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 “Virtually every commercial transaction has within itself an 
element of trust, certainly any transaction conducted over a 
period of time. It can be plausibly argued that much of the 

economic backwardness in the world can be explained by the 
lack of mutual confidence.” 

“To me our knowledge of the way things work, in society or in 
nature, comes trailing clouds of vagueness. Vast ills have 

followed a belief in certainty.” 

 

- Kenneth Arrow 
Nobel Prize Laureate in Economics, 1972 
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Abstract 
As large global corporations seek more effective ways to use the knowledge that 
exists in their far-flung enterprises, their size and diversity – the very qualities that 
offer so much promise – become hindrances.  The technology that facilitates the 
digital lifeblood of these goliaths is also changing the nature of knowledge as a 
competitive advantage.  What can be codified and stored, i.e. explicit knowledge, is 
depreciating at an accelerated pace, and can no longer offer sustainable advantage.  It 
is tacit knowledge that is hard to put into words and even harder to quantify, the 
know-how of the “gut,” that remains the scarce commodity.  It is contextual, timely, 
useful, and sticky.  These qualities are valuable but also make tacit knowledge more 
difficult to share.  The rewards are great for those firms that can do this well. 

This research seeks to explore the role of trust in shifting the psychological levers 
that drive knowledge-sharing.  We present a model of knowledge-sharing based on 
an “economic psychology” that extends beyond the narrowly rational and selfish 
view.  We posit the use of economic reasoning in knowledge-sharing, that is, the 
daily tradeoffs and judgments that are weighed and made to optimize the scarce 
resource of time.  That economic reasoning takes into account psycho-sociological 
considerations as well – such as the human desire to build relationships with others, 
the influence of others, the power of social status, the need to maintain a coherent 
self-identity, institutional norms, and the cultural meaning of the “gift.” 

We follow the outgoing streams of knowledge from 35 strategy consultants at a large 
global management consultancy, and ask questions about the implicit relationships 
between sender and recipient.  Email traffic is used as the medium in focus, for its 
widespread and intensive use at this firm as well as its capacity to be measured.  
While email has high predictive value in this firm as an indicator of “trusted 
network,” its obvious limitations required detailed follow-up surveys at the recipient 
level and a series of confidential interviews.  In this research, we confirm the 
“virtuous cycle” between trust and knowledge-sharing, and uncover nuances that 
include the importance of proximity, the role of responsiveness in building trust 
virtually, the differences between sharing “up” and sharing “down,” and the contrast 
between proactive sharing and acquiescing to a request. 

 

Keywords:  trust, economic psychology, knowledge-sharing, knowledge, tacit 
knowledge 
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1. Introduction 
Corporations are increasingly faced with the dual prospect of (1) global virtual 

organisations and (2) the competitive criticality of knowledge-sharing.  The former trend 
is driven by macroeconomics, talent optimization, and cost pressures.  The latter marks 
a secular shift of national GDP weights towards industries where the commodity traded 
is knowledge as product or knowledge in product (Science 2010).  In this environment, 
the pace of knowledge acquisition and distribution impacts the firm’s ability to innovate, 
serve customers better, spread best practices, respond to threats, and develop talent 
(Wenger et al. 2000).  In a real way, the knowledge-sharing competency is becoming a 
pillar of competitive advantage.  Unfortunately, as it becomes more essential, it is also 
becoming more difficult as firms become geographically far-flung and culturally diverse. 

Management literature lavishes warm encomiums on firms for “breaking down 
silos,” “integrating the firm,” and “innovating across functions”; in short, knowledge-
sharing.  Unfortunately, knowing what employees should do is different from motivating 
them to do it.  In large diversified global firms, a top-down dictum might only penetrate 
skin-deep (or in this case, executive-suite deep).  The message becomes diluted as it 
filters into the larger firm.  At times, personal incentives come into conflict with the 
notion of widespread knowledge-sharing, such as when individuals have strategically 
positioned themselves as indispensable based on monopoly access to knowledge. 

Even with the best intentions, employees have a finite resource to optimize – 
their time – and they will spend it on activities that either have more direct benefit for 
them personally or at least are more effectively monitored by their managers.  Indeed, 
this is the crux of the problem.  If it were only stores of explicit and codifiable knowledge 
that mattered, then management could make a credible attempt at tracking 
contributions to the “commons.”  However, as John Hagel, et al. (2009) have noted, 
stocks of knowledge tend to depreciate and are now declining in value faster with 
recent advances in the digital infrastructure.  A warehouse of documents is of little 
value if it sits unused (and depreciating) for lack of awareness or relevance.  It is timely 
and contextual knowledge flows, and particularly the efficient and scalable sharing of 
tacit knowledge – the “know-how” rather than the “know-what” – that are the “holy 
grail.”  If we imagine a scenario where new employees become as productive as 
seasoned veterans in half the time (or instantly in the case of the Borg in Star Trek), or 
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where information from the outskirts of an extensive organization is immediately put to 
use in the core (also like the Borg), we get a sense for how difficult the challenge is and 
how powerful the opportunity.  Historically, the sharing of tacit knowledge has been 
“high-touch” á la apprenticeship, and therefore, hard to scale.  This is also why it is hard 
to monitor.  Effectively monitoring flows of emails, instant messages, text messages, 
phone calls, and live conversations is a prohibitive challenge.  When executives try to 
mandate general knowledge-sharing through exercises of authority, it usually fails.   

Firms are thinking about what socio-technical infrastructure is needed to foster 
a self-directed culture of knowledge-sharing across borders, functions, projects, and 
levels.  This is particularly relevant for professional services firms, where the “assets” 
are talent and the “product” is knowledge.  Seeking a culture shift is never an easy 
proposition.  Culture is a learned “pattern of shared basic assumptions” (Schein 1992: 
12) and management “cannot dictate changes in assumptions about nature or the 
business environment; they can only set appropriate parameters” (Hassard et al. 1989). 

To understand how to foster a culture, we need to understand the psychology 
of the behaviour.  “Culture changes only after you have successfully altered people’s 
actions” (Kotter 1996).  We theorize that knowledge-sharing is a trust-based enterprise, 
and that both trust and knowledge-sharing are subject to an individual’s economic 
psychology.  Here, we use the term economic not in the sense of financial or monetary, 
but rather in the spirit of economic reasoning or the tradeoffs that must be made to 
optimize scarce resources (Winter 2005) – in this case, the individual’s time.  These 
tradeoffs may involve judgments based on the individual’s biological, psychological and 
sociological characteristics, as well as the classic financial gain, which is a more nuanced 
perspective of the individual agent than the economist’s homo economicus. 

We find repeatedly, in the theoretical literature and empirical studies, an 
intimate relationship between trust and knowledge-sharing (Dignum et al. 2005; Ford 
2003; Cross et al. 2004; Abrams et al. 2002; Chauvel et al. 2000).  In much of that 
literature, “the importance of trust is often acknowledged but seldom examined” 
(Gambetta 1988).  We believe that a better understanding of trust in knowledge-sharing 
has the potential to surface concrete factors that are correlated with the behaviour and 
therefore might suggest specific actions for management.  This research explores the 
dynamics of trust in knowledge-sharing with a group of strategy and operations 
consultants from a large global management consultancy.   
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2. Theoretical Foundation 

2.1  What exactly do we mean by trust? 

Trust is a value-laden term thrown about haphazardly.  It has intuitive meaning 
for the layman, precise meaning for the solitary fixated academic, and actively debated 
meaning for the disciplines of psychology, sociology, and economics (Ford 2003).  Is 
trust a feeling, a behaviour, a process, a social dynamic, a control mechanism, or a 
calculated expectation?  The challenge for the purposes of this text is to seize upon a 
definition that is not so broad it encapsulates all of human interaction and not so 
narrow that it loses intuitive meaning.   

Luhmann (1988) offers such a definition, drawing a fine distinction between 
confidence and trust.  Both refer to an expectation or extrapolation of the future, which 
may end up in disappointment.  You might be confident that the sun will rise, that 
lightning will not strike, and that objects will fall down.  Trust, however, “presupposes a 
situation of risk” (Luhmann 1988: 97).  According to Gambetta, “For trust to be relevant, 
there must be the possibility of exit, betrayal, defection” (1988: 218).  Likewise, Deutsch 
asserts, “Trust is only possible in a situation where the possible damage may be greater 
than the advantage you seek” (1958: 98).  This situation of risk implies the possibility of 
human agency.  You might leave your child in a babysitter’s hands and you might leave 
your funds in a bank account, but you also might not do either.  There are alternative 
courses of action.  In trusting, one considers these alternatives and takes one action in 
preference of others. 

Luhmann’s definition of trust, as an expectation of the future within a situation 
of risk, does not limit the trusted entity to only individuals.  Firms, institutions – and 
indeed any entity around which an extrapolation of the future might be made – can be 
trusted as well.   Dasgupta has remarked, “Trust is central to all transactions and yet 
economists rarely discuss the notion” (1988: 49).  Nobel Laureate Kenneth Arrow 
agrees, “Virtually every commercial transaction has within itself an element of trust, 
certainly any transaction conducted over a period of time” (Zingales 2007).  For the 
purposes of this research, we will generally focus on trust at the individual level, never 
forgetting that we have narrowed our lens, not reconstructed the landscape. 
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Before we move on, we should unpack the term “expectation.”  There being 
little around the topic of trust that theorists agree on, excepting perhaps the term itself, 
there is unsurprisingly no consensus on what this expectation is based on.  Options 
include interaction histories (Kramer 2004), personal claims (Good 1988), psychological 
references (McAllister 1995), social referrals (Uzzi 1996; Thorndike 1920), institutional 
certifications (Deutch 1973), commitment signals, cultural milieu (Zucker 1986), innate 
predisposition toward people, empathy (Deutsch 1962), and even transient emotion.  
Rather than choose one, we will accept all, recognizing that the decisions derived from 
these expectations cannot be explained by one category alone.  We are biological, 
psychological, social and rational beings all at once, resulting in what Dan Ariely (2008) 
calls “predictable irrationality” – as well as, and perhaps more often the case, 
unpredictable rationality.  We cannot deny the “cognitive limitations of real agents” 
(Williams 1988: 4), but this does mean we should always assume irrationality or assume 
these cognitive limitations away altogether.  A body of evidence is always present when 
individuals make tradeoff decisions, even when the body of evidence may be 
unquantifiable in any meaningful way and incomprehensible to others.  It is the 
weighing of this body of evidence to make these tradeoffs that we call the “economic 
psychology of trust.” 

Luhmann has said:  “Familiarity is an unavoidable fact of life; trust is a solution 
for specific problems of risk” (1988: 95).  Yet it seems that risk, and therefore trust, are 
also virtually unavoidable facts of life as well.  It is hard to imagine a scenario where we 
could persistently avoid making extrapolations about the future, though they may be 
instinctive rather than fully conscious calculations.  “Trust is based on a circular relation 
between risk and actions” (Luhmann 1988: 100) – it makes it possible for this vital wheel 
to turn.  While the “economic psychology” does not avoid but rather encompasses the 
suprarational elements that constitute the individual’s decision-making context, we may 
notice that the language Luhmann uses to describe trust – i.e. “risk,” “expectations,” 
“actions” – are not dissimilar from those used in the more classically economic arena of 
finance.  This is not coincidence.  But it is the economic psychology of tradeoffs that is 
the common thread, not economics itself. 

A thoughtful person might point out that you could then preface almost any 
social dynamic with “the economic psychology of.”  This is indisputably true, as it has 
been defined.  As we hinted at earlier, Dan Ariely’s “predictable irrationality” may be the 
exception rather than the rule (otherwise, the species might have been extinguished by 
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now).  Ariely must seek out case studies and conduct experiments, whereas 
unpredictable rationality – or what we are calling “economic psychology” – is all around 
us.   

 

2.2  Types of trust and trustworthiness 

 The most commonly used typology for trust is oriented around its bases:  
dispositional, situational (or interpersonal) and institutional trust (Dignum et al. 2005, 
Chervany et al. 1996).  Dispositional trust is intrinsic to the truster and their pervasive 
attitude towards the world.  It is a general predisposition rather than a circumstance-
based assessment.  This disposition is not static, however.  “People who say that they 
have benefited from the generosity of an anonymous stranger in the past give more.  
This suggests that trust does not just reflect altruism or risk tolerance, but also beliefs 
about others which are formed by past experiences” (Glaeser et al. 2000: 830).  
Situational trust is based on the specifics of the other cognitive agent and context at 
hand.  While this type is the closest to the narrowly rational view of trust as a direct 
strategic manoeuvre to earn reciprocity or other benefits, it includes judgments based 
on the situational specifics that may fall outside of the narrowly rational.  This type is 
also called interpersonal trust when the other cognitive agent is an individual.  The third 
type, institutional trust, is the reliance on the larger system, institutions, and 
government mechanisms that serve to enforce the expected behaviour, or at least 
mitigate the likelihood of defection.  While agreements such as contracts “rely more 
heavily upon trust than they do upon the possibility…of enforcing them” (Pagden 1988: 
136), the government institutions that stand behind the contract implicitly backstop a 
near-guarantee of compliance.  It should be noted that the elements previously 
mentioned that could make up the “body of evidence,” i.e. interaction histories, 
institutional certifications and the like, could all be mapped against these three 
categories. 

 The three bases explain much of the cultural differences in how to trust and 
who to trust (Zingales 2007).  For instance, “the French and English do not trust each 
other very much because of the long history of wars between the two countries,” and 
probably differences in temperaments.   The Italians and the Spanish trust each other 
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more because they share the same religion and some cultural values.  These are 
examples of situational trust.  The Swedish tend to be trusted by citizens of other 
countries, likely due to their strong governance and legal institutions.  Conversely, they 
also have a strong predisposition to trust other countries as well.  In contrast, “Greeks 
seem to trust other countries very little.”  We will not draw any conclusions from the 
recent Greek debt crisis, but from the literature and empirical evidence, there is a close 
link between trust and trustworthiness (Glaeser et al. 2000; Rotter 1980).  Glaeser 
recommends, “To determine whether someone is trustworthy, ask him if he trusts 
others” (840).  This may be related to the known tendency for people to assume others 
are like themselves (Brown et al. 2009).  Furthermore, in addition to the predictable 
outcome of trustworthiness begetting trust, trust can also beget trustworthiness.  “The 
concession of trust…can generate the very behaviour which might logically seem to be 
its preconditions” (Gambetta 1988: 234).   

 Trustworthiness is usually theorized as some combination of these dimensions 
in the literature:  competence, reliability, integrity, benevolence (Mayer et al. 1995; Kim 
et al. 2004; Chee 2005).  The way in which people assess each of these dimensions 
differs, however (Duarte et al. 1999).  “Kim, Dirks, Ferrin and Cooper (2006) reported 
research showing that individuals tend to weigh positive information about competence 
more heavily than negative information about competence, and they tend to weigh 
negative information about integrity more heavily than positive information about 
integrity” (Kam 2009: 12).  The definition of integrity from the Oxford English Dictionary 
(1989) is revealing:  “The condition of having no part or element taken away or wanting; 
undivided or unbroken state; material wholeness, completeness, entirety.”  It is likely 
that, like integrity, negative information about reliability and benevolence is also 
weighed more heavily than positive information.  On three of the four dimensions, the 
assessment of trustworthiness is relatively fault-intolerant. 

 

2.3  Trust in society 

Trust (and cooperation) as policy has been beneficial for human societies (Ridley 
1996).  From studies of early societies to experimental tit-for-tat games, there is strong 
evidence for trust as a stable evolutionary strategy.  It makes exchange, commerce and 
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specialization, which are the foundation of a modern society, possible.  “Trust is a policy 
apt for conditions where knowledge is unavailable” (Dunn 1988: 85), which inarguably 
and inescapably describes the world in which we live.  Ridley believes that “a lack of 
access to networks of exchange and specialization is the principal cause of poverty.  If 
you find yourself in a position where you make everything yourself rather than buy it 
from someone else, then you are by definition poor” (Bailey 2009).  The degree of trust 
in a society is therefore strongly predictive of economic success (Arrow 1972; Fukuyama 
1995).  At the individual level, trust is much higher among the rich and well-educated 
(Glaeser et al. 2000; Keefer et al. 1997). 

On the other hand, “[the] lack of trust…withdraws activities.  It reduces the 
range of possibilities for rational action…It prevents, above all, capital investment under 
conditions of uncertainty and risk” (Luhmann 1998: 104).  Misha Glenny, in his study of 
the global criminal underground, found that the Mafia filled a vacuum left by a 
generalized distrust of public institutions like the police (Glenny 2008).  “Distrust 
percolates through the social ladder, and the unpredictability of sanctions generates 
uncertainty in agreements, stagnation in commerce and industry, and a general 
reluctance towards impersonal and extensive forms of cooperation” (Gambetta 1988: 
162).  Though we should be careful about conflating ‘low trust’ with distrust – low trust 
being typified by a dearth of evidence while distrust is characterized by negative 
evidence (Lewicki et al. 1998) – it is clear that both are detrimental to societies, either 
through creating poor decisions or a suboptimal level of risk-taking or both. 

