/January and an eight
to twelve week period from June to August. Notwithstanding the validity of the empirical
testing of the conceptual model, the ability to conduct a similar AR study over a period of two,
or even three, academic years, would significantly enhance the results, and would allow for
the introduction of more quantitative measures, informing a mixed methods approach.
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Conclusion

Implication for Practice

A transactional organisational culture is a
barrier to staff interaction, collaboration and
knowledge sharing.

Organisations require a developed
understanding of their culture to inform
meaningful and achievable strategic vision
and goals.

The prevalent culture largely derives from
state mandated organisational structures.

Requires a sectoral understanding of the
problem and a willingness at national level
to influence change.

The existence of the divide between faculty
and staff exacerbates the negative aspects of
the organisational culture.

The existence of the divide needs to be
recognised and understood by management
1f 1t 1s to be dealt with.

Management support is pivotal to the
success of KM initiatives.

Management must understand their role in
KM initiatives, from facilitation to
participation.

The knowledge sharing environment must
be adequately designed, resourced and
supported.

CoP terms of reference and generic
blueprints should be established, and these
should be bolstered by structured training.

For the ESN and vCoP to become
established, the roles of community leaders
and social media champions are very
important.

Individuals in the organisation who exhibit
the traits of community leaders and social
media champions, should be identifies,
encouraged and incentivised to participate.

The knowledge sharing environment
provides opportunities for mentoring and
supporting new staff.

ESN and vCoP should be looked at by HR
departments who are interested in the
efficient assimilation of new staff into the
organisation.

The terminology used to describe work-
based social media tools can be problematic
and inhibit many staff from using them.

Those implementing ESN should be
cognisant of this and apply more
community based terminology.

ESN developers should investigate the

introduction of alternative nomenclature.

Table 4. Implications for Practice.

A further limitation of this research may be the generalisability of the findings outside of the
subject organisation. However, the size and standing of the HEI in question, indicate that it is
a valid representative sample to apply generalisability to the conclusions drawn from this
study to the wider, national higher education sector. Irish HEIs in general bear many
similarities to HEIs in other jurisdictions, and indeed to other public sector organisations, and
the findings may be of interest to the wider higher education community and other elements
of the public sector. In addition, many aspects of the conceptual model may be applied to any
organisation, including in the private sector, and a number of the related findings may be of
interest to practitioners undertaking similar projects. These include the development of clear
terms of reference and blueprints for CoP, and the development of structured training for both
CoP and ESN. Some of the barriers to participation such as lack of time and fear of using social
media are also not unique to HEIs, and the findings should be of interest to others who are
using social media in a similar fashion. The use of ESN as a means of improving general
communications within the organisation should be of practical interest to management, as
should the suggestion that ESN and vCoP could be used as on-boarding and mentoring tools
for new staff. The management of HEIs in particular should be concerned with the strong

18



Duane & Corcoran
Social Media & Knowledge Sharing in HEIs

Australasian Journal of Information Systems
2018, Vol 22, Research on Recent Advances in Social Media

evidence uncovered for the existence of a divide between academic and other staff. The
identification of the importance of management support for the establishment and use of ESN
for vCoP and knowledge sharing also has implications for management in HEIs who wish to

improve their KM capabilities.

Conclusion

Opportunity for Further Research

The 12 month period of the AR project was
limiting, particularly in the HEI context.

A longtitudinal AR study design, over two
or three academic vears, investigating
similar themes.

The divide between faculty and staff 1s not
equally perceived by both groups.

A balanced study approach could extend the
knowledge 1in this area, with impacts for the
management of HEIs.

The importance of management support for
KM initiatives has unequal perceptions
amongst management and staff.

A study across a number of organisations in
both the public and private sectors could
add to the understanding of the success of
KM initiatives.

The role of transformational leaders in HEIs
and their ability to deliver culture change 1s
not widely recognised.

Research examining the prevalent culture in
HEIs, and its relationship with leadership
types, would be useful for informing long-
term HEI strategies.

The organisational and individual benefits
derived from having a knowledge sharing

Long term, mixed-methods studies to
determine the organisational benefits of

culture are not well understood, and often
vaguely stated.

ESN and vCoP adoption, and the individual
benefits of participation, are required.

Table 5. Opportunities for Further Research

Notwithstanding the evidence for organisational structures and geographical dispersion in a
multi-campus environment presenting as barriers to knowledge sharing, there is a perception
that the development of a strong knowledge sharing environment can have a positive impact
on organisational culture, helping to break down social divides and eliminate silos. Studying
the further development and the ongoing activities of the ESN and vCoP will help to see how
this can be achieved in practice. In addition, given the extended time-frame required for
achieving critical mass with the implementation of any knowledge sharing environment using
ESN tools, long-term studies are required to fully understand the implications of achieving
strategic goals for knowledge sharing, both in terms of the derived benefits to both the
organisation and individuals, and also for the culture of the organisation.
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