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Individuals’ knowledge activity is essential for knowledge circulation in
organizations. To examine the relationship between knowledge-based
psychological ownership and knowledge hiding, we conducted a three-
wave online survey with 310 knowledge workers in China. We used the
bootstrapping method for mediation effects analysis and found that
loss of knowledge power mediated the effect of knowledge-based
psychological ownership on knowledge hiding. The results of a
conditional process analysis further indicate that emotional intelligence
attenuated the indirect impact of knowledge-based psychological
ownership on knowledge hiding through the mediator of loss of
knowledge power. Our findings enhance understanding of why workers
refuse to share their knowledge, and how to decrease knowledge-hiding
behaviors in organizations by developing employees’ emotional
competency.
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In recent years the term knowledge hiding has gained recognition in various research fields, such as
psychology, management, and sociology (Connelly & Zweig, 2015; Connelly et al., 2019; Jahanzeb et al.,
2019). Knowledge is a valuable resource for organizations, and knowledge hiding of employees can mitigate
an organization’s value (Connelly et al., 2012). In this modern era of the knowledge economy, knowledge
has surpassed land and capital to become a vital factor of production for organizations (Egbu, 2004).
Endorsing knowledge transfer within organizations can maximize economic benefits (Argote et al., 2000),
and employees’ knowledge activity is essential for knowledge circulation. Thus, how to kindle employees’
proactive knowledge activities (e.g., knowledge creation, sharing, transfer, and integration) and restrain
malicious knowledge activities (e.g., knowledge hiding, embezzlement, avoidance, and retention) has
increasingly become the focus of theoretical and practical knowledge management (Kumar & Varkkey, 2018;
Peng, 2013).

Knowledge hiding denotes the knowledge owner’s deliberate behavior of not sharing relevant knowledge or
of retaining some crucial knowledge when faced with others’ knowledge-seeking behavior (Connelly et al.,
2012). Knowledge owners can use three strategies to hide knowledge: playing dumb (pretending not to
possess pertinent knowledge), evasive hiding (providing inaccurate or incomplete knowledge, or making
misleading promises), and rational hiding (declining to provide information on the grounds of
confidentiality). As a novel concept in the knowledge management area, knowledge hiding has garnered
considerable attention within academic and practical circles (Černe et al., 2014; Singh, 2019).
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Several frameworks have been proposed to elucidate the knowledge-hiding phenomenon, such as
psychological ownership theory, self-determination theory, self-perception theory, social learning theory,
and resource conservation theory (Cai et al., 2016; Jiang et al., 2018; Peng, 2013; Xiao & Cooke, 2019).
According to psychological ownership theory, if individuals experience a strong feeling of ownership over
the knowledge they have acquired, created, controlled, and invested in their work, they will seek less
interaction with others in order to protect and keep this knowledge to themselves (Pierce & Jussila, 2011;
Pierce et al., 2001). Despite previous studies establishing that there is a correlation between knowledge-
based psychological ownership and knowledge hiding (Singh, 2019), the mediating and moderating
mechanisms underlying this relationship have not received much research focus, especially in the context of
knowledge power theory. As such, this knowledge management theory has been neglected in attempts to
elucidate knowledge-hiding motivation.

Knowledge contributors have reported experiencing a loss of authority or value when other individuals gain
their knowledge (Moghavvemi et al., 2017), which means they may hoard, rather than share, knowledge to
retain the benefits of sole possession. Greater psychological ownership of knowledge reinforces the
likelihood of knowledge hiding. Thus, we anticipated that perceived loss of knowledge power would be a
more significant parameter in knowledge hiding than would psychological ownership, and we examined loss
of knowledge power as a mediator of the relationship between knowledge-based psychological ownership
and knowledge hiding.

In addition, in the few studies of the role of emotional intelligence in knowledge hiding, higher emotional
intelligence has been found to be associated with greater cognitive perspective transformation and a more
positive perception of the value of knowledge transfer (de Geofroy & Evans, 2017; L. Wang et al., 2019).
From this perspective, it can be inferred that emotional intelligence may alleviate the adverse impact of loss
of knowledge power on knowledge hiding. Hence, we proposed that emotional intelligence would moderate
the correlation between psychological ownership and knowledge hiding.

