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Abstract This chapter identifies four significant antecedents of an employee’s
willingness to share information on an online Enterprise Social Network in a
knowledge intensive organization. Employees with more tenure show a higher
willingness to share information. For management it is important to be aware of
the importance of recognizing employees’ contributions on the network and to
recognize that being present on the network takes time. Finally, the fact that people
who feel less involved in the company show a lower willingness to share infor-
mation reveals a limitation for the success of the project.
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1 Introduction

More than 200,000 companies are currently using the Yammer platform, a popular
online Enterprise Social Network platform (ESN), similar to Facebook but for
professional use. Amongst them 85 % of the Fortune 500 companies. Recently
Microsoft announced its intent to take over Yammer for 1 billion dollars. ESNs
allow employees to develop a profile and connect with other users for the purpose of
information dissemination, communication, collaboration and innovation, knowl-
edge management, training and learning, and other management activities [1]. Other
examples of such networks are SocialCast and Salesforce.com’s Chatter. Compa-
nies’ worldwide annual IT spending is $2.7 trillion with social computing being a
major force driving future spending [2]. ESNs are clearly gaining momentum in
companies but they have hardly been studied in academic research.

ESNs are assumed to be valuable. Yammer for example has been said to
cultivate a sense of community (e.g. at Deloitte), to lead to better teamwork (e.g. at
Ford), to improve informal knowledge flows (e.g. at Suncorp), etc. Global financial
services provider Wells Fargo implemented a large-scale social networking plat-
form for over 200,000 of its employees and reported significant productivity
enhancements [1]. Companies especially seem to deploy enterprise social network
platforms with the goal to improve collaboration among employees within
departments and across departments [3]. ESNs can enhance business value as a
result of providing quick access to information, enabling new forms of commu-
nication and collaboration, improving social relationships (existing and new social
ties), and facilitating knowledge sharing and collaboration [4, 5].

When it comes to the adoption of ESNs, it has been observed that ESNs often
attract much attention in the beginning but after some time see less and less
participation. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the reality of work pushes ESN use
to the side so that people pull away from ESN activities and return to their original
communication pattern [3]. The conclusion is that, because the value of an ESN
depends upon the correct use in the entire enterprise (because of network effects),
usage is problematic. The goal of our research project is to identify antecedents of
the willingness to share information on an ESN.

Given the space limitations we immediately move to the development of
hypotheses in the next section. After that, we shortly explain our research method.
Next the research results are presented and we discuss the findings.

2 Literature Review and Research Model

Knowledge on individual employees’ abilities and motivation to contribute to
knowledge networks is very limited [6]. In this paper we intend to get more insight
into the antecedents of the willingness to share information. We will consider the
recognition given for sharing on the ESN, the involvement in the company, having
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enough time to use the system and the happiness at work. The level of analysis is
the individual employee.

Social exchange theory states that individuals interact with others because they
assume that such interaction will give them social rewards such as status and respect
[7]. Related to this, the expectancy theories of motivation suggest that people are
motivated to act in some way because of the recognition through external rewards
satisfying personal needs [8]. McLure Wasko and Faraj [9] investigated antecedents
of the number of posts of employees on an online discussion forum. They found that
the individuals would contribute more responses if they perceived their participation
would enhance their reputation. Similarly, back in 1999 Donath [10] found that
building reputation was a strong motivator for active participation in an organiza-
tional electronic network. Hence, we put forward the following hypothesis:

H1: If an employee is convinced that sharing information on the ESN will be
recognized, his/her willingness to share will be higher.

Expressing yourself on social networks puts an employee under public scrutiny.
In general, self-disclosure is perceived to be risky [11]. Enterprise social networks
are supposed to create more transparency, taking away asymmetrical information,
what can change power relations in the company. Also, sometimes people may not
follow advices that were given by someone else. The credibility of the latter may
be lowered and there are chances they will get defensive [12], as this is touching
their identity. These negative effects, however, can be countered through dedi-
cation at work, or employee involvement. Past research has linked involvement
positively to autonomous work motivation, a factor which recently has been shown
to stimulate knowledge sharing in networks [8, 13]. Moreover, employees’
involvement in the organization also increases their efforts to share knowledge as it
improves their perceptions of the organizational context [14] and thus lowers the
perceived risk of information sharing. Knowing this, we hypothesize:

H2: If an employees’ involvement in the company is higher, his/her willingness to
share information will be higher.

