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Abstract 

This study aims to shed light on what influences knowledge sharing motiva-
tion in startups, which was chosen as the research topic due to its implica-
tions for theory development in knowledge sharing and startup fields. Hypo-
theses related to vision for the company, organizational culture, knowledge 
sharing motivation and knowledge sharing intention were developed based 
on a literature review and later tested using Structural Equation Modelling 
with a novel data set which was gathered from young startups. Vision for the 
company was found to be linked to all used types of knowledge sharing mo-
tivation types while organizational culture was linked to one of the three 
types. Enjoyment in helping others and reciprocal benefits were found to in-
fluence knowledge sharing intention while extrinsic motivators were found to 
be not influential for knowledge sharing intention. 
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1. Introduction 

Startups operate in a turbulent environment [1] while searching for a suitable 
business model [2]. Due to the uncertainty in the operating environment, star-
tups need to make most of their limited resources that they have managed to 
gather [3]. Previous research has shown that the vision for the company and or-
ganizational culture inside the startup are major reasons why individuals join 
startups [4] [5] and as such managers should leverage these factors to increase 
the likelihood for the company’s survival. Knowledge sharing can be one of the 
ways to achieve this. 

Knowledge sharing has been shown to be a significant component in influen-
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cing how the vision for the company [6] and organizational culture [7] are 
spread through the organization. As a significant number of startups fail [8], 
better knowledge sharing practices can help improve company survival rates and 
business performance [9]. Hence, increasing the amount of knowledge shared 
between the startup’s members is important for future success. However, pre-
vious research on startups has focused on mature startups [10] [11], which 
leaves open questions related to the influence of organizational culture and vi-
sion for the company on knowledge sharing motivation in young startups. 
Therefore, this article aims to answer the following research question: how does 
vision of for the startup and organizational culture influence knowledge sharing 
motivation and knowledge sharing intention inside startups? By having a more 
in-depth understanding of the relationships between vision for the company, 
organizational culture and knowledge sharing intention, managers can better 
design programs that support active sharing of knowledge. 

One challenge currently faced by practitioners is the applicability of previous 
research on small companies to startups since previous research has shown that 
startups differ from small companies in their goals, risk appetite and the geo-
graphic distribution of members among other factors [3]. These factors influ-
ence the internal organization of the startup thus causing uncertainty in the ap-
plicability of previously derived results. The inclusion of contextual factors into 
research has been proposed as one way to solve the existing inconsistencies such 
as this in the body of knowledge sharing research [12]. Given that existing re-
search on knowledge sharing in startups is limited [13], there is a need for more 
research in order to better understand how the startup context influences know-
ledge sharing.  

The rest of the article is structured as follows: first, differences between star-
tups and small companies are discussed. After this, literature related to know-
ledge sharing, motivation, vision for the company and organizational culture are 
reviewed. Then, hypotheses targeting knowledge sharing in startups, the used 
instruments and the sample are presented. Next, the results of the analysis are 
presented and discussed. Finally, the article concludes with practical implica-
tions, limitations of the research and future research directions.  

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development 

In order to better understand how organizational culture and vision for the 
company influence knowledge-sharing motivation, a survey of existing literature 
was carried out. The literature review focused on organizational culture, vision 
for the company, motivation, and knowledge sharing intention with special fo-
cus on the startup context. As the literature review will show, understanding the 
interrelationship between these factors is critical in order for any knowledge 
sharing program to achieve the wanted outcomes. However, before discussing 
the factors influencing knowledge sharing motivation, the characteristics that 
differentiate startups from traditional small companies are discussed. Through 
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this effort to contrast the two organizational types, an understanding of the dif-
ferences in the organizational context and how knowledge sharing practices 
might differ can be understood.  

After showing that a gap exists in the current body of knowledge sharing re-
search through a thorough literature review, hypotheses are created to target this 
research gap. 

2.1. Literature Review  

2.1.1. Comparing the Characteristics of Startups and Small Companies 
Differentiating startups from small companies has been a challenge in previous 
research. While most research refers to startups as companies in the early stage 
of their life cycle, it appears that a standard definition for a startup does not exist 
[15] and generic factors, such as company age, are often used as proxies. This 
lack of a standard definition for a startup can cause problems as the studied 
companies can be anywhere between one to three [16] or up to 12 years old [15], 
which is wide enough to contain many types of companies. If companies such as 
Twitter and Uber were startups when they were founded, then how did they dif-
fer from small companies?  

The difference between small companies and startups is discussed by Aulet 
and Murray [3], who describe five key differences, between “SME entrepreneur-
ship” and what they call “innovation-driven entrepreneurship, IDE” (i.e. star-
tups). Calling the second type “innovation-driven” emphasises the core differ-
ence between the two types: IDEs have innovation in their core and leverage said 
innovation is critical for the survival of that company. Second, IDEs focus on 
serving the global markets from the start by leveraging diverse funding sources 
including venture capital whereas most small companies serve local markets 
backed by traditional funding sources. The third major difference is that mem-
bers of the startup do not have to be located in the same location. Instead the 
members can be distributed globally.  

