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acknowledges wrongdoing, or both parties come to share a narrative that the behavior
breached expectations. In this sense, KH is not a fixed property of the act but an
emergent meaning negotiated between actors. Thus, | propose:

Proposition 1: Knowledge hiding is a contested label co-constructed by hiders and seekers.

Whether an act is defined as KH depends on how both parties interpret it; hiders may
rationalize or downplay the behavior, while seekers may accept or reject alternative
explanations depending on their expectations, trust, and relational context. The same
act of withholding can be labeled in conflicting ways, and relational cues, contextual
factors, and individual sensemaking processes often shape this divergence. Therefore,
the label KH is not inherent in the act but arises through the interpretive dialogue
between actors.

Stage 3: Emotional and Behavioral Responses — Dynamics of Interaction

The third stage captures the emotional dynamics that unfold after the initial sensemaking
process. Once hiders and seekers have interpreted and labeled the incident, they react
emotionally and behaviorally. These reactions are not isolated but interact in a reciprocal
loop. What each party does next is shaped by their interpretation of the event and,
in turn, influences the other’s ongoing response. This stage represents a critical inflection
point where private interpretations collide in the dyadic interaction, generating
relational consequences and potentially shifting the trajectory of the episode.

From the seeker’s side, perceiving KH can prompt various emotional and behavioral
responses, though the intensity and outcome may vary across contexts. If the seeker
interprets the act as intentional concealment, they may experience anger, frustration,
or betrayal, emotions that stem from the perceived breach of trust and cooperative
norms (Connelly and Zweig, 2015; Lin et al., 2023). These negative affective responses
frequently translate into retaliatory or avoidant behaviors. For instance, the seeker might
confront the hider, withdraw from collaboration, or initiate reciprocal withholding in
future interactions. Research grounded in SET supports this tit-for-tat logic: individuals
who feel denied or excluded from valuable knowledge resources tend to reciprocate with
similarly defensive or punitive actions (Arain et al., 2020; Cerne et al., 2014). The degree
of emotional intensity also depends on the type of hiding involved: evasive hiding, which
is more deceptive, often leads to stronger anger than more ambiguous tactics, such as
playing dumb (Burmeister et al., 2019).

Conversely, the emotional impact may be minimal if the seeker perceives the incident
as harmless, attributing the KH to factors such as workload, stress, or forgetfulness.
In such cases, the seeker might feel mild confusion or disappointment but not personal
offense. Particularly in high-trust relationships, the seeker may extend the benefit of the
doubt and maintain cooperation (Tokyzhanova and Durst, 2025; Wen et al., 2021).

Simultaneously, the knowledge hider undergoes their emotional trajectory. If the hider
engages in deliberate concealment, they may feel guilt, anxiety, or fear of discovery,
especially when relational norms of reciprocity and cooperation are violated (Lin et al.,
2023). These moral emotions can prompt corrective behaviors. Hiders who feel guilty
may later attempt to “make it right” by offering assistance or disclosing withheld
knowledge (Islam et al., 2022; Pan et al., 2024). On the other hand, hiders who feel
justified, particularly in cases of rationalized hiding, may not experience guilt at all and
may instead adopt a defensive posture if questioned (Islam et al., 2022). Their emotional
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stance will influence whether they escalate the concealment or move toward
reconciliation.

Significantly, emotional responses are powerfully shaped by the other party’s
behavior. A diary study by Xia et al. (2022) found that knowledge hiders’ emotions are
directly influenced by the tone of the seeker’s request. Polite, respectful requests tended
to evoke positive emotions in hiders, reducing the likelihood of hiding. In contrast,
aggressive or rude requests triggered anger, increasing the possibility of concealment.
This demonstrates the interdependent nature of emotional regulation in KH episodes:
the seeker’s approach can either de-escalate or exacerbate the hider’s defensive
impulses.

Taken together, these patterns generate a feedback loop. The seeker’s negative
emotion and confrontational behavior may provoke defensiveness or further hiding by
the hider, reinforcing the initial distrust. Conversely, a calm and tolerant response from
the seeker may trigger a conciliatory response from the hider, potentially resolving the
incident. Over time, these reciprocal exchanges can stabilize into ongoing, cooperative,
or adversarial relational patterns (Cerne et al., 2014; Jahanzeb et al., 2019).

Insights from broader interpersonal literature reinforce this view. Affective events
theory suggests that initial violations (such as denied knowledge) trigger emotions that
shape subsequent interpersonal behavior, leading to cycles of interaction (Weiss and
Cropanzano, 1996; Wen et al.,, 2021). Moreover, workplace studies show that guilt
following relational transgressions often leads to restorative behaviors, while perceived
injustice results in retaliation (Pan et al., 2024; Islam et al., 2022). In the context of KH,
these dynamics reveal how micro-interactions between hiders and seekers determine
whether the situation escalates into conflict or dissolves into mutual understanding.
Thus, | propose:

Proposition 2: The hider’s and seeker’s emotional reactions and behaviors intertwine to
shape the trajectory of the knowledge hiding episode.

In particular, perceived intentional hiding by the seeker triggers defensive or retaliatory
responses, while perceived harmless withholding leads to more neutral or forgiving
reactions. At the same time, the hider’s emotions (e.g., guilt, anxiety, defensiveness)
influence whether they attempt to de-escalate or further justify the withholding.
Therefore, the episode’s course is not determined by the hider alone but is co-constructed
through the ongoing emotional and behavioral exchanges between actors.