Overall, we sought to extend the existing literature by examining how and when knowledge hiding is
associated with knowledge-based psychological ownership, with consideration given to the roles of
knowledge power and emotional intelligence. This study will broaden Peng’s (2013) research framework on
the link between psychological ownership and knowledge hiding, and also provide a new perspective for
understanding knowledge hiding.

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
Knowledge-Based Psychological Ownership and Knowledge Hiding

Psychological ownership depicts “a state in which individuals feel as though the target of ownership (e.g., a
job or organization) is theirs” (Dawkins et al., 2017, p. 164). This state can be generated if a person is
psychologically connected to an object, such that it becomes an extended part of the self (Avey et al., 2009;
Y. Wang et al., 2019). Pierce et al.’s (2001) theory of psychological ownership states that possession is an
integral component of psychological ownership. When a person invests significant time, energy, and
attention in a target, close ties result.

From the standpoint of management, the impact of psychological ownership on organizational activities can
be both positive and negative (M. Baer & Brown, 2012; Li et al., 2015). On the positive side, psychological
ownership can enhance individual responsibility behaviors that benefit the company, such as ownership
behavior and organizational citizenship behavior. In terms of negative effects, a sense of possession of the
target can cause the employee to want to maintain absolute control over it, thus displaying behaviors that
impede knowledge transfer, such as refusing to share information, being unwilling to authorize, and strong
territoriality.
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According to the theory of psychological ownership, individuals who desire exclusive control of a target
experience psychological loss, confusion, and negative emotions when they witness the target being changed
or used by others. Perceived personal ownership of knowledge prompts individuals to protect and defend
this knowledge to prevent it being violated by others. In this way, when organizational members have a
sense of personal ownership of knowledge, they may choose to hide this knowledge from others to avoid the
negative effects of knowledge loss and the infringement of knowledge property. Thus, we formed the
following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: Knowledge-based psychological ownership will be positively related to knowledge hiding.

Role of Loss of Knowledge Power

Foucault (1980) suggested that knowledge inevitably generates power, and the operation of power must be
accompanied by the existence of knowledge; thus, knowledge and power coexist and interconnect. Although
these two concepts are inseparable, their connection has often been overlooked in the existing knowledge
management literature. The sharing of knowledge between organizational members is accompanied by the
transfer of power (Inkpen & Beamish, 1997; Mudambi & Navarra, 2015). Individuals with unique or
indispensable knowledge of the organization hold bargaining power, which provides them with influence in
relation to the organization’s decision-making processes.

Loss of knowledge power refers to a reduction in the perception of one’s power and unique value when
knowledge is shared (Kankanhalli et al., 2005). Loss of knowledge power involves the psychological state of
worry and fear because no longer being the exclusive holder of knowledge can result in reduced respect from
others. Relevant studies have reported that perceived loss of knowledge power is a critical parameter and
major constraint that affects employees’ willingness to share knowledge (Moghavvemi et al., 2017).

On the basis of psychological ownership theory, employees’ perception of personal ownership of knowledge
signifies their strong control and domination of that knowledge and the expectation of the power it can
bring. In the modern workplace environment, which is full of competition and uncertainties, individuals
consider their unique knowledge as a vital source of job security (Michailova & Husted, 2003). Constant et
al. (1994) claimed that the thoughts, inventions, and information possessed and controlled by individuals
have crucial psychological significance for them. Unless a strong need for self-expression exists, sharing
knowledge increases the psychological cost; thus, individuals usually fear losing knowledge ownership.
Furthermore, S. G. Baer et al. (2012) established that employees with a high (vs. low) perception that
knowledge is unique to individuals and a strong (vs. weak) expectation that their knowledge could be used
by others have a greater sense of loss. Thus, we formed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: Loss of knowledge power will mediate the relationship between knowledge-based
psychological ownership and knowledge hiding.