Another critical difference is shown in the definition of a startup by Blank and 
Dorf [2] who define a startup as a “temporary organization in search of a scala-
ble, repeatable, profitable business model” (p. xvii). They emphasise that the 
startup’s business model is not set in stone from the start, but it will try to dis-
cover a sustainable business model. If the current assumptions about the busi-
ness model are discovered to be false, the startup can “pivot” to target another 
market segment or to use another business model [17]. This flexibility of the 
business model is another key difference to SMEs. 

Based on the above, a startup is defined as follows: a startup is a young inno-
vation-driven organization searching for a repeatable and profitable business 
model through creating innovative products and services that target the uncer-
tain global markets.  

As the majority of startups fail [8], improving organizational and business 
performance is critical for the survival of the organization. Previous research has 
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indicated that vision for the company and organizational culture are significant 
factors in motivating individuals to join and stay at startups [4] [5] and that their 
low formalization emphasises flexible knowledge sharing practices [18]. As 
knowledge sharing is linked to improved organizational and business perfor-
mance [19], understanding the influence of organizational culture and vision for 
the company on knowledge sharing motivation is important. 

2.1.2. Knowledge Sharing Intention 
Knowledge sharing can be defined as using and sharing of insights and know-
ledge with other members of the organization [20]. Since individuals cannot be 
forced to share knowledge [21], it is important to make sure that the members of 
the organization contribute all relevant knowledge. As it is almost impossible to 
check if individuals are sharing everything they know, managers need to make 
sure that members of the organization are motivated to share. 

Motivators for knowledge sharing intention have been discussed in two more 
extensive reviews of existing research [19] [22]. Wang and Noe [19] focused on a 
literature review while Witherspoon et al. [22] carried out a meta-analysis of ex-
isting research. Both reviews focused on individual-level factors influencing 
knowledge sharing and indicated that factors such as expected organizational 
rewards, shared goals, and subjective norms were positively linked with know-
ledge sharing intention. While mostly disregarded by the two reviews, the im-
portance of organizational context was highlighted in previous research [12] [23] 
as an important factor that can help understanding the relationship between or-
ganizational context and knowledge sharing motivation. 

As knowledge sharing takes place in an embedded context [24], by failing to 
describe the contextual factors of the research, understanding the reasons why 
knowledge sharing takes place becomes challenging. To help future research deal 
better with the contextual factors of knowledge sharing, Sergeeva and Andreeva 
[12] proposed a “who, where, why, what” description method as a way to de-
scribe the particular contextual factors of research. For example, using this 
framework to analyse previous conflicting results from incentive studies could 
result in a deeper understanding of how incentives and the contextual factors of 
knowledge sharing interact. 

While a literature review carried out on KM research in the startup context 
[13] noted a general lack of research on KM in startups, the limited existing re-
search includes research into the influence of knowledge sharing done by 
founders and its link to breaking even [9], and reciprocal benefits of knowledge 
sharing in proximally close startups [25]. In these studies, as in many others, 
there is a common assumption that people are naturally motivated to share 
knowledge with others, which cannot be assumed to be true without a more 
thorough analysis of the sharing motivations of the individuals. To be able to 
carry out this in-depth analysis, a deeper understanding the fundamental cha-
racteristics of motivation is needed in order to improve the chances of know-
ledge sharing activities to achieve their full impact potential. 
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2.1.3. Motivation 
Motivation is defined as to be moved to carry out an action [26]. Researchers 
usually divide motivation into two broad types: intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion. Intrinsic motivation is defined as engaging in an activity without any ap-
parent rewards whereas extrinsic motivation is defined as engaging in an activity 
that is incentivised by some form of reward [26]. While previous meta-analyses 
of experimental studies have shown both positive [27] and negative [28] influ-
ence of incentives on motivation, the two motivation types can work in unison 
to improve performance if the incentives to carry out a specific task have con-
structed appropriately [29]. 

Extrinsic motivation relies on incentives such as monetary compensation for 
the completion of a task. In an organizational context, relying purely on extrinsic 
motivation can be challenging as designing contracts and incentives that cover 
all aspects of work is complicated and such contracts would make it difficult for 
the employee to engage in any non-measured tasks [30]. Hence, in regards to 
extrinsic motivators, the managements’ focus should be to make sure that the 
used incentives align with the task it has been assigned. 

According to Lindenberg [31], intrinsic motivation has two subcategories: 
enjoyment-based and obligation-based intrinsic motivation. Enjoyment-based 
motivation is grounded on the idea that a person will engage in an activity if it 
improves her feelings. The more an activity enables the person to feel improve-
ment in their condition the longer the person will engage in the activity without 
any external reward. The second type, obligation-based motivation, or “the goal 
to act appropriately” ([31], p.330), is founded on the idea that individuals want 
to behave in a manner that is suitable to the particular context which is reliant 
on individual acquisition of group norms. 

Analysis of the underlying motivations can be challenging as “simply assum-
ing that either money or enjoyment will dominate the activity without also 
looking at the role of the goals in the background leads to wrong conclusions 
about motivation” ([31], p.339). Hence, understanding the norms of suitable 
behaviour in the given organizational context and the types of incentives used 
are crucial for an accurate analysis of the motivations for individuals engaging in 
any specific activity. This is particularly relevant when looking at organizations 
which are still developing the foundations of the organizational culture, such as 
in young startups because the foundations of group norms are still developing. 

