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Abstract
Knowledge hiding – intentionally concealing knowledge 
from a colleague who requested it – is often damaging for 
individuals and organizations. Amongst the factors explain-
ing knowledge hiding, one has been overlooked, despite 
being an important lens for understanding employee be-
haviours: gender. In this article, we investigate its relevance 
by examining whether and how gender shapes two comple-
mentary aspects of knowledge hiding behaviour: frequency 
of hiding, and the approaches that knowledge hiders employ 
to do so. Building on extant literature about gender roles at 
the workplace, we suggest that the social roles into which 
women and men are socialized, and the sanctions they face 
if they behave incongruently with these roles affect both 
aspects of knowledge hiding. We explore these ideas in a 
multi-wave study of full-time employees based in the United 
Kingdom (n = 449). Our findings suggest that men hide 
their knowledge from colleagues more frequently. In addi-
tion, both women and men hide knowledge in a way that is 
congruent with the expectations of others regarding their 
social role: that is, women use evasive hiding and playing 
dumb more than men, while men use rationalized hiding 
more than women. A male-dominated context reduces these 
differences between genders.
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BACKGROUND

Knowledge hiding is deliberate withholding or concealing of one's knowledge – that is, work-related infor-
mation, ideas, expertise, advice and lessons learnt (Sergeeva & Andreeva, 2016) – in response to requests 
from colleagues at work (Connelly et al., 2012). While this behaviour can bring short-term benefits for 
individuals (e.g., Venz & Nesher Shoshan, 2022), it is seen typically as counterproductive for contemporary 
organizations as their efficiency and innovativeness depend on knowledge being actively shared amongst 
employees (Grant, 1996; Waring et al., 2018). Indeed, knowledge hiding has been found to have severe det-
rimental effects for individuals and organizations alike in terms of relationships (Connelly & Zweig, 2015), 
attitudes (Offergelt et al., 2019) and performance (Evans et al., 2015; Singh, 2019).

To understand how this potentially damaging behaviour can be prevented, a wide range of factors 
that may lead employees to intentionally conceal their knowledge from co-workers have been explored 
and summarized in several recent reviews (He et al., 2021; Strik et al., 2021; Xiao & Cooke, 2019). Yet, 
amongst the potential antecedents of knowledge hiding, one appears to have been overlooked – gender 
– despite being salient at the workplace. We believe that exploring the role of gender in knowledge hid-
ing is important for two reasons.

First, gender differences have been found in a range of behaviours that are similar in some aspects to 
knowledge sharing or knowledge hiding at work. For instance, we know that, depending on their gender, 
individuals tend to help (or not) others differently (Eagly & Crowley, 1986), engage in organizational citi-
zenship (Kidder, 2002) and counterproductive (Ng et al., 2016) work behaviours to different degrees, set 
different ethical standards (Kray & Haselhuhn, 2012), control the sharing of resources amongst others 
differently (Fang et al., 2020) and differ in their motivations for knowledge sharing (Nguyen et al., 2019).

Second, there is abundant evidence that men and women experience to a different extent and react 
differently to a range of workplace factors that have been identified as important predictors of knowl-
edge hiding (He et al., 2021; Kumar Jha & Varkkey, 2018), such as workplace incivility, competitive 
work environment, abusive supervision or lack of trust (e.g., Haselhuhn et al., 2015; Pradhan et al., 2018; 
Schilpzand et al., 2014). In other words, these widely accepted predictors of knowledge hiding are likely 
to apply differently to men and women. Therefore, without understanding the gender aspects of knowl-
edge hiding, organizational interventions designed to prevent knowledge hiding and its detrimental 
effects by influencing these workplace factors are likely not only to fail but also to have negative side 

Practitioner points

•	 Women are less likely than men to engage in knowledge hiding at work. When they decide 
to hide knowledge, women are more likely than men to choose playing dumb and evasive 
hiding and less likely to choose rationalized hiding.

•	 When they work in female-dominated environments, men hide knowledge more frequently, 
and both women and men use playing dumb and evasive hiding more often. Managers work-
ing in female-dominated environments should pay particular attention to preventing knowl-
edge hiding.

•	 To minimize knowledge hiding, practitioners should ensure that employees would not feel 
entitled to do so. Managers should exercise caution when using practices (e.g., emphasizing 
competition and goal achievement) that foster behaviour fitting with male social role expec-
tations, as such practices may further encourage and legitimize knowledge hiding by men.

•	 Practitioners should counteract gendered stereotypes at work and thus decrease the social 
pressure on female employees to avoid rationalized hiding when it is legitimate and instru-
mental to protect their knowledge. Managers can achieve this by openly acknowledging the 
expertise of their female employees and the value of the knowledge they possess.
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effects for gender equity at the workplace. In sum, our lack of knowledge about the effects of gender on 
knowledge hiding both limits our understanding of how this behaviour happens in organizations and 
inhibits the development of effective interventions to minimize it.

We aim to advance our understanding of this topic by investigating whether women and men differ in 
their tendency to hide knowledge from colleagues and how they manifest this behaviour. To do so, we 
build on the extant literature on gender roles at the workplace and their impact on employee behaviours 
(Heilman, 2012). Specifically, we draw on social role (Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Wood, 2012) and backlash 
(Rudman & Phelan, 2008) theories to describe the theoretical rationale for why women and men may 
differ in the frequency of their knowledge hiding at work and in their approaches to do so. Next, we 
build on congruity theories (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983) to theorize what contextual factors 
might influence these gender differences in knowledge hiding. We test our hypotheses in a multi-wave 
survey of 449 full-time employees across a wide range of industries in the United Kingdom.

Our research makes several contributions to the literatures on knowledge hiding, on knowledge man-
agement more broadly and on role congruity. First, we theorize about gendered aspects of knowledge 
hiding at work by extending the application of the theories that explain gender effects at the workplace 
(Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983; Rudman & Phelan, 2008) to this field. To the best of 
our knowledge, this is the first study to focus on the role of gender in knowledge hiding. Second, we offer 
a more fine-grained understanding of knowledge hiding by conceptualizing and empirically demonstrat-
ing differential relationships between gender and various aspects of knowledge hiding: namely, frequency 
(Serenko & Bontis, 2016) and approaches to hiding (Connelly et al., 2012). Although potential differences 
in approaches to knowledge hiding have been well conceptualized (Connelly et al., 2012), only a few studies 
have investigated them in any depth (Burmeister et al., 2019; Connelly & Zweig, 2015; Gagné et al., 2019; 
Khoreva & Wechtler, 2020; Venz & Nesher Shoshan, 2022). Third, by demonstrating that the approach 
to measuring knowledge hiding matters for unveiling gender differences – as the widely used aggregated 
measure (e.g., Batistič & Poell, 2022; Černe et al., 2014; Jiang et al., 2019) masks these differences – we 
highlight important methodological implications for future empirical studies of this behaviour. Fourth, 
we identify a boundary condition – male-dominated environment – that limits the effects of gender on 
knowledge hiding, thus highlighting that the gender of knowledge seeker is also important to consider. 
Our findings on boundary conditions also suggest some avenues for further development of role congru-
ity theories, such as exploration of the relevance of the gender of those who evaluate the (in)congruence 
between one's roles and of the choices women make when faced with competing role demands. Finally, we 
contribute to the literature on knowledge management in general by introducing stereotyped gender roles 
(e.g., Eagly, 1987; Heilman, 1983) as a potential theoretical lens through which to uncover gender aspects 
of knowledge behaviours and thus lay theoretically grounded foundations for the inclusion of gender in 
knowledge management research, something that has been called for recently (Heisig & Kannan, 2020). 
From a practical perspective, our findings matter because disregarding these gender differences might 
lead practitioners to unintentionally encourage and legitimize knowledge hiding by male employees and 
push female employees to employ particularly detrimental approaches to hiding.