 

2.4  The dynamics of trust 

2.4.1  Trust is based on freedom of action 

The definition of trust used here is described as an extrapolation of the future 
under conditions of risk.  Uncertainty is a requisite for trust.  The greater the control, the 
less capacity exists for trust.  It is not possible to demand trust; it can only be offered 
and accepted (Luhmann 1979).  Human agency creates the problem of uncertainty, and 
only human agency can present the solution of trust.  “Trust can be, and has been…a 
device for coping with the freedom of others” (Luhmann 1979; Dunn 1984: 219). 
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2.4.2  Trust is contextual 

While there are evolutionary reasons for cooperation and trust, “conditions 
matter a lot” (Bateson 1988: 28).  The degree of trust in a given individual will fluctuate 
based on the situation.  Examples of factors that might alter the degree of trust include 
resemblance of the circumstances to prior experiences, the stakes at hand, and the 
truster’s current disposition towards the world at large.  When meeting a new 
acquaintance, the level of cooperation will vary based on factors that include relative 
status, shared social ties, expected relationship length, and the norms of the milieu 
(Luhmann 1988: 103).  As Williams puts it, “A disposition to cooperate is cost sensitive” 
(1988: 6).  

 
2.4.3  Proximity and communication matter 

Dasgupta (1988) noted that “for trust to be developed between individuals they 
must have repeated encounters” (59).  “Trust needs touch” (Handy 1995).  The greater 
the amount of communication, the more likely a mutually beneficial outcome.  In one 
study, “Wichman (1970) reported least cooperation between female subjects when they 
were in a position where they could neither hear or see one another, and most when 
they were in close proximity and could both see and hear one another” (Good 1988: 36).  
Interviewees in a study of French subcontractor networks consistently stressed the need 
for personal contact, and a number of firms stated that geographical proximity was 
desirable because it facilitated this” (Lorenz 1988: 207).  In experimental studies, the 
advantage that accrued to Machiavellian players disappeared when there was a high 
degree of transparency (Good 1988: 37).  In general, communication and transparency 
are requisites for a trust-based culture.  On the other hand, all one would have to do to 
devastate a trusting society is “systematically [reduce] the amount of information 
available to the citizenry…lack of information destroys trust” (Pagden 1988: 133). 

 

2.4.4  Relationship length matters less than the information available  

There is no significant correlation between whom one trusts and length of 
relationship (Dirks et al. 2002).  People do not trust someone just because they have 
known them for a long time.  The information available about the other person is more 
relevant to trust.  However, the bases of trust do tend to be different depending on 
relationship length.  In newer relationships, trust is mostly predispositive and 
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referential, based on similar demographics such as age or gender.  Trust in a virtual 
environment is built initially based on stereotypical impressions derived from available 
information (Lea et al. 1992; Jarvenpaa 1999).  In intermediate-length relationships, 
trust is situational, based on perceived behaviours.  In old relationships, trust is based 
on a shared perspective, a mutual knowing.  As Cross, Levin, Whitener (2004), who 
conducted this research put it, trust is based on “first, how they look; then later, how 
they act; and finally, how they think” (13).  

2.4.5  Trust can happen swiftly with “high-bandwidth” information flow  

The concept of “swift trust’ has been well-developed by Meyerson, Weick and 
Cramer (1996).  Swift trust arises in temporary teams with a diverse skill set, limited 
prior history, and well-defined and challenging objectives.  Any prospect of competitive 
bickering is circumvented by tight deadlines and clear roles.  Cooperation is the norm at 
the onset from sheer necessity.  From these positive initial variables, trust is built 
through a "highly active, proactive, enthusiastic, generative style of action" (Meyerson 
et al, 1996: 180).  The very constraints the team faces stimulates the virtuous cycle of 
trust.  The swift trust of these temporary teams offers lessons for longer-lived teams, 
that is, that “trust would be better understood as a result rather than a precondition of 
cooperation” (Gambetta 1988: 225). 

 
2.4.6  Both trust and distrust are self-fulfilling 

This is one of the most consistent findings in the literature.  Analysis of the 
optimal strategic moves based on a range of initial conditions and actions in an 
experimental setting surfaces two stable equilibria:  general honest behaviour and 
general dishonest behaviour.  People will be honest if they think everyone else is 
honest, and cheat when they expect everyone else to do so as well  (Dasgupta 1988).  
Furthermore, initial trust or distrust changes the lens used to evaluate the landscape, 
since people tend to seek confirming rather than disconfirming information (Wason 
1960).  “Trust itself affects the evidence we are looking for…distrust may become the 
source of its own evidence” (Gambetta 1988: 233) “Once distrust has set in, it soon 
becomes impossible to know if it was ever in fact justified, for it has the capacity to be 
self-fulfilling, to generate a reality consistent with itself” (Gambetta 1988: 234).  When 
institutions fail, “lack of confidence [in the system] will lead to feelings of alienation, and 
eventually to retreat into smaller worlds of purely local importance” (Luhmann 1988: 
103). 
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Small differences in initial variables matter.  In Jarvenpaa’s study of global 
virtual teams (1999), teams that started with a low degree of trust usually ended up at a 
low level when the project ended.  Similarly, teams that started with a high degree of 
trust usually ended up at a high level.  There were instances when teams were either 
able to recover from a low level or lost significant ground from a high level, but in 
general, 20 out of 29 teams maintained roughly the same levels throughout.  The 
importance of initial variables is the reason why “engendering trust by means of the 
gift” (Hart 1988: 190) can be so powerful. 
 

2.4.7  Trust has certain fragile qualities 

“Reputation is a capital asset…A reputation for honesty, or trustworthiness, is 
usually acquired gradually… [but] can generally be destroyed very quickly” (Dasgupta 
1988: 62).  The fragile qualities of trust are based on it being, as Gambetta says, “a 
peculiar belief” (1988: 234) predicated on the lack of contrary evidence.  A single 
egregious data point has the potential to damage irrevocably the larger pattern.  The 
main exception to this is the competence dimension of trust, in regards to which, as 
mentioned previously, positive information is weighed more heavily than negative (Kam 
2009). 

 The referential aspect of trust also lends fragility.  “Trust among persons and 
agencies is interconnected ... [which] makes trust…a fragile commodity.  If it erodes in 
any part of the mosaic, it brings down an awful lot with it” (Dasgupta 1988: 50).  This is 
what underlies the clichéd movie line, “My world is askew.”  When a main reference 
point is shattered, a great deal of uncertainty is reintroduced.   When a team is being 
evaluated on trustworthiness, people will focus on the least trustworthy member of the 
team when making judgments about the collective group.  Our connections are part of 
the “body of evidence” used to assess our trustworthiness (Naquin et al. 2008). 

 

2.4.8  Social relationships carry significant weight in the decision to trust 

“When individuals are closer socially, both trust and trustworthiness rise…social 
connection strongly predicts trustworthiness and weakly predicts trust” (Glaeser et al. 
2000: 811, 840).  Because social standing carries enormous weight (Marmot 2004), 
shared social relationships can enforce trustworthy behaviour in a powerful way.  In 
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general, if people believe they will need to interact with each other later, they become 
more likely to trust and cooperate (Pruitt and Kimmell 1976; Powell 1990). 

 

2.4.9  High-status individuals are able to elicit more trustworthiness in others  

It has been well-established that individuals who occupy a relative high status 
position are able to elicit more trustworthy behaviour in others (Glaeser et al. 2000; 
Houser et al. 2006; Glaeser et al. 1999).  This does not mean, however, that they 
themselves are either more trusted or trustworthy.  Keep in mind that behaviour and 
mentality are two different things.  This does suggest that in vertical relationships, the 
more junior is the one more likely to stimulate the virtuous cycle of trust.  Since initial 
conditions matter and direct competitiveness is unlikely, the vertical relationship may 
have the potential for greater success and stability. 

Probable explanations for this dynamic are that junior individuals are seeking to 
build a relationship with high-status individuals, and unwilling to incur significant risk 
with individuals that have significant power to punish formally or informally.  An 
alternative or supplementary explanation is that high-status individuals tend to be more 
educated, levels of trust are higher among the wealthy and educated (Glaeser et al. 
2000; Keefer et al. 1997), and the predisposition to trust carries over in dealings with 
lower-status individuals, engendering a reciprocal trustworthiness. 

 

2.4.10  People are more willing to trust those that are “like” them 

It has been shown repeatedly that, in the absence of direct competition, people 
have a strong affinity for those who they consider “like” them.  This can be matter of 
kin, race, culture, nationality, religion, demographic, income bracket, education, 
subculture, political affiliation, or any of the other infinite variants of identity.  
Experimental evidence on trust and civic norms supports this conclusion, with trust and 
civic norms shown to be stronger in more homogenous populations with more equal 
incomes (Keefer et al. 1997).  The rational explanation for this dynamic is that the effort 
to gather information about people who are unlike oneself is greater, and the risk that 
accompanies trusting behaviour is perceived to be higher. 
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The darker side of this dynamic is the “depersonification” of Milgram’s famous 
1963 electric-shock study (Good 1988) or the “Lucifer Effect” (Zimbardo 2008) of 
Zimbardo’s controversial prison experiment.  The less savoury analogue of the shallow 
referential trust that characterizes the early stage of a relationship is the negative 
stereotype.  Though with sufficient time and familiarity this construct can go away, 
initial conditions do matter.  An initial negative variable can send the relationship in a 
spiral of strategically sound responses towards an equilibrium of distrust (Gambetta 
1988).  Care needs to be taken when initiating a relationship through a medium such as 
technology, as depersonification is more likely when interactions are mediated 
(Zimbardo 2008). 

 

2.5  What do we mean by knowledge and knowledge-sharing, and how are 
they related to trust? 

 This research considers three dimensions of knowledge:  (1) simple / complex; 
(2) timely / time-free; (3) explicit / tacit.  The first dimension ranges from simple facts to 
complex capabilities and understandings.  Simple facts are generally easy to find and 
share, while complex capabilities and understandings are hard to absorb and therefore 
harder to share.  The second dimension deals with the time span over which the 
knowledge is valuable.  Most knowledge tends to depreciate, but the pace will vary.  
Knowing about a project opportunity within a consulting firm loses much of its value 
once the project has been fully staffed.  In contrast, the ability to manage an executive-
level client relationship offers lasting value.  The third dimension uses Michael Polanyi’s 
(1966) explicit-tacit distinction between knowledge that can be readily formalized and 
knowledge that is hard to explain.  Polanyi offers the simple example of the difference 
between knowing how to ride a bicycle versus being able to ride a bicycle.  Brown and 
Cook (1999) argue that “explicit and tacit are two distinct forms of knowledge”; while 
each can be an aid in acquiring the other, each cannot be converted into the other in a 
literal sense.  This creates a tension when tacit knowledge needs to be transferred but 
is, almost by definition, hard to codify. 
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Figure 1:  Three Dimensions of Knowledge and Examples of Transmission Media 
 

 

 When these dimensions are mapped, a few insights emerge.  First, the value 
offered by today’s information communication technologies (ICTs) to knowledge-sharing 
(beyond the obvious enhancements to sheer availability and access) tends to be in the 
realm of timeliness:  affording the extraction of value from knowledge that would have 
dissipated, or enhancing the value of knowledge by enabling its earlier use.  ICTs offer 
an alternative when we cannot be physically present precisely when needed.  However, 
transfer of the complex and tacit forms of knowledge through ICTs has yet to attain the 
full effectiveness of traditional, more costly modes. 

 The later references to knowledge-sharing in this research are to the specific 
decision of an individual to pass knowledge to another, that is, the one-way 
transmission.  It is worth noting that this sharing of knowledge is of a special kind, 
different from, say, the sharing of a meal.  Knowledge can be shared and still allow the 
original owner to retain its full use (Lessig 2005), unlike more tangible assets.  Because 
of this, the input factors into the decision to share knowledge are more closely related 
to socio-psychological tradeoffs than the pure economics of tangible resources (though 
the economics of time do come into play).   

As has been discussed, among these socio-psychological input factors is risk 
perception.  In classic knowledge management systems, the destinations of the 



The Economic Psychology of Trust:  An Exploration of Knowledge-Sharing  
in a Large Management Consultancy                                       P a g e  | 14 
 

14 
 

knowledge shared were often not known.  Indeed, even in direct peer-to-peer 
knowledge-sharing, the destinations are not known, though the risk is mitigated by the 
effort and incentives needed to propagate throughout the network structure.  
Decoupling knowledge from owner amplifies the myriad risks of the endeavour, among 
them:  information misuse, loss of credit or recognition, loss of identity (Dignum et al. 
2005), misunderstanding (especially in cases of different contexts and cultures), damage 
to professional reputation, threatened monopoly over a store of knowledge, harm to 
social status, negation of first-mover or other firm competitive advantage, and even 
exposure to litigation in cases of nondisclosure agreement.  This is why “knowledge 
owners prefer to share their expertise within a controllable, trusted group under 
conditions negotiated for the specific situation and partners” (Dignum et al. 2005: 3).   

Then there is also the degree of effort that is required to share the knowledge.  
Though the digital infrastructure makes this somewhat easier, even a minute of work 
cannot be considered trivial when the incentives are not there.  Often, however, it is not 
time to transmit the knowledge itself that is the constraint; it is the thinking and 
psychological processes around the decision that are the real barriers.  A knowledge 
owner might ask themselves:  ‘Are others going to be upset that I sent it?  Are others 
going to be upset that I did not include them?  Is the recipient going to have the right 
context?  How do I frame the knowledge?  How are they going to read it?  How do I 
mitigate my risk?’  The sharer needs to trust that the recipient has certain knowledge 
already, e.g. context; otherwise, they will need to expend additional time to share that 
knowledge as well, to the extent that it can be done.  Sharing knowledge can take a 
prohibitive amount of time when these issues need to be thought through and 
addressed.   

Counterbalancing these costs are the benefits that accrue to the sharer.  These 
benefits can be classified as direct and indirect.  A direct benefit might be an immediate 
quid pro quo, or more likely, a near-term positive impact on a shared project.  Direct 
benefit is the reason why information passes through vertical supply chains more easily 
than it does across horizontal peers (Kotabe et al. 2003).  Indirect benefits are many but 
harder to quantify, ranging from the investment in a relationship to enhanced 
reputation, alignment with cultural norms, and maintenance of a coherent self-identity.  
They can be powerful motivators though. 
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 We borrow from Kurt Lewin’s (1951) work on Force Field Analysis to develop a 
conceptual framework for these tradeoffs.  Here, the forces driving the desired change 
are the benefits that accrue to the individual from knowledge-sharing, while the forces 
resisting change are the costs of knowledge-sharing. 

Figure 2:  The Knowledge-Sharing Force Field  

 

While there is nothing groundbreaking about this conceptual model, it is a 
useful framework for managers seeking concrete levers they can pull to effect a shift.  
When considering the challenge of how to create a knowledge-sharing culture, most of 
the attention historically has been placed on the levers of Direct Benefit and Effort.   

Managers have sought to pull on the Direct Benefit lever by aligning metrics, 
incentives and the reporting structure to encourage knowledge-sharing.  Group-based 
metrics and compensation, such as share price and options, are commonly used tactics 
to mitigate internal competition and politicking.  Dotted-line reporting structures and 
the inclusion of input from many feedback providers into evaluations are also frequently 
used to encourage collaborative behaviour.  Obviously, the larger and more direct the 
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benefit, the more likely an individual will be to share knowledge.  When the direct 
benefit is significant, knowledge’s role as a kind of currency in the organization becomes 
more overt.   

Companies are also investing in technological infrastructure to make it easier to 
organise, capture and share knowledge, thereby decreasing the level of effort required 
on the part of employees.  Examples include knowledge management systems, 
enterprise social networking, communities-of-practice infrastructure, and wikis.  With 
time becoming an ever more scarce commodity, these systems not only make it 
technically easier to contribute knowledge; they also (at least implicitly, if not explicitly) 
offer a frame for what knowledge is valuable and appropriate to share.  However, 
engagement remains an issue.  In one large insurance company (Dignum et al. 2005), 
they found that people frequently were not aware of others’ capabilities and would 
typically discuss problems with a proximal colleague, whether or not they were the 
optimal advisor.  When they took a hybrid approach to knowledge-sharing, with live 
meetings and an online repository, significant value was found in the face-to-face 
interactions while the repository unfortunately was rarely used.  

While in general these other levers offer useful interventions, less attention has 
been placed on other, equally or more important, socio-psychological factors.  Indeed, 
some social psychologists believe that the frequent failure of companies to build a 
culture of knowledge-sharing is due to their neglect of what Brown and Duguid (2000) 
call the “social life of information.”  Knowledge-sharing is a trust-based enterprise (Ford 
2003; Chervany et al. 2000).  “Trust facilitates transactions and collaboration, and 
empirical research has linked trust with higher levels of inter-unit resource exchange” 
(Dignum et al. 2005: 4; Fukuyama 1995; Ghoshal et al. 1998).  This is particularly true in 
distributed environments, where “knowledge-sharing…requires more a priori trust than 
face-to-face communication” (Dignum et al. 2005: 2, McCarthy et al. 2003).   