2.1.4. Vision for the Company and Organizational Culture 
Vision for the company can be defined as an “idealized goal to be achieved in the 
future” ([32], p.145). Vision has a vital role to play in organizational aspirations, 
and it is a source of motivation [33] [34]. In an entrepreneurial firm context, it 
has been shown that companies which didn’t have a concrete vision or it had not 
been clearly communicated performed worse than those that did [35]. Addition-
ally, it has been showed that the visions of for-profit and non-profit entrepre-
neurial companies differ and influence the strategies used by the companies [32]. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jssm.2019.124034


J. A. Laitinen, D. Senoo 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jssm.2019.124034 500 Journal of Service Science and Management 

 

These differences in operations and strategies have an impact on the organiza-
tion’s culture. Organizational culture is defined by Schein ([36], p.9) as “the ba-
sic assumptions and beliefs that are shared by organizational members.” Orga-
nizational culture is linked to organizational performance [37], and it plays an 
important role in influencing knowledge sharing [7]. 

Organizational culture has a two-fold function in startups: it guides behaviour 
and also motivates. Startups frequently rely on informal control of work [10] 
where things just need to be taken care of [38] implying that the individuals’ 
tasks are not strictly defined. In environments that de-emphasises rigid job divi-
sion and hierarchy, such as in startups, workers are more motivated to take on 
hard problems [39]. As the organizational culture sets guidelines for expected 
behaviour, being able to act according to the expected norms is a motivator for 
the members [31]. Organizations, whose life depends on innovation, therefore, 
need to have an organizational culture, which emphasises knowledge sharing 
and taking on challenges. 

The importance of founders and early core team as a source of culture has 
been previously discussed by Schein [36] and more recently by O’Reilly et al. 
[37] and Zaech and Baldegger [15], all of whom noted the long-lasting impact of 
founders have on the organizational culture. In larger, more established startups, 
Baron and Hannan [10] reported that changing the organizational culture later, 
even after the founders had exited the company, was both challenging and costly. 
These results place importance on spending time on early culture-building activ-
ities. This was also indicated by Nelson [40] who summarised the reasons for the 
success of a startup versus the failure of a university in a spinoff case as “… a 
matter of getting the right people in the right organizational context.” (p.1152). 
In other words, the right people working towards realizing the right vision of the 
company. 

In the startup context, vision plays two roles: it motivates employees and helps to 
coordinate tasks within the organization. Startups aim to create a growth-oriented 
business to target a specific goal [2] [17] with the founders creating its vision. 
During its early life, the startup is operating with limited resources and starts its 
life by making a loss [41] meaning that it cannot use a significant amount of re-
sources to attract new employees. Vision has been noted as one way to attract 
new employees to the company [35], which was later confirmed by further re-
search [5]. In mature startups, Baron and Hannan [10] found that identification 
with the company and its vision were important factors for employee retention, 
which found support in later studies [42]. O’Connor [43] reported that founders 
frame the narrative of the company differently depending on the listener. Of 
particular interest are “vision stories” shared by founders ([43] p.44), which are 
important when startups want to create a new market [11] or to attract more re-
sources to the company.  

The second reason why vision is essential for startups is due to vision’s influ-
ence on coordination within the organization. In the SME context, organization-
al vision provides a framework for the daily actions taken by the organization 
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members [44]. Hence, a well-communicated vision can help daily coordination 
within the startup and lead to better business performance [42]. The importance 
of knowledge sharing in the vision sharing process has been noted by Ensley and 
Pearce [4] and de Mol et al. [6]. Additionally, previous research [15] has noted 
the motivating impact of founders communicating the vision to startup mem-
bers. By pursuing the vision through daily activities, the founders set the guide-
lines for the organization’s culture. 

The presented review point towards the importance of vision for the company 
and organizational culture as factors that guide daily behaviour and serve as 
sources of motivation for the members of the organization. As such, these fac-
tors are important for all organization to properly manage in order to increase 
their chances for success, particularly for companies that are still building their 
organizational practices. However, it is unknown how these factors influence 
knowledge sharing in the young startup context. Given that most startups fail 
[8], it is essential for practitioners to create a solid foundation for suitable know-
ledge sharing practices right from the start. While some guidance could be de-
rived from research carried out in small companies, but to the differences in the 
organizational characteristics [3], understanding how to tailor practices can be 
challenging. As a result, understanding the influence of vision for the company 
and organizational culture on knowledge sharing motivation in the startup con-
text can have a significant impact on management practices and on company 
survival. 

2.2. Hypotheses Development 

The presented literature review shows that there is a research gap on how vision 
for the company and organizational culture influence knowledge sharing moti-
vation and intention in startups. Therefore, hypotheses targeting this gap were 
created.  

2.2.1. Extrinsic Motivation to Share Knowledge 
Extrinsic motivation is engaged when an activity is carried out to attain a separ-
able outcome from the task [26]. Research on extrinsic motivators has found a 
positive effect of incentives on the motivation-performance link when incentives 
are appropriately configured [29]. Within knowledge sharing research, previous 
research on the use of expected organizational rewards to encourage knowledge 
sharing has derived both positive [22] and negative results [45].  