THEOR ETICA L BACKGROUND

Knowledge hiding in organizations

Extant studies on knowledge hiding suggest that individuals vary in the frequency with which they hide 
knowledge at work (e.g., Malik et al., 2019; Serenko & Bontis, 2016). When they do practice it, individuals 
employ one of three ways or approaches to hide knowledge (Connelly et al., 2012): evasive hiding (provid-
ing incorrect or incomplete information to the person who requested it), playing dumb (pretending that one 
does not know the answer to a question) or rationalized hiding (providing a reasonable excuse for declining 
the knowledge request). Of the three, the last is the only approach where concealing knowledge is made 
explicit; in the other two, knowledge hiding is meant to be hidden from the knowledge seeker. Rationalized 
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4  |      ANDREEVA and ZAPPA

hiding is also the only type of hiding that does not necessarily involve deception, as the reasons for declin-
ing a request for knowledge may be genuine. In sum, to comprehensively describe knowledge hiding at the 
workplace, we need to understand both how frequently an employee engages in knowledge hiding (Serenko 
& Bontis, 2016), and what approach they use to hide knowledge when they do so (Connelly et al., 2012).

Extant literature has explored a wide range of predictors of knowledge hiding (Strik et al., 2021), includ-
ing individuals' motivational dispositions (e.g., Gagné et al., 2019; Zhu et al., 2019), workplace status (Liu 
et al., 2020), personality traits such as competitiveness (Hernaus et al., 2019; Hernaus & Černe, 2022), abu-
sive supervision (Feng & Wang, 2019; Offergelt & Venz, 2023), workplace incivility (Arshad & Ismail, 2018; 
Irum et al., 2020; Venz & Mohr, 2022), and a competitive work climate (Černe et al., 2017; Kumar Jha & 
Varkkey, 2018). Interestingly, most of these predictors share a common denominator – gender. Indeed, 
extant research has demonstrated that men and women may possess to varying degrees a number of the 
individual characteristics listed above (e.g., Nguyen et al., 2019), and that they may experience to differ-
ent degrees and react differently to interpersonal and organizational predictors of knowledge hiding (e.g., 
Haselhuhn et al., 2015; Pradhan et al., 2018; Schilpzand et al., 2014). Nevertheless, our understanding of the 
role of gender in knowledge hiding, and knowledge processes more broadly, remains very limited.

Gender and knowledge behaviours

The few papers that have examined gender aspects of knowledge behaviours have found that female 
employees tend to be excluded from knowledge exchange networks (Durbin, 2011; Ibarra, 1992), and 
that the knowledge they possess is seen as less valuable and less legitimate (Styhre et al., 2001). Despite 
these indications that gender matters in knowledge processes, Heisig and Kannan (2020) concluded in 
their recent literature review that existing evidence on the effect of gender on knowledge behaviours is 
too scant and mixed to provide sufficient understanding of the issue.

Several studies on knowledge hiding have mentioned that gender may matter, but they do not place it 
centre stage. Rather, they tend to treat gender merely as a control variable whose effects are neither theo-
rized nor explicitly investigated (e.g., Offergelt et al., 2019; Peng, 2013; Zhao et al., 2019; Zhu et al., 2019). 
The only exception, to the best of our knowledge, is Irum et al.'s (2020) conceptual work in which the 
authors theorized (but did not provide empirical evidence) that gender moderates the relationship be-
tween workplace incivility and knowledge hiding, such that men will retaliate against incivility by hiding 
knowledge more frequently. Extant empirical work provides conflicting and inconclusive evidence for the 
potential relationship between gender and knowledge hiding. In some studies, gender did not correlate 
with or predict knowledge hiding (e.g., Jiang et al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2019; Zhu et al., 2019), while in oth-
ers it did (e.g., Burmeister et al., 2019; Feng & Wang, 2019; Offergelt et al., 2019; Peng, 2013). Moreover, 
and more importantly, most of these studies disregard how gender may influence knowledge hiding.

To advance our knowledge on the effect of gender on knowledge hiding, we build on the abun-
dant literature on gender stereotypes and their effects in the workplace (Eagly,  1987; Eagly & 
Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983, 2012; Rudman & Phelan, 2008). Specifically, we build on social role the-
ory (Eagly,  1987), backlash theory (Rudman & Phelan, 2008), and role congruity theories (Eagly & 
Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983). These theories are the key in the literature on gender differences at the 
workplace, and they have been used to explain gender effects in a range of workplace behaviours that are 
similar in some aspects to knowledge hiding (or its' absence), such as helping (Eagly & Crowley, 1986), 
organizational citizenship (Kidder, 2002), counterproductive (Ng et al., 2016) and (un)ethical (Franke 
et al., 1997) behaviours. Hence, we consider these theories to be well-suited and relevant to our explo-
ration of gender differences in knowledge hiding at work.

Gender stereotypes and their role at the workplace

Gender stereotypes, or gender role beliefs, have been acknowledged as a crucial determinant of em-
ployee experiences and behaviours in the workplace (Heilman, 2012). Social role theory (Eagly, 1987; 
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       |  5GENDER DIFFERENCES IN KNOWLEDGE HIDING

Eagly & Wood, 2012) suggests that these gender role beliefs stem from the historical division of labour 
between women and men and the roles they have typically occupied, thus creating expectations of what 
women or men are like (descriptive stereotypes), and how they should behave (prescriptive stereotypes). 
Specifically, researchers have observed (Diekman & Eagly, 2000; Eagly, 1987; Kidder & Parks, 2001) 
that women are expected to be communal, that is caring, helping, attuned to communal needs or the 
needs and feelings of others, and deriving emotional satisfaction and fulfilment from these behaviours. 
In contrast, men are expected to be agentic, that is assertive, independent, competitive and achieve-
ment oriented. Evidence suggests that, with women participating more actively in the workforce, de-
scriptive stereotypes may change but prescriptive stereotypes are likely to remain stable (Diekman & 
Eagly, 2000).

Social role theory posits that these gender role beliefs influence employee experiences and behaviours 
through two mechanisms (Eagly & Wood, 2012). First, men and women internalize gender role expecta-
tions through the socialization process that starts early in their life, and hence tend to choose different 
behaviours as ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ to their gender. In other words, men and women self-regulate their 
behaviours to fit with their internalized gender role identity. The second mechanism involves social 
regulation: individuals are aware that others typically expect them to behave in congruence with gender 
roles, and that conforming to these expectations is rewarded while violating them can be penalized. 
The penalties for behaving counter-stereotypically, also called backlash effects, are well documented in 
extant research (Akinola et al., 2018; Rudman & Phelan, 2008). Hence, people choose to comply with 
social expectations of gender roles even if they do not internalize gender stereotypes.

Focusing on workplace dynamics, Eagly and Wood (2012) argued that at work, ‘gender roles may 
have their primary influence on discretionary behaviours that are not required by the occupational role’ 
(p. 470). Knowledge sharing is an example of such behaviours as it is mostly discretionary and extra-role 
(Kelloway & Barling, 2000). Thus we propose that stereotyped gender roles are likely to be a particularly 
influential factor that drives employee decisions to either engage in this extra-role behaviour, or inten-
tionally decline to do so and hide their knowledge instead.

Knowledge hider's gender and knowledge hiding frequency

Employees often see their value and bargaining power in the job market as directly related to the knowl-
edge they possess (Husted & Michailova, 2002). Knowledge is often accumulated over a long period 
through a process of trial and error, creating a strong feeling of personal ownership and increasing 
perceived value of this knowledge (Ford & Staples, 2006). Knowledge can be also considered a source 
of power and superiority (Wang & Noe, 2010). Both views of knowledge imply that individuals may act 
protectively of this resource (Guo et al., 2022; Singh, 2019), especially if they fear losing it (Renzl, 2008). 
For example, individuals who are more competitive – and therefore more concerned with preserving 
their unique resources – have been found to engage more in knowledge hiding (Hernaus et al., 2019; 
Zhu et al., 2019). In addition, knowledge as a resource has been equated to a public good, in that the 
decision to share it (or not) involves a social dilemma in which costs are often individual while benefits 
are communal (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002). From this perspective, individuals who prioritize their own 
interests over communal interests may engage more frequently in knowledge hiding.