Sharing information on an ESN takes time. ESNs have been touted as harmful
because they can create information overload [5] and selecting the information that is
relevant to some employee takes time. Anecdotal evidence suggests employees often
stop using an ESN after some time because they feel they should spend their time on
their primary task [3]. Consequently, we put forward the following hypothesis:

H3: If an employee has the impression that time constraints do not allow him/her
to take part in the ESN, his/her willingness to share will be lower.

Finally, happiness or well-being at work has been said to increase participation
from employees, which concerns therefore also the rise of communication [15]. In
our model, well-being at work can also be seen as a proxy for support from
colleagues as this support positively affects employee attitudes at work. Such
support has been found earlier to stimulate knowledge sharing [14]. Therefore, we
hypothesize:
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H4: If an employee is happier to be working at the company, his/her willingness to
share will be higher.

The four hypotheses are shown in Fig. 1.
As shown in Fig. 1, we include two control variables in the model. A first

control variable is the average number of other knowledge workers in the orga-
nization that a person has contact with per week. This variable may play a role, as
it may indicate how open a person is to exchange information with others. On the
one hand, a person who is exchanging information with more colleagues in the
physical world is probably less closed as a person and more likely to be open to
exchanging information with a broader set of colleagues online as well. On the
other hand, a person who is sharing information with more people offline probably
has a lower necessity to exchange information online. Secondly, the number of
years one has been working at the firm may play a role. More specifically,
employees with less tenure may feel like they are not the right person to post
information and that it is up to employees with more seniority (and presumably
more knowledge) to communicate. In fact, prior research in a related field showed
that employees with longer tenure contributed more responses on an online dis-
cussion forum [9].

3 Research Setup

The research model was tested in a knowledge intensive organization with 65
knowledge workers. All knowledge workers received an e-mail to fill out an online
survey concerning their willingness to participate in an ESN. Employees got one
week to reply to the survey. Thirty-one employees did so. 58 % of the respondents
were male; 42 % female. Given the small sample size, data was analysed using
SmartPLS. SmartPLS is software for path modeling that uses Partial Least
Squares.

The items that were used to measure constructs were adapted from prior
research including those constructs. For each of the four independent variables and
the dependent variable, several items were used. For the control variables, the

Fig. 1 Antecedents of
willingness to share on an
ESN
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number of years worked at the company and the average number of people con-
tacted per week, a single item was used. The cross loadings shown in Table 1 do
not reveal problems.

Table 2 shows the cross-correlations between the different constructs (with the
square root of the AVE on the diagonal). While the correlations between
involvement and happiness and between willingness to share and recognition are
relatively high, the cross correlations are always lower than the square root of the
AVE. Moreover, regressing involvement and happiness against another variable
gives a VIF of 2.309, and regressing recognition and willingness to share against
another variable gives a VIF of 2.429. This allows us to assume there is no
problem of multicollinearity. All in all, there is no reason to expect issues with
discriminant validity and multicollinearity.

The square roots of the AVEs shown in Table 2 are clearly above 0.7, and all
Cronbach’s alphas were 0.7 or above (not shown in the table), showing that there is
no reason to assume problems in terms of convergent validity either.

4 Research Results

The test results are shown in Fig. 2. The R2 of the model is high (0.749).
Hypothesis 1 is supported, showing that employees who believe they would be

recognized for sharing information on the ESN would have a higher willingness to
share information. Hypothesis 2 is supported as well. Employees who feel more
involved in the company show thus a higher willingness to share information on
the ESN. The belief that one has enough time to actually use the ESN also has a
very positive relation with the willingness to share information, supporting
Hypothesis 3. Happiness at work could not be shown to be statistically signifi-
cantly related with the willingness to post information. The t-statistic for the
relation between happiness and the willingness to share was 1.1. The insignifi-
cance of the relation may be due to the small sample and this result should be
interpreted with caution.

In terms of control variables, the number of years an employee has been
working at the company indeed has a positive relation with the willingness to
share. The average number of co-workers that an employee contacts per week, on
the other hand, could not be shown to be significantly related to the dependent
variable.

5 Discussion

The fact that the model has an R2 of 0.749 shows that the antecedents in the model
are valuable to explain the variation in the willingness to share information on an
ESN. While we are not aware of other research investigating the willingness to
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share on an ESN, the R2 is high compared to similar studies with other applica-
tions. For example, in their study of antecedents of the number of posts of
employees on an online discussion forum, McLure Wasko and Faraj’s model [9]
had an R2 of 0.37.