In the startup context, financial benefits have been found to be one of the mo-
tivations to start a new company [46], why job-seekers want to join startups [5] 
and why individuals stay employed at that organization [10]. In experimental 
settings, extrinsic motivators have been shown to influence startup member 
performance [47]. Therefore, previous research indicates that expected organi-
zational rewards should increase knowledge sharing intention. 

H1: Expected organizational rewards are positively linked to knowledge shar-
ing intention. 
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2.2.2. Intrinsic Motivation to Share Knowledge  
Lindenberg [31] argues that intrinsic motivation can be divided into two types: 
one related to improving one’s feelings, and the other to the goal of acting ap-
propriately. The more these feelings are engaged, the longer the individual en-
gage in the task. The former is influenced by factors such “providing behavioural 
confirmation by self (“free choice” and “feeling of competence”), providing be-
havioural confirmation by others, … and allowing of improvement of nontangi-
ble resources (such as skills and competencies)” ([31], p.332). The latter is in-
fluenced by following the rules and norms of the group. ([31], p.335) 

Previous research has shown that the organizational environment in startups 
is a critical factor in why individuals join and stay in the organization [5] [10]. 
As work coordination inside startups is often based on informal coordination 
[10], members are expected to help others in order to fulfill the vision of the 
company. When engaged in sharing knowledge, feedback received from helping 
others should be a significant motivator for the individual. The rationality be-
hind this assumption is that by engaging in knowledge sharing with others, the 
individual’s motivation would be boosted by the feeling of competence, the re-
ceived information on the individual’s performance level and by receiving posi-
tive feedback from others through contributing to the solving of a challenging 
problem ([31], p.332). Support for helping others as a motivating factor has been 
previously found in established companies [48]. These results imply that enjoy-
ment in helping others should increase knowledge sharing intention.  

H2: Enjoyment in helping others is positively linked to knowledge sharing in-
tention. 

Another factor influencing motivation to share is the reciprocal benefits from 
the sharing [49]. Reciprocity is defined as responding likewise to the behaviour 
one receives [50], and it aligns with the second type of intrinsic motivation de-
scribed by Lindenberg [31]. In a frequently-interacting environment, norms 
supporting reciprocity are expected to arise [51]. As such, reciprocity is expected 
from the other members of the startup as frequently-interacting members are 
working together towards a unified goal. Therefore, reciprocity has particularly 
potent implication for young startups where salaries often are compensated 
through giving out stock, which if the startup fails, will be worthless.  

Reciprocal benefits have been studied in cases such as large companies from 
South Korea [52], and with credit union employees in Canada [53], with both 
researchers finding support for reciprocity increasing knowledge sharing levels. 
In the startup context, inter-startup reciprocity has been identified as having a 
significant influence on knowledge transfer and innovation performance [25]. 
Hence, it is hypothesised that: 

H3: Reciprocal benefits from knowledge sharing is positively liked to know-
ledge sharing intention. 

2.2.3. Vision for the Company 
Effects of vision for the startup range from attracting new members [35] and 
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motivating employees [15] to helping to coordinate actions within the organiza-
tion [9], and it has been previously linked to organizational performance [4]. 
From a theoretical point of view, Zaecher and Baldegger [15] indicate that lead-
ers motivate by “communicating an inspiring vision of the future” (p.158) to the 
other members of the organization. Young startups function on minimal resources 
[3] requiring founders and early team members to leverage their non-monetary 
resources to motivate members of the organization to work together [43] This 
ability to motivate employees to work together through the communication of 
vision is particularly important given that startups face a turbulent environment 
[1] where a significant number of startups fail [8]. Pursuing a motivating vision, 
which is one of the reasons why individuals choose to work in startups [10], can 
also help boost employees’ willingness to take on more challenging tasks. As 
members engage in multiple tasks [38] through frequent interaction motivated 
by a single goal, reciprocal organizational norms are expected to arise [51]. At 
the same time, the equity the company offers can be a significant reason for 
joining a startup [5], which becomes worthless if the organization fails.  

Based on these, it is hypothesised that vision for the startup influences both 
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation types to share knowledge. In detail, it is hypo-
thesised that: 

H4a: Vision for the company positively influences expected organizational 
rewards. 

H4b: Vision for the company positively influences enjoyment in helping others. 
H4c: Vision for the company positively influences reciprocal benefits. 

2.2.4. Communal Sharing 
Startups consist of frequently interacting individuals working towards a unified 
goal [3] in a low formalization environment [18] where tasks just need to be 
taken care of without greater considerations to the division of roles [38]. Partic-
ularly, identification with the company goals, informal control of work allowing 
for autonomy and individual responsibility are important motivators for the 
members [10]. This type of organizational culture is one of the reasons why in-
dividuals join startups [5]. 