Trust enables us to act in the face of uncertainty, mitigating the degree of risk 
borne by the sharer and making them more willing to be vulnerable.  People share 
knowledge with those they trust.  They also share knowledge with others with whom 
they want to build or maintain a relationship.  Trust is closely intertwined with these 
relationship development processes (Bunker et al. 1995), and as Partha Dasgupta (1988) 
puts it, “For trust to be developed between individuals they must have repeated 
encounters” (59).  In a global organisation where interaction is largely mediated by 
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technology, “repeated encounters” often embeds some form of knowledge-sharing.  
Sharing is also enhanced when there is high institutional trust and support from the 
cultural norms of the organisation.  This is partly due to the fact that, as we have 
mentioned before, trust is self-fulfilling.  
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3. Research Design, Methodology 
and Procedure  
3.1  Aims of Research 

The primary aim of this research is to understand why and how individuals share 
knowledge in the context of a professional services firm.  The emphasis is on doing a 
deep exploration of the thinking and socio-psychological processes that drive the 
decision to share knowledge, rather than an expansive quantitative analysis on a 
random sample.  The target sample size was purposefully selected to offer enough data 
to be interesting but small enough that a certain amount of depth could be attained 
through a hybrid quantitative-qualitative study. 

 

3.2  Sample Selection 

With a target sample of 30, individual emails were sent to 53 consulting 
practitioners within the strategy and operations practice at a global management 
consultancy.  Practitioners were selected based on an assessment of likely willingness to 
participate in research that would collect highly sensitive information about individual 
email traffic.  36 of the 53 practitioners (68%) on the original request list were 
personally known to the researcher.  A total of 41 affirmative responses (77%) were 
received, indicating willingness to participate in the study, with guaranteed anonymity.  
35 individuals (66%) eventually submitted their data and participated in the study. 

 These 35 participants were drawn from 7 offices in the United States and India, 
with representative gender and level participation.  Levels ranged from consultants 
through managers.   Tenure ranged from 1 to 7 years, with an average of 3 years. 

Table 1:  Demographics of Study Participants 

 

Male 22 Consultant 16 1-3 years 21

Female 13 Senior Consultant 9 3-5 years 12

Manager 10 5-7 years 2

India 8 Known to Researcher 28

United States 27 Not Known to Researcher 7
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3.3  Research Methodology and Procedure 

The research was performed in the following stages, using quantitative data and 
qualitative surveys, supplemented with interviews for triangulation:   

(1) Data collection 
(2) Pre-analysis (development of trust index and survey template) 
(3) Survey customized for each participant  
(4) Selected interviews 
(5) Data analysis and development of findings1 

Figure 3:  Overview of Research Methodology 

 

                                                           
1 Detailed discussion in Section 4:  Data Analysis and Research Findings 

Participant 1

Recipient 
1.001

Recipient 
1.250

Participant 35

Top  20 
Recipients by 

Trust Index

• Pre-research sample selection:  35 
professionals from the same global 
management consultancy, self-selected 
based on willingness to participate, 
located in the United States and India

• Stage 1 – Data collection:  Email statistics 
provided from each participant for the 
approximately 250 top email recipients 
who have received at least 10 outgoing 
emails from the participant

• Stage 2 – Pre-analysis:  Performed to 
ascertain appropriate subset of 20 email 
recipients using a newly created Trust 
Index

• Stage 3 – Custom survey:  Each 
participant completes a survey gathering 
data on each of their top 20 recipients by 
Trust Index, as well as general questions

• Stage 4 – Selected interviews:  An 
optional interview is conducted with 
selected participants (total of 13 
conducted)

Data on 
relationship 
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Participant 

and top 
Recipient by 
Trust Index

Data on 
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Participant 

and 20th 
Recipient by 
Trust Index
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Interview with Participant
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3.3.1  Stage 1 - Data collection 

In the first stage (1), each participant was asked to share a well-defined set of 
data about their outgoing work emails (see Appendix A1 for the initial request for 
participation).  Email was chosen as the representative knowledge-sharing medium for 
relative ease of data collection and intensive use within this particular management 
consultancy.   The requested data included the names of the top approximately 250 
colleagues to whom they have at least 10 emails (i.e. the sort criterion was total 
outgoing emails), the number of incoming and outgoing emails involved, the total size of 
incoming and outgoing emails in kilobytes, and the boundary dates.  Participants had 
the option to manually exclude data that were personal and/or irrelevant from the top 
250 colleagues, though many sent their entire dataset.  Available variables were 
bounded by the software utility used for collection.  Participants were provided with 
Outlook Stats View, a small freeware utility that is fully portable, runs directly from a zip 
file, leaves no residue, and does not need to be installed or uninstalled.  Since the data 
collected was considered sensitive, participants were assured all identifying information 
would stay confidential and not be shared with anyone beyond the researcher.  They 
were also offered an example set of real data based on the researcher’s own email 
history, to encourage sharing.  A sample slice of this data is shown below: 

Table 2:  Sample Slice of Data Collected from Participants  

 

3.3.2  Stage 2:  Pre-analysis (development of Trust Index and survey template) 

In the second stage (2), a pre-analysis was performed on a sample of the data 
collected.  The purpose of this pre-analysis was to develop a repeatable methodology to 
identify the appropriate subset of email recipients around which a customized survey 
would be developed for each participant.  During this pre-analysis, a trust index (0-100) 
was developed upon which to base the selection of email recipients.  This index 
attempts to measure the degree of trust the participant allocates to each participant, 
based on the pattern of past knowledge-sharing.  The follow-on survey would later 
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collect more detailed information about the subset of “most trusted” email recipients 
based on their relative trust index.  

We should note that the development of this trust index is inherently value-
laden and context-driven.  Though we have sought to define it precisely for the 
purposes of research, trust might be considered what Otto Neurath calls a Ballung 
concept, that is, a concept that refers to “things that are loosely related but for which 
the boundaries...are not clear” (Cartwright et al. 2010: 4, Cartwright et al. 1996).  We 
face the classic challenge of measurements in social science, that precision sacrifices 
meaning, sometimes to the point of losing intuitiveness.  In that light, the trust index 
developed here should be viewed as a single-purpose tool used to highlight a group of 
recipients that are more likely to be trusted for the purpose of further study. 

During this pre-analysis, there was some consideration of which variables to use 
in weighing the trust index.  Number of outgoing emails was an obvious frontrunner as a 
measure of willingness to share knowledge.  Other options that were considered and 
rejected included number of incoming emails, specific types of outgoing emails (e.g. to, 
cc, bcc), and email size.   

A decision was made to exclude incoming emails in the interests of a more 
defined scope.  Though incoming emails clearly have relevance in the building of a trust-
based relationship, this research focuses on a single dynamic – that is, the decision to 
share knowledge with another individual and the psychology behind it.  A two-way 
analysis had the potential to muddy the discussion.  Specific types of outgoing emails 
(e.g. to, cc, bcc) were also excluded from the trust index, since, for the purposes of this 
study, the level of knowledge-sharing and trust were considered roughly equivalent 
across the different types of outgoing emails.   

Email size was also considered as a weighing factor.  However, in discussions 
with consulting practitioners, it appeared that any analysis based on email size would be 
heavily distorted by very large attachments which require little effort to send and likely 
have little relationship to trust or, indeed, knowledge-sharing as we have defined it.  
Sending a 10-megabyte attachment is very different from sending 10,000 1-kilobyte 
emails, when viewed through these lenses. 
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 The trust index would therefore be centred on the number of outgoing emails 
variable, adjusted and scaled.  The number of outgoing emails per year, i.e. density, was 
considered more relevant than the total number of outgoing emails.  However, in the 
sample used for pre-analysis, the short-list of recipients indicated by this variable was 
over-weighted with counterparties with whom the participant had engaged in an 
intensive burst of emails over a single brief period, e.g. for short projects or weeklong 
proposal initiatives.  These relationships had high outgoing-email density but were not 
engaged in extensive knowledge-sharing over time.  To solve for this, recipients with 
less than 1.25 years of history with the participant were excluded, except in instances 
where the participant themselves were of short tenure in the firm.  Recipients with no 
interaction with the participant in the past six months were also excluded, to account 
for once-strong, now-damaged relationships (this exclusion was later tested in the 
survey question asking whether the participant’s top 5 most trusted colleagues were 
represented).  The trust index was then rescaled from 1-100 to limit the impact of 
participant email style when conducting analyses on aggregated results, with the 
highest trust index per participant receiving a rescaled score of 100.   

 The final trust index was used to select for each participant the top 
approximately 20 email recipients who had received at least 10 outgoing emails per 
year.  The number 20 was chosen as the upper bound to limit the burden on the 
participants who would be completing a detailed survey on this subset.  The vast 
majority of recipients had more than 20 recipients with at least 10 outgoing emails per 
year, 1.25 years of history, and recent interaction, though a very few had as little as 5.   

The algorithm and output were validated with a few consultants at this stage, 
later with a survey question (“How many of your top 5 most trusted colleagues are on 
the list?”), and finally with interviewees (“Is this generally the right list of people you 
trust in the firm?”), nearly all of whom confirmed the majority of their most trusted 
colleagues were represented on this list. 
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Table 3:  Sample Subset of Most Trusted Recipients, with Trust Index 

 

3.3.3  Stage 3:  Survey customized for each participant 

 A survey template was developed based on the theoretical foundation and 
customized for the participant based on their top 20 (or fewer) most trusted recipients 
according to the index.  The survey stage (3) had two parts (see Appendix A2 and A3 for 
survey format): 

I.  Recipient-Level Data:  Questions asked for each of the subset of most 
trusted recipients according to the index (maximum of 20 recipients) 
a. Provide manual rank if the individual is in the participant’s top 5 most 

trusted recipients, as assessed by the recipient [1-5, N/A] 
b. Has the participant worked on a client project or full-time firm initiative 

with the recipient? [Y/N] 
c. Has the participant worked on an off-hours, part-time firm initiative 

with the recipient? [Y/N] 

Name Outgoing - 
All

First Message 
On

Last 
Message On

Years
Trust 
Index 

(unscaled)

Trust 
Index 

(scaled)

Rank
(1 = most 
trusted)

Trusted Recipient 1 669 9/6/2006 5/7/2010 3.7 182 100 1

Trusted Recipient 2 175 1/19/2009 5/14/2010 1.3 133 73 2

Trusted Recipient 3 266 9/19/2007 5/7/2010 2.6 101 55 3
Trusted Recipient 4 121 1/27/2009 4/30/2010 1.3 96 53 4
Trusted Recipient 5 92 1/9/2009 5/17/2010 1.4 68 37 5
Trusted Recipient 6 161 4/17/2007 4/13/2010 3.0 54 30 6
Trusted Recipient 7 129 9/7/2006 5/13/2010 3.7 35 19 7
Trusted Recipient 8 113 11/7/2006 4/13/2010 3.4 33 18 8
Trusted Recipient 9 95 9/26/2006 3/24/2010 3.5 27 15 9
Trusted Recipient 10 51 4/12/2008 3/24/2010 2.0 26 14 10
Trusted Recipient 11 77 9/7/2006 1/6/2010 3.3 23 13 11
Trusted Recipient 12 81 9/7/2006 5/17/2010 3.7 22 12 12
Trusted Recipient 13 32 8/28/2007 4/8/2010 2.6 12 7 13
Trusted Recipient 14 39 9/27/2006 1/17/2010 3.3 12 6 14
Trusted Recipient 15 38 9/7/2006 4/5/2010 3.6 11 6 15
Trusted Recipient 16 38 9/6/2006 5/18/2010 3.7 10 6 16
Trusted Recipient 17 13 1/9/2009 5/17/2010 1.4 10 6 17
Trusted Recipient 18 30 4/17/2007 4/13/2010 3.0 10 6 18
Trusted Recipient 19 35 9/7/2006 5/13/2010 3.7 10 6 19
Trusted Recipient 20 36 11/7/2006 4/13/2010 3.4 10 6 20



The Economic Psychology of Trust:  An Exploration of Knowledge-Sharing  
in a Large Management Consultancy                                       P a g e  | 24 
 

24 
 

d. Has the participant or recipient shared a local office practice? [Y/N] 
e. What is the recipient’s seniority relative to the participant?  [-5 to +5] 
f. What is the most common mode of interaction between participant and 

recipient? 
g. Has the participant met the recipient live before? [Y/N] 
h. Has the participant interacted with the recipient socially before, either 

outside of work or extensively in a work-social environment? [Y/N] 
i. Has the participant ever received a non-work related email from the 

recipient, e.g. “How was your trip?” [Y/N] 
j. Assess the recipient’s level of responsiveness.  [scale of 1-3, with 1 = 

rarely responds, 2 = responds intermittently or takes several days to a 
week to respond, 3 = consistently responds and usually within 24 hours] 

k. Assess the recipient’s degree of discretion.  [scale of 1-3, with 1 = less 
discreet, 2 = somewhat discreet, 3 = highly discreet]  

l. Is the recipient someone the participant actively wants to know better, 
excluding people who they already know well and are not actively 
seeking to know better? [Y/N] 
 

II. General questions for the recipient 
a. Take a step back and think about the top 5 people you trust in the firm.  

Now switch to the "Survey Part I" tab.  How many of those 5 people are 
represented on the list? [0-5] 

b. How often do you contribute to the knowledge management system?  
Provide total instances of contribution, if known, and frequency (scale 
of 1-5, 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = a few times a year, 4 = monthly,  5 = 
regularly / often) 

c. This next section is intended to explore the criteria you use when 
deciding to freely share a document or other piece of knowledge with 
another individual, i.e. outside of a request from a senior practitioner or 
a client project.  Please mark X on the scale from 1 to 5 (1 = strongly 
disagree, 2= disagree, 3=neutral, 4=agree, 5 =strongly agree) your 
opinion on the following. 
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Figure 4:  Survey – Part II / Question C – Criteria Used When Sharing Knowledge 

 
d. Are there other criteria you consider when deciding to freely share 

knowledge, i.e. outside of a request from a senior practitioner or a 
client project?  Are there any other comments you'd like to make? 

e. Are you willing and available to have a call to discuss for 20 minutes 
within the next week?   

3.3.4  Stage 4:  Selected interviews 

Thirteen follow-up interviews (see Appendix A4 for the topic guide) were 
conducted with participants selected based on availability, depth of responses to open-
ended questions on the survey, and outlier responses.  Twelve were conducted over the 
phone, one over email.  Phone interviews were not recorded or transcribed for reasons 
of confidentiality.  Anonymous aggregated notes can be found in Appendix A5. 

 Interviews were semi-structured and based on a topic guide.  Questions were 
designed using the internal language of the firm, e.g. “documents” and “staffing 
opportunities,” to increase the comfort of participants while allowing for more nuanced 
follow-up questions on knowledge-sharing.  Opening questions were specific to the 
participant’s survey, for instance, filling in questions accidentally left blank or delving 
into an unusual response.   This was followed by a set of common questions.  

Common questions included questions on the decision process that participants 
used when receiving a request requiring low effort, when receiving a request requiring 
high effort, when proactively sharing knowledge without a request, when the 

"I usually consider this criteria when deciding to freely share a document or other piece of knowledge."
Strongly 
Disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Is this person going to be discreet?  

Is this person relevant to my career in their formal role?  

Is this person relevant to my career in an informal way (e.g. same office or community)?

Do I l ike this individual personally?  

Do I want this person to like me?  

Wil l  this specific instance of sharing lead to future career opportunities?  

Has this person shared knowledge with me previously?  
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knowledge is considered high-value or scarce or offering a competitive advantage, and 
when the knowledge could save the recipient a significant amount of time.  Another 
question asked about the participant’s approach to the contributing to the knowledge 
management system.  The participant was also asked to validate the Trust Index by 
assessing the accuracy of the “most trusted group” derived from the algorithm. 

Finally, participants were asked to comment on a series of assumptions and 
current hypotheses, including the assumption that knowledge-sharing and trust are 
related, the assumption that emails are a good representation of knowledge-sharing 
and trust, the hypothesis of the economic psychology of trust, and hypotheses about 
the “up-down” dynamics of knowledge-sharing in an organization, among others.  The 
hypotheses presented varied based on the stage of the research.   
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4. Data Analysis and Research 
Findings   
4.1  Self-Selection for Participation 

28 of the 35 participants (80%) were personally known colleagues of the 
researcher prior to the study.  The remaining 7 (20%) were affiliated with an internal 
research institute with a scope of interest related to this paper’s topic.  Given the 
sensitivity of the data being collected, the pattern of self-selection for participation is 
itself of interest.  Here, there was a final yield of 78% from the subset of the original 
inquiry group personally known to the researcher, while the yield from the subset not 
personally known was a much lower 41%.  Since the latter subset still had a relevant 
interest in the research topic, it would be a fair assumption that the yield from a random 
sample of consultants would have been even lower. 