Two very significant antecedents are the recognition one expects to get from
superiors and the feeling one has some slack time to spend on the ESN. These
findings have big practical consequences, which deserve special attention in the
domain of ESNs. The reason for this is the following: the initiative to start an ESN
for a company often comes from the business people who feel a need for infor-
mation from colleagues. It is a requirement that arises at the bottom of the
organization, but in contrast to classic IT implementations, the requirement does
not need to move bottom-up to get the IT platform installed: ESN platforms are
usually run in the ‘cloud’ and offer free versions. Business people have no need
(and often don’t want) to get the IT department involved. This implies that the
ESN initiative is often not managed at all. While business people who need more
information may set up the platform, people who have knowledge to share may
have little motivation or time to take part. Consequently, if management is not
setting up a kind of reward system and is not admitting that being present on the
ESN takes time, the ESN may only be short lived. Moreover, the consequence is
that people soon would say ‘we gave it a try, but an ESN did not work’, jeopar-
dizing new ‘managed’ attempts to set up an ESN. Hence, a lack of recognition and
a lack of time are serious threats to the use of ESNs. However, management can

Fig. 2 Model test results
(*p \ 0.05; **p \ 0.005)

Table 2 Cross-correlations and AVEs

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 HappinessWorkingHere 0.893
2 InvolvedAtCompany 0.694 0.766
3 NrContacts 0.093 0.254 1.000
4 Recognition 0.295 0.308 0.132 0.827
5 TimeEnough 0.065 -0.037 0.124 0.513 0.766
6 Willingnesstoshare 0.182 0.294 0.105 0.740 0.667 0.842
7 YrsAtCompany -0.045 -0.091 -0.055 -0.196 -0.074 0.055 1.000
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facilitate the use of ESNs through several possible ways in terms of HR practices
(rewards, retention, etcetera) and job design [6].

Although other research showed puzzling findings on the relationship between
information sharing and commitment, our results point to the importance of
company involvement for knowledge sharing through ESNs. Our results are
therefore in line with those of Kalman [16]. People who feel like they work in an
exciting firm with an interesting future, which has a project in which they can
really play an important role, are more likely to share information on the ESN in
order to help their organization forward. This is a property of the company-
employee relationship which exists even without the ESN (in contrast to the
‘recognition’ and ‘time’ issues mentioned above, which are related directly to the
ESN). Therefore, it may be harder to observe that this variable is playing a role
[14] and hence companies may forget to consider this variable in their change
management practices. More specifically, the people who feel very involved are
likely to be the people who are taking the initiative for setting up the ESN (as
mentioned in the paragraph above). They may get frustrated if other employees
don’t show the same passion to help the company or they may feel like their efforts
are not appreciated. This could lead to less initiative taking in the future. Also,
people who feel less involved in the company show a lower willingness to share
information, implying that there is likely to be knowledge that remains untapped.

The most positive finding concerns the relevance of the tenure variable. The
more years an employee has been working in a company, the higher his willing-
ness to share information on the ESN. This is important, as these are typically the
people who have gathered a lot of knowledge on ‘stable’ elements over the years
and they are often in a position to have access to ‘new’ elements earlier than
others.

In terms of limitations, we stress the fact that our research was conducted in a
single institution and a single country and that the research needs to be replicated
in other (and bigger) institutions and countries to guarantee the external validity.
Also, given the small sample size, it would be inappropriate to conclude that
happiness really is not a significant antecedent. Stepping away from ESNs, further
research is needed on the way IT implementations need to be managed in the
future. Change management has often been problematic in the past, even when
companies still had official IT projects that were ‘managed’. Now, with more
software running in the cloud, including free versions, initiatives of people who
care for the company may fail (because of a lack of change management), with all
its consequences.

6 Conclusions

This paper identifies four significant antecedents of an employee’s willingness to
share information on an online Enterprise Social Network. The positive news is
that employees with more tenure show a higher willingness to share information.
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For management it is important to be aware of the importance of recognizing
employees’ contributions on the network and to recognize that being present on the
network takes time. Finally, the fact that people who feel more involved in the
company show a higher willingness to share information reveals a risk for the
success of the project which may be harder to manage.
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