Role of Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence is a person’s ability to realize their own and others’ emotions, and control, manage,
and use these emotions to guide their thinking and behavior (de Geofroy & Evans, 2017). Emotional
intelligence not only affects an individual’s perception and understanding of emotions but also influences
their control and management of these emotions, resulting in differences in individual work attitudes and
behaviors (Libbrecht et al., 2010). Barczak et al. (2010) highlighted that individuals with high (vs. low)
emotional intelligence have a greater capacity for teamwork, are more perceptive, use prosocial strategies to
solve interpersonal problems, are good at sharing, and are more willing to cooperate to avoid conflict. Other
studies have established that people with greater emotional intelligence are perceived as being more
reliable, more organizationally obligated, and stronger in teamwork contexts (Gujral & Ahuja, 2011; Knight
et al., 2015), all of which should decrease knowledge-hiding behavior.
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Although we assumed knowledge-based psychological ownership would exert a positive overall impact on
knowledge hiding, the degree of this positive effect is likely to differ for individuals with different levels of
emotional intelligence. Those with higher emotional intelligence are more willing to share knowledge due to
their high levels of trust, team spirit, and organizational commitment, which reduce knowledge hiding.
Conversely, individuals with lower emotional intelligence are relatively more likely to engage in knowledge
hiding. Thus, we formed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3a: Emotional intelligence will moderate the positive relationship between knowledge-based
psychological ownership and knowledge hiding, such that higher emotional intelligence will reduce the
strength of this relationship.

There are two ways that emotional intelligence may reduce the negative impact of loss of knowledge power:
First, employees with high emotional intelligence can comprehend and realize others’ emotions from a more
positive perspective. When sharing knowledge with colleagues, higher emotional intelligence allows
employees to transform their cognitive perspectives, think about the value of knowledge transfer, and
effectively alleviate the adverse impact of loss of knowledge power. Second, as emotional intelligence is
described as the capacity for recognizing individuals’ feelings and managing emotions in relationships (Luca
& Tarricone, 2001), it can be inferred that people with a high degree of emotional intelligence are reliable
and engaged with their work, and offer a superior teamwork capability owing to their strong emotional
control and management capabilities. When colleagues request knowledge, employees with higher (vs.
lower) emotional intelligence can adjust their emotional state more quickly and effectively, allowing them to
evade negative emotions, such as loss, sadness, and anger, and select appropriate coping styles, thereby
further mitigating the loss of knowledge and power. However, for individuals with low emotional
intelligence, the fear of loss of knowledge power may prevent knowledge transfer due to a strong sense of
psychological ownership. Thus, we formed the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3b: Emotional intelligence will moderate the indirect impact of knowledge-based
psychological ownership on knowledge hiding via the mediator of loss of knowledge power. That is, the
indirect impact of knowledge-based psychological ownership on knowledge hiding via loss of knowledge
power will be greater for employees with a low level of emotional intelligence than for those with a high level
of emotional intelligence.

To examine our hypotheses we formed the conditional process model (Hayes, 2017) shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Research Structure

Method
Participants

All participants worked at high-technology enterprises in Nanjing, Changzhou, and Suzhou, China. We
chose these workers as our target population because they engage in frequent knowledge exchanges. The
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sample comprised 310 participants (212 men, 98 women). Their average age was 33.71 years (SD = 3.89,
range = 21–43) and their average organizational tenure was 4.20 years (SD = 3.44, range = 1–9). All
respondents had a college degree or higher level of education. The sample included a variety of jobs, such as
managers (14%), technologists (39%), engineers (13%), and professionals (34%).

Procedure

A three-wave online survey was used for data collection. The predictor variable, mediating and moderating
variables, and relevant parameters were measured separately using temporal lag to minimize bias.
Following Podsakoff et al. (2003), we set a 2-month lag between waves. At Time 1, we distributed to 520
potential respondents a questionnaire assessing demographic variables and knowledge hiding. Of these, 445
finished the survey (response rate = 85.58%). After 2 months (Time 2), respondents were assessed for
knowledge-based psychological ownership and loss of knowledge power. There were 373 participants who
completed the second-wave survey (response rate = 83.82%). After another 2 months (Time 3), the
respondents rated their emotional intelligence. There were 310 participants who completed all three steps of
the survey (response rate = 59.61%). A separate letter was included with each of the questionnaires to obtain
informed consent and advise that all collected information would be kept confidential and used only for
scholarly research purposes. This study was approved by the Changzhou University ethics committee.