Stage 4: Relational Consequences — Outcomes of the Episode
In the fourth stage, the hider-seeker interaction culminates in a relational outcome —
an emergent consequence shaped by the sequence of preceding interpretations,
emotions, and behaviors. A core insight of this model is that KH outcomes are not
deterministic. Rather than being an automatic result of the act, they depend on how both
parties interpret and respond to the event. This interactional perspective challenges
traditional assumptions that KH invariably damages trust and undermines collaboration.
One common outcome is relational degradation, especially when the interaction spirals
into suspicion and retaliation. If the seeker interprets the act as intentional hiding and
the hider remains defensive, mutual distrust often follows. This relational damage
manifests behaviorally: future knowledge exchange becomes strained, and both parties
may disengage from collaboration. Trust, a key enabler of KS, is particularly vulnerable
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once deception is perceived. This breakdown in interpersonal trust can spread to other
team members and often leads to tangible performance issues. Cerne et al. (2014)
identified a “reciprocal distrust loop,” where an initial act of hiding triggers retaliatory
withholding, creating a cycle of relational and cognitive withdrawal that can damage both
individual and team creativity. Likewise, research indicates that KH contributes to a loss
of psychological safety, particularly in competitive environments (Jahanzeb et al., 2019;
Arain et al., 2020).

However, negative consequences are not inevitable. The fallout may be minimal when
the earlier stages are navigated with interpretive flexibility or emotional regulation.
Tokyzhanova and Durst (2025) showed that ambiguous KH is often misperceived or
reframed as circumstantial, meaning that many incidents do not escalate into conflict.
If the seeker offers a generous interpretation or the hider provides a valid justification
after the fact, the situation may be resolved without long-term harm. Similarly, when
rationalized hiding is perceived as necessary (such as protecting sensitive knowledge or
complying with policy), it may be seen as legitimate rather than obstructive (Sofka et al.,
2018; Xiong et al., 2021; Di Vaio et al.,, 2021). The relationship can remain stable or
improve if the episode prompts open dialogue or mutual clarification.

In some cases, relational consequences are asymmetric. One party may believe the
incident was resolved, while the other silently harbors doubt or frustration. For instance,
the hider might feel justified and assume no damage occurred, while the seeker
withdraws emotionally or avoids future collaboration. These mismatches, where parties
differ in how they frame the same incident, can lead to subtle breakdowns in trust and
cooperation, even when overt conflict is absent (Khoreva and Wechtler, 2020; Bari et al.,
2019).

Notably, the relational context moderates the effects of KH. In high-trust environments,
a single instance of hiding may be viewed as a harmless deviation; in low-trust settings,
it may confirm preexisting suspicions and catalyze a relational rift. Research shows that
supportive climates, fairness norms, and psychological safety can buffer the negative
impact of KH (Wen et al., 2021; Burmeister et al., 2019). Conversely, environments
marked by rivalry or unclear norms about sharing exacerbate the consequences of
ambiguous or contested withholding.

In sum, the aftermath of KH is not an automatic effect of hiding but the result of a
dynamic co-construction between the hider and seeker. The consequences are shaped
by the emotional and behavioral exchanges across prior stages, the meaning both actors
assign to the event, and the broader organizational context.

Proposition 3: The consequences of a knowledge hiding episode are an emergent,
relational outcome of the hider—seeker interaction.

An adverse outcome (e.g., reduced trust, reciprocal hiding, impaired collaboration) is
likely when both parties converge on a hostile interpretation: the seeker believes they
were deliberately wronged, and the hider maintains a defensive stance. In contrast, the
negative trajectory may be avoided or mitigated if the interaction is interpreted more
generously, e.g., the hider justifies their behavior, or the seeker does not perceive harm.
KH outcomes are thus not inherent to the act but result from how the actors involved
co-construct and respond to the incident over time.
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Stage 5: Feedback and Evolution — Toward Ongoing Cycles

No single episode of KH exists in isolation. The final stage of the proposed framework
highlights how each KH incident feeds into future relational dynamics between the hider
and seeker through its interpretation and consequences. Rather than marking an
endpoint, the outcome of one episode becomes the starting point for subsequent
interactions. Over time, repeated exchanges can establish stable behavioral patterns,
either escalating into cycles of continued hiding and mistrust or stabilizing into mutual
understanding and cooperation.

If the outcome of a KH episode in Stage 4 involved unresolved tension or damaged
trust, this often sets the stage for further defensiveness or concealment. The seeker, now
wary, may avoid direct requests, approach the hider with skepticism, or engage in
preemptive withholding. Likewise, the hider may respond to perceived suspicion with
renewed evasiveness or justification for non-sharing. This interactional dynamic creates
a feedback loop in which prior behavior becomes self-reinforcing. Cerne et al. (2014)
conceptualize this as a reciprocal distrust loop, where each party’s past actions inform
and justify their future withholding, making knowledge exchange increasingly rare.

Empirical evidence suggests initial KH incidents can trigger retaliation or defensive
hiding cycles. Bogilovic et al. (2017) found that KH can diminish the hider’s performance
outcomes due to retaliatory responses, seekers withhold in return, creating a downward
spiral of non-cooperation. Similarly, Arain et al. (2024) highlight how KH initiates affective
and behavioral responses that persist over time, often leading to entrenched non-sharing
norms. This cycle can expand beyond the original dyad in team settings, influencing
group dynamics and creating climates where secrecy becomes the norm rather than the
exception.

However, these cycles are not inevitable. The absence of escalation, or the development
of a stable understanding, is also possible. When initial KH is perceived as rationalized
(e.g., due to confidentiality or timing constraints), and when actors maintain perspective,
the episode may be resolved without long-term damage. Burmeister et al. (2019) showed
that rationalized hiding, where an apparent and acceptable reason is provided, does not
provoke retaliation and often preserves trust. In such cases, the hider and seeker return
to a baseline of everyday interaction. Moreover, if a hider later offers an explanation or
shares knowledge, and the seeker responds without suspicion, the relationship may grow
more resilient through conflict resolution (Khoreva and Wechtler, 2020).