Based on these descriptions of a “startup culture,” it is proposed that the or-
ganizational culture within a startup resembles what Fiske [14] calls Communal 
Sharing, CS, relationships. Fiske states that these types of relationships influence 
both motivation and norms (p.693). According to the theory, individuals in a CS 
relationship often think that they share something bigger making it natural to be 
altruistic towards one another ([14], p.691). The members can receive without 
giving anything but are expected to contribute and help those who ask for it with 
public goods being assumed to belong to everybody ([14], p.693). Given that 
knowledge can be theorised as a public good [20], it is therefore expected to be 
shared with those who want to gain access to it. According to Fiske’s theory, 
members would seek to contribute knowledge to the group without expecting 
any payments in return ([14], p.697). It is expected that individuals contribute 
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tasks according to their capabilities until the work is finished without any expli-
cit division of work ([14], p.697).  

Startup culture and CS cultures have many parallels: both describe frequently 
interacting individuals working towards something bigger that is held in com-
mon with others and contributing to tasks until they are done without explicit 
control or expectation of immediate rewards. The applications of CS in previous 
knowledge sharing research are limited to theoretical studies [54]. 

Based on the above, it is hypothesised that: 
H5a: Communal Sharing is not significantly linked to expected rewards. 
H5b: Communal Sharing is positively linked to enjoyment in helping others. 
H5c: Communal Sharing is positively linked to reciprocal benefits. 
Finally, it is hypothesised that a covariance relationship exists between the vi-

sion for the company and communal sharing. This based on the findings that 
link organizational vision to organizational culture [32]. Particularly, the core 
members of the early team create the norms of interaction [32] [40] and organi-
zational culture [36]. The core team sets the example of what is expected in the 
roles they have [38]. As vision and strategies used have been found to be linked 
[5], the relationship between vision and organizational culture poses a question 
over their relationship in the startup context. Hence, it is hypothesised: 

H6: There will be a significant covariance link between the vision for the 
company and Communal Sharing. 

3. Research Methodology 

The overall research framework created based on the hypotheses presented 
above is shown in Figure 1. 

3.1. Measures 

Measures to study the presented hypotheses were adopted from previous studies 
on knowledge sharing motivation, entrepreneurship, and relational models. The 
measures for Expected Organizational Rewards (OR), Enjoyment in Helping 
 

 
Figure 1. Research framework. 
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Others (HE) and Reciprocal Benefits (RB), were adapted from work on large en-
terprises [48]. Each consists of four items. Communal Sharing (CS) was adapted 
from Relational Models Questionnaire [55], consisting of five items. Shared Vi-
sion for the Company (VIS) was adopted from research on familiar companies 
[56], consisting of three items. The final item, Knowledge Sharing Intention 
(KSINT), was adapted from research on knowledge sharing intention [48]. The 
questionnaire was divided into seven sections with a short background question 
sheet followed by the questions. A sample section of the question sheet is at-
tached to the Appendix of the article. 

The clarity of the measures and the online survey form was tested with four 
practitioners and four academics, and minor adjustments were made to the 
wordings of the survey items based on the pilot. 

3.2. Sample and Data Collection 

The created survey was sent to 538 individual core members of young startups. 
These individuals were chosen as the target population based on their activeness 
in their local startup ecosystems and by their companies meeting the previously 
derived definition of a startup. A personalised email inviting the target to fill in 
the online survey were sent in October 2017 with a reminder email sent three 
weeks later. Out of the 538 individuals contacted, 111 selected to take part in the 
survey, leading to a response rate of 20.6%. The characteristics of the respon-
dents are described in Table 1.  
 
Table 1. Sample description (n = 111). 

Age # of respondents Gender # of respondents 

20 - 25 20 Female 33 

26 - 30 15 Male 77 

31 - 35 24 Prefer not to disclose 1 

36 - 40 17   

over 40 35   

Education level # of respondents   

High School/Vocational 
school 

3 
Tenure in the startup 

industry (years) 
# of respondents 

Undergraduate 48 1 or less 3 

Graduate 50 1 to 2 21 

Post-graduate 10 2 to 3 27 

  3 to 4 14 

Startup size # of respondents 4 to 5 15 

Less than 10 52 5 to 6 9 

10 - 20 10 over 6 22 

21 - 30 7   

30 - 50 4   

51 - 500 9   

Over 500 29   
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The respondents were 69% male, on average in their early 30s with approx-
imately three years spent in the startup industry. Most respondents (88%) had 
finished either a graduate degree or an undergraduate degree. The respondents 
lived in regionally varied countries with the three most popular answers being 
Japan (32%) Finland (15%) and USA (7%). Most of the responders worked in 
companies with less than ten members. Twenty-nine individuals worked in or-
ganizations with over 500 members but based on closer inspection these organi-
zations with a majority of members are freelance members, such as food and 
beverage delivery companies, with only a small core team who mainly interact 
amongst themselves. 

4. Analysis and Results 

The survey results were analysed by Confirmatory Factor Analysis, CFA, using 
Structural Equation Modelling. This methodology was chosen because of its ca-
pabilities of analysing the causal links connecting theoretical constructs of inter-
est [57] and it has been widely used in previous knowledge sharing research. The 
analysis was done with the R Studio (version 3.4.3) software [58] using the la-
vaan package (version 0.5-23.1097) [59]. Before starting, the filled surveys were 
screened for outliers using Mahalanobis distances [60] leading to the exclusion 
of four outliers from further analysis. 