Measures

Knowledge Hiding
We assessed knowledge hiding with the 12-item Knowledge-Hiding Questionnaire (Connelly et al., 2012),
which comprises three dimensions with four items each: evasive hiding, playing dumb, and rationalized
hiding. The items begin with the statement, “When coworkers ask for information…” and a sample second
half of the item is “…I sometimes offer them other information instead of what they actually want.”
Responses are made on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Results of a
second-order confirmatory factor analysis showed that the three knowledge-hiding dimensions had
acceptable loadings on the second-order knowledge-hiding structure, comparative fit index (CFI) = .90,
Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = .88, incremental fit index (IFI) = .91, root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = .08. In this study Cronbach’s alpha was .82.

Knowledge-Based Psychological Ownership
We used three items from Peng’s (2013) scale to measure knowledge-based psychological ownership. Peng
revised these items from the original scale developed by Van Dyne and Pierce (2004) so that participants
rate their feelings about the knowledge used in their work. A sample item is “I feel a very high degree of
personal ownership of the knowledge.” Responses are made on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree
to 7 = strongly agree), with higher scores reflecting a stronger sense of knowledge-based psychological
ownership. In this study Cronbach’s alpha was .86.

Loss of Knowledge Power
We assessed loss of knowledge power by rewording the four-item scale established by Kankanhalli et al.
(2005) so that the items measured the feeling of psychological loss or worry when individuals share their
knowledge with colleagues. A sample item is “Disclosing or sharing my knowledge with colleagues leads to
me losing my unique value in the organization.” Responses are made on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree), such that higher scores indicate greater loss of knowledge power. In this
study Cronbach’s alpha was .79.

Emotional Intelligence
We used the 16-item Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (Wong & Law, 2002) to assess emotional
intelligence. The scale dimensions, each of which contains four items, are self-emotion appraisals, other
emotion appraisals, regulation of emotion, and use of emotion. Sample items are “I have a good
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understanding of the emotions of people around me” and “I have a good understanding of my own
emotions.” Items are rated using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree), such
that higher scores indicate a higher degree of emotional intelligence. A confirmatory factor analysis revealed
that all dimensions had acceptable loadings on the second-order emotional intelligence structure, CFI = .93,
TLI = .89, IFI = .92, RMSEA = .07. In this study Cronbach’s alpha was .84.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics and correlations for the study variables were calculated using SPSS 25.0. To analyze
the correlations of knowledge-based psychological ownership, knowledge hiding, loss of knowledge power,
and emotional intelligence, we developed a conditional process model with loss of knowledge power as a
mediator and emotional intelligence as a moderator, and tested it using the PROCESS macro for SPSS
(Hayes, 2017). For this conditional process model we first conducted a mediation analysis to test the
mediating effect of loss of knowledge power. Next, we tested the moderated mediation model to assess the
moderating impact of emotional intelligence, via bootstrapping analysis with 5,000 resamples and 95%
confidence intervals (CIs). Significance is established if zero is not observed within the 95% CIs.

Results
Descriptive Analyses and Intercorrelations Between Variables

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations for each parameter. Knowledge-based
psychological ownership was significantly and positively correlated with knowledge hiding and loss of
knowledge power. Hence, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Furthermore, emotional intelligence was negatively
correlated with knowledge-based psychological ownership, knowledge hiding, and loss of knowledge power.

Table 1. Descriptive Analyses and Intercorrelations for Study Variables

Note. N = 310.
** p < .01.