Research on organizational and interpersonal dynamics supports this possibility.
Longitudinal and process studies increasingly suggest early interactions between
colleagues set trajectories that spiral or stabilize (Fauzi, 2022; Zhang et al., 2023). If early
exchanges are characterized by openness, tolerance, or clarification, even amid a KH
incident, the cycle may be short-circuited before it becomes entrenched. A single act of
generosity, transparency, or emotional repair can alter the relationship path, reducing
the likelihood of future concealment.

This stage also highlights the meaning of path dependence: once a pattern is set in
motion, it often repeats unless deliberately disrupted. Over multiple encounters, these
interactions form either a vicious cycle of escalating secrecy or a virtuous cycle of
restored and sustained trust. The hider and seeker are active agents in reinforcing or
transforming these patterns. This insight extends the classic SET by emphasizing
temporality and sequence, early moves matter, and trajectories are shaped by what
happens and how the sequence unfolds and is interpreted over time.
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Proposition 4: Knowledge hiding interactions evolve into reinforcing cycles of continued
hiding or resolve into stable understanding, depending on the patterns established in the
initial episode.

When early interactions are marked by defensiveness, suspicion, or retaliation, they tend
to lock into a self-confirming loop; future knowledge exchanges are then interpreted
through the lens of past withholding, reinforcing secrecy and mistrust (Cerne et al., 2014;
Bogilovi¢ et al.,, 2017; Arain et al., 2024). Conversely, when actors adopt forgiving
interpretations or clarify their motives, the cycle may be interrupted, restoring the
relational baseline or fostering a new, more open equilibrium (Burmeister et al., 2019;
Khoreva and Wechtler, 2020). Proposition 4 emphasizes that KH is not merely a one-off
incident, but a relational trajectory — an evolving social pattern shaped by initial behaviors
and their recursive consequences.
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Figure 10. Integrative, processual framework of KH.
Source: Composed by the author.

Figure 10 illustrates the integrative, processual framework of KH, synthesizing the
sequential, relational, and interpretive dimensions of KH as they emerge across five
distinct stages. Drawing on empirical findings from Articles 1-3 and informed by process
theorization, the framework conceptualizes KH not as a discrete, objectively observable
act but as a socially co-constructed phenomenon shaped by ongoing interactions between
the knowledge hider and seeker.

The framework maps the temporal flow of a typical KH episode, from the initial act of
withholding (Stage 1) through interpretive labeling and sensemaking (Stage 2), emotional
and behavioral responses (Stage 3), and relational consequences (Stage 4), culminating
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to foster sustained cycles of non-sharing and suspicion, progressively eroding the quality
of the relationship and organizational cohesion. Conversely, when early interactions
include transparency, explicit justifications, or emotional repair, these interactions can
effectively break or prevent negative cycles, leading to more stable relational equilibria
characterized by cooperative knowledge exchanges (Burmeister et al., 2019; Khoreva
and Wechtler, 2020). The thesis enriches traditional SET perspectives by highlighting this
temporal dimension and the associated path dependency of KH behaviors. It aligns with
Langley’s (1999) call for explicitly processual theorizing, emphasizing how early events
and exchanges shape long-term organizational behaviors.

4.3 Practical Contributions

This framework advances practical understanding by reconceptualizing KH as a
negotiated process rather than a static act. Managers can use this understanding to
recognize better that KH often occurs subtly, through unclear or indirect behaviors, such
as giving incomplete answers or delaying responses. Instead of automatically treating
these actions as negative, organizations should encourage open conversations to clarify
intentions and reasons behind hiding. Regular meetings or team discussions about KS can
reduce misunderstandings and unnecessary tensions. Additionally, since people often
justify hiding as necessary or appropriate, fostering a psychologically safe environment
is essential. Employees should feel comfortable discussing their concerns or fears about
KS without worrying about negative consequences, which reduces the urge to hide
knowledge defensively.

The framework also emphasizes how emotional responses and relational dynamics
shape KH interactions. Organizations can apply this insight by providing training in
emotional intelligence and conflict management. Such training helps employees manage
complicated feelings and address conflicts effectively, preventing misunderstandings
from escalating. For instance, if knowledge seekers respond calmly and respectfully when
they sense withholding, knowledge hiders are less likely to become defensive or continue
hiding knowledge. Finally, acknowledging the cyclical nature of KH suggests that early
detection and timely interventions by managers are vital to preventing entrenched cycles
of KH. Instead of automatically framing hiding as harmful, managers trained to discern
contextual details can more effectively mediate and navigate these situations, potentially
reframing hiding episodes as opportunities for relational growth, clarification of
organizational norms, or strategic protection of sensitive knowledge.
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5 Conclusion: Synthesis, Limitations, and Future
Directions

This doctoral thesis advances the conceptual understanding of KH by reframing it as a
dynamic, interpretive, and socially negotiated phenomenon involving both hiders’ and
seekers’ perspectives. Recognizing KH as a contested rather than objective construct
allows a detailed exploration of the interpretative and relational dynamics that shape its
emergence and outcomes within organizations (Xiong et al., 2021; Connelly and Zweig,
2015). The processual framework developed here provides a comprehensive model
capturing the complexity of KH, underscoring how organizational narratives,
interpersonal perceptions, and contextual contingencies determine whether and how KH
is recognized, defined, or contested. Specifically, by shifting away from the dominant
hider-centric perspective toward an integrative approach that equally emphasizes both
hiders’ and seekers’ roles, the thesis demonstrates that KH is not merely a unilateral act
performed by individuals. It is an interactive process that is continuously shaped through
mutual interpretations and reactions.