Due to the single source of data, the gathered data was checked for common 
method variance with Harman’s one-variable test following the instructions of 
Podsakoff et al. [61]. In this test, a significant common variance would be indi-
cated by one common factor accounting for the majority of covariance between 
variables. The analysis resulted in three eigenvectors with values over one with 
the first factor accounting for 30% of the total variance. The results indicate 
that common method variance is not likely to have caused the studied rela-
tionships. 

4.1. Measurement Model 

4.1.1. Convergent Validity 
CFA was used to analyse the validity and reliability of the constructs used in the 
measurement model. Item loadings of the factors were analysed, and items with 
loadings of less than 0.6 were dropped as suggested [62]. All composite reliability 
of the measures ranges from 0.72 to 0.95, which are higher than the suggested 
cut off for latent constructs [63]. Factor loadings and composite reliabilities are 
shown in Table 2. 

4.1.2. Discriminant Validity 
The discriminant validity was also analysed, shown in Table 3, in addition to 
standard deviations and means. The average variance extracted by each con-
struct are shown on the diagonal with other entries of the table showing the 
squared correlations. The analysis shows adequate validity of the discriminants 
as all of the variances extracted are larger than the squared correlations [64]. 
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Table 2. Factor loadings and component reliabilities. 

Construct Measure Factor loading Component reliability 

Vision For The Company (Vis) VIS1 0.93 0.84 

 VIS2 0.86  

 VIS3 0.88  

Communal Sharing (CS) CS3 0.74 0.84 

 CS4 0.92  

 CS5 0.78  

Expected Organizational Rewards (OR) OR1 0.88 0.72 

 OR2 0.91  

 OR3 0.73  

 OR4 0.67  

Enjoyment In Helping Others (HE) HE1 0.64 0.95 

 HE2 0.81  

 HE3 0.90  

 HE4 0.92  

Reciprocal Benefits (RB) RB1 0.76 0.85 

 RB2 0.74  

 RB4 0.85  

Knowledge Sharing Intention(KSINT) KSINT1 0.77 0.85 

 KSINT2 0.97  

 KSINT3 0.91  

 KSINT4 0.62  

 
Table 3. Mean, SD, AVE and squared correlations. 

 Mean SD VIS CS OR HE RB KSINT 

VIS 5.05 1.53 0.66      

CS 4.18 1.40 0.24 0.54     

OR 3.73 1.92 0.19 0.06 0.79    

HE 6.29 0.93 0.15 0.09 0.04 0.66   

RB 5.59 1.37 0.34 0.20 0.15 0.30 0.63  

KSINT 7.56 1.61 0.24 0.14 0.07 0.45 0.49 0.72 

4.2. Structural Model 

Structural fit, shown in Figure 2, was assessed through a Normed χ2 (=1.78, χ2 = 
315.82, df = 177), which was smaller than the suggested cut off [65]. Additional 
measures used to assess structural fit, Comparative Fit Index, CFI = 0.92, and 
Tucker-Lewis Index, TLI = 0.90, were also in the acceptable ranges [66]. Finally, 
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, RMSEA = 0.086 (90% CI: 0.070 -  
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Figure 2. Results of the structural model. 
 
0.101) and Standardized Root Mean Square, SRMR = 0.10 were also in the ac-
ceptable range [67]. The combination of the measures used indicates an accepta-
ble fit of the measurement model. 

Next, the structural model was analysed. Vision for the Company was found 
to positively influence all three types of knowledge sharing motivations, (H4a, 
OR: t-value = 3.6, path coefficient = 0.45; H4b, HE: t-value = 2.18, path coeffi-
cient = 0.27; H4c, RB: t-value = 4.7, path coefficient = 0.55).  

Communal Sharing was found to positively influence Reciprocal Benefits 
(H5c, t-value = 1.97, path coefficient = 0.23) but not Expected Organizational 
Rewards (H5a, t-value = 0.50, path coefficient = 0.06) and Enjoyment in Helping 
Others (H5b, t-value = 1.89, path coefficient = 0.24).  

Additionally, there was a significant covariance relationship between Com-
munal Sharing and Vision for the Company (H6, t-value = 4.30, path coefficient 
= 0.57). 

For Knowledge Sharing Intention, Reciprocal Benefits (H3, t-value = 5.10, 
path coefficient = 0.73) and Enjoyment in Helping Others (H2, t-value = 4.0, 
path coefficient = 0.37) were found to positively influence Knowledge Sharing 
Intention. The influence of Expected Organizational Rewards, (H1, OR, t-value 
= −0.63, path coefficient = −0.05) on Knowledge Sharing Intention was not sig-
nificant.  

5. Discussion 

5.1. Antecedents of Knowledge Sharing Motivation 

Vision for the company was found to be linked to all three components of 
knowledge sharing motivation aligning the derived results with previous re-
search indicating vision as a source of motivation [33]. This result is also sup-
ported by the answers to a voluntary open question where approximately 1/4 of 
the answers directly mentioned vision for the company as a motivating factor to 
work at their startup. Therefore, attention should be paid to communicating the 
vision of the organization to all of its members. Particularly during such times 
when there has been a change in the vision as a result of changes in the organi-

https://doi.org/10.4236/jssm.2019.124034


J. A. Laitinen, D. Senoo 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jssm.2019.124034 509 Journal of Service Science and Management 

 

zational goals. Through the use of an adequately communicated vision, the star-
tup can be positioned as a cutting-edge leader in its field [11], which can then 
help motivate the members of the startup [10] and to recruit more talent [5]. 
Hence, efforts should be made to continually communicate the vision of the 
startup to its members and stakeholders.  