Social role theory suggests that men are socialized to behave in a more competitive and assertive way 
(Diekman & Eagly, 2000) and to put their own interests first (Kray & Haselhuhn, 2012). Therefore, we 
anticipate that men will be more protective of their knowledge than women. In contrast, women are so-
cialized to prioritize communal interests and to help others (Diekman & Eagly, 2000), and thus may find 
that providing a colleague with the knowledge requested is more in line with their identity than hiding 
their knowledge. Furthermore, men's competitive behaviour is more socially acceptable because it is both 
expected and regarded as appropriate by others (Eagly & Wood, 2012). In contrast, women's knowledge 
hiding may be perceived as contradicting expected female role behaviour due to being an absence of 
help (Kidder & Parks, 2001). The fear of backlash – that is, trepidation of potentially incurring social 
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6  |      ANDREEVA and ZAPPA

and economic repercussions for disconfirming prescriptive stereotypes (Rudman & Phelan, 2008) – will 
thus prevent female employees from engaging regularly in knowledge hiding. Indeed, studies have found 
that women were penalized when they did not engage in helping behaviours (Heilman & Chen, 2005). In 
sum, we expect that both mechanisms posited by social role theory – self-regulation and social regulation 
– encourage female employees to avoid knowledge hiding more than male employees. Empirical evidence 
on other workplace behaviours that are related to knowledge hiding (Connelly et al., 2012) supports these 
propositions: e.g., Haas and Park (2010) and Campbell et al. (2002) found that men tended to withhold 
information from colleagues more than women. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

H1.  Women hide knowledge from others at work less frequently than men.

Knowledge hider's gender and approach to knowledge hiding

Knowledge hiding is a behaviour that is meant to be concealed from others (Connelly et al.,  2012) 
because, if discovered, it may damage a knowledge hider's relationships at work and career prospects. 
Therefore, we propose that when individuals choose to hide knowledge, they will try to do so in a 
way that is less likely to be discovered. Social role (Eagly & Wood, 2012) and backlash (Rudman & 
Phelan, 2008) theories suggest that individuals are likely to draw more attention to themselves and face 
sanctions if they behave incongruently with their gender roles. Building on this, we propose that when 
employees decide to hide knowledge, driven by social regulation they will choose those approaches or 
ways to do so that best correspond to the social expectations of their gender and thus minimize poten-
tial social sanctions.

A first approach to hiding knowledge is playing dumb, or pretending that one does not know the 
answer to the question when asked for knowledge (Connelly et al., 2012). Previous studies have painted 
a nuanced picture of the relationship between gender and playing dumb, observing that – depending 
on the impression they want to make – women tend to use this behaviour less (Gove et al., 1980), as 
much as (Soltz, 1978) or more than men (McLuhan et al., 2014). In the context of knowledge hiding, 
the playing dumb approach is seen as a safe way to reject an explicit request for knowledge and remain 
undiscovered. Because women are often perceived as less competent or knowledgeable than men (Fiske 
et al., 2002; Kray et al., 2014; Truss et al., 2013), playing dumb as a reaction to a request for knowledge 
is more likely to be deemed by others as authentic behaviour for a woman, congruent with gender ste-
reotypes. In contrast, for male employees, playing dumb might go against the stereotypical expectation 
of their competence (Fiske et al., 2002).

Evasive hiding involves providing incorrect information or making a promise to provide the an-
swer in the future with no intention to fulfil it (Connelly et al., 2012). Hence, evasive hiding allows the 
knowledge hider to imitate collaborative behaviour. Such an approach fits the social role expectation 
that females are helpful colleagues (Kidder & Parks, 2001). At the same time, men experience less social 
pressure to exhibit, or imitate, collaborative behaviours (e.g., Heilman & Chen, 2005).

Rationalized hiding is an approach that explicitly communicates to others that the hider has the 
knowledge requested but is not in a position to share it (Connelly et al., 2012). For female employees, 
openly stating that they are hiding knowledge may be perceived as going against the gender role stereo-
type of a helping colleague (Kidder & Parks, 2001). For male employees, the situation may be the oppo-
site. Indeed, the reasonable explanations given for hiding knowledge often imply a more senior status 
of the hider, or access to sensitive or critical knowledge that should not be available to all (Connelly 
et al., 2012). Men are more likely to hold such positions in organizations (e.g., Truss et al., 2013), and 
therefore their use of rationalized hiding is more likely to be perceived by others as legitimate behaviour.

Based on these considerations, we anticipate that:
H2a.  Women are more likely than men to choose the playing dumb approach to knowl-
edge hiding;
H2b.  Women are more likely than men to choose the evasive hiding approach;
H2c.  Women are less likely than men to choose the rationalized hiding approach.
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       |  7GENDER DIFFERENCES IN KNOWLEDGE HIDING

Contextual characteristics and the relationship between gender and 
knowledge hiding

The literature on the effects of stereotyped gender roles has highlighted that the social pressure to con-
form to one's gender role may vary depending on a range of contextual factors (Eagly & Karau, 2002; 
Heilman, 1983; Rudman & Phelan, 2008). First, congruity theories (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983) 
have noted that, in addition to their gender role, individuals have job or professional role, and suggested 
that social evaluations of individual behaviours are influenced by the congruity (or the lack thereof) 
of the expectations between these two roles. Second, when an individual is in minority gender-wise 
in their group, their gender becomes more visible to others, so they are perceived more stereotypically 
(Kanter, 1977) and hence are evaluated more strictly against gendered role expectations, increasing the 
pressure on them to conform to their gender role (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Two contextual factors that 
may induce both mechanisms – related to role incongruity and gender minority – are the individual's 
position in the organizational hierarchy and the gender composition of the environment in which they 
work.

Position in the organizational hierarchy

Roles at the top of the organizational hierarchy are an example of a job role that is strongly male-typed, 
thus women in these roles experience high role incongruity (Eagly & Karau, 2002) and backlash for 
disconfirming the stereotype (Phelan & Rudman,  2010). Furthermore, as men occupy the majority 
of the leadership positions in many organizations (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016), female managers are more 
conspicuous by gender and tend to be held more strongly to a gender stereotype (Eagly & Karau, 2002). 
These factors put additional pressure on women who climb the organizational hierarchy to conform to 
the expected gender role and hence avoid knowledge hiding. In contrast, for men, being assertive and 
competitive are parts of both their gender (Eagly, 1987) and leadership (Offermann & Coats, 2018) role 
scripts. Hence, male leaders are likely to think that it is legitimate to protect their knowledge by hiding it.

Of the various approaches to hiding, rationalized hiding is likely to be perceived as legitimate and 
appropriate for someone occupying a leadership role, as it refers to openly declining a request for knowl-
edge based on the reasonable excuse, such as the need to maintain confidentiality or because the knowl-
edge requested is sensitive; and the scope of leadership roles typically requires dealing with such issues. 
Therefore, male leaders may feel entitled to use rationalized hiding while female leaders may not for fear 
of being judged as gender role-incongruent, due to being openly unhelpful (Heilman & Chen, 2005; 
Kidder & Parks, 2001). Furthermore, the legitimacy of women in leadership roles is often challenged 
(Vial et al., 2016), so women may find it hard to persuade their colleagues that their reasons for ratio-
nalized hiding are valid. Evasive hiding, which imitates helping (communal behaviour), is likely to be 
seen as optional for male leaders but required for female leaders (Heilman & Chen, 2005; Kidder & 
Parks, 2001).

Playing dumb goes against competency expectations inherent in both leadership and male gender 
roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Fiske et al., 2002; Offermann & Coats, 2018). Hence, male leaders are 
likely to avoid this approach as being twofold role-incongruent for them. For female leaders, the 
situation is different: while playing dumb conforms to female gender role expectations, it contradicts 
their leadership role. Therefore, as they climb the organizational hierarchy, women are likely to suf-
fer from competing social expectations (or “double bind”, Eagly & Carli, 2007), that will pressure 
them to use playing dumb more (to fit with their gender role) and less (to fit with their leadership 
role) at the same time. Hence, the pressure to avoid playing dumb is likely to be higher for male than 
for female leaders.

In sum, we anticipate that differences between genders in approaches employed to hide knowledge 
increase with seniority in the organizational hierarchy:

H3.  The more senior their position in the organizational hierarchy, the less frequently 
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8  |      ANDREEVA and ZAPPA

women will hide knowledge compared with men.
H4.  The more senior their position in the organizational hierarchy, the more likely women 
are to choose (a) playing dumb and (b) evasive hiding, and the less likely they are to choose 
the (c) rationalized hiding approach compared with men.

