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We examined the influence of a tourism scholar's cooperation network

and knowledge distance on his or her creativity. We integrated the 2

critical attributes of tourism scholars’ cooperation networks, namely,

accessing diverse knowledge and cooperative opportunities, by

analyzing hand-collected samples of 988 publications from tourism

scholars in a highly competitive academic environment at Hong Kong

Polytechnic University. The results showed that, with scholars in

tourism and hospitality departments working in cooperative activities

to generate ideas, moderate knowledge distance across universities and

countries provided the best conditions for, and demonstrated the

highest level of, creativity. Further, academic experience strengthened

the relationship between knowledge distance and overall creative

performance. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.
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Recently, with increased global competition and an ever-changing environment, tourism organizations have

struggled to establish themselves and grow amid turbulent and changing customer needs. Innovation and

creativity have become increasingly important in these struggles (Rhee & Choi, 2017). Creativity refers to

individuals’ development of novel and useful ideas (Hsu, 2013). Creativity not only contributes to an

organization’s innovation and improvement activities, but it is also an important competitive attribute and a

valuable asset for individuals (Hsu, 2013). Perry-Smith and Shalley (2003) proposed that internal and

external attributes, such as knowledge heterogeneity and network connections, independently and jointly

affect individuals’ creativity and overall performance. Access to diverse knowledge and cooperative

opportunities are critical attributes in tourism scholars’ cooperation networks.

Knowledge distance refers to connections outside, or various expert interactions within, an organizational

network (Ambos & Ambos, 2009). In their creativity-related study, Acar and van den Ende (2016) stated

that knowledge distance refers to the distance between an individual’s expertise and the knowledge domain.

In our study, we proposed that although knowledge distance provides individuals with novel knowledge

elements that can potentially be combined to increase their creativity, knowledge distance must be at an

optimal level. By extending previous results (Perry-Smith, 2006), we have provided a comprehensive

understanding of social network concepts that shows a relationship between knowledge heterogeneity,

network structure, and individual creativity. In addition, the results of a recent study brought together

diversity and distance knowledge concepts in the search for creative ideas and for the generation of

creativity (Li & Liu, 2016). We also addressed unanswered questions from the results reported by Li and Liu

regarding the relationship between knowledge distance and academic experience, and how these factors

influence creativity, especially in the tourism and hospitality fields. In addition, we set out to obtain results
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on the relationship of knowledge heterogeneity and network structure with individual creativity that

would provide new insights and extend the findings reported in previous studies of knowledge-based views

and social network theory.

Literature Review and Development of Hypotheses

Knowledge Distance and Creativity

In a qualitative study, Perry-Smith and Shalley (2003) proposed that high knowledge distance enables

individuals to have a wide range of response possibilities to draw on when generating novel ideas, new

thinking, and solutions, thereby enhancing creativity-related capabilities.

Although increased knowledge distance may also facilitate individual creativity, too many knowledge

sources or information beyond individuals’ absorptive capacity and acquisitive and digestive capability may

constrain their creativity. Individuals who access too much knowledge beyond a level of expertise in their

domain may be pulled in many directions. Stress and confusion may result unless there is time to digest and

integrate the divergent data into useful information (Chen & Liu, 2012). However, a lesser amount of stress

and conflict, such as the amount that is likely to result from moderate knowledge distance or information

flows, may facilitate creativity (Li & Liu, 2016). Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Moderate knowledge distance will activate the highest level of individuals’ creativity at

work, beyond which a greater distance will constrain the quantity of creativity.

The Moderating Effects of Academic Experience

“Experience can be measured in terms of the cumulative number of task performances” (Argote & Miron-

Spektor, 2011, p. 1124). Researchers have identified several important factors that affect the effectiveness of

individuals’ knowledge accumulation from their own experience (Reagans, Argote, & Brooks, 2005). Ghosh,

Martin, Pennings, and Wezel (2014) suggested that whether experience has a positive or negative effect on

knowledge transfer depends on the similarity between successive tasks. Froehlich (2017) found that in

knowledge-intensive organizations, younger or less experienced employees focus more on learning.