Moreover, the thesis illustrates that labeling behaviors as KH is contingent on
organizational cultures, power structures, and interpersonal relationships, reflecting a
complex interplay of social, emotional, and strategic considerations. Such interpretive
processes imply that KH behaviors can simultaneously be viewed as strategic discretion by
one group of organizational members and harmful secrecy by another, depending heavily
on the context and relational histories involved. By incorporating this dual-perspective
approach, the thesis enriches theoretical conceptualizations. It reveals critical insights
into how organizational actors negotiate the meanings and legitimacy of knowledge
behaviors in their daily interactions. This reconceptualization further emphasizes that
managerial interventions aimed at mitigating the negative impacts of KH must consider
broader relational contexts, organizational narratives, and interpretative frameworks
that guide employee perceptions and actions.

Ultimately, by positioning KH as a socially embedded and interpretatively flexible
phenomenon, this thesis opens new avenues for understanding the conditions under
which KH occurs, its diverse forms of manifestation, and its complex consequences for
individuals, teams, and organizations. It highlights the necessity for organizations to
adopt holistic and contextually sensitive approaches to KM that acknowledge and
address the underlying relational tensions, interpretative ambiguities, and narrative
complexities that foster or inhibit effective knowledge exchange. Through its integrative
and processual lens, the thesis makes both theoretical and practical contributions by
clarifying the complex nature of KH and providing a foundation for more comprehensive,
dynamic, and effective organizational KM strategies.

Several limitations inherent in this thesis should be acknowledged. First, the empirical
investigation utilized undergraduate students in a controlled, experimental setting,
which may not entirely capture all dimensions of actual organizational contexts, such as
the complex power dynamics, long-term relational histories, and high-stakes consequences
that characterize professional environments. This methodological choice was deliberate
and considered optimal due to the significant logistical and ethical challenges associated
with simulating real-world withholding behaviors in authentic workplace environments.
The experimental setup enabled the precise manipulation of roles for both hiders and
seekers, ensuring consistent observation of KH behaviors and interpretations, which is
challenging to replicate reliably in naturalistic organizational studies.
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Abstract

Knowledge hiding in organizations: Integrative framework
for bridging hider and seeker perspectives

Effective knowledge sharing (KS) is critical for organizational innovation and
competitiveness in today’s knowledge-driven economy. Yet, barriers such as knowledge
hiding (KH), the intentional withholding of requested knowledge, undermine these
efforts. While extant research has predominantly focused on the hider’s motivations and
behaviors, this thesis argues that KH is a socially negotiated process shaped by both
hiders and seekers. This study advances a dynamic, processual understanding of KH,
challenging static, hider-centric frameworks by integrating these dual perspectives
through a multi-pronged approach. Through systematic literature reviews (SLRs), empirical
investigations, and theoretical synthesis, the research reveals how interpretations,
relational dynamics, and contextual factors co-construct KH.

Building on early knowledge management (KM) discussions, the thesis challenges the
longstanding hider-centric focus by emphasizing how seekers’ interpretations, emotional
reactions, and subsequent behaviors are integral to KH dynamics. The research questions
center on (1) mapping the multi-level drivers and consequences of KH, (2) evaluating
current theoretical frameworks, (3) capturing KH as it unfolds in a simulated group
setting, and (4) constructing a unified model that accounts for both hider and seeker
viewpoints. By introducing an exploratory and process-based lens, the study reveals that
KH emerges from iterative feedback loops between hiders and seekers. Findings
demonstrate that seemingly identical acts of withholding knowledge can be perceived
differently, depending on how seekers interpret motives and justifications.

Methodologically, the thesis employs a multi-pronged, three-phase methodology.
In Phase 1, integrative and problematization-oriented SLRs trace conceptual developments
and highlight theoretical limitations. Phase 2 features a role-based empirical study with
group tasks, in which participants are designated as either “hiders” or “seekers” and
engage in knowledge exchanges within a simulated setting. This design captures the
dynamic, relational character of KH more vividly than standard cross-sectional surveys.
Qualitative interviews and observational data complement quantitative measures,
uncovering detailed micro-level processes and emotional triggers. Phase 3 integrates
insights from the reviews and empirical findings to formulate a unified framework,
clarifying how KH is co-constructed and recognized through interpretive processes.

The thesis offers theoretical, methodological, and practical contributions.
The integrative framework shifts the scholarly conversation from viewing KH as a
unidirectional, static behavior to recognizing it as an ongoing negotiation process
between the hider and the seeker. This refined perspective expands prevailing theories
by foregrounding dynamic, context-sensitive feedback loops and addressing interpretive
ambiguities. Methodologically, the study’s multi-pronged approach illustrates how
combining systematic reviews with direct observation and qualitative study can yield a
richer understanding of KH. Practically, the research highlights the importance of clear
communication protocols and trust-building interventions in preventing or mitigating the
negative impact of KH. It underscores that organizational policies targeting individual
hiders alone may be insufficient; meaningful interventions must also consider how
seekers interpret partial disclosures, justifications, or delayed responses.
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physically feel how he [...] was holding back” (coded as “perception of intentional
withholding”) and “It was as if he wanted to say something, but each time he stopped
himself. He would look away, change the subject” (coded as “Observation of conflicting
body language”) — were grouped into the second-order theme “Recognizing nonverbal cues.”
This led to the aggregate dimension “Perception of KH behaviors,” as presented in Figure 4,
which summarizes how targets interpreted KH during group interactions.

Throughout the analysis, we remained open to emerging patterns, allowing the data to
guide the development of themes and dimensions — a hallmark of exploratory qualitative
research. By systematically moving from specific observations to broader theoretical
insights, we were able to construct a nuanced understanding of KH from both the hiders’ and
targets’ perspectives.

4. Results

This section presents the results in three key areas. Subsection 4.1 outlines the presurvey
results, providing baseline insights into participants’ demographics, social identity and
attitudes toward KH. Subsection 4.2 explores the experiences and strategies used by
knowledge hiders during the group task, examining their emotional and cognitive responses.
Finally, subsection 4.3 discusses the perceptions and interpretations of KH from the
perspective of the targets, highlighting how KH behaviors were observed and understood.