Gender composition of the environment

Similar dynamics may occur when an industry or occupation is dominated by one gender ( Joshi 
et al., 2015; Reskin et al., 1999). First, gender-dominated environments create social expectations that 
jobs in them are gender-typed, hence employees of the opposite gender are perceived as role-incongruent 
in these jobs (Heilman, 1983). Second, irrespective of whether the job they hold is perceived as gender-
typed, an employee's gender is more salient in environments where their gender is in minority, and thus 
more strongly stereotyped (Kanter, 1977). However, the pressures these mechanisms create do not fully 
mirror each other in male- and female-dominated environments, for two reasons. First, male observ-
ers were found to stereotype others more strongly than female observers, who are likely to have more 
androgynous views on gender roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Second, the backlash for nonconformity 
with the gender role has been found to be more problematic for women than men in general, and to be 
further amplified in male-dominated environments because women can be viewed as a threat to male 
culture (Rudman & Phelan, 2008).

Therefore, in male-dominated environments, women experience particularly strong pressure to 
comply with female gender role expectations – and hence will avoid hiding knowledge, and if they 
do so, choose playing dumb or evasive hiding as more congruent with their gender role. In this con-
text, men will find it easy to be competitive and focused on their own interests, for example, to hide 
knowledge and use rationalized hiding, as these behaviours fit with both their gender and job roles. 
In contrast, in female-dominated environments women may feel pressure to be communal and help-
ful as a part of their female-typed jobs, but the strength of this pressure is likely to be lower than in 
male-dominated environments as female observers may be more lenient in their evaluations. As for 
men, they also face less pressure to conform with their gender role in this context (Simpson, 2004), 
despite being in minority and having potential incongruence between their gender and job role. 
Indeed, women observers tend to demonstrate a preferential treatment of men (Williams, 1992) and 
be lenient towards others' f laws – and possibly of counterproductive behaviours, an attitude which 
results in not changing their judgment of others even after they are found to commit serious mis-
takes (Thoroughgood et al., 2013).

Based on these considerations, we anticipate that both men and women will tend to conform more 
with their stereotyped gender roles in male-dominated environments than in female-dominated ones. 
Therefore, gender differences in knowledge hiding behaviours will be higher in male-dominated 
environments:

H5.  The more male-dominated an environment is, the less frequently women will hide 
knowledge from others at work compared with men.
H6.  The more male-dominated an environment is, the more likely women are to choose 
(a) playing dumb and (b) evasive hiding, and the less likely they are to choose (c) rationalized 
hiding compared with men.

METHODS

Sample and data collection procedures

We collected the data using Prolific (Palan & Schitter, 2018), an online platform designed explicitly for 
the recruitment of participants in research studies (Peer et al., 2017) and used repeatedly for research 

 20448325, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.12444 by H

ealth R
esearch B

oard, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [24/05/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



       |  9GENDER DIFFERENCES IN KNOWLEDGE HIDING

in organizational behaviour (e.g., Ellis et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2020). Prolific offers several advantages 
over other data collection options. First, it offers ‘at-scale recruitment of participants in a short time 
and […] access to a broader population’ (Palan & Schitter, 2018, p. 22). According to a recent meta-
analysis, results from online platforms such as Prolific are consistent with results obtained from more 
conventional surveys, while being based on large samples of participants whose responses are collected 
almost simultaneously and are therefore directly comparable (Walter et al., 2019). Second, unlike other 
platforms, the Prolific platform is designed explicitly for research, hence it has highly rigorous recruit-
ment standards for participants, detailed rules regarding the treatment of subjects on the platform (Peer 
et al., 2017) and appears to include respondents who ‘are more naïve to common experimental research 
tasks, and a more diverse population in terms of geographical location, ethnicity, etc.’ than other survey 
platforms (Palan & Schitter, 2018, p. 23).

Finally, Prolific fully anonymizes respondents. This represents a significant advantage compared 
to data collection in an organizational setting – where anonymity concerns could be higher – because 
knowledge hiding is a behaviour that may be relatively underreported (Connelly et al., 2012), arguably 
more by women if they fear social sanctions (Rudman & Phelan, 2008).

We followed methodological recommendations on online platform data collection to ensure a high 
quality of the data (Aguinis et al., 2021). To reach potential respondents with relevant work experience, 
we used pre-screen filters to invite to our study individuals who were in full-time employment and 
who were 25 years old or above. We limited our sample to respondents currently residing in the United 
Kingdom to minimize potential cultural or contextual differences in respondents' work arrangements 
and work-related attitudes and to ensure respondents' fluency in English, the language of our survey. 
Our description of the study introduced the task, expected time commitment and compensation rules, 
while avoiding cues about the study's aims that might influence respondents' answers and introduce 
bias. We used several attention and data quality checks within the survey in the form of Likert scale 
questions, repeated questions, open-ended questions and tracking response time for each section of the 
survey (Aguinis et al., 2021).

The data were collected in three waves with a lagged panel design, separating measurement of the de-
pendent variables from measurement of the independent, control and moderator variables by a defined 
time span. Hence, we paired the observations of independent, moderator and control variables at T = 1 
with the dependent variables at T = 2, and then independent, moderator and control variables at T = 2 
(except for time-invariant variables, which were collected at T = 1 only) with the dependent variables at 
T = 3. This data collection and analytical strategy has two main advantages. First, time-lagged panel sur-
veys have proven superior to alternative survey designs when assessing causality (Zyphur et al., 2020). 
While our key variable – gender – is a stable individual attribute, most control variables refer to self-
reported individual attitudes and behaviours. Separating the measurement of dependent variables from 
independent and control variables allowed to address common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012).

Second, our survey design with lagged-data and T = 3 allowed collecting two repeated observations 
of the same variables for each respondent, and thus enabled us to control for within-person variability 
(Hausman & Taylor, 1981; McCormick et al., 2020) and mitigate risks of biased results for the relation-
ship between relevant variables when the investigated behaviour is rare, as in the case of knowledge hid-
ing. For this reason, a similar approach has already been adopted in this domain (Venz & Mohr, 2022; 
Venz & Nesher Shoshan, 2022).

Following Gagné et al. (2019), we set a three-month timespan between waves. The first wave of data 
collection occurred in November 2020, the second wave in February and March 2021, and the third and 
final wave in June 2021. In Wave 1, respondents were invited to answer the questions about their work 
attitudes and demographics. We received 790 responses and screened the data by checking the response 
time, answers to attention-check questions, consistency between open-ended questions and Likert scale 
questions. We also used statistical analysis to check for repeated response patterns and low level of re-
spondent engagement (Gaskin, 2016). After screening for data quality, 17 responses were discarded. In 
Wave 2, respondents were administered again the questions on their work attitudes and their knowledge 
hiding behaviour at work. 638 respondents took the survey. After screening the responses to control 
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10  |      ANDREEVA and ZAPPA

for quality, 612 respondents were retained. Finally, in Wave 3, respondents were administered only the 
questions on knowledge hiding. Of the 527 respondents who completed the survey, 516 were retained. 
Participants who completed all three surveys received £5 for their participation, which is equivalent to 
£11.87 per hour based on median response time.

The transgender group (1 respondent) was excluded from further analysis as it was not compa-
rable in size to other gender-based groups. We also removed participants who changed employers 
(34) or job role (28) in between the waves of data collection, because their answers on work attitudes 
and knowledge hiding were unrelated by default across waves (e.g., Gagné et al., 2019), as well as 
those who did not answer some demographic or work-related questions (4). This resulted in a final 
sample of 449 respondents (58.1% retention rate). Pairwise t-test comparisons ensured that they 
did not differ from the removed respondents in respect to any relevant characteristics. Of these 
449 respondents, 47.8% had a Bachelor's degree, 23.7% had a Master's degree or higher and 79.3% 
had worked for their current organization for three or more years. The largest age group was 25–
34 years (39.4%), followed by 35–44 years (29.1%). The respondents were distributed across the 16 
industries of the official UK classification (UK Office for National Statistics, 2021). The largest 
percentage of respondents were employed in ‘Human health & social work activities’ (13.2%) fol-
lowed by ‘Education’ (11%), ‘Professional, scientific & technical activities’ (10.5%) and ‘Information 
& communication’ (10.4%).