4.2  Submissions of Uncleansed Data 

In total, 19 of the 35 people sent their full data set with minimal or no cleansing, 
i.e. removal of sensitive lines.  Given that a higher level of trust is likely required to 
submit uncleansed data, whether predispositive or situational trust, a breakdown of 
these individuals by demographic characteristics and survey response offers some 
possible insights.   

Table 4:  Demographic Breakdown – Submissions of Uncleansed Data 

 

Gender Level Tenure

Count % of Subs et Count % of Subs et Count % of Subset

Male 10 45% Consultant 9 56% 1-3 years 13 62%

Female 9 69% Senior Consultant 5 56% 3-5 years 5 42%

Total 19 Manager 5 50% 5-7 years 1 50%

Total 19 Total 19

Country Previously known to researcher

Count % of Subs et Count % of Subs et

India 5 63% Yes 15 54%

United States 14 52% No 4 57%

Total 19 Total 19
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 While this subset was not large enough to be significant, (see Appendix A6 – 
SPSS), it seems that women and Indian consultants were more “open” in sharing 
unedited data.  As practitioners increase their tenure in the firm and advance through 
the ranks, they seem to become less likely to share whole-cloth.   Virtually all the 
managers interviewed made reference to “disclaimers,” “caveats,” “confidentiality,” or 
“sending only what they need.”  From the data, it seems that having a prior relationship 
with the researcher has little impact on degree of openness. 

These results, combined with data from the interviews, suggest two general 
knowledge-sharing modes:  (1) Should I share? [Reasons] vs. (2) Should I not share? [Risk 
Factors]  On the 7 potential criteria from the survey, people who submitted their full 
data weighed 6 of these criteria as less important as when compared to the other group.  
While, again, the sample was not large enough for these differences to be statistically 
significant (Appendix A6 – SPSS), there was only one criterion which the full-dataset 
group weighed more heavily, discretion, hinting that this group may tend to share 
unless they have a reason not to. 

 
Table 5:  Comparison of Criteria – Participants Submitting Full Dataset vs. Submitting 
Edited Dataset 

 

 

 

Survey Results - Average Importance of Respective Criteria

16 responses available from participants submitting full dataset / 14 from participants submitting edited data

Pa rticipants  who 
s ubmi tted ful l  da tas et

Partici pants  who 
s ubmi tted edi ted data

Is this person going to be discreet?  4.00 3.93

Is this person relevant to my career in their formal role?  3.25 3.36

Is this person relevant to my career in an informal way 
(e.g. same office or community)? 3.25 3.36

Do I like this individual personally?  3.75 4.29

Do I want this person to like me?  3.69 3.93

Will this specific instance of sharing lead to future career 
opportunities?  3.31 3.29

Has this person shared knowledge with me previously?  3.69 3.93
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4.3  Pareto “Long Tail” Distribution and Sender Style / Characteristics 

Email patterns followed a classic Pareto “long tail” distribution.  For the 19 
individuals for which the full dataset available, on average, 80% of total emails were 
sent to 20.2% of recipients. 

 
Figure 5:  Pareto “Long Tail” Distribution of Outgoing Emails by Recipient 

 

 
 
Participants had different send characteristics, however, which can be typified 

along the following dimensions:  (1) Email intensity (degree of email use); (2) Email 
orientation (preference for email versus other modes); (3) Network breadth (number of 
“weak ties”); (4) Close relationships (number of “moderate/strong ties”); (5) Ratio of 
weak ties to strong ties (portfolio of ties). 

 
(1) Email intensity (degree of email use) 
 
There were dramatic differences between individual approaches to email use.  
Within the group of 19 who sent full datasets, consultants sent an average of 
4330 emails per year of firm tenure, or 17 emails per working day.  However, 
some sent as many as 11,135 per year and others as few as 297. 
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Table 6:  Email Intensity Statistics (Outgoing Emails per Year of Tenure) 

 
(2) Email orientation (preference for email versus other modes) 

 
Email orientation was more challenging to tease out, as other modes of 
interaction were not fully captured.  Interview responses suggested that when 
the number (obtained from the survey) of true “most trusted” colleagues that 
were represented on the algorithmically derived “most trusted list” was low, the 
participant had less of an email orientation.  In other words, if people preferred 
non-email modes of communication, they were more likely to use them with 
colleagues who were more trusted. 

 
The relevant question on the survey was:  “Take a step back and think about the 
top 5 people you trust in the firm.  Now switch to the "Survey Part I" tab.  How 
many of those 5 people are represented on the list?”  There were only six 
responses for which the answer was only 1 or 2.  Of these six, interviews were 
conducted with four.  Responses corroborated the hypothesis: 

 
I strongly prefer live face-to-face interactions. I also use phone and IM a lot.  For 
the few people not on the list, the duration and frequency of interaction isn’t 
always high but the spurts are deep.  When they’re in town – they’re not local – 
we might have dinner and drinks, and talk for hours about our lives and shared 
interests.   

That’s because I have a lot of conversations on IM.  Or over the phone.  I’ve had 
live interactions with all five though.   

[My] strongest trust relationships are generally built through face-to-face 
interactions.  Personality-wise, I am a face-to-face, one-on-one person.  I like to 
have lunch, dinner, a long conversation. Whenever we’re in the same location, 
we spend a lot of time talking. The other 3 not on the list all fit this mold.   

Only 1 of my 5 most trusted colleagues are represented on the list.  I talk to a 
larger set in the office though [live].  

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Outgoing Emails 

 per Year 

19 296.67 11134.68 4330.7497 2679.69134 

Valid N (listwise) 19     
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If we believe this hypothesis, we would conclude that most consultants had a 
relatively high email orientation.  The four interviewees with a lower email 
orientation generally conveyed a high level of comfort with email but indicated 
that their preference for more time-intensive interactions, e.g. live, was 
stronger for their select set of “most trusted” individuals.  Less formal channels, 
e.g. instant messaging, were used as well, mostly for peers and perhaps a few 
others close in level. 

 
Table 7:  IM Use and Seniority Relative to Participant 

 
 

 (3) Network breadth (number of “weak ties”) 
 
The definition and assessment of weak ties must by nature be an arbitrary 
estimate.  We can do a notional assessment, however, if we define “weak ties” 
as having between 2 to 20 email interactions per year of relationship with a 
minimum of 6 months of acquaintanceship.  Number of weak ties varied 
dramatically among the 19 practitioners for which full data was available, with 
an average of 35 weak ties per consultant. 

 
 
 
 

Survey Results - IM as the Regular Mode of Communication,

Seniority Relative to Participant

Tota l % of Recipients

+5 1 2%

+4 3 5%

+3 3 5%

+2 7 12%

+1 9 15%

0 28 47%

-1 4 7%

-2 2 3%

-3 3 5%

-4 0 0%

-5 0 0%
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Table 8:  Network Breadth Statistics 

 
 
(4) Close relationships (number of “moderate/strong ties”) 
 
Similarly, the definition of “moderate/strong ties” must be somewhat arbitrary 
as well and our visibility into non-email communications is limited, but we will 
define “moderate/strong ties” as having at least 20 email interactions per year 
of relationship with a minimum of one year of acquaintanceship.  Similar to 
weak ties, moderate/strong ties varied dramatically among the 19 practitioners 
for which full data was available, with an average of 31 moderate/strong ties 
per consultant. 

 
Table 9:  Close Relationship Statistics 

 
 
 (5) Ratio of weak ties to strong ties (portfolio of ties) 
 
Given that the definitions for weak ties and moderate/strong ties have a degree 
of arbitrariness, care should be taken not to read too much into this ratio.  The 
ratio of weak ties to strong ties does seem relatively low, however, about 1.1 
weak ties to every strong tie.  While one outlier individual had 3.7 weak ties to 
each strong tie, the majority of practitioners surprisingly had more strong ties 
than weak ties.  This suggests that practitioners may not be spending enough 
time nurturing weak ties that offer knowledge outside of their immediate 
network. 

  

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Range Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Weak Ties 19 138.00 2.00 140.00 35.4211 32.50353 

Valid N (listwise) 19      
 

Descriptive Statistics 

 N Range Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Moderate/Strong 

Ties 

19 59.00 3.00 62.00 31.8947 16.81235 

Valid N (listwise) 19      
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Figure 6:  Weak Ties vs. Strong Ties (with and without Outlier Datapoint) 
 

 

 

4.4  Analysis of Survey Responses 

An analysis was performed on the aggregated survey data.   Questions on both 
the survey and interview topic guide were geared towards validating the assumptions 
underlying the Trust Index.  On average, 3.4 of participants’ top 5 most trusted 
colleagues in the firm, when they were to take a step back and consider without respect 
to the list, were represented on the “most trusted” list indicated by the Trust Index 
algorithm.  Responses from the interviews suggest that the highly trusted individuals not 
represented on the respective lists were the exception rather the rule, and based on 
different modes of interactions that were less easy to monitor, including instant 
messaging (IM), phone, text messages, and live interactions.  Though all participants 
expressed comfort with email, some indicated a stronger preference for alternate 
communication channels for personal or confidential conversations.  

All thirteen interviewees unanimously agreed on a link between trust and 
knowledge-sharing, though there were degrees of difference in approach and the 
strength of the association.  Some framed knowledge-sharing as having more to do with 
“friendship” and “familiarity” than trust.  However, nearly all expressed agreement on 
their list of participants “generally being the right list,” though a number expressed 
surprise at a few recipients being included.  Typically, these recipients were team 
members on a shared project in which the interactions were more transactional than 
trust-building. 
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95% of “most trusted” recipients either shared a local office with the participant 
or worked on a project with the participant, emphasizing the criticality of repeated 
interactions in building trust and sharing knowledge. 

 

Table 10:  Survey Results (Aggregated Recipient-Level Data) - 568 "Most Trusted" 
Recipients Based on Trust Index 

See Appendix A6 for related SPSS 

 This data at the recipient level, which by and large is significant at the 5% level 
(see Appendix A6), offers a number of insights.  The first insight is that geographic 
proximity matters a great deal in building trust, with 74% of “most trusted” recipients 
sharing a local office with the participant.  This number goes up to 86% when excluding 
individuals with whom the participant has worked on a client project before. 

Survey Results - Yes/No Questions Survey Results - Seniority Relative to Participant

% of Al l  Recipients Total % of Recipients

Yes 62% +5 23 4%

No 38% +4 35 6%

Yes 43% +3 56 10%

No 57% +2 100 18%

Yes 74% +1 85 15%

No 26% 0 161 28%

Yes 95% -1 54 10%

No 5% -2 25 4%

Yes 60% -3 19 3%

No 40% -4 4 1%

Yes 54% -5 4 1%

No 46%

Yes 45% Survey Results - Responsiveness

No 55% Total % of Recipients

1 32 6%

Survey Results - Most Common Mode of Interaction 2 150 26%

More than one mode per recipient allowed 3 386 68%

Tota l % of Recipients

Email 340 60%

Phone 40 7% Survey Results - Discretion

Live 190 33% Total % of Recipients

IM 60 11% 1 78 14%

2 257 45%

3 233 41%

Is this someone you 
actively want to 
know better?

Worked with on 
client project before?

Worked with on 
same firm initiative?

Shared a local office?

Met live before?

Interacted with 
socially?

Received a non-work-
related email from 
this person before?
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 The importance of geographic proximity makes even more sense in the context 
of the criticality of live interactions, with an overwhelming proportion of “most trusted” 
recipients (95%) having been encountered by the participant in a live face-to-face 
setting before.  Even in a global organization with highly mobile employees accustomed 
to working on virtual teams, the “importance of place” (Brown et al. 2000) still holds 
reign.  For 33% of “most trusted” recipients, live was among the most common modes 
of interaction, which might be considered high as live-only interactions are implicitly 
excluded from the data gathered, and live interactions are more “costly” due to their 
exclusivity and logistical implications.  Surprisingly, given that the list was derived from 
email data, for only 60% of recipients was email the most common mode of interaction.  
Practitioners interact with those they email the most through other channels as well, 
often more frequently than email. 

 The data also suggests that trust may be built through project interactions, with 
62% of the “most trusted” recipients having worked on a project with the participant 
before.  There are several nuances to these findings, however.  It is likely that existing 
trust drives the coalescing of project teams, i.e. managers tend to staff those they trust, 
in addition to shared experiences on a project generating new trust.  Also, while the 13 
interviewees have unanimously confirmed the general accuracy of their “most trusted” 
list as indicated by the Trust Index algorithm, email exchanges do happen more 
frequently on projects and the proportional breakdown may be weighted with some 
individuals that are less trusted but show up because of project-related email 
exchanges. 

 Also, social interactions play a role in building trust, with 60% of “most trusted” 
recipients having engaged socially with the participant.  A lesser percentage, 54%, have 
sent the participant a non-work related email, possibly due to the higher use of other 
modes of communication for the most trusted individuals, such as instant messaging 
(IM), phone, text messaging, and live interactions.   

 Peers constituted the largest group of “most trusted” recipients among levels, 
at 28%.  Individuals who were more senior (53%) tended to be more trusted than those 
who were more junior (19%).  In general, though, trust tends to be higher when the level 
is closer to that of the participant (in either direction).  Also, participants generally want 
to get to know more senior people, though the difference was not large:  average 
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seniority for a recipient that the participant wanted to know better was 1.1 levels 
higher, while the average for other recipients was 0.7.    

 Responsiveness is important, with only 6% of the “most trusted” recipients 
rating the lowest score in responsiveness.  Of these 6% who were both trusted and 
relatively unresponsive, the average seniority was almost two full levels higher (1.94).  
Across the entire group of recipients, there was a moderate inverse correlation (-.20) 
between responsiveness and seniority, i.e. more senior people were less responsive.   

Discretion is also a significant factor when deciding who to trust and share 
knowledge with.  Only 14% of “most trusted” recipients rated the lowest score on 
discretion.  From the data, discretion seems to be viewed as a “bare minimum” 
requirement rather than a “the more, the better” factor. 

 All of the above dynamics grow even more prominent when we focus solely on 
the top 5 most trusted recipients for each participant, as indicated by manual scoring. 
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Table 11:  Survey Results (Aggregated Recipient-Level Data) – 149 "Most Trusted of 
the Most Trusted" Recipients Based on Participant Manual Scoring 

See Appendix A6 for related SPSS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Survey Results - Yes/No Questions Survey Results - Seniority Relative to Participant

% of Al l  Recipients Total % of Recipients

Yes 71% +5 8 5%

No 29% +4 10 7%

Yes 50% +3 18 12%

No 50% +2 25 17%

Yes 75% +1 27 18%

No 25% 0 49 33%

Yes 100% -1 6 4%

No 0% -2 3 2%

Yes 85% -3 1 1%

No 15% -4 2 1%

Yes 81% -5 0 0%

No 19%

Yes 60% Survey Results - Responsiveness

No 40% Total % of Recipients

1 4 3%

Survey Results - Most Common Mode of Interaction 2 24 16%

More than one mode per recipient allowed 3 121 81%

Tota l % of Recipients

Email 75 50%

Phone 21 14% Survey Results - Discretion

Live 60 40% Total % of Recipients

IM 20 13% 1 12 8%

2 47 32%

3 90 60%

Is this someone you 
actively want to 
know better?

Worked with on 
client project before?

Worked with on 
same firm initiative?

Shared a local office?

Met live before?

Interacted with 
socially?

Received a non-work-
related email from 
this person before?
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4.5  Knowledge-Sharing Criteria 

Figure 7:  Survey Results (Participant-Level Data) – Knowledge-Sharing Criteria 
32 responses 
"I usually consider this criteria when deciding to freely share a document or other piece of knowledge."  
[1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree] 
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 While all of the criteria questions engage economic psychology, it was the soft 
factors – such as personal liking for someone, desire to be liked by someone, and 
wishing to reciprocate for past kindnesses – that came to the fore.   Discretion was 
highly desirable and received the highest mean score (4.1), though as mentioned 
previously, it seems to be a “bare minimum” type of requirement.  People tended to be 
averse to the idea of using direct benefit, e.g. opportunities emerging from a specific 
instance of sharing, as a criterion for sharing knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Survey Results - Average Importance of Respective Criteria

32 responses Al l  parti cipants  
s ubmitting data

Is this person going to be discreet?  3.97

Is this person relevant to my career in their formal role?  3.34

Is this person relevant to my career in an informal way 
(e.g. same office or community)? 3.34

Do I like this individual personally?  4.06

Do I want this person to like me?  3.88

Will this specific instance of sharing lead to future career 
opportunities?  3.22

Has this person shared knowledge with me previously?  3.81
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4.6  Perspectives on the Knowledge Management System 

 One of the most consistent findings in the data is the low level of use and 
contribution to the knowledge management system. 
 