Tllustrative data First-order codes Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions

~

There was one girl.. You Faiow, T had @ clear
Jeeling that she knew something but did't
want o tell It was... strange.” (3)

e definitely knew something but Kept quiel
about it. I could physically feel how he... was
lolding back.” (3)

"Well, she seemed to avoid direct questions. Or
answered very evasively. And her look was...
ouknow s if she was hiding something.” (3)

T was as if he wanted 10 say someihing, bl
each time he stopped himself. He would look
away, change the subject.” (3)

“Either the person Sis ST, yeal, or ook
10 the side or at their phone and seems 1o
know something.” (3)

"But you could tell from their face that they’
knew something. It was like they were actively
holding back." (3)

“isked them directly for input a couple o
times. But they'd just shrug or say they didn't
know much." (3)

There was this one time when someone said
they didn't know much about the topic, which
was weird." (3)

"1 just thought maybe their interest in the class
was zero.” (3)
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roject, about the question.” (3)
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about feeling comfortable enough to do so."
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Source: Authors’ own work
Figure 4. Thematic insights into participant perceptions of KH
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4.1 Presurvey results

Table 2 compares the descriptive statistics between the overall sample, hiders and nonhiders,
with corresponding t-values and p-values. Across the sample, social identity scores average
3.39 (+0.86), indicating a moderate sense of belonging and engagement among participants.
Similarly, expected rewards and associations show moderate levels (3.58+0.96 and
3.48 +0.72, respectively), reflecting a reasonably positive outlook on external incentives and
potential future collaborations within the class. Interestingly, KH scores are lower overall
(2.09£0.73), suggesting that participants generally do not frequently engage in KH. This
low level of reported KH may reflect the classroom environment, where students often feel
obligated to share information and collaborate, particularly when grades and public feedback
are involved.

When comparing hiders and nonhiders, we found no statistically significant differences
across the key variables of social identity, expected rewards and associations and KH (all p-
values >0.05). Even though hiders reported slightly lower scores on social identity
(3.27+0.99) and expected rewards (3.14+ 1.07) compared to nonhiders (3.43+0.83 and
3.73+0.88, respectively), these differences are not statistically significant.

Overall, the setting studied (i.e. a classroom environment) seems to foster a cooperative
and collaborative dynamic, and the assigned roles as hiders introduce only minor variations
in perceptions of social identity, rewards and KS.

4.2 Experiences and strategies of knowledge hiders
Figure 2 illustrates the different levels of nonverbal signs exhibited by hiders across the
groups. The variation in signs such as hesitation/pauses, fidgeting and physical withdrawal
reflects how hiders managed the tension of hiding knowledge.

By examining the combination and intensity of these signs across the groups, we grouped
them into three categories:

(1) High emotional and physical discomfort: Hiders in groups 7, 8 and 10 exhibited
significant signs of discomfort, including avoiding eye contact and physically
withdrawing from the group. The addition of frequent fidgeting and visible
expressions of guilt suggests that the discomfort in these groups was both
emotional and physical.

(2) Moderate physical discomfort: In groups 4, 5 and 11, hiders showed moderate
discomfort through subtle physical withdrawal and nervous gestures, such as
playing with objects or adjusting their posture. These behaviors suggest that while
hiders in these groups were uncomfortable, their distress was more physical than
emotional.

Table 2. Comparison of descriptive statistics for the overall sample, hiders and nonhiders

Overall sample Hiders Non-hiders
Variable (mean + SD) (mean + SD) (mean + SD) t-value p-value
Social identity 3.39+0.86 3.27+0.99 3.43+0.83 -0.53 0.60
Expected rewards 3.58+0.96 3.14+1.07 3.73+0.88 -1.82 0.08
Expected associations 3.48+0.72 3.42+0.71 3.50+0.73 —-0.34 0.74
KH 2.09+0.73 1.97+0.64 2.14+0.77 —-0.65 0.52

Source: Authors’ own work
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(3) Mild cognitive discomfort. Hiders in groups 1, 2, 3, 6 and 9 often delayed their
responses, indicating internal conflict, but did not exhibit strong signs of emotional or
physical withdrawal. The addition of small nervous behaviors like fidgeting with objects
or shifting in their seats suggests that the discomfort in these groups was more cognitive,
focused on uncertainty about how to respond, rather than overt anxiety or distress.

Figure 3 expands on these findings by organizing the data into a structured format, capturing
the hiders’ observable behaviors, cognitive and emotional experiences and the strategies they
employed during the KH process. This finding, derived from observations during the game,
postgame surveys and interviews, allows us to explore the why behind the participants’
actions.

4.2.1 Cognitive and emotional experiences of hiders. Participants experienced a range
of feelings, including guilt, internal conflict and mental strain, alongside strategic
perceptions of power and control.

4.2.1.1 Guilt and discomfort. Many participants experienced significant guilt and
discomfort while hiding knowledge. Participants in Group 4 and Group 7 showed visible
signs of discomfort, which aligned with their high self-reported guilt scores of 5/5 in
postgame surveys. Group 4 hider reflected, “I felt guilty because they kept asking me, and I
knew the answer,” and “It was uncomfortable to just sit there and say nothing.” Similarly, a
Group 7 hider stated, “It’s hard to hide when you know something could help them.”

However, not all participants expressed guilt. The hider in Group 2 offered a different
perspective, stating, “I didn’t feel guilty about hiding knowledge, but I found it hard to stay
quiet.” Social distance also played a critical role in shaping how the participants experienced
guilt and discomfort. For example, the hider in Group 4 reflected that “If this person were
someone I really knew, I would feel bad. But if it’s someone I don’t know well, I would be okay
with it.” The hider did not display visible signs of guilt during the experiment, and the interview
confirmed that weaker social ties made withholding information more manageable.