Scales

Dependent variables

Knowledge hiding was measured in two complementary ways. First, we used Serenko and 
Bontis' (2016) three-item scale for frequency of engaging in knowledge hiding to capture how typi-
cal this behaviour is for an employee (i.e. Hiding frequency). Sample item is “I often communicate only 
part of the whole story to my fellow colleagues”. Second, we used Connelly et al.'s (2012) 12-item 
incident-based scale to identify specific ways of hiding knowledge used by a respondent when they 
decided to do so. Respondents were asked to think of a recent episode in which a specific co-worker 
requested knowledge from them, and they declined to share. The scale distinguishes between 
the three approaches to hiding described in the theory section – Evasive hiding, Playing dumb and 
Rationalized hiding – each measured by four items. Sample items are respectively “Agreed to help him/
her but never really intended to”, “Pretended that I did not know the information” and “Explained 
that I would like to tell him/her, but was not supposed to”. All scale items were anchored on a 5-
point Likert-type scale, where 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). As is standard practice 
for knowledge hiding, both measures were self-reported. First, by definition, knowledge hiding is 
meant to be concealed from the knowledge seeker so other reported measures would be less accurate 
(Connelly et al., 2012; Connelly & Zweig, 2015). Second, self-reported measures of counterproduc-
tive behaviour capture a broader subset of this behaviour than other reported measures (Berry 
et al., 2012). The scores of the knowledge hiding variables were in line with previous studies (e.g., 
Zhu et al., 2019) and covered the full 1–5 range of the Likert scale (M = 1.81, SD = .84 for frequency; 
M = 1.94, SD = .88 for evasive hiding, M = 2.04 SD = 1.01 for playing dumb and M = 1.73 SD = .91 
for rationalized hiding).

Independent variables

Gender of the respondent was self-reported and coded as a categorical variable with 1 for ‘female’ and 0 
for ‘male’. 44.9% of the sampled respondents were female (M = .449, SD = .50).
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       |  11GENDER DIFFERENCES IN KNOWLEDGE HIDING

Moderating variables

The first moderator is the respondent's Hierarchical position (Eagly & Karau, 2002). It takes value 1 for 
‘regular staff member’, 2 for ‘line, middle or team manager’ and 3 for ‘top manager’ (M = 1.62, SD = .68). 
Notably, the distribution of Hierarchical position was very similar across genders (M = 1.67, SD = .68 for 
male workers, M = 1.57, SD = .68 for female workers).

The second moderator is the Gender composition of the work environment in which a respondent is 
employed (Reskin et al.,  1999), capturing the tendency for a workplace to employ, typically, female 
or male workers. As a proxy for this variable, we used the gender composition of the whole industry 
(Cortes & Pan, 2018), as it correlates strongly with the gender composition of the respondent's imme-
diate workplace (Martin & Phillips, 2017). We retrieved from the Office for National Statistics website 
the data for gender split by industry in the UK workforce in those quarters of 2020 and 2021 when 
we collected our data (UK Office for National Statistics, 2021). The high correlation of the gender 
split in the official statistics with our sample (r = .75) suggests that the latter is representative of the 
gender split in the UK workforce. We treated Gender composition as a continuous variable that specifies 
the percentage of men in the industry (e.g., Joshi et al., 2015). This variable takes value 0 if an industry 
is fully dominated by female workers and 100 if it is fully dominated by male workers. The observed 
values range between 24.1 (for “Human health & Social work activities”) and 86.7 (for “Construction”). 
Gender composition has M = 51.87, SD = 18.12 and is slightly left-skewed. In 11 industries the value was 
higher than 50 – ranging between 52.3 and 86.7 – to indicate that male workers are more than 50% 
of the industry workforce. As some of the previous studies treated this variable as binary (Gardiner & 
Tiggemann, 1999; Kanter, 1977; Martin & Phillips, 2017), we run robustness checks, in which we re-
coded gender composition as a binary variable, using various thresholds for dichotomization proposed 
in the literature. First, we defined an industry as ‘male dominated’ if at least 51% of the workforce 
are men (Martin & Phillips, 2017). Then, we repeated the analysis, setting the threshold value at 85% 
(Gardiner & Tiggemann, 1999; Kanter, 1977). These alternative specifications yielded similar results to 
those reported for the main models.

Control variables

Following best practices (Bernerth & Aguinis, 2016), we included control variables that extant literature 
has found to affect knowledge hiding, which means they are likely to provide alternative explanations for 
the relationship between gender and knowledge hiding. Studies have suggested that employee behaviours 
– including hiding knowledge – depend on a combination of individual motivations, abilities and opportu-
nities to engage in these behaviours (Jiang et al., 2012). Despite knowledge sharing and knowledge hiding 
being two distinct behaviours, Gagné et al. (2019) indicated that the motivations to share knowledge are 
key individual predictors of knowledge hiding. Indeed, intrinsic motivation yields low levels of knowledge 
hiding as it leads individuals to spontaneously discuss their work passionately, engaging in this activity 
out of enjoyment and interest. In contrast, extrinsic motivation – specifically, external regulation, which 
represents engaging in an activity for material or social reward – encourages individuals to be protective of 
their knowledge, hiding more and using evasive manoeuvres and pretending not to know. We controlled 
for motivations using Foss et al. (2009) scale that distinguishes between Intrinsic (three items) and Extrinsic 
motivation (four items) to share knowledge. Sample items include, respectively, “I like sharing knowledge” 
and “I share knowledge because I want to get a reward”. Ability is captured by Self-efficacy, defined as one's 
beliefs in their capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given levels of 
attainments (Bandura, 1997). Because a high level of self-efficacy makes individuals feel confident in their 
abilities, it also decreases their tendency to protect their knowledge and, therefore, their willingness to hide 
it (Arain et al., 2019). We controlled for self-efficacy using Bandura's (1997) three-item scale. Sample item is 
“I am confident about my ability to do my job”.
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12  |      ANDREEVA and ZAPPA

Elements of work design may also affect knowledge hiding by presenting employees with opportunities 
– frequently in the form of contextual conditions – to conceal their knowledge from colleagues. Initiated 
Task interdependence, defined as the extent to which someone perceives that their colleagues depend on them 
to get their work done, has been found to be positively related to knowledge hiding, as it may generate un-
tenable job demands that create excessive pressure and lead individuals to prioritize the completion of their 
tasks over helping others (Gagné et al., 2019). We measured initiated task interdependence using Morgeson 
and Humphrey's (2006) three-item scale. Sample item includes “Other jobs depend directly on my job”. 
Again, all scale items were anchored on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Appendix 1 presents all scale-based items for dependent and control variables.

Because each respondent appeared in the dataset twice, we included individual fixed effects. This al-
lowed to control for any time-constant unobserved heterogeneity amongst respondents and address the 
potential issue of artificially deflated standard errors of the estimates, which may result from violating 
the key assumption of independent observations in standard regression (Halaby, 2004). Likewise, we in-
cluded time dummies to control for time-specific unobserved heterogeneity. Analyses were performed 
using STATA 17.0.

R ESULTS

Descriptive statistics and scale validity and reliability

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics, scale reliability measures and correlations for the variables included 
in our empirical models. Consistently with our predictions, knowledge hiding correlates – or marginally 
correlates, in the case of rationalized hiding – with gender.

We conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses on all items to validate the structure of the 
variables of the study. First, a test was conducted to assess the fit of our theorized eight-factor model 
(Knowledge hiding frequency, Evasive hiding, Playing dumb, Rationalized hiding, Extrinsic motivation, Intrinsic motiva-
tion, Self-efficacy, Task interdependence). Results indicated that the model fits the data fairly well (Kline, 2005): 
χ2 = 1324.74, df = 346, comparative fit index (CFI) = .929, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = .922, root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .06. Next, we compared this model with a set of alternative 
models: a seven-factor model obtained by combining Extrinsic and Intrinsic motivation (Δχ2 = 1869.37 with 
p < .05, CFI = .793, TLI = .775, RMSEA = .09), a six-factor model obtained by combining Evasive hiding, 
Playing dumb, Rationalized hiding (Δχ2 = 2372.63 with p < .05, CFI = .757, TLI = .737, RMSEA = .10), a five-
factor model obtained by combining Extrinsic and Intrinsic motivation in one factor and Evasive hiding, Playing 
dumb, Rationalized hiding in another (Δχ2 = 4242 with p < .05, CFI = .621, TLI = .591, RMSEA = .13), and 
a four-factor model obtained by combining Extrinsic and Intrinsic motivation in one factor and Knowledge 
hiding frequency, Evasive hiding, Playing dumb, Rationalized hiding in another one (Δχ2 = 5207.24 with p < .05, 
CFI = .551, TLI = .515, RMSEA = .14). The eight-factor model displayed a better fit than any alternative 
models. As displayed in Table 1, Cronbach's alphas were equal to or higher than .80 for all eight latent 
factors, and average variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR) values exceeded the rec-
ommended thresholds of .5 and .7, respectively (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Together, these results con-
firm convergent and discriminant validity of our measures.