Table 12:  Survey Results (Participant-Level Data) – Contribution Frequency to 
Knowledge Management System 

 

 Generally, the main reasons cited in the interviews were (1) time and effort 
required to upload; (2) Low perceived value to materials currently in the system or low 
perceived personal benefit to contributors; (3) cultural norms and historical patterns of 
accessing knowledge. 
 
 Selected responses from interviews: 

 

(1) Time and effort required to upload 

It’s a hassle for me to get the approvals to upload documents onto the 
knowledge management system and make the modifications required.  

[By] the time you have final deliverables that can be uploaded, it’s towards the 
end of the project when you’re rushed and scrambling for time.   

[W]e start a project with good intentions.  What happens is that project work 
gets busy and time diverted to the KM deliverable is limited by the other things 
we need to get done.  The transition between projects is a very busy period.   

The amount of effort going into building a shareable document, PDF-ing, 
cleansing, writing the blurb, can be prohibitive. 

 

Survey Results - Contribution to Knowledge Management System

30 responses

Frequency Tota l % of Recipients

1 Never 10 33%

2 Rarely 18 60%

3 Few Times Per Year 2 7%

4 Monthly 0 0%

5 Often 0 0%
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(2)  Low perceived value to the system or low personal benefit to contributors 

I don’t see any personal value to uploading. 

I find that most of the targeted valuable stuff comes from people I know. 

I don’t use the knowledge management system for anything.  I find it hard to 
find things that are relevant on it.  It doesn’t work for me so I don’t contribute. 

I’ve…seen deliverables that have just been dumped onto the KM system after 
stripping out client names, and it’s not very usable. 

   

 (3) Cultural norms and historical patterns of accessing knowledge 

I’ve never been asked to upload client deliverables.  People I work with don’t 
seem to value contributing to the system.   

I don’t think uploading to the knowledge management system is a priority for 
the firm…there’s also a history of a certain mode of gathering valuable relevant 
information through direct contacts with people...   

There’s also not much support by project leadership for uploading.  They seem to 
think every piece of work they do is above-and-beyond confidential and unique. 

I don’t upload much to the knowledge management system because the level of 
trust within my personal community about the system is not strong.  There’s not 
a great culture of uploading.    
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5. Discussion and Limitations 

5.1  Discussion 

Knowledge is not a standalone asset but is rather situated in a context that 
includes its confidentiality, scarceness, relevance, and meaning for different parties.   It 
is more than documents; it is the “how” to send, what channels to use, the 
appropriateness of sharing, the assessment of the exceptional situation, the problem-
solving, the “where” to find information, the staffing opportunities, the office gossip, 
the cultural norms, and finally, the data points that lead to an enhanced understanding 
of other people (as individuals and generally).  It is not documents but rather these 
forms of meta-knowledge and tacit knowledge, which historically have been shared 
through apprenticeship, that have the greatest impact on productivity and career 
success.   

The “virtuous cycle” relationship between trust and knowledge-sharing is highly 
nuanced.  Trust motivates greater knowledge-sharing.  Knowledge-sharing has a similar 
though weaker causal relationship in generating trust.  Risk is an integral part of this 
cycle – this virtuous cycle can be viewed as an iterative process of progressive 
vulnerability.  A counterparty’s response to a vulnerability offers information for the 
next exchange.  Trust generates knowledge through vulnerability in addition to 
motivating greater sharing.    

In contrast, knowledge can be shared without trust.  “Cooperative behaviour by 
itself is not…necessarily a sign of a cooperative mentality” (Good  1988: 33).  However, it 
can be the opening salvo in a quest for a trust-based relationship.  It is, obviously, easier 
to share knowledge than create instant trust.  In a purely virtual environment without 
the rich information of physical and voice cues, trust is actually hard to build without 
knowledge-sharing.  As interviewees remarked: 

In a virtual environment, it’s hard to build trust without knowledge-sharing - if 
the definition of knowledge-sharing includes things like life stories. 

The thing about this is that it’s like a gift.  But unlike real gifts, it doesn’t take 
much effort to send…or effort to receive, for that matter.  It’s like virtual gifts on 
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Facebook!  It says, I thought of you – and also, I understand what is interesting 
to you.   

I see knowledge-sharing [in a virtual environment] as a proxy for general 
communication.  

The ways in which we think about sharing knowledge are as complex as our own 
psychology.  While we optimize our decisions every day, what we factor into these 
tradeoffs is not easily measurable.  Our emotions, desire to reciprocate, and self-identity 
all play roles.  We find that there is a vast difference between acquiescing to a request 
and freely sharing knowledge.  For instance, the cultural and social norms of the 
management consultancy in focus dictate helpfulness.  Every one of the thirteen 
interviewees indicated a general disposition to acquiesce to a request unless there was 
a substantive reason not to.  But while the average consultant has 577 contacts to 
whom they send emails, the group with which they proactively share knowledge is far 
smaller.  Part of this is related to the specific types of knowledge that are shared within 
their intimate circle; another part is related to the limitations of how many people we 
can know well enough to understand their interests and relevancies.   The work of 
Abrams et al. (2002) and Cross (2001) suggests that both strong and weak ties are 
important, with strong ties enabling the transfer of complex, tacit knowledge and weak 
ties enabling the transfer of larger quantities of surface-level information. 

Serendipitous interactions can help supplement an intimate knowledge of 
another, by offering timely relevance.  For instance, one interviewee remarked:  
[Some]times, we’re just chatting – “Hey how are you?  What are you working on?” - and 
I realize I might know something that could help them.  Serendipitous interactions are 
unfortunately less frequent in virtual environments today, but that appears to be a 
function of the technological infrastructure that exists today rather than a characteristic 
intrinsic to technology in general.   

We should not forget that any mediated interaction – whether through the 
phone, email, instant messaging, or Internet – loses some of the richness of physical 
interaction.  We have evolved to pick up on facial expressions, nonverbal cues, and 
vocalizations in an extraordinarily powerful and nearly subconscious way (Sauter et al. 
2009).  The interviewees from India, who were mostly physically co-located, reported a 
higher degree of interaction and mass knowledge-sharing than those from the US 
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practice, who travel frequently.  Project teams, which are usually co-located onsite in 
time-delimited, interaction-intensive projects, experience a form of “swift trust” 
(Kramer 1996) over a short period of time.  While nearly all interviewees agreed that it 
was possible to build trust through virtual interactions, it should not be a surprise that 
trust-building through these mediated modes of communication is slower.   

There’s a lot more trust when you can put a face to the person.  You can’t 
develop a full level of trust unless you’ve met them at least once. 

I don’t necessarily trust someone just because they’ve sent me knowledge…I 
need to get to know them. It’s very hard to build trust without having met 
someone. 

First impressions live matter a lot.  Sometimes I’ll talk to someone on the phone 
and feel comfortable with them, only to have a negative impression when 
meeting them live for the first time.  That perception tends to persist. 

In virtual environments which lack the richness of physical interaction, 
responsiveness is highly correlated to perception of trustworthiness.  Our definition of 
trust was an expectation of the future based on some body of evidence.  Low 
responsiveness creates ambiguity about the future when other higher-quality evidence 
is not available.  From the data, it appears almost impossible to be considered 
trustworthy if you are not very responsive, unless you are very senior. 

Interestingly, while live interactions were often preferred, a few interviewees 
noted that some of their most trusted relationships were with people whom they had 
met only once live but interacted with many times.  This suggests that, for a large global 
firm seeking to enhance knowledge-sharing, there may be optimal and cost-effective 
portfolio of live versus virtual interactions.  Without at least one live interaction, the 
trust-building process through virtual interactions can be prohibitively slow. 

It’s definitely possible to build trust in a virtual environment.  In fact, someone in 
my top 5 was someone I met online.   

It would be difficult to build trust in a virtual environment without knowledge-
sharing.  In a virtual environment, the one thing you have going is knowledge-
sharing.  But it’s possible to build trust - there are some people I trust that I have 
literally only met once. 
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Risk plays a large role in whether people share knowledge.  Risk is related to 
both the content being shared and the individual with who it is being shared.  If the risk 
embedded in the content is low, then the receiver matters less.  The channels 
themselves – email, document, phone, IM, or live conversation – have their own risk 
characteristics.  Emails and documents can be forwarded around, instant messages can 
be copied, and phone and live conversations can be overheard or repeated.  When the 
receiver’s discretion comes into play, it is often viewed as a “bare minimum” 
requirement for sharing a specific piece of content through a specific medium.  More 
discretion beyond this is not necessarily viewed as dramatically better. 

The closer a friend they are, the more likely I’ll send over something that might 
be questionable, with disclaimers and “make sure you cleanse.” …it’s about 
sensitivity of the content itself, and potential for fallout, backlash, from 
leadership.    

There was a case where I shared something and got a slap on the wrist.  Now 
I’m less likely to share as a result.  If my efforts aren’t being noticed or I’m risking 
a slap on wrist, I’m just less inclined. 

There’s a problem where we recreate the wheel all the time because we are risk-
averse and put an over-emphasis on client confidentiality internally.  This is 
particular reflective of senior people.  People don’t appreciate the time savings 
they can offer… 

These issues raise the importance of self-trust, that is, trust in one’s own 
judgment.  The natural human aversion to risk in situations of ambiguity leads to 
inaction.  The self-confidence that comes with understanding the cultural norms and 
appropriateness of action helps increase knowledge-sharing: 

I’ve noticed that as time has gone on, I feel more comfortable sending 
information and giving advice.  I know what’s relevant and appropriate, and I 
don’t have to be super formal or specific and provide context all the time. 
Obviously I gauge it based on the recipient. 

Relative seniority has a clear impact on how people share knowledge.  While 
these consultants had a high degree of willingness to share knowledge with those more 
senior, the degree to which they actually shared was relatively low.  The risk associated 
and degree of effort required to frame the context – from drafting an explanation to 
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administrative tasks like formatting – prevented the same degree of openness that they 
have with their peers.  In other words, the willingness to share “up” is high but is limited 
by risk and the effort required to mitigate that risk. 

Willingness to share “across and down” in the firm was influenced heavily by 
personal relationships.  Proximal and frequent interactions were drivers of relationship-
building, as well as social relations, prior relationships (e.g. same business school class), 
and non-work related communication.  Diversity of interaction offers more information 
and helps build a resilient trust that is sustained in different contexts.  Intensive and 
unstructured social interactions are among the most cognitively taxing, and therefore 
offer high-quality information that can be confirmed by other people.   

Is it possible to build trust without knowledge-sharing?  Yes, for peers and 
practitioners close to your level…[N]ot with senior folks.  You need to bring 
something to the table.   

While the most common view of “up” and “down” is formal status, informal 
status plays a role as well.  If someone is considered highly competent, well-respected 
and connected with a relevant community, they may be treated more like someone who 
is “up” than “across and down.”  In the case of a staffing opportunity, practitioners were 
more willing to share with others who were considered highly competent, even if they 
were not particularly familiar with them.  This was partly due to their obligation to their 
own source, e.g. the team staffing the project.  The literature (Abrams et al. 2002) also 
indicates, however, that competence-based trust plays a critical role in the transfer of 
complex, tacit knowledge.  This suggests a number of other possible causal relationships 
between competence-based trust and access to opportunities that present a fruitful 
area for future research. 

Sharing a community with close connections also seemed to have a strong 
influence on knowledge-sharing.  This was true even when holding personal relationship 
and liking constant:   

I would even send it to someone I actively dislike.  Informal influence matters 
when thinking about whom to send it to – I’d be more likely to send to someone 
in my local community who has shared relationships. 
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Some comments by interviewees suggested that there may be “generational” 
dynamics in effect within classes at the same level in the same office.  Because classes at 
the business analyst and senior consultant level typically start employment at the same 
time, with an intensive two-week, co-located offsite training experience, class bonds 
tend to be among the strongest within the firm.  Between classes, however, there are 
differences in how tight-knit they are.  Anecdotally, there seems to be a “generational 
effect” that derives perception of the firm, level of individual knowledge-sharing, access 
to opportunities, and even retention.  If a practitioner is lucky enough to be in a “high-
trust cohort” (or astute and capable enough to create this dynamic), they seem to have 
a higher likelihood of success in the firm. 

This generational effect may be related to the quality of inclusiveness as a driver 
of trust.  Trust and inclusiveness have been linked in the literature (Somer 2002).  
Inclusiveness increases the information available about a group of people, in addition to 
increasing “one’s range of choices beyond…one’s own group” (96).  A flat organization 
with a low “silo quotient” seems more likely to have a high-trust and knowledge-sharing 
culture.  Firms should beware, though, that informal silos, i.e. cliques, create some of 
the same dynamics: 

Inclusiveness has a lot to do with trust.  There are groups in the firm that are 
more insular than others.  When people reach out regularly and are a partner in 
the relationship-building process, there’s a greater level of trust and respect.   

 

5.2  Implications for Firms 

There are a number of implications for firms seeking to increase knowledge-
sharing by building a high-trust culture:     

(1)  Emphasizing responsiveness 

This is probably the easiest of all recommendations to enact, the “low-hanging 
fruit.”  In a highly virtual firm, without fewer rich voice or live interactions, there 
is a very strong correlation between responsiveness and perceived 
trustworthiness.  Trust and trustworthiness being self-fulfilling, consistency – 
especially at the onset of a relationship – is key.   Responsiveness supports the 
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repeated interactions that lead to trust.  In this light, a short fast response is 
better than a long ambiguous silence.  Practitioners are less likely to share 
knowledge when their last outreach seemingly went into a black hole. 

(2) Optimizing live interactions 

While live interactions can be expensive, they are also irreplaceable.  The good 
news is that regular live interactions are not necessary in building trust.  A single 
live meeting can launch a trust-based relationship.  Firms need to consider what 
the right portfolio of live and virtual interactions would look like.  A firm of 
highly mobile consultants might want to consider how to make the real-time 
physical location of its employees more visible internally, to take advantage of 
the “power of place” in a cost-effective manner. 

(3) Improving “self-trust” through training 

Lack of self-trust inhibits knowledge-sharing (Dignum et al. 2005), especially in 
newer practitioners and in upwards interactions. An understanding of “how” to 
send emails or other forms of communication, what is appropriate, how to ask 
for information or send a meeting request, strategies for managing both “to” 
and “from” risk, and what materials can be shared, leveraging real examples 
from peer practitioners, can help facilitate knowledge-sharing.  The training can 
range from the trivial, e.g. including contact information in the signature, to the 
larger picture, e.g. relationship management.  Someone, ideally at the peer 
level, will need to try to codify their tacit knowledge gained over time.  While 
training is only a “starter kit” and cannot replace judgment built through 
experience, it can be the foundation for a pattern of repeated interaction over 
which real judgment can be developed. 

(4) Exposing communication preferences 

Risk is further reduced when the communication preferences of people are 
known.  Since these vary dramatically, especially at the senior level, exposing 
these preferences – including context for each communication mode and 
concrete specifics about what content is relevant to the individual – can be 
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helpful.  This supports more proactive sharing in addition to facilitating regular 
business communication. 

(5) Supporting rich interactions between junior and senior practitioners 

Nearly every firm of size encounters the dynamic in which, as practitioners 
become more senior, they have less time and become more risk-averse, and 
therefore, become less likely to share knowledge – particularly through 
mediated channels.  Trust becomes more important.  This is a particular 
problem because senior practitioners tend to be the owners of scarce and 
valuable tacit knowledge.  Live interactions help but need to be designed so that 
participants gather enough information about each other to be the basis of a 
relationship, i.e. extended conversations in a static setting with a small group of 
participants (4-5 in total).  Project work is the standard for these kinds of 
interaction, with 79% of senior practitioners (defined as two levels and above) 
that were manually ranked as among a participant’s top 5 most trusted 
colleagues having worked on a shared client project.  Firms should consider how 
to extend this dynamic to non-project settings. 

 
(6) Enabling trusted weak ties in other networks 

Network theory shows that trusted weak ties offer the most useful information 
(Abrams et al. 2002) because they embed access to new information not 
available in groups of strong ties.  People also have the capacity to maintain a 
greater number of weak ties versus the more expensive strong ties.  A 
knowledge-sharing strategy should consider how to enable networks of weak 
ties, e.g. cross-functional meetings with the natural connectors in each function 
or through effective internal use of technology-enabled social networks. 

 
(7) Flattening the organisation 

Risk is a major inhibitor of knowledge-sharing.  It places brakes on the cycle of 
trust.  Hierarchical organisations embed greater risk for individuals who may 
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otherwise have a disposition to share, especially upwards.  People also tend to 
trust others who are like them, and their peers the most.  More layers creates 
the perception of greater distance from others in the company.  Firms will need 
to strike the right balance in offering enough layers to motivate high-performers 
but not so many that trust is inhibited. 