4.2.1.2 Cognitive conflict. Some participants struggled between their role of hiding
knowledge and their natural inclination to cooperate with their group. In Group 10, the
participant exhibited fidgeting and physical withdrawal, later reflecting, “I was torn between
helping and keeping quiet because I knew it was a group task.” In contrast, the hider in Group
4 displayed mild hesitation during the experiment but expressed deeper internal discomfort
in the interview: “It felt like I was betraying my team” (Group 4). In addition, the hider in
Group 1 felt conflicted about participating without revealing too much. This internal struggle
was captured in her statement, “At first, I didn’t know what to do, but eventually I got used to
my role.” (Group 1).

4.2.1.3 Perceived power and control. While guilt and conflict were common themes,
some participants experienced a sense of control and power from hiding knowledge. One
participant shared, “There’s a strange feeling of control when you know something others
don’t. It feels like you have a certain power over the group” (Group 10). Similarly, a
participant from Group 8 stated, “I knew I had the upper hand by not sharing everything. It
felt good, but also wrong at the same time.”

4.2.1.4 Emotional and physical withdrawal. Another common response to the
discomfort of KH was emotional and physical withdrawal. Participants in Groups 7 and 10
distanced themselves from the conversation or contributed minimally, as observed during the
experiment. One participant noted, “I stayed quiet most of the time. I didn’t want to talk
because I didn’t want them to suspect I knew more than I was letting on” (Group 7). In the
observations, this behavior was reflected in physical withdrawal, where participants leaned
back or sat apart from the group, avoiding direct engagement.



4.2.1.5 Psychological toll. Beyond the immediate feelings of guilt and conflict, some
participants reported experiencing a longer-term psychological toll from the KH task. While this
aspect was not always visible during the experiment, the interviews revealed the underlying
mental strain. For example, the hider in Group 10 expressed, “You know the truth, but the fact
that you can’t reveal it because something holds you back is a very unpleasant feeling. I think it
affects mental health negatively” (Group 10).

4.2.2 Strategies used by knowledge hiders. During the game, participants employed
several strategies to navigate the tension between concealing information and maintaining
their roles within the group. These strategies, ranging from feigning ignorance to
misdirection, allowed the participants to participate in the task without raising suspicion.

4.2.2.1 “Playing dumb”. Several participants pretended not to know or understand key
information, which helped them avoid contributing without appearing overtly deceptive. The
hider in Group 4 adopted this approach, stating, “I didn’t look at their cards or focus on what
they were doing. When they asked, I said, ‘T only have Uber and Airbnb,’ and repeated that
for the whole process.” Similarly, the hider in Group 10 admitted, “I knew the solution, but I
pretended I didn’t fully understand it when they asked me questions.” This strategy helped
participants maintain a passive role in the group, as they were not expected to contribute
when unfamiliar with the key details.

4.2.2.2 Providing vague or partial information. Another common strategy was to offer
vague or incomplete answers, allowing participants to appear cooperative without fully
disclosing the information they had. The hider in Group 1 admitted, “I shared some general
ideas but left out the critical points.” Similarly, the hider in Group 10 used vague responses,
saying, “T would give hints—small ones—but I kept the main answer to myself.” The hider
in Group 4 echoed this approach, sharing, “I didn’t give the full answer. I said, ‘I don’t know
that part well,” to avoid giving too much.”

4.2.2.3 Avoiding eye contact and staying quiet. Silence and physical withdrawal were
also key strategies used by participants to avoid drawing attention or suspicion. The hider in
Group 1 noted, “I stayed quiet most of the time and didn’t engage much.” The hider in Group
4 adopted a similar approach, stating, “I kept quiet and avoided looking at them directly
because I didn’t want them to notice that I wasn’t participating much.” This strategy allowed
participants to manage the tension of withholding knowledge by remaining on the periphery
of the group discussions.

4.2.2.4 Misdirection. Some participants actively steered conversations away from
critical topics to prevent their peers from uncovering the knowledge they were hiding. The
hider in Group 1 shared, “When they asked me about specific details, T redirected the
conversation to something else.” Similarly, the hider in Group 4 explained, “T didn’t pay
attention to what they were doing, and when they asked me, I just gave a basic answer and
moved the conversation somewhere else.” Through misdirection, participants could maintain
control over the conversation and keep their knowledge hidden without outright refusal to
engage.

4.3 Perceptions and interpretations of knowledge hiding by the targets
This section explores how participants perceived and interpreted potential KH among their
teammates during the experiment. Without receiving explicit instructions to identify KH,
participants shared their impressions of group dynamics and whether they sensed any KH.
Their responses provide insights into the suspicion of KH, interpretations of group behavior
and the perceived impact on teamwork and group dynamics.

4.3.1 Comparison of visual cues and participant suspicion of knowledge hiding. Table 3
compares the hiders’ experience, visual observations of nonverbal cues during the game and
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participant suspicion of KH across various groups. As mentioned, groups were categorized
into three levels of discomfort — high emotional and physical discomfort, moderate physical
discomfort and mild cognitive discomfort — based on nonverbal signs exhibited during the
experiment. The table also includes insights from participant’s open-ended responses to
better understand the group dynamics and perceptions of KH.

Table 3 illustrates some important patterns. In groups with high emotional and physical
discomfort (Groups 7, 8 and 10), despite visible nonverbal signs such as fidgeting and physical
withdrawal, participant suspicion remained low. Most participants scored 1 or 2 on the Likert
scale, and their open-ended responses reflected a lack of suspicion, with comments like, “No
one was hiding, but someone was afraid of discussion” and “Everyone was open and honest.”