Testing of hypotheses

We tested our hypotheses using linear regression. To aid model interpretation, all variables – apart from 
gender which is binary – were standardized (Aiken et al., 1991). As a preliminary step, we specified 
a baseline model that includes only gender as predictor. The model coefficients (B = −2.49, SE = .16, 
p = .000 for knowledge hiding frequency, B = 2.02, SE = .03, p = .000 for evasive hiding, B = .76, SE = .02, 
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p = .000 for playing dumb and B = −1.47, SE = .30, p = .000 for rationalized hiding) confirmed our pre-
dictions on the differences in knowledge hiding behaviour between genders.

Next, we specified the models testing our hypotheses in increasing order of complexity. For each 
model, the variance inflation factors (VIF) displayed a value lower than 1.06, well below the threshold 
of 10. Table 2 shows the results of our tested models for Knowledge hiding frequency, while Table 3 shows the 
results for Evasive hiding, Playing dumb and Rationalized hiding. For brevity, we comment on the final model 
specified for each dependent variable, with all independent and control variables in place.

Hypothesis 1, that women hide knowledge from others at work less frequently than men, is sup-
ported. The coefficient of Gender is negative and significant (B = −2.70, SE = 1.00, p = .007; Model 5 in 
Table 2).

Hypotheses 2a–b, that women are more likely than men to choose the playing dumb and evasive hid-
ing approaches, are supported. As shown in Table 3, the coefficient of Gender is positive and significant 
for both playing dumb (B = 4.62, SE = 2.09, p = .028; Model 10) and evasive hiding (B = 4.79, SE = 2.03, 
p = .019; Model 15). Finally, H2c, stating that women are less likely than men to choose rationalized 
hiding, is supported too (B = −1.13, SE = .33, p = .000; Model 20).

Hypothesis 3, which the relationship between gender and frequency of knowledge hiding is also 
moderated by the hider's hierarchical position, is not supported. The coefficient of the interaction 
Gender × Hierarchical position is non-significant (B = .83, SE = .62, p = .182 in Model 5). Contrary to our 
prediction, the frequency with which individuals hide knowledge is driven by their gender regardless 
of the requirements and opportunities of their position in the organizational hierarchy (Ridgeway & 
Smith-Lovin, 1999).

Similar considerations extend to Hypothesis 4a–c, positing that hierarchical position also mod-
erates the relationship between gender and the approaches adopted to hide knowledge. Again, these 
hypotheses are not confirmed as the coefficients of the interaction were non-significant for all 

T A B L E  2   Linear regression for the influence of gender on knowledge hiding frequency.

Knowledge hiding frequency

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Task interdependence .61 (.20)** .56 (.22)* .57 (.17)*** 1.27 (.25)*** .97 (.23)***

Extrinsic motivation −.04 (.06) −.04 (.06) −.04 (.06) −.04 (.06)

Intrinsic motivation .02 (.04) .01 (.04) .01 (.04) .01 (.04)

Self-efficacy .02 (.04) −.02 (.04) .02 (.04) .02 (.04)

Hierarchical position .25 (.12)* −.15 (.16) .06 (.14)

Gender composition .02 (.20) −1.13 (.41)** −1.37 (.48)**

Gender (female) −.53 (.18)** −2.70 (1.00)**

Gender × Hierarchical 
position

.83 (.62)

Gender × Gender 
composition

2.04 (.68)**

Individual fixed effect Included Included Included Included Included

Time fixed effect Included Included Included Included Included

R2 .83 .84 .84 .85 .86

adjusted R2 .66 .67 .67 .69 .71

ΔR2 .01 .00 .01 .01

F 9.21** 1.38 29.27*** 15.61***

Note: Unstandardized coefficients. Robust standard errors in parentheses. The F statistic is used to test the significance of the increase in 
explained variance due to the effect block added to each nested model. Observations of independent variables at T = 2 were regressed on 
dependent, moderator and control at T = 1 and observations of the dependent variables at T = 3 were regressed on independent, moderator and 
control variables at T = 2 (time-invariant variables collected at T = 1 only). n = 449. †p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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three approaches: −1.39 (SE = 2.68, p = .604 in Model 10) for playing dumb (H4a), −2.49 (SE = 3.23, 
p = .443 in Model 15) for evasive hiding (H4b) and − 4.08 (SE = 2.85, p = .152 in Model 20) for ratio-
nalized hiding (H4c).

Hypothesis 5 posits that the gender composition of the work environment – specifically, how 
male-dominated an environment is – moderates the relationship between gender and frequency of 
knowledge hiding. Contrary to our expectation of a negative and significant interaction, the coeffi-
cient of Gender × Gender composition is positive (B = 2.04, SE = .68, p = .003 in Model 5). To probe the 
significant interaction effect between the level of male dominance in an industry and hider's gender 
in predicting frequency of knowledge hiding, we plotted the frequency of knowledge hiding that 
corresponds to 1 SD below and 1 SD above the mean of Gender composition in the industry for women 
and men (Aiken et al., 1991), setting all other covariates to their mean values. Since (M − 1SD) and 
(M + 1SD) values were, respectively, 33% and 71% of men in an industry, our analysis contrasted 
‘female-dominated’ versus ‘male-dominated’ work environments. Figure 1 displays the slopes for 
women and men, showing that the frequency with which women hide knowledge does not change 
significantly between environments, while men tend to hide their knowledge less often in a male-
dominated environment. The more male dominated the environment, the smaller the difference 
between the frequency with which women and men hide knowledge from colleagues. The slope 
difference test showed that in female-dominated environments men tend to hide knowledge signifi-
cantly more often than women (t-test = 1.99, p = .046). In contrast, in male-dominated environments, 
the difference between the frequency with which men and women hide is not statistically significant 
(t-test = .207, p = .787).

Hypothesis 6a–c posits that gender composition of the work environment also moderates the 
relationship between gender and the approaches adopted to hide knowledge. For playing dumb and 
evasive hiding, the interaction coefficient is negative and significant, the opposite of what we pre-
dicted: B = −4.09 (SE = 1.61, p = .012 in Model 10) for the likelihood to use playing dumb (H6a) and 
B = −3.21 (SE = 1.19, p = .007 in Model 15) for evasive hiding (H6b). In contrast, the coefficient for 
rationalized hiding (H6c) is negative but non-significant (B = 1.57, SE = 2.39, p = .510 in Model 20). 
Interpreted together with the significant gender coefficient, this suggests that women are less likely 
than men to use rationalized hiding to protect their knowledge, irrespective of the gender composi-
tion of their workplace environment. Again, we probed the significant interactions by plotting the 
knowledge hiding variable at low and high values of male dominance in the industry for women and 
men.

Figure 2 displays the slopes for adopting a playing dumb approach. Contrary to our prediction, the 
more male dominated the environment, the less women tend to play dumb. Interestingly, men exhibited 
a similar tendency. Again, we computed a t-test, which confirmed that the difference between women's 
and men's playing dumb behaviour is statistically significant in female-dominated work environments 
(t-test = 2.18, p = .029), yet non-significant in male-dominated ones (t-test = .13, p = .896).

Finally, Figure 3 shows the slopes for evasive knowledge hiding. Again, the figure displays that both 
women and men exhibit a lower tendency to adopt this behaviour in a male-dominated work environ-
ment than in a female-dominated work environment. Indeed, a t-test confirmed that the difference 
in the usage of evasive hiding between genders is statistically significant in the second type of work 
environment (t-test = 2.85, p = .004), but not in the first one (t-test = .43, p = .670). Interpreted together, 
our results suggest that a male-dominated environment decreases women's tendency to conform with 
their stereotypical gendered role (on the contrary to our Hypothesis 6), thus reducing the difference in 
knowledge hiding behaviours between genders.