 
(8) Adapting the technological infrastructure 

Technology should be considered secondary but it cannot be ignored.  While 
some theorists believe that tacit knowledge cannot be shared over email, the 
emphasis on medium (and definition) neglects the objective – to have the tacit 
knowledge that exists in one individual be usable by another.  Tacit knowledge 
can be used as an aid to the creation of explicit knowledge, which can then be 
used by others to develop their own new form of this tacit knowledge (Nonaka 
et al. 1995).  Storytelling is an age-old and universal way to share tacit 
knowledge, triggering the natural in-built empathy built into our brain’s 
neurons.  Empathy itself is believed by neuroscientists to be an unusually 
powerful evolutionary mechanism for learning from the mistakes of others – 
nature’s built-in experimental lab.  Apprenticeship is inherently a timely and 
contextual stream of knowledge, a tidbit of which might be “explicit” but in total 
represent a transfer of “ways of doing.”  Though apprenticeship is far easier to 
do live, it is not a process that must be intrinsically live.  The technological 
infrastructure that enables knowledge-sharing today has yet to be optimized to 
take advantage of these dynamics, however.   

The right infrastructure can help manage sharing risk through the enablement 
of “exchange within a controllable, trusted group under conditions negotiated 
by partners for the specific situation,” allowing knowledge seekers and owners 
“to find each other and agree on the terms of the exchange” (Dignum et al. 
2005: 3).  Live and automated “agents [can be] used to search the network for 
suitable partners, to publish and search results in the repository on behalf of 
their owners, and to monitor news and discussion groups” (3).  This “enables 
users to use the level of trust they [have with] others to set up different 
exchange conditions” (4).  Technology needs to be built atop the framework of 
the existing dynamics between people. 
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The right technology would also expose just enough information about 
individual employees at the precise time in the exact context that it is needed, 
to promote serendipity.  It would ideally mimic as much as possible the 
happenstance, office-based “Hey!  There you are!  You’re working on X?  Let me 
tell you a story about what happened to me the other day” in a virtual setting.  
While the ideal technology does not seem to exist today, most of the 
component elements do.  Firms developing their knowledge-sharing 
infrastructure should remember that proactive sharing today happens not 
because of lack of will but rather lack of context.  Rich and timely context will 
help engage what Brown et al. (2009) call the “power of pull,” the attraction of 
resources and opportunities through greater visibility and the matching process. 

More broadly, firms should embark on the slow process of changing the cultural 
norms around knowledge-sharing.  Often, putting an existing dynamic into words, e.g. 
the criticality of knowledge-sharing to career success and the importance of 
responsiveness, can surface the desired behaviour.  The actions of the firm as a formal 
entity also impact the institutional trust that forms the backbone – figurative and socio-
technological – of a broader culture of trust.  Culture changes slowly but it can change, 
when driven by an understanding of the underlying socio-psychology.  The effect can be 
dramatic. 

 

5.3  Limitations 

There are a number of limitations of this research, which will be covered in 
brief.  First, the size of the sample was purposefully chosen so as to enable a hybrid 
quantitative-qualitative study, drawing interesting quantitative findings and 
triangulating to an enhanced understanding of the research area using qualitative 
methods.  However, the sample – 35 consultants – does present all of the associated 
limitations inherent in its relatively small size.   

Also, as mentioned previously, email was chosen because of its intensive use at 
the management consultancy and relative ease of monitoring.  However, email 
represents only a subset of knowledge-sharing even within this firm.  While it has the 
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advantage of quantity, making up a large part of the interaction portfolio, it does not 
account for all of the other modes of knowledge-sharing where a disproportionate 
amount of tacit knowledge-sharing takes place. 

More importantly, there are several selection biases at work.  The information 
being collected was considered highly sensitive, so a disproportionate number of the 
initial solicitations were sent to individuals known to the researcher and typically drawn 
from the same community.  Also, not everyone responded affirmatively to the original 
solicitation, creating a bias for people who were willing to share information and likely 
had higher predispositive trust.  There was also response bias introduced because of the 
shared relationships of researcher and participants, as well as bias introduced because 
of the researcher’s formal role in the firm.   

In general, a degree of trust was required to engage in this study, which has the 
potential to warp the results.  Because of the degree of sensitivity of the content, e.g. 
evaluating current colleagues on their level of discretion, it would likely have been well-
nigh impossible to conduct this opt-in study with a random sample.  Therefore, while 
quantitative methods were used, these results should be taken in the spirit of 
qualitative research seeking to understand social reality based on certified evidence.   

There is also a possibility that focusing on individuals with particularly high 
predispositive and/or situational trust is of value when seeking to identify factors that 
motivate trust.  In that vein, we should recognize that this research barely touches upon 
distrust and the reasons why people do not share or stop sharing knowledge.  This study 
could therefore be usefully extended to explore in depth counterparties with relatively 
low trust or shifting trust over time.    
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6. Conclusion  

Is there a fixed pool of trust, per individual?  In one sense, there must be, as our 
ability to take in information and make extrapolations must be finite.  However, we are 
far from reaching the true possibilities frontier.  We still have opportunities to lever our 
evolutionary mechanisms for information absorption, re-form knowledge to make it 
more easily digestible, craft environments that increase serendipity, enhance our 
channels for transmission, and in general, make better use of our time.  

We are not recommending that firms adopt purely altruistic motives, i.e. 
building trust for morality’s sake.  As Milton Friedman has said, “The business of 
business is business.”  But businesses are made up of people, the strategic criticality of 
knowledge grows daily, and the time horizon stretches long.  Gone are the days where 
the personal characteristic of competitiveness is correlated with performance.  The 
strategy of cooperation dominates in an environment of knowledge product and high 
uncertainty, where learning is required just to maintain stasis.   

The world can be viewed through many lenses, including those of economics, 
science, religion, politics, and socio-psychology.  We suggest that trust is a particularly 
powerful lens.  Trust is everywhere, in brands, human relationships, government, and 
our very biology.   Furthermore, trust is not just a self-fulfilling dynamic; it is also a self-
creating dynamic.  We can create more efficient but harder-to-develop forms of trust, 
i.e. predispositive, by engaging in forms of trust that are easier to enact, i.e. situational, 
and establishing structures that serve as a foundation, i.e. institutional trust.  These 
three forms of trust form a double feedback loop that can be accelerated when we take 
the right actions.  In the case of trust, the lens has the power to change the world we 
are looking at. 

Williams (1988) finds that cooperation is a combination of macro-motivations, a 
general motive to cooperate, and micro-motivations, that is, “motive to cooperate on a 
given occasion” (10).  The most promising combination is between non-egoistic macro-
motivation, e.g. predispositive trust, and egoistic micro-motivations, i.e. economic 
psychology.  Since predispositive trust is an individual characteristic, this begins with 
using Robert Sutton’s “No Asshole Rule” (Sutton 2007) in recruitment.  Trust being a 
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fragile social phenomenon, the impact of a few individuals can be large.  Talent strategy 
in knowledge-oriented firms needs to move away from encouraging a relationship-
damaging level of internal competition.  Those firms that have historically had a toxic 
culture and hierarchical structure will find a steep road ahead.  In contrast, fortunate 
firms with a longstanding culture of collaboration and flat structure will be 
comparatively advantaged. 
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A1  Template:  Initial Request for 
Participation 
 

Hi <name>, 

<participant-specific> 

I’m putting together my dissertation at the London School of Economics, which needs to be 
based on a small research project.  My chosen topic is the Economic Psychology of Trust.  The 
research, given my time constraints, will be focused on patterns of knowledge-sharing at <firm> 
– with, of course, the idea that insights will help us drive knowledge-sharing within the practice.   

I’m looking for participants for a tightly scoped study that I promise will not enormously time-
consuming and will consist of the following three-part process spaced out over the next few 
months:   

(1) Data collection (~20 min) 

(2) Follow-up survey (~20 min) 

(3) Optional follow-up phone discussion (~30 min) 

 

<participant-specific> 

Data collection, which is the first step, is easy but does involve you sharing some information 
with me that might be considered sensitive.  Rest assured that this information will stay 
confidential.  This information includes the names of the top 250 (or so) people you send emails 
to, the number of emails involved, and total size of emails in kilobytes.  I am attaching a sample 
from my own email to show you the level of information I’m talking about.  You will have the 
option to delete any information you consider extremely sensitive as well. 

Data will be collected using Outlook Stats View, which is a small freeware utility developed by 
NirSoft, a well-known developer that has won awards from PC World among others.  It is fully 
portable, will run directly from the WinZip file, leaves no residue, and does not need to be 
installed or uninstalled. 

The follow-up survey will likely include a checklist on a subset of people with basic questions 
such as:  Met this person live?  Talked on the phone before?  Worked on a project live?  Worked 
on a project remotely?  Worked on a firm initiative live?  Worked on a firm initiative remotely?  
Same industry?  Same service line?  Same level?  Encountered at a local firm event before?  
Encountered at a national firm event?  Main mode of communication? 
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The goal is to understand what are the dynamics that drive practitioners to share knowledge.  
Some of the insights will be intuitive – i.e. being in the same office or on the project promotes 
knowledge-sharing – but I hope to uncover some insights that are less intuitive using analytics.  
We will see!   

Let me know if this works for you and whether you are willing to help.  And of course if you have 
questions, please let me know. 

Thanks! 

--- 

 

Step 1:  Data Collection Instructions  

 

1. Run Outlook Stats View (should take 5-7 min) 
2. Copy output into Excel 
3. You can send it to me at this point to do this analysis, but if you want to edit for 

sensitive information: 
a. Sort by column J to get date range in scope (for me, this was 7/2/05 – 5/18/10) 
b. Sort by column G, Total Outgoing (All), large to small, and delete all rows that 

are less than 10 (this was 249 contacts for me) 
c. Delete column B (email addresses) and the two date columns if you think they 

are sensitive 
d. Review remaining contacts and clear any that are sensitive or personal (please 

leave the rows blank to show that there was deletion) – just right-click on the 
row header and clear contents 

e. Send me the output (sample attached) as well as the data range in scope 
 

Attachments: 

• Software zip file 
• Sample output (mine) 
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A2  Template:  Survey Part I 
 
 

SURVEY PART I:  EMAIL RECIPIENTS

Email
Manual 
rank (1)

Worked with 
on client 

project before?

Worked with on 
same firm 

initiative? (2)

Shared a 
local 

office?

Seniority 
relative to you? 

(3)

Most common 
mode of 

interaction? (4)

Met live 
before?

Interacted with 
socially? (5)

Have you ever received a 
non-work-related email 

from this person? (6)

Responsiveness 
(7)

Discretion 
(8)

Is this someone you 
actively want to 
know better? (9)

Top 5 only Y / N Y / N Y / N

Range: +5 to -5 
(senior to 

junior), 
0 for peer

Email, IM, 
phone, live, 

other (be 
specific)

Y / N Y / N Y / N 1-3 1-3 Y / N

Name 1
Name 2
Name 3
Name 4
Name 5
Name 6
Name 7
Name 8
Name 9
Name 10
Name 11
Name 12
Name 13
Name 14
Name 15
Name 16

Comments:
1.  Manual rank:  Manually enter the rank of the top 5 most trusted individuals on this list; 1 = most trusted
2.  Worked with on same firm intiative:  Substantive firm initiative performed during off-hours, including whitepapers, leadership of local-office initiatives, or other
3.  Seniority relative to you:  Responses should be in the form of a number typically between +5 and -5, from more senior to more junior, with 0 for peer

 4.  Most common mode of interac�on:  Please be specific if you choose "Other."
5.  Interacted with socially:  Interacted with either outside of work or extensively in a work-social environment
6.  Have you ever received a non-work-related message from this person:  e.g. "How were the travels?" 
7.  Responsiveness:  1 = rarely responds, 2 responds intermittently or takes several days to a week, 3 being consistently responds and usually within 24 hours
8.  Discretion:  Qualitative estimate from 1 to 3, with 1 being less discreet and 3 being highly discreet
9.  Is this someone you actively want to know better:  The response should exclude people who you already know well and are not actively seeking to know better.
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A3  Template:  Survey Part II 

SURVEY PART II:  GENERAL QUESTIONS

Response (0-5)   

Total instances of contribution (if known)  

Frequency of contribution  1 = never; 2 = rarely; 3 = a few times a year; 4 = monthly; 5 = often

"I usually consider this criteria when deciding to freely share a document or other piece of knowledge."

Strongly 
Disagree

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Is this person going to be discreet?  

Is this person relevant to my career in their formal  role?  

Is this person relevant to my career in an informal way (e.g. same office or community)?

Do I like this individual  personally?  

Do I want this person to like me?  

Will  this specific instance of sharing lead to future career opportunities?  

Has this person shared knowledge with me previously?  

Response:

Response:

Q4:  Are there other criteria you consider when deciding to freely share knowledge, i.e. outside of a request from a senior practitioner or a client project?  Are there any other 
comments you'd like to make?

Q5:  Are you willing and available to get on the phone in the next week for 20 minutes to discuss?  

Q1:  Take a step back and think about the top 5 people you trust in the firm.  Now switch to the "Survey Part I" tab.  How many of those 5 people are represented on the list?

Q2:  How often do you contribute to the knowledge management system?

Q3:  This section is intended to explore the criteria you use when deciding to freely share a document or other piece of knowledge with another individual, i.e. outside of a 
request from a senior practitioner or a client project.

Please mark X on the scale from 1 to 5 (1 = strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3=neutral, 4=agree, 5 =strongly agree) your opinion on the following. 
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A4  Interview Topic Guide 

 

a. Imagine a scenario where you’ve received a request for information, and the 
effort required to share it is relatively low, e.g. you have the document on your laptop 
and you can send it whole-cloth.   How do you think about whether to send?  Do you 
always send?  What factors play into the decision – distance, if you’ve ever met them, 
number of times you’ve met them, if you’ve talked to them on the phone, seniority? 

b. Imagine a scenario where you’ve received a request for some information, and 
the effort required is relatively high, i.e. 30 minutes of work.  How would you think 
about the decision to send? 

c. In situations when you decide to freely share some information with others, 
voluntarily and not based on a request, what are the characteristics of that group of 
recipients? 

d. How does your response change when the knowledge is considered high-value, 
scarce or offers a competitive advantage, e.g. an attractive staffing opportunity? 

e. How about if you happened to know that sending the document would save the 
other person a significant amount of time?   

f. (In cases where the individual has indicated they rarely upload documents into 
the knowledge management system)  I notice you rarely upload to the system.  Why 
not?  Is it credit, effort, etc? 

g. Take another look at the list that an algorithm indicated was your “most 
trusted” group in the firm.  Generally, is this the right list of people?  You don’t have to 
tell me who they are but are there people who you actively distrust on the list? 

h. Only X of 5 of your most trusted colleagues showed up on the list (if X < 5).  
What do you think about the hypothesis that knowledge-sharing and trust are related?  
Are emails the best representation of knowledge-sharing and trust?   

i. Does knowledge-sharing drives trust, or trust drives knowledge-sharing? 

j. In the context of a virtual environment, in your opinion, is it even possible to 
build trust without knowledge-sharing?  

k.   Please comment on the following current hypotheses:  <varies by stage of 
research>  
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A5  Interview Notes 
 

Interviewee 1 

If they’re more senior and it’s safe, I definitely will respond to the request.  I will mention 
that it should be kept confidential and should not be used without partner permission. 

For a peer, I think about the context of the request, what they actually need.  I may 
divulge pieces instead of the whole. 

There’s not really much difference in thinking between a request that would take 
minimal effort to respond versus a relatively high level of effort, except the different 
factors become more important. 

For people with whom I proactively share information, I think about relevance of the 
information to the person, their interests, and of course seniority.  I might send articles 
to peer or someone one level up, but probably not a partner unless it’s critical for the 
project.    

Within my peer group, there’s much more free flow.  We chat over lunch, coffee. 

If the information is sensitive, I’ll send a precaution to the other person and edit the 
information before sending, as well as restrict it to only the pieces they require. 

It’s a hassle for me to get the approvals to upload documents onto the knowledge 
management system and make the modifications required.  

Only 2 of my 5 most trusted colleagues showed up because I strongly prefer live face-to-
face interactions. I also use phone and IM a lot.  For the few people not on the list, the 
duration and frequency of interaction isn’t always high but the spurts are deep.  When 
they’re in town – they’re not local – we might have dinner and drinks, and talk for hours 
about our lives and shared interests.   

Trust definitely drives knowledge-sharing.  Forming relationships outside of work helps 
with knowledge-sharing inside of work.  But knowledge-sharing drives trust as well, it’s a 
cycle.  I think trust is dominant though. 

It is possible to build trust virtually.   

This list of people are the right group for me.  There are some more senior people who 
are not on the list because we don’t “spam” each other.  We have a more deep and 
meaningful mentoring relationship. 
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There isn’t anyone that I’m surprised to see.  There’s one relationship, however, that is 
more formal. transactional.   

There’s not too much difference in knowledge-sharing between the US and India, except 
I might bother my Indian counterparts for small bits of information.  There’s a tightknit 
environment in India because we’re co-located.  There’s more live interaction as well as 
IM.  I think it’s both the co-location and the Indian culture – we’re more talkative and 
have more social gatherings.  We spend a lot of time together outside the office. 