In groups with moderate physical discomfort (Groups 4, 5 and 11), suspicion was more
aligned with nonverbal cues. Subtle signs of physical withdrawal and nervous gestures led to
moderate suspicion, reflected in Likert scale scores of 3-5. For example, one participant
from Group 5 noted, “One groupmate just sat and didn’t say anything until we asked for
help” (Score: 4), and in Group 11, a participant said, “One teammate was suspicious because
they weren’t saying anything until later” (Score: 4-5). These responses show that even minor
physical cues were linked to perceptions of KH.

For groups with mild cognitive discomfort (Groups 1, 2, 3, 6 and 9), participant suspicion
was generally low, with exceptions in Groups 2 and 6, where moderate suspicion was raised.
In Group 2, one participant commented, “One teammate definitely knew something but

Table 3. Participant suspicion of KH compared to observed discomfort levels

Hiders’ experience Visual observations Participant suspicion
High emotional and Strong visible signs including avoided ~ Surprisingly low suspicion with scores of
physical discomfort eye contact, physical withdrawal, 1-2 out of 5. Comments included “No
(Groups 7,8 and 10)  frequent fidgeting, visible guilt one was hiding. But someone was afraid
expressions and high emotional/ of discussion” (G7), “Everyone was open
physical tension. These behaviors and honest” (G8) and “I didn’t feel like
indicated a significant internal struggle  anyone was hiding information” (G10).
with hiding knowledge Despite visible distress, participants
interpreted interactions as transparent
Moderate physical Moderate signs manifesting through Mixed suspicion levels across groups. G4
discomfort (Groups 4, subtle physical withdrawal, nervous showed low suspicion (score: 1), whereas
5and 11) gestures, object fidgeting and posture G5 (score: 4) and G11 (score: 5) reported
adjustments. The discomfort appeared  higher suspicion. Comments included
more physical than emotional, “One groupmate just sat and didn’t say
reflecting moderate tension levels anything” (G5) and “One teammate was
suspicious” (G11)
Mild cognitive Mild signs displayed through delayed  Participant suspicion of KH was
discomfort (Groups 1, responses, minor fidgeting and seat generally low to moderate. G1, G3 and
2,3,6and9) shifting. The discomfort appeared G9 reported low suspicion (score: 1),
primarily cognitive, focused on whereas G2 and G6 showed moderate
response formulation rather than suspicion (score: 4). Comments included
emotional distress “No, there wasn’t any withholding; I tried

to share everything I knew” (G1), “No
one was hiding knowledge; everything
was clear” (G3) and “One teammate
definitely knew something but chose to
remain silent.” (G2)

Source: Authors’ own work




chose to remain silent” (Score: 4), showing that even mild cognitive discomfort, like
hesitation or delayed responses, can raise suspicion if interpreted in context.

4.3.2 Participant interpretation of knowledge hiding through thematic insights.
Figure 4 highlights how participants interpreted various behaviors during group interactions
and their suspicions regarding KH. Nonverbal cues played a significant role in shaping
perceptions of KH, with participants often attributing physical behaviors, such as body
tension or withdrawal, to an individual’s reluctance to share information. For instance, a
participant from Group 2 stated that they could “physically feel how he was holding back,”
indicating that subtle physical cues, such as stiff body posture or avoiding direct interaction,
raised suspicions of KH. Similarly, in Group 5, a participant observed evasive behavior in
another team member, noting that their reluctance to answer direct questions or their evasive
facial expressions gave the impression of intentional withholding.

In addition, the participants frequently identified inconsistencies between verbal and
nonverbal communication as indicators of KH. A participant from Group 6 observed that,
despite repeated requests for input, a teammate’s facial expressions suggested they were
“actively holding back” information, even when their verbal responses were vague or
dismissive. This highlights the importance of facial expressions and nonverbal behaviors in
signaling cognitive and emotional withholding during group interactions.

On the other hand, not all participants attributed silence or nonparticipation to KH. Some
participants misinterpreted quietness as a lack of interest or disengagement from the task. For
example, a participant from Group 11 remarked that they thought their teammate’s silence
indicated that they “didn’t have much interest in the class,” thus misreading the quiet
behavior as disinterest rather than intentional withholding. Others equated nonparticipation
with a lack of knowledge, assuming that individuals who refrained from contributing “didn’t
know anything about the project,” as a participant in Group 4 noted.

In contrast, some participants adopted a more empathetic stance, recognizing that
nonparticipation or silence might be due to feelings of discomfort rather than deliberate KH. For
example, a participant from Group 7 noted that it’s “not always about willingness to share but
about feeling comfortable enough to do so,” reflecting an understanding of how social dynamics
and personal comfort levels can influence participation. Group 11 echoed this sentiment,
acknowledging that “everyone reacts depending on the situation,” suggesting that external factors,
such as the group setting or individual confidence, may affect how and when participants engage.

5. Discussion and implications

This section discusses how our findings contribute to our understanding of KH by exploring
how knowledge hiders experience and manage KH and how KH targets perceive and
interpret these actions.

Consistent with Connelly et al. (2012), we identified playing dumb and evasive hiding as
common strategies. Participants often pretended not to understand or downplayed their
knowledge to avoid contributing while maintaining a cooperative appearance. Evasive
hiding, where participants provided vague or partial information, was another frequently
used tactic. By sharing only superficial ideas and withholding key details, participants gave
the impression of being helpful without revealing critical knowledge. Our study highlights
several new strategies. Some participants avoided eye contact and remained silent, using
physical disengagement to dodge direct questioning. This passive strategy allowed them to
conceal knowledge without drawing attention. Another strategy was misdirection, where
participants redirected conversations away from critical topics or offered irrelevant
information. This manipulation enabled them to control the discussion flow while keeping
their hidden knowledge intact.
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In line with previous studies, we observed that KH often triggers guilt and discomfort
among hiders (Burmeister et al., 2019; Islam et al., 2022). Participants reported significant
emotional tension, manifested through fidgeting, avoidance and visible discomfort, especially
when hiding involved knowledge that could benefit their group. The experience of guilt was
particularly pronounced in groups with high emotional and physical discomfort. However,
our findings suggest that social context moderates emotional discomfort, particularly the
strength of social ties within the group. When individuals are less familiar with group
members, they tend to experience reduced guilt when concealing information. This aligns
with previous research showing that stronger social relationships negatively correlate with
KH (Su, 2021). Our study advances this understanding by highlighting how the strength of
these social ties can influence not only KS but also the emotional burden of KH.