DISCUSSION

In this study we bridge the literature on knowledge hiding (Connelly et al., 2012) and the literature on 
gender roles at work (Eagly & Wood, 2012; Heilman, 2012) to examine the role of gender in explaining 
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F I G U R E  1   Simple slopes for frequency of hiding knowledge for low and high values of male dominance in the 
environment for women and men.

F I G U R E  2   Simple slopes for likelihood of using a playing dumb approach to knowledge hiding for low and high values 
of male dominance in the environment for women and men.

F I G U R E  3   Simple slopes for likelihood of using an evasive approach to knowledge hiding for low and high values of 
male dominance in the environment for women and men.
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whether and how individuals engage in knowledge hiding. Building on social role theory, we argue that 
men and women differ significantly in their tendency to hide knowledge at work as a consequence of 
the different social roles into which individuals are socialized and thus form their gender self-identity, 
and the social pressure to conform to those roles (Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Wood, 2012). Furthermore, 
we suggest that female and male employees tend to hide knowledge in different ways, by choosing ap-
proaches that best fit with others' expectations of their social role (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Rudman & 
Phelan, 2008). The findings from our multi-wave survey support these hypotheses. We find that men 
hide knowledge at work more frequently than women and tend to use rationalized hiding more, while 
women tend to adopt playing dumb and evasive hiding approaches more than men.

Our findings on how gender influences choice of approach to hiding knowledge are particularly 
interesting in light of the research on the consequences of the different approaches. Rationalized hiding 
leads to lower turnover intentions and higher job satisfaction, while the other two approaches have 
opposite outcomes (Offergelt et al., 2019). It also appears unrelated to negative emotional consequences 
(feelings of guilt and shame), while playing dumb evokes them (Burmeister et al., 2019). Playing dumb 
has been suggested to be the most severe and riskiest of the approaches to knowledge hiding, for in-
stance predicting same-day incivility towards the hider (Venz & Mohr, 2022).

Moreover, playing dumb and evasive hiding may have other longer-term detrimental implications. 
For instance, by pretending that they do not know the answer to a request for help from colleagues 
(i.e. by playing dumb), women might reinforce the gender stereotype of not being competent (Fiske 
et al., 2002; Kray et al., 2014) and may even be perceived as less competent than before, thus harming 
their reputation within the company. Evasive hiding may also backfire as this approach includes a 
promise to provide information in the future and thus comes at a cost. First, such a promise can be 
perceived as a deliberate delay to exchange information, which itself may have a range of negative effects 
on workplace relationships (Guenter et al., 2014). Second, evasive hiders may need to spend additional 
time or effort on the knowledge request by sharing (or pretending to) some other information, hence 
this approach may lead to exhaustion or stress (Venz & Nesher Shoshan, 2022). Finally, a promise of 
help that is not fulfilled is likely to be discovered in the future, and this will explicitly violate the social 
role expectation that women are helpful (e.g., Kidder & Parks, 2001).

Taken together, these considerations indicate that men are likely to benefit from the social expecta-
tions of their gendered behaviour beyond the benefits of meeting these expectations, as they have the 
opportunity to hide – and therefore protect – their knowledge by selecting the most inconsequential or 
safest way to do so. Meanwhile, driven by gendered social expectations, women choose approaches that 
may be detrimental to them both in the short and long term.

We also hypothesized that contextual factors – being in a leadership position and working in a male-
dominated environment – will further increase the social pressure to conform to gender roles. However, 
we found that seniority in the organizational hierarchy does not change knowledge hiding tendencies, 
but a male-dominated environment does, just not in the way we expected. There may be several reasons 
for these results. First, congruity theories (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983) suggest that women 
who occupy male-typed roles experience ‘double-bind’ (Eagly & Carli, 2007), where neither of two po-
tential reactions to the social pressures they face are beneficial: either they risk not fitting with their gen-
der role, or they undermine their competence and legitimacy in their job role. Extant research has found 
that women attract penalties from others for either reaction (Heilman, 2012). However, role congruity 
theories do not provide a clear-cut prediction on which choices women themselves make when faced 
with such competing pressures. On the one hand, women are expected to avoid counter-stereotypical 
behaviour and conform to the prescribed gender role (Heilman, 1983; Eagly & Karau, 2002). On the 
other hand, there is some evidence to suggest that women would act more like men to counteract 
the stereotypes, blend in and increase perceptions of legitimacy (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Gardiner & 
Tiggemann, 1999), and that downplaying gender differences may be a particularly effective strategy for 
women in male-dominated environments (Martin & Phillips, 2017). In sum, increased social pressure 
on women occupying male-typed jobs to conform to their gender roles – that we hypothesized is a 
driver of female behaviour – may be counteracted by the increased risks associated with conforming to 
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their gender role. This can explain why women, contrary to our hypotheses, did not change their knowl-
edge hiding behaviours depending on their position in the organizational hierarchy, and why they did 
not hide knowledge more frequently in male-dominated environments.

However, our findings indicate that gender composition of the environment does matter: in male-
dominated contexts, men hide knowledge less frequently; and women and men use playing dumb and 
evasive hiding less. Taken together, these tendencies reduce differences between the genders in knowl-
edge hiding in male-dominated environments. While the arguments of role congruity theories apply 
to the gender of the knowledge hider, we suggest that these findings can be driven by the mechanisms 
related to the gender of potential knowledge seekers, to which the hider may adjust their behaviour. 
Indeed, in male-dominated environments the knowledge seekers are most likely men, and in female-
dominated environments they are most likely women. Men are less likely to be the target of workplace 
incivility (Schilpzand et al., 2014) and more likely to retaliate against such behaviour (Irum et al., 2020). 
At the same time, women are perceived to be easier to mislead and are deceived more frequently (Kray 
et al., 2014). Hence, our findings may indicate that our respondents (men in particular) minimized their 
knowledge hiding in male-dominated environments for fear of retaliation from the knowledge seekers, 
and that they felt that deceitful approaches to knowledge hiding (playing dumb and evasive hiding) 
would more easily go undiscovered or unpenalized if directed towards women. In addition, men are less 
likely to seek information, advice and help from colleagues at work (Lim et al., 2020). Hence, there are 
likely to be fewer requests for knowledge in male-dominated environments and therefore fewer oppor-
tunities to hide knowledge.

Theoretical implications

This study makes several contributions to the literature on knowledge hiding, on knowledge manage-
ment more broadly, and on role congruity.

First, this study represents a first attempt to theorize about gendered aspects of knowledge hiding 
at the workplace. To date, the existing literature has predominantly overlooked the potential gender 
effects in knowledge behaviours (Heisig & Kannan, 2020), while our findings demonstrate that gender 
aspects need to be brought to the fore in studies of knowledge hiding. Furthermore, while the existing 
literature has relied mainly on social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) and conservation of resources theory 
(Hobfoll, 1989) to explain why knowledge hiding happens (He et al., 2021), our study suggests that 
the theories that explore gender roles at work – social role theory (Eagly, 1987) and backlash theory 
(Rudman & Phelan, 2008) – can help to explain the nuances of knowledge hiding behaviours.

Second, we contribute to a more fine-grained understanding of knowledge hiding by conceptualizing 
and empirically demonstrating the differentiated relationships between gender and various dimensions 
of knowledge hiding. With this, we add to a growing body of literature that highlights that different as-
pects of knowledge hiding are distinct from each other both in their antecedents and consequences (e.g., 
Burmeister et al., 2019; Gagné et al., 2019; Khoreva & Wechtler, 2020; Venz & Nesher Shoshan, 2022). 
We also extend this literature by suggesting that frequency of hiding (Serenko & Bontis, 2016) needs to 
be explored more extensively for a better understanding of knowledge hiding.

Third, our study improves our understanding of contextual factors that may amplify or inhibit 
knowledge hiding by demonstrating that gender composition of a workplace matters ( Joshi et al., 2015). 
This finding highlights the need to explore characteristics of the knowledge seeker – an overlooked 
aspect to date – to better understand why knowledge hiding happens and how it can be prevented. It 
also points to the need to further elaborate role congruity theories that we used to hypothesize about the 
role of two contextual factors we explored. Our findings are not in line with the predictions of the role 
congruity theories for both factors. The irrelevance of hierarchical position points to the questions that 
role congruity theories do not currently address: what choices women make when faced with competing 
pressures (“double-bind”) and what additional factors may drive such choices. The unpredicted effect 
of gender composition suggests that role congruity theories should take in consideration not only the 
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gender of the person who has multiple roles but also the gender of others – those who evaluate the (in)
congruence between these roles.