 

Interviewee 2 

When thinking about how to a respond to a request, I ask who is it coming from.  More 
personal equals greater impact.  I also ask:  Is it sensitive?  Templates and tools are a no-
brainer.  Deliverables are another story.  The closer a friend they are, the more likely I’ll 
send over something that might be questionable, with disclaimers and “make sure you 
cleanse.”  It has nothing to do with how much work went into it.  It’s about sensitivity of 
the content itself, and potential for fallout, backlash, from leadership.  I also share older 
documents more freely. 

I’ll almost always respond, at least with a comment.  Maybe something like, “I have 
some stuff.  It’ll take me awhile to dig it up.  Let me know if you still need it.” 

For high-effort situations, it very much depends on the time I have available.  I’ll almost 
always do my best if it’s a personal request from someone I know.   If I’m close to them, I 
won’t cleanse, I’ll cut that time constraint out.  But I’ll still be very clear on the 
disclaimers. 

Proactively sharing comes down to recall.  I don’t do it very often, to be honest.  If I were 
to, it would probably depend on whether I know they’re interested.  Tools and 
documents, personally I don’t normally send those out.  Articles, external content – e.g. if 
someone I know is interested in a subject – I’ll fire it off.  Staffing opportunities, I’m 
always proactive in letting friends I know about any opportunities I hear of. 

I generally prefer IM, it’s more real-time.  I use email but if I can find them online, that’s 
much easier.  It’s also less easily recorded so it’s lower-risk, IMs don’t get forwarded 
around.  Generally, with my close peers, I use IM.   

Knowing whether something would save the other person time wouldn’t impact whether 
I would respond.  My primary criteria is how close I am to them, how much I trust them. 
It may, however, impact how quickly I respond. 

I don’t know how people use the knowledge management system.  I’ve never been asked 
to upload client deliverables.  People I work with don’t seem to value contributing to the 



The Economic Psychology of Trust:  An Exploration of Knowledge-Sharing  
in a Large Management Consultancy                                       P a g e  | - 9 - 
 

- 9 - 
 

system.  I don’t see any personal value to uploading, and I don’t think I would even be 
told to do it since I imagine project leadership would want oversight into the cleansing 
process.  In general, uploading takes a significant amount of effort, time, logistics.   

Only two of the five people I trust are on the list.  That’s because I have a lot of 
conversations on IM.  Or over the phone.  I’ve had live interactions with all five though.  
For the most part, I can understand why the names are here.  For me though, this list is 
more representative of transactional relationships, not necessarily trust.  

Trust drives knowledge-sharing.  I think knowledge-sharing can drive trust but it’s harder 
to measure.  I don’t necessarily trust someone just because they’ve sent me knowledge.  
For me, trust goes beyond far beyond the transactional business…I need to get to know 
them. It’s very hard to build trust without having met someone. 

It would be difficult to build trust in a virtual environment without knowledge-sharing.  
In a virtual environment, the one thing you have going is knowledge-sharing.  But it’s 
possible to build trust - there are some people I trust that I have literally only met once. 

Within my peer group, I don’t really think there’s an “economic” effect.  I’ll share 
anything even if it doesn’t help me directly.  The closer they are to me, the better their 
understanding or appreciation of what is like at my level. If it is a peer, I know exactly 
what they’re going through.   I’m also more likely to trust someone one level above me 
than two levels above me.  As people transition through upwards through the levels, 
their responsibilities change and they are less likely to understand what we’re going 
through.   

 

Interviewee 3 

The people I trust are largely on the list, though there’s definitely one person missing.  I 
don’t necessarily trust very many people in the firm.  At the end of the day, I don’t know 
how many people have your back, will really keep things confidential. 

I generally trust people and feel like I can rely on the people I know.  But when I took this 
survey, it made me think I’m suspicious.  This is mostly based on my experience at the 
firm. 

In general, I trust that within the firm the client will be treated responsibly.  So if it’s 
something that I’m willing to share, I’m willing to share broadly.   It’s about the 
document rather than the person on the other end.  Even if I distrust someone, I’ll still 
send.  I also  might think about the practitioner’s ability to find the document in other 
places. 
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If the effort required is high, I’ll consider level, seniority.  If I’m invested or there’s a 
personal interest, I’ll send.   I never ignore a request – at least not actively. 

I have shared a staffing opportunity that I would have liked to take advantage of with a 
peer.  I’m not sure that I would do that if I was back in that situation again.  I’ve grown 
to distrust people more since. If I had an expectation that they would do the same for 
me, it would be easier for me to share.  I see the environment as being competitive now, 
which means I’m putting myself at risk. 

I still will share though, and it doesn’t depend on whether I like the other person.  With 
one individual who I didn’t like especially, I saw an opportunity that would have been of 
interest and forwarded it on. 

I think my general distrust stems from the way the firm operates.  I feel like I haven’t 
always been thoughtfully represented in the year-end process.  The full contribution isn’t 
always considered – people tend to see through one lens. The forced evaluation curve 
naturally pushes a lot of people down a grade from where they should have been. It 
almost never happens in the opposite direction.   

I take a strong interest in developing junior practitioners. I go out of my way to spend 
time with them, develop them.  I will spend less time, though, with people with a non-
receptive attitude. 

Inclusiveness has a lot to do with trust.  There are groups in the firm that are more 
insular than others.  When people reach out regularly and are a partner in the 
relationship-building process, there’s a greater level of trust and respect.   

I suppose knowledge-sharing and trust are related, though there are so many different 
kinds of knowledge.  If I was really sensitive about it, I’d obviously be more likely to share 
it with someone I trusted.  However, I rarely come across knowledge that I’m hesitant to 
share.  I’ve spent time turning a piece of work that took a long time to develop into 
something that can be more easily shared with other teams.  Clearly, I stood to benefit 
because my name is attached, but I had also shared the original privately as well.  I don’t 
consider knowledge as something I have to lose. 

 

Interviewee 4 

If it’s a low effort request, it boils down to the sensitivity around the document itself.  
Why are they  looking for it?  What are they going to do with it? Why do they want it?  
Who is the person asking for it?  Is it an out-of-the-blue request?  Do they have a reason 
for asking for it? Am I familiar with the person? Do I trust them?  I’ll share this 
information if it helps solve a problem or makes my life or their life easier. 
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If it’s a high-effort request, I definitely make sure I know why they are asking for it, what 
they need.  I want to give them exactly what they need so it’s a worthwhile effort. 

I proactively share information with those I’ve worked with before.  I know them well 
enough to know what would be useful to them.  Definitely current team members.  
Probably not my peer group as much.  I didn’t have the opportunity to do some of the 
shared training that other people have done, so that’s probably influenced the strength 
of these relationships.  Also, what information is useful to us has diverged as we’ve taken 
different career paths.   

I would share a staffing opportunity with somebody who I knew was actively looking or 
interested or if knew it would help that person especially.  My criteria for sharing great 
deliverable is whether they would get good use out of it, and could leverage it for what 
they were doing.   

If I happened to know that sending the document would save the other person a 
significant amount of time, this would weigh into my decision. 

I don’t think uploading to the knowledge management system is a priority for the firm.  
Also, by the time you have final deliverables that can be uploaded, it’s towards the end 
of the project when you’re rushed and scrambling for time.  There’s also a history of a 
certain mode of gathering valuable relevant information through direct contacts with 
people, that carries forward to the present day.  I find that most of the targeted valuable 
stuff comes from people I know. 

Only 3 of 5 of my most trusted colleagues showed up, because there are others with 
whom I have a longer history but who I haven’t worked with lately. I interact with these 
others occasionally through email or when I see them live in the office.  We’ll go grab 
lunch. For the most part, this is the right list.  There are a couple people lower on the 
trust scale. 

There’s a virtuous cycle between trust and knowledge-sharing.  Knowledge-sharing 
establishes some of the requisite factors for trust – willingness to help, not just looking 
out for yourself.  I tend to go back to the same people over and over again.  Which side is 
stronger?  Trust is stronger in driving knowledge-sharing than the other way around. 

I prefer live interactions when I can, though I’m also very comfortable with email.  Not 
everyone you need to talk to is right there.  In a virtual environment, knowledge-sharing 
is a critical part of building trust. 
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Interviewee 5 

When deciding to share information, I ask:  Is it sensitive client information?  If it is 
sensitive, I go to secondary questions.   If not, I don’t have a problem sharing.  I do think 
about context or who referred this person.  Who is the request coming from?  “I’m 
working for so and so.”  If it is a request from peers with no context, I’ll ask for context.  
Obviously, I’m much less concerned with "discreetness" when working on a client project 
and sharing with my team.  

I typically only proactively share information with people with whom I have a 
relationship with,a  shared interest.  I only do so if it’s super-relevant or a topic that will 
warrant further conversation.  I want to demonstrate that I’m adding some value.  
There’s a bit of selfishness when I send information.  I’m not always looking to get 
something out it but I am aware that perception of engagement in the space can go a 
long way. 

I’m not one to typically hoard knowledge.  I’m happy to share.  If it was, say, a staffing 
opportunity I was interested in, I would hold off sharing.   

I’m more motivated to proactively share knowledge with people from business school 
that I have no professional relationship with.  At the firm, there may be repercussions or 
implications if I send information.  I might get in trouble or get roped into doing work. 

There was a case where I shared something and got a slap on the wrist.  Now I’m less 
likely to share as a result.  If my efforts aren’t being noticed or I’m risking a slap on wrist, 
I’m just less inclined. 

I’m always intrinsically motivated to make the lives of everyone around me easier.  Of 
course, I’m more prone to do so when there’s no risk for me in the way of getting into 
trouble or additional work. 

I don’t find the knowledge management system to be a particularly useful way to share 
information.  The amount of effort going into building a shareable document, PDF-ing, 
cleansing, writing the blurb, can be prohibitive. 

Only 3 of 5 of my most trusted colleagues showed up, because I am way more prone to 
share confidential, personal information over the phone than put it in an email.  Though 
it’s easier to share knowledge electronically, I will use live and phone for more intimate 
conversations.  The two people who are not represented fall into this category – I have a 
close personal relationship with both.   

I am very comfortable with email though.  I think it helps expedite things but for sensitive 
subjects, complicated conversations, nuanced arguments, I call.  It can be hard to be 
articulate over email. 
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I think trust drives knowledge-sharing.  If someone I trusted asked for something, I would 
be less inclined to ask for context than for someone I don’t know.  That being said, I don’t 
think knowledge-sharing is contingent upon a certain level of trust.  It comes down to 
the type of knowledge-sharing and the sensitivity of the information.   

Maybe knowledge-sharing drives trust.  There might be something around shared 
experience and multiple interactions.   

In a virtual environment, it might be possible to build trust without knowledge-sharing 
but it would take longer. 

The algorithmic “most-trusted” list is generally the right group.  There wasn’t really 
anyone that I was surprised to see or surprised not to see.  My personal inclination, as 
mentioned previously, for confidential conversations is face-to-face or phone which is 
why a couple people weren’t listed. 

Knowledge-sharing is contingent on the amount of information you have about 
someone, which is typically generated well over email.   

Personally, I have a large network with a lot of deep ties.  Cultivating relationships is 
important to me.  It takes up a lot of my time.  A lot of this happens outside of the work 
environment.  I tend to be cautious – I don’t mix work and play much, though that is 
changing. 

 

Interviewee 6 

In the situation where I have received a request and it requires relatively low effort to 
respond, I think about their role versus my role, do they have the right to ask, is it going 
to influence my career, can they make my life easier or harder in any way, would I be 
able to ask them to help me out with something.  I would send something a lot quicker if 
I had met them before or interacted with them before.  I would feel weird if I don’t know 
who they are.  Sometimes it’s hard to know what the internal structure and politics are.  
I also ask: Has this person expressed interest in receiving knowledge from me in the 
past?   Were they grateful the last time I shared something with them?  In general 
though, if it wasn’t a sensitive document, I would probably just send it. 

The thought process isn’t too much different in a high-effort situation.  There’s probably 
more emphasis on how familiar I am with this person.  In general, the questions I ask just 
are that much more important.    

I freely share information typically with those at my level or those I have a close 
relationship with, typically people in my office.  I don’t want to be bothering people. 



The Economic Psychology of Trust:  An Exploration of Knowledge-Sharing  
in a Large Management Consultancy                                       P a g e  | - 14 
- 
 

- 14 - 
 

With staffing opportunities, I usually share those verbally with people around me, 
colleagues I sit next to or people I see passing by throughout the day.   
 
I don’t use IM a ton, but will do it for people I am close to.  I use IM for chit-chat, email 
for professional interactions. 

When I find something that saves me time, e.g. shortcuts in excel, articles that were 
applicable to everybody, I usually do a blanket email as many people as possible.  This is 
beyond my peer group, up to the partner level.  The group is typically regional or local; I 
don’t travel that often. 

I don’t contribute to the knowledge management system because it’s not a tool that I’ve 
heard that much about.  It doesn’t get pushed very heavily. 

All 5 of my colleagues showed up on the most trusted list and there’s no one I actively 
distrust on the list.  I feel more comfortable with these five people, so my communication 
is more frequent and less formal.  I’m not concerned about what they would think about 
misspelled words or bothering them or overstepping my bounds.  I share knowledge with 
my peers - knowledge that I’m gaining on a day-to-day basis – because it correlates to 
what they need on their jobs.  Trust is definitely tied to how much knowledge I share. 

For me to feel comfortable sharing knowledge with someone, I need a trust or familiarity 
with them.  I don’t think about trust as much as I think about familiarity or friendship.   

Trust drives knowledge-sharing.  Knowledge-sharing drives trust as well.  If I’m the 
recipient of knowledge, I’ll trust them more. If they share information about 
opportunities in the firm and best practices, if someone is willing to take the time to help 
me succeed, it makes me want to reciprocate. 

For me to trust someone, I need to know something about them, what they do.  You do 
need a certain level of knowledge.  That’s hard to do in a virtual environment. 

There’s a lot more trust when you can put a face to the person.  You can’t develop a full 
level of trust unless you’ve met them at least once. 

 

Interviewee 7 

In the situation where I’ve received a request and it takes little effort to send, I probably 
would always send unless it was generic request to a large group of people. 

In the scenario where it requires a significant amount of effort, I would send if it’s 
somebody I know or I’ve worked with on something.  I’ll ask them to set up a call to find 
out what they need, and find out whether they really need it. 
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I’ll freely share information to people for whom it’s relevant, or people who care about 
information in general.  Someone has to pop in my mind within 5 minutes of reading an 
article in order to send it.  Otherwise, it doesn’t happen. 

I will go out of my way to share information with people who are superstars to give them 
visibility into a staffing opportunity. 

If the information is confidential, I would only send to people whose discretion I trust. 

I don’t upload to the knowledge management system because it takes time.  Lots of stuff 
gets rejected by the system guidelines.  There are confidentiality issues.   

Only 3 of 5 of my most trusted colleagues showed up, because all the live interactions 
and social outings aren’t included.  I have more live interactions with people I trust a lot, 
where there is no documentation of the interactions.  I would say about 60% of the 
people on the algorithmic list are people I trust a lot.  I’ve worked on a number of long-
term projects so there’s an overweight with people I’ve worked with on these projects 
but don’t necessarily trust.   

Trust drives knowledge-sharing.  I think knowledge-sharing can drive trust as well, but 
for me, it mostly works the other way. 

It’s definitely possible to build trust in a virtual environment.  In fact, someone in my top 
5 was someone I met online .  In a virtual environment, it’s hard to build trust 
without knowledge-sharing - if the definition of knowledge-sharing includes things like 
life stories. 

Sometimes I trust people because I have to, just to get things done.   

First impressions live matter a lot.  Sometimes I’ll talk to someone on the phone and feel 
comfortable with them, only to have a negative impression when meeting them live for 
the first time.  That perception tends to persist. 

 

Interviewee 8 

In a situation where I’ve received a request that requires little effort, I would nearly 
always respond. The factors I consider are:  Do I trust them to use it as it is intended?  If 
I’ve never met them, I’ll caveat the hell out of it, clean it, give them specifically what they 
are asking for.  I want to know whether they will appreciate the context of what I’m 
sending.  For me, it comes down to whether I think the person will "judge" me and 
whether I trust them to not misrepresent what I am sending them. 



The Economic Psychology of Trust:  An Exploration of Knowledge-Sharing  
in a Large Management Consultancy                                       P a g e  | - 16 
- 
 

- 16 - 
 

When I received a request and the effort to respond is high, that’ll affect the time 
horizon of response. I will follow up, be tactical, ask exactly what they need.  I’ll 
sometimes get on the phone.  If they are more senior or someone I’ve worked with in the 
past, I’ll definitely send.  With more junior people, I’ll also ask – are they working with 
someone I know well? 

I only proactively share information with people I know really well.  If they are senior, I 
will only send with some context for sharing.  Context takes time though.   With office 
gossip or staffing opportunities, I’ll share with my peers and one level up and down. 

If I happened to know that sending something would save the other person a significant 
amount of time, I absolutely would send. 