In regards to CS culture, this type of culture was found to positively influence 
reciprocal benefits, which aligns with Fiske’s [14] theoretical foundations and 
the work of Boer et al. [54], who theorised CS culture’s positive influence moti-
vation to share knowledge. Fiske [14] also predicted that expected organizational 
rewards would not fit the cultural norms in organizations with a CS culture, 
which was supported by the analysis as there was a not significant link to ex-
pected organizational rewards. Unexpectedly, CS culture was not found to in-
fluence enjoyment in helping others. One possible reason for this finding is that 
knowledge sharing is seen as an obligation, i.e., aligning with reciprocal benefits, 
and as an activity that is just expected to be carried out based on the organiza-
tional norms. This reasoning aligns with Fiske’s description of CS culture where 
contributions and access to common goods, i.e., knowledge, is expected for all 
members, and align with the logic from Wasko and Faraj [68] who summarised 
the reasons for sharing knowledge as: “it is what one does.” (p.155). 

5.2. Knowledge Sharing Motivation and Intention 

When an individual first shares their knowledge, she receives information back 
about her performance in regards to others and about her level of competence 
thus boosting her intrinsic motivation to share. Based on Lindenberg [31], the 
increased motivation then likely increases her knowledge sharing intention, 
which was supported by the findings as enjoyment in helping others was posi-
tively linked to knowledge sharing intention. Previous studies have found similar 
results in larger companies [48], but this is the first-time the role of enjoyment 
in helping others as a motivating factor for knowledge sharing has been con-
firmed in the startup context. By helping others, the individual also increases the 
reciprocal benefits that can be derived in the future. The found positive influ-
ence of reciprocal benefits on knowledge sharing intention was predicted by 
both the studied antecedents and Lindenberg’s categorization of motivation [31]. 
Similar results have been found in research targeting established companies [7] 
[52] but this is the first time it has been confirmed in the startup context. These 
results emphasise the importance of the two intrinsic motivation types for 
knowledge sharing. 

Expected Organizational Rewards were not linked to knowledge sharing in-
tention, which is contrary to the previous findings in startups [47]. There are 
two possible reasons for this: first, it is hypothesised that this is due to the orga-
nizational culture, as in CS relations no payment is expected for the use and 
sharing of knowledge [14]. This logic can also be seen when comparing with the 
findings from large companies. Lin’s [48] described that managers did not value 
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expected organizational rewards due to their high positions. However, what is 
proposed here is that the effectiveness of incentives for knowledge sharing is de-
pendent on organizational culture and norms, not the position of the individual. 
This means that managers would expect to receive and contribute knowledge 
due to cultural norms instead of expecting having to pay or to be rewarded for 
these activities. Inside young startups, this line of reasoning aligns with Linden-
berg [31], who stated that in tightly-knit groups with strong reciprocal norms, 
direct gain-frame motives would be forbidden. A second possible reason relates 
to the fact that this study targeted sharing that takes place outside of a know-
ledge management system, which makes measuring the utility of one’s sharing 
hard, which would make it challenging to create incentives that are correctly 
aligned with knowledge sharing. 

6. Conclusions 

This article makes three contributions: first, it is argued that startups should not 
be treated as small companies. Second, this article contributes to the discussion 
on the influence of context on knowledge sharing and particularly on the effec-
tiveness of incentives. Third, the organizational culture within the startup or-
ganizations is captured by the concept of Communal Sharing, CS, first presented 
in Fiske [14] and to the best of our knowledge, this is the first time CS has been 
used in a quantitative study within knowledge management research. 

The results emphasise the importance of intrinsic motivation as a source of 
knowledge sharing motivation in startups and that founders can help increase 
members’ intrinsic motivation through their actions. The derived results con-
tribute to the discussion on knowledge sharing in startups by emphasizing the 
importance of a well-communicated vision and organizational culture as sources 
of knowledge-sharing motivation and to the discussion on the influence of con-
text on the effectiveness of incentives. 

Practical implications from the derived results emphasise the importance of 
vision and organizational culture. This leads to two key actions, which should be 
included in the work of all managers and core team members in startups: First, 
constant communication of the organizational vision. As the startup grows, vi-
sion communication is frequently forgotten but as was shown vision plays an 
important motivating role for sharing. Second, the significance of building an 
organizational culture. Fixing a broken culture will be time-consuming and ex-
pensive [10]; hence attention needs to be paid from the start. 

The presented results have two main limitations: first, there are many aspects 
in which startups differ from small companies. While modifications were made 
to the used instruments to capture context better, there is a need for the devel-
opment of new statistical instruments that capture the characteristics of startups 
better. Second, while efforts were made to limit common method variance, addi-
tional data sources besides surveys should be created for future use.  