Conversely, those with more experience are likely to think rigidly and to adopt a surface learning rather than

a deep learning approach to change their behavior (Froehlich, 2017). Heterogeneous consideration of

knowledge integration and knowledge distance indicates that rigid thinking not only inhibits individuals

from generating novel ideas, but also improves their absorptive capacity of learning a new method or an

alternative approach. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Academic experience will have a negative moderating effect on the relationship between

knowledge distance and individual creativity.

Method

Participants and Data Collection

We took several steps to collect and verify information about cooperative research publications over the

25-year period from 1989 to 2014 by tourism and hospitality scholars from Hong Kong Polytechnic

University, a top university in the tourism and hospitality fields. First, from the files held by the School of

Hotel and Tourism Management, we obtained the scholars’ individual background information, namely,

gender, academic position, academic experience, country where their doctorate was completed, and

publication list. Second, we downloaded each publication to access co-authors’ information related to their

field of expertise, country, department, and university. Third, we compared the journal information and

each scholar’s original website to correct or delete any incorrect information. After we had conducted a

further survey and selected quality published papers, the final sample comprised 988 publications in which

observations have been made on tourism and hospitality network analysis.
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Dependent Variable

Creativity. To measure the level of individual creativity accurately, Lane and Lubatkin (1998) recommend

noting the total number of publications across different genres that are listed in International Statistical

Institute publications. We thus measured the level of creativity as represented by the number of journal

articles published by each scholar.

Independent Variable

Knowledge distance. Knowledge distance is measured by how individuals’ knowledge heterogeneity is

revealed by interaction with their contacts (Rodan & Galunic, 2004). This measure reflects co-authorship

across different countries over an observation period of the dependent variables. The equation can be

calculated as knowledge distance (KD) = [1 − Σ(pi)²], where p is the proportion of co-authors’ nationality in

the i

th

paper. This calculation is similar to the use of the entropy measure (Chen & Liu, 2012), and as the

equation has been widely used previously, this gives higher value to how this measure represents greater

diversity and distance of knowledge.

Moderating Variable

Academic experience. We measured academic experience from the first paper published during the

observation period (Chen & Liu, 2012). Because we examined co-authorships over a 25-year period, if a

scholar published his or her first paper in the year 2000, the value for that scholar on the variable for

academic experience would be 15 (i.e., academic experience = 2014–2000).

Control Variables

As we included a number of constructs to control for the potential influence of individual background

differences, we controlled for three variables. Because Baer and Kaufman (2008) suggested that, as a critical

attribute, individuals would be different but relatively equal in creative ability according to gender, we

included gender as a control variable and treated it as a dummy variable, coded 0 for female and 1 for male.

There may be an implication according to academic position that different resources control academic

achievement (Li & Liu, 2016). As shown in the Table 1, we originally coded academic achievement as

Lecturer = 0, Assistant professor = 1, Associate professor = 2, and Professor = 3. The final control variable is

the country where participants obtained their doctorate. Chen and Liu (2012) suggested that this would

affect participants’ creativity because it is easier for native English speakers to get their papers published in

Western journals.

Results
Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1. As we observed high correlations among variables, we conducted

the variance inflation factor test to assess multicollinearity. As the values for all variables were below 10,

multicollinearity was not a problem in this study (Aiken & West, 1991).
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix for Study Variables

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, ** p < .001.

The results are reported in Table 2. Model 1 is a base model that includes only control variables and

academic experience. The results displayed in Model 2 show that both single and quadratic terms are

positively related to creativity (e.g., single term: b = .576, p < .011 and b = -.629, p < .01, respectively). Thus,

Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Table 2. Results of Negative Binomial Regression Analysis of Creativity and Knowledge Distance According

to Country

Note. Results for coefficients, standard errors in parentheses. 