In my opinion, if you ask people directly for something, they will almost always respond.  
But people don’t actively send stuff out.  There’s a problem where we recreate the wheel 
all the time because we are risk-averse and put an over-emphasis on client 
confidentiality internally.  This is particular reflective of senior people.  People don’t 
appreciate the time savings they can offer to their peers.  For some, the way they 
differentiate themselves in the firm is - my value prop is X - so I don’t want to show 
people how to do it.  This is especially true for senior people.  In my class, people share 
back and forth all the time.  

Only 3 of 5 of my most trusted colleagues showed up, because I communicate with the 
other two via phone. The names on the list are generally right otherwise.  There are a 
couple people that probably don’t belong there though. 

Trust drives knowledge-sharing.  Does knowledge-sharing drive trust?  That’s a good 
question.  I think the answer is probably no for a one-time event.  But back and forth 
over time, yes. 

 

Interviewee 9 

If I received a request from someone that was referred to me or someone I knew, I would 
definitely respond.  If it was a random person or if I suspected it was “spam,” I would not 
respond. 

If it required a lot of effort, but it was someone I knew or someone had referred them, I 
would definitely respond.  If it was sent directly to me from someone I didn’t know, I 
would respond anyway but might send stock material as opposed to something tailored.  
If it was a great, high-value deliverable, my response wouldn’t change unless it was 
confidential. 
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I would freely share information if I found out it was relevant to someone in passing, if I 
had context, if I’ve worked on something relevant to the person.  It’s usually the result of 
an in-person conversation.  If I know of thoughtware, it might occur to me to send it 
over.  I will definitely send it out if it is staffing opportunity, usually through IM. 

My response wouldn’t change much if I knew sending the document would save the 
other person a significant amount of time, since I probably would send it anyway. 

I don’t use the knowledge management system for anything.  I find it hard to find things 
that are relevant on it.  It doesn’t work for me so I don’t contribute. 

Only 1 of 5 of my most trusted colleagues showed up, because I speak on the phone to 
the other four.  I also use IM a lot for people I trust.  IM is my main method of 
communication during the week.  I was surprised by a couple of the names that showed 
up, who I had worked with on a project and exchanged emails with in that context, but 
who I don’t have a trust relationship with.  For the most part though, the list is right. 

Trust leads to knowledge-sharing.  Knowledge-sharing also drives trust, but I only share 
knowledge with people I know so it’s mostly the other way around for me. 

 

Interviewee 10 

If I receive a request for information, I would nearly always respond.  My options for 
response, though, would include cleansing or adding disclaimers.  If someone beyond my 
project team requests a piece of information from me, I try to determine whether or not 
my manager would be comfortable with the distribution of that piece of information. If I 
ultimately decide to share that information, I consider whether or not anything needs to 
be cleansed. 

If there’s a high level of effort involved, I think about whether that person would go 
through the same process for me.  I also think about their level of responsiveness and 
whether I have a personal relationship with them. Seniority doesn’t matter. 

I freely share information with the same group of people consistently.  They’re mostly my 
peers.  There’s a stream of casual emails.  It’s generally a low-effort endeavor, I don’t 
have to think too hard. I also send to those who send me articles as well.  I may cut 
someone out who never responds when I share information.  For someone more senior, 
it would have to be related to a conversation or shared interest. I probably do this more 
than once a day for some peers.  I’ll send to someone senior less frequently, maybe once 
every 2 weeks.  It’s about a 90/10 breakdown. 
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When the knowledge is considered high-value, scarce or offers an advantage, like a 
staffing opportunity, I consider my responsibility to the original person I received the 
knowledge from.  For instance, for a staffing opportunity, I want them to get the right 
person for the job.  I emphasize competence even over familiarity.  I would even send it 
to someone I actively dislike.  Informal influence matters when thinking about whom to 
send it to – I’d be more likely to send to someone in my local community who has shared 
relationships.  
 
I would be much more likely to send if I knew it save the other person a significant 
amount of time, if I knew I was adding a lot of value. 

I don’t upload much to the knowledge management system because the level of trust 
within my personal community about the system is not strong.  There’s not a great 
culture of uploading.  I find few documents that are relevant for me, so I don’t really feel 
like I owe anything.  There’s also not much support by project leadership for uploading.  
They seem to think every piece of work they do is above-and-beyond confidential and 
unique. 

Only 3 of 5 of my most trusted colleagues showed up, because my more recent 
relationships aren’t showing up [due to the algorithm excluding very short relationships].  
I think you can build trust over a short period of time in some cases.  This list is generally 
right - there are a few people I may not like especially but that I trust, if that makes 
sense. 

Trust drives knowledge-sharing.  Knowledge-sharing drives trust as well, I suppose. 

In a virtual environment, I see knowledge-sharing as a proxy for general communication.   

 

Interviewee 11 

In considering a request for information that requires little effort to respond, I consider a 
few factors.  Definitely seniority, which is among the most important factors.  I’ll drop 
what I’m doing then and there if it’s a partner.  I also consider how urgent I deem the 
request to be.  If I don’t think there’s a huge impact if I delay by a couple days, I’ll take 
my time.  I will, however, always respond to a request.  The maximum delay is a week.   

If it was sent to a group of people and my contribution is one among many, and I think at 
least 75% of people will respond, then my response will depend on whether I have time.  
If I have unique information, then I would pull something together.  If I am close to that 
person, I would respond in any case. 
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If it’s high effort, I usually wouldn’t get to it in the middle of the workday.  It depends on 
my assessment on how important I think the request is.  Almost all requests that come 
from sources that I do not know/have never interacted with, come from referrals …I 
always keep that in mind.  In one case, it was a junior person referred to me by a 
manager I had good rapport with, so my response was in that context.  Shared 
relationships matter. 

I proactively share information with my local industry practice in India – interesting 
news, studies, anything related to the industry.   That’s my primary place for proactive 
sharing.  There are a few other people I’m good friends with, people I’ve worked with or 
are in my peer class, I would share with them as well.  I also share with leadership when I 
come across stuff that would be useful.  I provide more context and spend more time on 
these.   

Frequently I share knowledge with people because I think it would be interesting and/or 
useful to them, even though there may be no immediate impact to either my career or 
the other person's like/dislike of me.  I do consider whether people I’m sending it to are 
going to consider it relevant. 

In the US, there are strong level-based communities, e.g. the group of business analysts.  
In India, the industries are the strongest communities.  This is based on the internal 
structure of the firm.  We will have practice-wide and industry-wide events in India but 
not typically level-based. We could use a hybrid structure with both vertical as well as 
peer-group interaction.   

If the knowledge was high-value, scarce or offered an advantage, I wouldn’t give it a 
second thought – I would send the email out quickly.  For staffing opportunities, I’ll send 
directly to industry practice leaders instead of contacting practitioners directly. 

In terms of uploading to the KM system, we always start a project with good intentions.  
What happens is that project work gets busy and time diverted to the KM deliverable is 
limited by the other things we need to get done.  The transition between projects is a 
very busy period as well.  I’m trying to change that this year.  In most cases, P/SMs are 
supportive of uploading onto KX.  I’ve also seen deliverables that have just been dumped 
onto the KM system after stripping out client names, and it’s not very usable by other 
people.  When I upload onto KM, I like to provide context, messaging, graphics to make 
it easier to use. 

Only 2 of 5 of my most trusted colleagues showed up, because my strongest trust 
relationships are generally built through face-to-face interactions.  Personality-wise, I am 
a face-to-face, one-on-one person.  I like to have lunch, dinner, a long conversation. 
Whenever we’re in the same location, we spend a lot of time talking. The other 3 not on 
the list all fit this mold.   
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This is generally the right list but there are some people I interact with a lot because I 
worked with them.  Many are seniors, some are peers. 

We share knowledge because of the responsibilities we have.  But on the margin, 
continuously sharing knowledge drives trust.  With certain kinds of knowledge, trust can 
increase. 

 Is it possible to build trust without knowledge-sharing?  Yes, for peers and practitioners 
close to your level. No, not with senior folks.  You need to bring something to the table.   

With peers, you can have informal relationships built through social interactions…but 
there’s also discussion of work environment, career progression, mentorship, 
relationships.  Knowledge not related to deliverables. 

My responsiveness is related to seniority.  The people I trust will respond quicker as well.  
There’s a reciprocal dynamic – if I respond quickly, the other person will do so as well.  At 
least with others who are at my level.  It works differently with people who are much 
more senior.   

 

Interviewee 12 (email response) 

I nearly always respond to a request for information.  Usually a request has context 
attached and comes from a person that is known to me or referred to me.  If the person 
isn’t known to me or referred to me by someone I trust – the person doing the referring 
makes a difference - I’ll still respond but I might take longer and do more editing, 
caveats.  If we get on the phone to discuss, or the request happens over the phone, I’ll 
probably send it sooner and send more.  The only exceptions are confidential material 
and “landmark” deliverables.  With confidential material, I only send to people I trust 
and caveat the hell out of it.  I may do some judicious editing and send only exactly what 
they need.  With “landmark” deliverables, I only send whole cloth to people I both like 
and trust and who I think are competent.  I’ll share individual slides though, no problem. 

There isn’t really a difference in thinking with high-effort situations.  I might do a little 
negotiation – like, “Hey, how about I send you this?  Would that work?” 

I freely share information all the time.  With people who I like or who I want to get to 
know.  Up, down, doesn’t matter.  I’ll send a note to our firm’s CTO if I have a tidbit that I 
think might be useful.  Obviously, the relevance of the information is key.  But I trust my 
own judgment.  The thing about this is that it’s like a gift.  But unlike real gifts, it doesn’t 
take much effort to send…or effort to receive, for that matter.  It’s like virtual gifts on 
Facebook!  It says, I thought of you – and also, I understand what is interesting to you.  
With my peers and more junior people, I’m more open about sending stuff that’s 
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interesting as opposed to directly relevant.  I give advice a lot too, not just over email but 
also over the phone, IM, live.  Sometimes they’re asking for advice on how to approach 
something; other times, we’re just chatting – “Hey how are you?  What are you working 
on?” - and I realize I might know something that could help them. 

I’ve noticed that as time has gone on, I feel more comfortable sending information and 
giving advice.  I know what’s relevant and appropriate, and I don’t have to be super 
formal or specific and provide context all the time. Obviously I gauge it based on the 
recipient. 

When knowledge is “high-value,” I only send it to people I like or want to build a 
relationship with.  I also weigh relevance to the person.  If it’s a staffing opportunity and 
this person would be perfect for it, I might send it to them even if I don’t know them well. 

If I knew that sending the document would save the other person a lot of time, that 
might make me a little more likely to send.  But the other factors weigh into it more. 

All 5 of my most trusted colleagues are on the list.  I use email a lot so I’d expect that.  In 
general, this is the right list.  There are maybe one or two people who I didn’t interact 
with that often after a project, but we have a reasonably good relationship.  There’s no 
one I actively distrust on the list. 

Trust definitely drives knowledge-sharing.  I think knowledge-sharing can drive trust, but 
it’s weaker on that side. I suppose it’s easier to start with knowledge-sharing than trust 
though, if you want to start the cycle. 

In a virtual environment, it’s possible to build trust.  It’s harder though.  In order of best 
mediums, I’d say live, then phone, then email / IM - from rich interactions to more 
constricted interactions. In the last case, I don’t know how you can even carry on an 
ongoing relationship without doing some knowledge-sharing, at least in the work we do. 

In general, I think a lot in terms of relationships.  In this firm, you can’t be successful 
without relationships.  In my mind, that’s what drives, you name it, learning, staffing 
opportunities, career acceleration.  I don’t do as good of a job at it as others – I use email 
too much, to be honest. Live interactions are much better but also take up so much time.  
I will say that I’ve met every single person on my “most trusted” list at least once, and in 
most cases, many times. 

 

Interviewee 13 

Only 1 of my 5 most trusted colleagues are represented on the list.  I talk to a larger set 
in the office though.  
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I almost always respond to low-effort requests.  It hasn’t happened yet that I haven’t 
sent something.  Confidentiality is the only thing I think about. 

When it requires a lot of effort to respond, I consider how much value the knowledge will 
provide to the requestor.  Also, seniority is a factor.   

In proactive sharing, the most important thing is that I know what they’re interested in 
and their receptiveness to new ideas. Seniority doesn’t play into it at all.  Some articles 
on social topics, I’ll send to people I’m socially close to but I’ll send business ideas and 
articles to everyone I think is interested.   

Experienced hires come in on their own, without a “class.” So it’s harder to get plugged 
into the network than for an MBA hire.   

The communication styles are very different among the people on my most trusted list.  
One is a counselor with whom I have a mentoring relationship.  Another is a former 
colleague with whom I have a huge amount of trust.  Another is an individual in my 
office with whom I have shared interests.  The last is someone I exchange information 
with but there’s definitely not a strong trust-based relationship.   

I’m agnostic in my own communication style.  I use all modes of communication, based 
on needs of what I’m trying to get across.   

Knowledge-sharing and trust are mutually reinforcing.  Mere responsiveness to people 
builds trust.  Depending on the nature of the knowledge, if I had trust, I would be more 
likely to share knowledge.  You have to keep the cycles of exchanges going; the chain can 
be broken. 

Knowledge-sharing needs to be in context.   Some of it can be like advertising.   

You can build trust in a virtual environment.  Live is best though.  You have emotional 
reactions to people’s presence.  Yes, you do have to embed knowledge-sharing in virtual 
interactions – that is, if you relax your definition of knowledge.   

I treat the people who work for me in the same way I treat people above me, as 
independent actors who need to be informed.  Though there is a direct benefit, I also 
share “long-term” knowledge for which there is no direct benefit.   

Both market norms and social norms are extrinsic, but there’s a difference between 
them.  If you start with market norms, it’s hard to revert back to social norms.  Social 
norms are preferred.  With social norms, you’re able to live with one bad deal because of 
the larger commitment to a pattern of behavior. 

There’s a range of these kinds of exchanges from markets to direct reciprocity to social 
gifts to altruism.  There are different incentives for each, from direct benefit to social and 
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psychological incentives.  A lot of exchanges happen when someone offers far more than 
is required, a la “the gift.”   
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A6  Data Analysis:  Summary Data 
and SPSS Output Tables 
 
SPSS Related to Table 4:  Demographic Breakdown – Submissions of Uncleansed Data 
 

Gender  – Chi-Square (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 

 

Level  – Chi-Square (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 

 

Tenure  – Chi-Square (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 
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Country  – Chi-Square (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 

 

Known to Researcher  – Chi-Square (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 

 

 
SPSS Related to Table 5:  Comparison of Criteria – Participants Submitting Full Dataset 
vs. Submitting Edited Dataset 
 

Survey Question II-3a – Independent T-Test (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 
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Survey Question II-3b – Independent T-Test (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 

 

 

Survey Question II-3c – Independent T-Test (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 

 
 

 
 
Survey Question II-3d – Independent T-Test (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 
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Survey Question II-3e – Independent T-Test (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 

 

 

Survey Question II-3f – Independent T-Test (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 

 

 

Survey Question II-3g – Independent T-Test (Full Dataset vs. Edited Dataset): 
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SPSS Related to Table 10:  Survey Results (Aggregated Recipient-Level Data) - 568 
"Most Trusted" Recipients Based on Trust Index 
 

Survey Question I-b – Worked on Same Client Project Before - One-Sample T-Test for Single 
Population Proportion: 

 

 
 
Survey Question I-c – Worked on Same Firm Initiative Before - One-Sample T-Test for Single 
Population Proportion: 
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Survey Question I-d – Shared Local Office - One-Sample T-Test for Single Population 
Proportion: 

 

 

Survey Question I-e – Met Live Before - One-Sample T-Test for Single Population Proportion: 

 

 

Survey Question I-g – Interacted with Socially - One-Sample T-Test for Single Population 
Proportion: 
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Survey Question I-i – Received Non-work Email Before - One-Sample T-Test for Single 
Population Proportion: 

 

 

Survey Question I-l – Want to Know Better - One-Sample T-Test for Single Population 
Proportion: 
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SPSS Related to Table 11:  Survey Results (Aggregated Recipient-Level Data) – 149 
"Most Trusted of the Most Trusted" Recipients Based on Participant Manual Scoring 
 

Survey Question I-b – Worked on Same Client Project Before - One-Sample T-Test for Single 
Population Proportion: 

 

 
 
Survey Question I-c – Worked on Same Firm Initiative Before - One-Sample T-Test for Single 
Population Proportion: 
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Survey Question I-d – Shared Local Office - One-Sample T-Test for Single Population 
Proportion: 

 

 

Survey Question I-e – Met Live Before - One-Sample T-Test for Single Population Proportion: 

 

Test not available – 100% of 149 recipients responded YES 

Survey Question I-g – Interacted with Socially - One-Sample T-Test for Single Population 
Proportion: 
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Survey Question I-i – Received Non-work Email Before - One-Sample T-Test for Single 
Population Proportion: 

 

 

Survey Question I-l – Want to Know Better - One-Sample T-Test for Single Population 
Proportion: 

 

 

 

 

 