Mediation Model Test

We conducted a simple mediation model test to assess the impact of knowledge-based psychological
ownership on knowledge hiding through loss of knowledge power. The results in Table 2 show that the
correlation between knowledge-based psychological ownership and knowledge hiding was partially
explained through loss of knowledge power. Hence, Hypothesis 2 was supported.
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Table 2. Mediation Analysis of the Effect of Knowledge-Based Psychological Ownership on
Knowledge Hiding Via Loss of Knowledge Power

Note. N = 310. SE = standard error; CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit. Number of
bootstrapped resamples for bias-corrected confidence intervals = 5,000.

Conditional Process Analysis

The moderation model results show that both loss of knowledge power (β = .34, p < .05) and emotional
intelligence (β = −.24, p < .05) predicted knowledge hiding. Furthermore, the relationship between
knowledge-based psychological ownership and knowledge hiding was moderated by emotional intelligence,
given that the interaction term of knowledge-based psychological ownership × emotional intelligence was
significant (β = −.07, p < .05). Thus, Hypothesis 3a was supported. These interactions are depicted in Figure
2.

Figure 2. The Moderating Effect of Emotional Intelligence in the Relationship Between Knowledge-
Based Psychological Ownership and Knowledge Hiding
Note. KPO = knowledge-based psychological ownership.

Furthermore, the conditional indirect impact analysis results show that the mediating effect of loss of
knowledge power in the correlation between knowledge-based psychological ownership and knowledge
hiding was moderated by emotional intelligence, given the index of moderated mediation was significant.
That is, knowledge-based psychological ownership exerted a positive and significant impact on knowledge
hiding through loss of knowledge power for employees with low emotional intelligence, as well as medium
emotional intelligence. Conversely, we found no mediating effect in the correlation between knowledge-
based psychological ownership and knowledge hiding for employees with high emotional intelligence.
Hence, Hypothesis 3b was supported. Thus, the indirect impact of knowledge-based psychological
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ownership on knowledge hiding via loss of knowledge power held only for low and moderate, but not high,
levels of emotional intelligence.

Table 3. Conditional Process Analysis

Note. N = 310. KPO = knowledge-based psychological ownership; LKP = loss of knowledge power; EI =
emotional intelligence; SE = standard error; CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.
Values for moderators are M ± 1 SD. Number of bootstrapped resamples for bias-corrected confidence
intervals = 5,000. Loss of knowledge power and emotional intelligence were mean-centered prior to analysis.

Discussion
We designed a conditional process model to examine the essential mechanisms underlying the relationship
between knowledge-based psychological ownership and knowledge hiding. We found that the impact of
knowledge-based psychological ownership on knowledge hiding was mediated by loss of knowledge power
and that emotional intelligence moderated the positive correlation between knowledge-based psychological
ownership and knowledge hiding. A conditional process analysis further suggested that emotional
intelligence attenuated the indirect impact of knowledge-based psychological ownership on knowledge
hiding through loss of knowledge power.

Corroborating previous study findings, we established that there was a positive correlation between
knowledge-based psychological ownership and knowledge hiding. Our results indicate that the feeling of
ownership of knowledge was a proximal parameter for predicting knowledge hiding. Constant et al. (1994)
claimed that when an individual perceives that knowledge belongs to them, the knowledge is internalized as
part of self-expression, and the transfer of knowledge is rejected; thus, to avoid loss, the individual engages
in knowledge hiding. Peng (2013) argued that because knowledge is attained, controlled, or generated,
people feel that the knowledge is their psychological feature, and subsequently like to withhold it. Thus, it is
reasonable to expect that experienced psychological ownership over knowledge will be positively related to
knowledge hiding. This finding provides further support for the positive correlation between knowledge-
based psychological ownership and knowledge hiding from the perspective of psychological ownership
theory.
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knowledge-based psychological ownership and knowledge hiding, revealing an
essential underlying mechanism of the connection. Our findings contribute to the existing literature in two
main respects: First, this research extends knowledge of the correlation between mental ownership and
knowledge hiding. We examined the intermediary mechanism in the relationship of psychological
ownership and knowledge hiding. Thus, this study enriches understanding of this framework. Second, we
have uncovered the crucial role of loss of knowledge power and provided a new perspective for
interpreting

refuse to share knowledge.