* p <  .05, **  p  <  .01, *** p  < .001.

Further, as shown in Model 4, the results provide support for a significant negative interaction effect (b =

-.117; p < .01). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was supported.
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To confirm the original results, we examined similar procedures and used a different measure of knowledge

distance. The previous index we used was a measure of the proportion of the coauthors’ nationality, but in

this alternative index we used university affiliation as a proxy. When coauthors were affiliated to different

universities, the knowledge distance values became larger. The formula for the alternative index is KD = [1 −

Σ(pi)

2

], where p is the proportion of the coauthors’ university affiliatio n in the i

th

paper. As Table 3 shows,

all variables of interest (knowledge distance, academic experience, and their interaction) remained the same

as in our previous results, thus confirming our additional test findings.

Table 3. Robustness Test of Creativity and Knowledge Distance According to University Affiliation

Note. Results for coefficients, standard errors in parentheses. 

* p < .05; ** p  < .01; *** p  < .001.

Discussion
We designed this study to address two main questions: (a) How does knowledge distance within a

cooperation network affect tourism scholars’ creativity performance? and (b) How does academic

experience affect knowledge distance and individual creativity? Our findings indicate that knowledge

distance and academic experience affect individual creativity and influence antecedents to enable the

tourism and hospitality scholars in our participant group to generate new ideas. Highly experienced scholars

may provide new insights into the two critical attributes of tourism scholars’ cooperation networks, namely,

accessing diverse knowledge and cooperative opportunities. These attributes may be accessed to control

knowledge flow and network resources. Individuals may also search for international opportunities or

opportunities in across-university cooperation with others who are attracted by knowledge distance. As the

cooperative opportunities and accessing the diverse knowledge of these networks are interdependent, it is
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essential to test the knowledge distance–academic experience relationship, not only concurrently, but also

because one construct interactively influences the other’s relationship with creativity.

Our findings provide practical implications for knowledge workers. First, the interaction effect we found

suggests that moderate knowledge distance provides the best condition for creativity. This finding indicates

that academic experience is less valuable when the tourism scholar is located at a high knowledge distance.

Second, although young scholars have less experience than their older colleagues have, they have stronger

intrinsic motivation to identify cooperation partners. They are also willing to discover new ideas to facilitate

problem solving and the enhancement of creativity (Li & Liu, 2016). Although high knowledge distance

provides various perspectives on new ideas, time and ability are required for the integration of the large

amount of diverse information made available by cooperative networks. Third, it is in the broader interests

of tourism scholars to separate their network partners as well as to balance the appropriate knowledge

distance to acquire diverse information and knowledge (Chen & Liu, 2012). Therefore, greater knowledge

distance benefits from mutual gains only when the level of knowledge heterogeneity and distance is

appropriate.

There is a limitation in this study. We included only two main variables in our examination of tourism

scholars’ cooperation network—knowledge distance and academic experience. Researchers have suggested

that different network positions, such as centrality, provide different opportunities to access diverse

information and creative ideas (Baer & Kaufman, 2008). Assessment of centrality is a measure of

indegree and outdegree connections, and betweenness, as indicators to measure access to resources and

benefits within a network, and structural holes are identified to measure the effective access to a critical

network position. However, we did not measure the different network positions of the tourism scholars in

the cooperation networks. Thus, although our findings suggested that the creative process leads to novel

ideas, such ideas may be best derived from knowledge distance. Future researchers could further examine

the different effects of both knowledge distance and academic experience on the creativity of individual

scholars.

Acknowledgements

The authors wish to thank Sun Jin-jin, Ruan Wen-qi, Zhang Wen, and Li Rui for their help with the data

analysis and literature review.

This work was supported by a grant from the Key Program of the Ministry of Education of the National

Office for Education Sciences Planning of China (No. DIA150310).