Interestingly, our findings suggest that even when individuals exhibit visible signs of
emotional or physical discomfort due to KH, these cues are not always interpreted by peers
as such. This challenges the common assumption that these behaviors are easily identifiable
and typically lead to negative consequences (Connelly et al., 2012; Cerne et al., 2014; Zhao
et al., 2016). Instead, our findings demonstrate that signs of discomfort were often
misattributed to other factors, such as nervousness, shyness or general disengagement. This
misinterpretation indicates that the negative effects of KH may not always manifest, as the
act itself can go unrecognized.

Moreover, silence and nonparticipation in group settings are often misinterpreted, with
participants frequently attributing these behaviors to disinterest or lack of knowledge rather
than deliberate KH. Some participants also showed an empathetic tendency to view such
withdrawal as resulting from discomfort or lack of confidence, rather than intentional refusal
to share knowledge. These varying interpretations highlight the complexity of perceiving
KH within groups, showing that the impact of KH on group dynamics is shaped not only by
the hider’s behavior but also by how others interpret and react to it.

Building on these findings, Table 4 outlines several key areas for future research that can
further our understanding of the complexities surrounding KH.

One area involves nonverbal cues, particularly exploring whether different behaviors are
used in virtual versus in-person environments and how cultural differences influence their
interpretation. Research should investigate specific body language signs most closely associated
with KH. Another promising area is verbal cues, understanding the strategies individuals
commonly use to conceal knowledge and whether consistent patterns emerge across contexts.

The impact of social context demands attention, particularly the role of close social ties
and hierarchical relationships. Future studies could investigate whether hiding knowledge
from close colleagues generates more emotional conflict than from distant ones and how
social hierarchies influence KH strategies. The long-term consequences of KH are also
essential, particularly regarding the psychological impact on hiders. While our study touched
on emotional tension, more research is needed to understand long-term effects like stress,
anxiety or guilt from prolonged KH.

However, our findings also raise a broader concern: is KH truly a widespread
organizational problem, or has its impact been overstated? While KH is often portrayed as a
detrimental behavior that undermines trust and collaboration, our findings suggest that the
issue may not be as severe as it appears. One key insight from our study is the subjectivity of
interpretation — what one group member interprets as KH may, in reality, reflect another
person’s discomfort, lack of confidence or even shyness. Misinterpretations of behaviors like
silence, disengagement or vague responses could lead to an inflated perception of KH,
making it seem more prevalent and harmful than it truly is. This raises the possibility that KH



Table 4. Future research directions The Bottom Line

Future research area Future research questions

=

. Are there differences in nonverbal cues used to conceal
knowledge in virtual versus in-person group settings?

. How do cultural differences affect the interpretation of nonverbal
KH behaviors?

. What specific body language signs (e.g. crossed arms, lack of eye
contact) are most associated with KH?

. What verbal strategies do individuals commonly use to conceal
knowledge?

. What role do language and speech patterns play in detecting KH?

. How do group members typically interpret verbal signals of KH,
and how does this affect team dynamics?

The impact of social context 1. Does hiding knowledge from close colleagues generate more

emotional discomfort than distant colleagues?
2. How do social bonds like trust, respect and familiarity impact the

frequency of KH?

. How do differences in rank or hierarchy within close social ties
impact KH dynamics?

Long-term consequences of KH 1. What are the long-term psychological impacts of consistently
hiding knowledge on the hider, such as stress, anxiety or guilt?

. Does the emotional burden of KH lead to reduced performance
and motivation in the long term?

Nonverbal cues of KH

N

w

Verbal cues of KH

—_

w N

w

N

Source: Authors’ own work

is being overemphasized as an organizational problem when, in fact, it may not always be
intended or impactful.

In addition, although our study did not directly investigate this, KH might be more of a
symptom of deeper organizational culture issues rather than an isolated behavioral problem.
For example, environments with poor communication, lack of trust or misaligned incentives
may foster conditions where KH naturally occurs. In these cases, KH could manifest
underlying structural and cultural weaknesses within the organization. Rather than focusing
solely on individual KH behaviors, it might be more productive to address these root causes.

6. Conclusion

To our knowledge, this is the first study to explore KH by examining both how hiders
experience and manage KH and how KH targets perceive and interpret these actions within
group settings. Our findings extend the work of Connelly et al. (2012) by identifying
common strategies like playing dumb and evasive hiding and highlighting additional
strategies such as physical disengagement and misdirection.

Moreover, our study sheds light on the emotional and psychological impacts of KH on
hiders, showing that KH can trigger guilt and discomfort, particularly in contexts where
strong social ties exist. At the same time, the emotional toll of KH is influenced by the social
dynamics within groups, with weaker ties reducing the emotional burden for hiders.
Interestingly, we also found that KH behaviors, such as silence or disengagement, are often
misinterpreted by peers, challenging the assumption that KH is easily identifiable or
consistently leads to negative outcomes like retaliation or distrust.

However, our findings also raise broader questions about whether KH is a critical
organizational problem or whether its impact has been overstated. The subjectivity of
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