In future research, researchers should strive to better understand how daily 
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knowledge sharing takes place in early-stage startups. New statistical instru-
ments might be able to better capture the intricacies of the startup context, 
which would lead to a better understanding of how startups and knowledge 
sharing practices evolve. Second, if knowledge sharing is driven by intrinsic mo-
tivation then why have previous results also indicated a positive the influence of 
extrinsic motivation? Analysis of incentive types could prove fruitful in the pur-
suit of this question. 
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Appendix—Sample Survey 

About the stage of the startup 
Introductory text: This section is to understand a bit more about the startup 

stage  
When was the company established (approximately, year.month e.g. 2015.12): 
Funding stage of the company:  
- Self-funded/bootstrapping 
- Family and friends 
- Angel/seed funding 
- Series A 
- Series B or later 
- I don’t know 
Other: ______________________ 
Section 1—About your work in the organization 
Introductory text: This section is used to understand your motivation for your 

job a bit better.  
I receive a fixed salary (base salary, complements, etc.) for my activity in 

the organization 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
The organization explicitly recognizes my job (through rewards, men-

tions in the organization’s magazine, intranet, advertisement board, etc.) 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
The organization offers me the possibility for promotion. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
The organization offers stability and continuity in my job. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
My activity in the organization lets me improve as a person, enhance my 

self-confidence, get mature, self-accomplish. . . 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I have autonomy in my job and I can contribute with my ideas. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I consider this organization honest and coherent with its mission. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I have an organization’s sense of belonging (I feel myself as an organiza-

tion member, loyal and involved to it). 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 
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1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
What motivates you to work at your current organization? 

______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 

Section 2—About knowledge sharing 
Introductory text: In this section “knowledge sharing” means the act of shar-

ing and making knowledge available throughout the organization with the goal 
of increasing knowledge utilization. This can happen for example via email, in-
stant messaging or in meetings. This is the longest section (16 multiple choice 
questions) and the other sections after this will be shorter (16 questions in total). 

I will receive a higher salary in return for my knowledge sharing. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I will receive a higher bonus in return for my knowledge sharing. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I will receive increased promotion opportunities in return for my know-

ledge sharing. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I will receive increased job security in return for my knowledge sharing. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I strengthen ties between existing members of the organization and my-

self. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I expand the scope of my association with other organization members. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I expect to receive knowledge in return when necessary. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I believe that my future requests for knowledge will be answered. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I am confident in my ability to provide knowledge that others in my or-

ganization consider valuable. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I have the expertise required to provide valuable knowledge for my or-

ganization. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
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It does not really make any difference whether I share my knowledge with 
colleagues. 

Totally disagree                       Totally agree 
1   2   3   4   5   6   7 

Most other employees can provide more valuable knowledge than I can. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I enjoy sharing my knowledge with colleagues. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
I enjoy helping colleagues by sharing my knowledge. 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
It feels good to help someone by sharing my knowledge 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
Sharing my knowledge with colleagues is pleasurable 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
Section 3—Relationships with other people within the organization 
Introductory text: Half way! 16 multiple choice questions left. In this section, 

think about a person within the organization that you interact with. 
If either of you needs something, the other gives it without expecting an-

ything in return 
Not true at all                           Very true for this 
of this relationship                       relationship 

1    2    3    4    5    6 
You feel a moral obligation to feel kind and compassionate to each other 
Not true at all                           Very true for this 
of this relationship                       relationship 

1    2    3    4    5    6 
The two of you are a unit: you belong together 
Not true at all                           Very true for this 
of this relationship                       relationship 

1    2    3    4    5    6 
The two of you tend to develop very similar attitudes and values 
Not true at all                           Very true for this 
of this relationship                       relationship 

1    2    3    4    5    6 
You feel that you have something unique in common that makes you two 

essentially the same 
Not true at all                           Very true for this 
of this relationship                       relationship 

1    2    3    4    5    6 
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Section 4—Shared vision for the organization 
Introductory text: Over half way! 11 questions left. This section deals with 

how does your vision for the company align with other members. 
Organization members share the same vision about their organization 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
Organization members are committed to jointly agreed-on goals of the 

organization 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
Organization members agree about the long-term development objectives 

of the organization 
Totally disagree                       Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
Section 5—Perceived need for incentives 
Introductory text: Almost there! 8 questions left! This section is about how do 

you perceive others and yourself to be motivated by incentives. 
How motivated do you think other employees are to do his/her job for 

external reasons (pay/medical benefits)? 
Not at all                               Completely 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
How motivated do you think you are to do your job for external reasons 

(pay/medical benefits)? 
Not at all                               Completely 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
How motivated do you think other employees are to do his/her job for 

internal reasons (finding job enjoyable and interesting) 
Not at all                               Completely 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
What types of incentives (e.g. stock options, cash, more holidays etc.) 

would motivate you the most at your current job? 
______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________ 

Section 6—Knowledge sharing intention 
Introductory text: Final Section! Last 4 questions left. 
I intend to share knowledge with my colleagues more frequently in the 

future 
Totally disagree                              Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
I will try to share knowledge with my colleagues 
Totally disagree                              Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
I will always make an effort to share knowledge with my colleagues 
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Totally disagree                              Totally agree 
1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

I intend to share knowledge with colleagues who ask 
Totally disagree                              Totally agree 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
That’s it! Thank you very much for your answers! 
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