References

Acar, O. A., & van den Ende, J. (2016). Knowledge distance, cognitive-search processes, and creativity: The

making of winning solutions in science contests. Psychological Science, 27, 692–699.

https://doi.org/f8n78d

Aiken, L. S., & West, S. G. (1991). Multiple regression: Testing and interpreting interactions. Newbury

Park, CA: Sage.

Ambos, T. C., & Ambos, B. (2009). The impact of distance on knowledge transfer effectiveness in

multinational corporations. Journal of International Management, 15, 1–14. https://doi.org/b7hd37

Argote, L., & Miron-Spektor, E. (2011). Organizational learning: From experience to knowledge.

Organization Science, 22, 1123–1137. https://doi.org/d3325s

Baer, J., & Kaufman, J. C. (2008). Gender differences in creativity. Journal of Creative Behavior, 42,

75–105. https://doi.org/fx5nbt

6© 2019 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved.

https://doi.org/f8n78d
https://doi.org/b7hd37
https://doi.org/d3325s
https://doi.org/fx5nbt


Social Behavior and Personality: an international journal

Chen, C.-S., & Liu, C.-H. (2012). Impact of network position and knowledge diversity on knowledge

creation: The empirical setting of research communities. Canadian Journal of Administrative

Sciences/Revue Canadienne des Sciences de l’Administration, 29, 297–309. https://doi.org/mbq

Froehlich, D. E. (2017). Older managers’ informal learning in knowledge-intensive organizations:

Investigating the role of learning approaches among Austrian bank managers. The International Journal of

Human Resource Management, 28, 399–416. https://doi.org/cqgs

Ghosh, A., Martin, X., Pennings, J. M., & Wezel, F. C. (2014). Ambition is nothing without focus:

Compensating for negative transfer of experience in R&D. Organization Science , 25, 572–590.

https://doi.org/cqgt

Hsu, H.-J. (2013). Factors affecting employee creativity in Taiwan’s Hakka clothing industry. Social

Behavior and Personality: An international journal, 41, 271–282. https://doi.org/cqgv

Lane, P. J., & Lubatkin, M. (1998). Relative absorptive capacity and interorganizational learning. Strategic

Management Journal, 19, 461–477. https://doi.org/fbnk77

Li, Y.-Q., & Liu, C.-H. (2016). Knowledge cooperation diversification strategy for tourism scholar creativity:

The moderating role of tie strength. Asia Pacific Journal of Tourism Research, 21, 94–117.

https://doi.org/cqgw

Perry-Smith, J. E. (2006). Social yet creative: The role of social relationships in facilitating individual

creativity. Academy of Management Journal, 49, 85–101. https://doi.org/fhrrtj

Perry-Smith, J. E., & Shalley, C. E. (2003). The social side of creativity: A static and dynamic social network

perspective. The Academy of Management Review, 28, 89–106. https://doi.org/fgnjg3

Reagans, R., Argote, L., & Brooks, D. (2005). Individual experience and experience working together:

Predicting learning rates from knowing who knows what and knowing how to work together. Management

Science, 51, 869–881. https://doi.org/bbwpb3

Rhee, Y. W., & Choi, J. N. (2017). Knowledge management behavior and individual creativity: Goal

orientations as antecedents and in-group social status as moderating contingency. Journal of

Organizational Behavior, 38, 813–832. https://doi.org/gbmtxr

Rodan, S., & Galunic, C. (2004). More than network structure: How knowledge heterogeneity influences

managerial performance and innovativeness. Strategic Management Journal, 25, 541–562.

https://doi.org/bgscwj

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

7© 2019 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved.

https://doi.org/mbq
https://doi.org/cqgs
https://doi.org/cqgt
https://doi.org/cqgv
https://doi.org/fbnk77
https://doi.org/cqgw
https://doi.org/fhrrtj
https://doi.org/fgnjg3
https://doi.org/bbwpb3
https://doi.org/gbmtxr
https://doi.org/bgscwj
http://www.tcpdf.org