Conservation of resources theory can explain the mediating role of the loss of knowledge power (Hobfoll et
al., 2000). Organizational members accumulate knowledge through years of work experience; thus,
knowledge can give them more opportunities for wage increases and promotions, as well as affording them
greater respect and social status among colleagues. As such, knowledge is a crucial resource for them.
Knowledge power itself highlights the asymmetry of holding knowledge resources, and each employee’s
unique knowledge system is part of their resources. Per Hobfoll et al.’s (2000) resource preservation theory,
when an individual incurs a loss of resources or an imbalance between resource input and return, this
creates immense pressure on the individual. Thus, the individual has an instinctive motivation to protect
and maintain their resources. Further, when individuals face equivalent gains and losses, they have a
natural tendency to avoid losses (Kahneman et al., 1991). Reluctance to share knowledge with others can
occur because employees fear losing their unique value, decreasing their status, and weakening their power
base in the organization; thus, they tend to choose knowledge retention or hiding over knowledge sharing
(Empson, 2001).

The moderating effects analysis results suggest that emotional intelligence buffered the direct impact of
knowledge-based psychological ownership on knowledge hiding. Further, the conditional process analysis
results show that emotional intelligence attenuated the indirect impact of knowledge-based psychological
ownership on knowledge hiding via the mediator of loss of knowledge power. That is, loss of knowledge
power mediated the impact of knowledge-based psychological ownership on knowledge hiding when
emotional intelligence was low or medium, but not when it was high. A possible explanation for this result is
that emotional intelligence is the capacity for recognizing individuals’ feelings and managing emotions in
relationships (Luca & Tarricone, 2001). Therefore, it can be inferred that people with a high degree of
emotional intelligence are more reliable, more engaged with their organization, and show superior
teamwork, which can reduce knowledge hiding (de Geofroy & Evans, 2017; Peng, 2013). Thus, organizations
should include emotional intelligence tests in their knowledge-management programs.

This study reveals a need for empirical assessment of both direct and indirect correlations between
emotional intelligence and knowledge hiding in the organizational context. These empirical evaluations will
not only extend previous research in the knowledge-management and knowledge-sharing fields, but also
enhance understanding of emotional intelligence and knowledge management. As a further contribution,
the recognition of emotional intelligence as a significant moderator of the direct and indirect impacts of
knowledge-based psychological ownership on knowledge hiding adds to the still-limited evidence of the
processes connecting psychological ownership to knowledge hiding.

Our findings regarding how and when knowledge-based psychological ownership affects knowledge hiding
have multiple practical implications. First, we found a positive correlation between knowledge-based
psychological ownership and knowledge hiding. Thus, organizations could attenuate knowledge hiding by
focusing on management strategies to reduce the self-perception of knowledge possession. Second, analysis
from the perspective of knowledge power offers a new way to study individual knowledge activities. For
example, organizations could establish a knowledge file, confirming the source of crucial knowledge and
providing relevant incentive measures (e.g., rewards and promotions) for individuals who contribute
significant knowledge, to ensure these contributors are treated fairly and impartially, which will help to
reduce their knowledge-hiding behavior. Third, promoting employees’ emotional intelligence is essential to
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motivate knowledge transfer and buffer knowledge-hiding behavior. Thus, social and emotional learning
strategies could be put in place to develop emotional intelligence at both the individual and organizational
levels.

This study has some limitations. First, although we sought to reduce common method variance (Podsakoff
et al., 2003) by acquiring data from employees in three waves, all data were self-reported. Our findings
could be validated in the future through experimental tests. Second, we cannot draw causal inferences
because of the cross-sectional research design. To address this, again our model could be examined using an
experimental design. Third, our data were collected online. We were unable to control the process of
answering the questionnaire or reply to possible questions from the respondents at any time. In future
research, there is a need to communicate with enterprise managers and employees in order to grasp more
reliable and rich information. Furthermore, the dependent variable was measured before the independent
variable and the mediator and moderator. Nevertheless, considering that we used a three-wave survey with
a temporal lag and measured the variables separately, the potential for bias was minimized.
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