Our study also helps to explain inconsistent correlations between gender and knowledge hiding re-
ported in extant literature and offers important methodological implications for future research in this 
area. Indeed, most of the previous studies that did not find a significant correlation between gender and 
knowledge hiding used only the episode-based measure of knowledge hiding and aggregated different 
approaches to hiding into one summative construct (e.g., Batistič & Poell, 2022; Černe et al., 2014, 2017; 
Jiang et al., 2019; Zhu et al., 2019). Our findings indicate that the countervailing effects of gender on 
different approaches to hiding are likely to cancel each other out in any aggregated measure. Therefore, 
our study suggests that a more nuanced approach to measuring knowledge hiding needs to be used 
to unveil the effects of gender and, potentially, other predictors of knowledge hiding. Specifically, we 
suggest that the three approaches to hiding should be examined separately rather than in an aggregated 
way, and that they should be complemented by measuring hiding frequency.

Finally, we also contribute to the literature on knowledge management in general by proposing that 
gender is a potential antecedent of other knowledge behaviours, and that gender role expectations rep-
resent a theoretical lens that could be used to uncover the effects of gender (e.g., Eagly, 1987). For exam-
ple, although knowledge hiding and knowledge sharing are not opposites (Connelly et al., 2012), some 
of the theoretical arguments that we used to explain gender differences in knowledge hiding behaviours 
could be extended to better illuminate the gender effects on knowledge sharing as well. Moreover, 
gender role theories could also be applied to explain other knowledge behaviours such as knowledge 
seeking (Borgatti & Cross, 2003; Lim et al., 2020), knowledge manipulation (Rhee & Choi, 2017) and 
knowledge creation (Luksyte et al., 2018). Therefore, with this study we lay the foundations for a more 
comprehensive and theoretically grounded inclusion of gender in knowledge management research, 
something that has been called for recently (Heisig & Kannan, 2020).

Practical implications

Our study has important practical implications for both managers and employees. In designing the in-
terventions aimed at minimizing knowledge hiding and supporting knowledge sharing, managers need 
to be aware that their employees engage in these behaviours differently depending on their gender and 
the gender composition of the workplace, and hence may react to such managerial interventions differ-
ently as well. For example, previous research has demonstrated that the emphasis on individual perfor-
mance, competition and goal achievement stimulates knowledge hiding and has potential drawbacks 
for the organization, such as missed opportunities for collaboration, for effective problem-solving, 
and for creativity and innovation (e.g., Černe et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2019). While we know that these 
competition-inducing management practices are detrimental in general, the results of our study allow 
to propose that these practices influence genders differently. As these practices enforce the behaviours 
that fit with expectations of the male social role, they may encourage and legitimize knowledge hiding 
specifically for men rather than for women.

Another practical implication of this study concerns female employees who find themselves in a 
situation where they have to hide knowledge for legitimate reasons, such as protecting the confiden-
tiality or interests of a third party. Our findings indicate that women may feel less comfortable than 
men in choosing rationalized hiding in such a situation and hence decide either not to hide knowledge 
or resort to other ways of hiding knowledge. Neither option is recommendable. On the one hand, not 
hiding knowledge when there are valid reasons to do so may be damaging for organizations, as some 
knowledge has to be protected (e.g., Ritala et al., 2015). On the other hand, playing dumb and evasive 
hiding are much more damaging for the hider than rationalized hiding (e.g., Burmeister et al., 2019; 
Offergelt et al.,  2019), so choosing these approaches when rationalized hiding would have been ap-
propriate and legitimate may harm female employees in the long run. Therefore, when considering the 
potential benefits and costs of conforming to expected gendered social roles, female employees should 

 20448325, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.12444 by H

ealth R
esearch B

oard, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [24/05/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



       |  21GENDER DIFFERENCES IN KNOWLEDGE HIDING

also consider the long-term risks of playing dumb and evasive hiding, despite their potential fit with 
social expectations.

Managers also need to be aware that female employees may be reluctant to choose a rationalized 
hiding approach when they can legitimately hide knowledge, to either the organization's or their per-
sonal disadvantage. Therefore, managers should intervene by legitimizing rationalized hiding as an 
appropriate behaviour for female employees when this type of hiding is indeed appropriate in general. 
While directly encouraging any type of knowledge hiding may seem counterproductive, managers can 
influence this situation by openly acknowledging the expertise of female employees and the value of 
the knowledge they have. This will help to combat the stereotype that women are not knowledgeable or 
competent enough (e.g., Kray et al., 2014; Styhre et al., 2001; Truss et al., 2013), and thus decrease the 
social pressure on female employees to avoid rationalized hiding.

Limitations and future research directions

Like any study, this paper has some limitations, which also indicate potential areas for future research. 
First, we focused only on the gender of one side of the knowledge hiding interaction: the knowledge 
hider. Yet, knowledge sharing and hiding are inherently dyadic (Connelly et al., 2012); hence, character-
istics of the other side of the interaction – of which gender is an example – also play a role (Burmeister 
et al., 2018; Husted & Michailova, 2002). Indeed, research on workplace relationships has suggested 
that the gender of both individuals involved in the interaction matters (e.g., Callan, 1993; Ibarra, 1992; 
Kray & Thompson, 2004). It is thus possible that the differences in the approaches to hiding knowledge 
between women and men that we observe in this paper are partially due to the gender of the knowl-
edge seeker. Our findings regarding the differences in knowledge hiding between male- and female-
dominated environments also suggest that gender of the knowledge seeker may matter. Therefore, 
future research might explore how the gender of the knowledge seeker and the gender composition of 
the knowledge hider–seeker dyad influence knowledge hiding behaviours.

Second, while we offer theory-grounded explanations of why men and women may hide knowledge 
differently, the nature of our data limits our capacity to dig deeper into the reasons why our respondents 
behaved in a particular way. Indeed, while we postulate, based on existing research, that gender differ-
ences in knowledge hiding can emerge from both self-regulation to fit internalized gender identity and 
external social pressures to demonstrate gender-congruent behaviour (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Eagly & 
Wood, 2012; Heilman, 1983, 2012), our data do not show which of these mechanisms were at play – or 
exerted a stronger influence – in a particular situation. Future research might attempt to disentangle 
the two mechanisms and explore why female and male employees act differently. Qualitative research 
designs (e.g., drawing on Xiong et al., 2021) might be particularly appropriate to provide more nuanced 
insights into these questions, and into gendered aspects of knowledge hiding more broadly. The mech-
anisms that drive choices of men and women can be also explored in the future by using experimen-
tal design and manipulating social pressure conditions, drawing on previous experimental studies of 
knowledge hiding (Černe et al., 2014; Škerlavaj et al., 2018).

Third, as we theorize that men and women may experience different reactions from others to their 
knowledge hiding, it would be important for future research to explore whether the short- and long-term 
consequences of different approaches to knowledge hiding also differ by gender. Finally, while we have 
explored some contextual factors that may influence whether the knowledge hiding behaviours of men and 
women differ, we cannot ignore that other factors or boundary conditions could be in place at the same 
time or that there may be idiosyncrasies in our data. For instance, we collected our data in a single country 
context (United Kingdom). Social role theory highlights that gender role beliefs are formed within a partic-
ular society's circumstances and culture (Eagly & Wood, 2012). Indeed, empirical evidence has suggested 
that contemporary cultural gender roles, expectations and state of gender equality may influence workplace 
behaviours differently in different countries (Kmec & Gorman, 2010). Therefore, future research might ex-
plore whether gender-related effects on knowledge hiding apply similarly across different cultural contexts.
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CONCLUSIONS

In this paper we have focused on gender as an overlooked attribute that could explain whether, why and 
how individuals engage in knowledge hiding. Through a multi-wave empirical study of a large sample of 
employees in a variety of industries, we have shown that the different social roles that women and men inter-
nalize and the penalties they face if they behave incongruently with these roles make women less likely than 
men to engage in knowledge hiding at work. The expectation to conform with these different social roles 
also influences the approaches that employees adopt when they decide to hide their knowledge: namely, 
women are more likely than men to choose playing dumb and evasive hiding, and less likely than men to 
choose rationalized hiding. A male-dominated context reduces these differences between genders.
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A PPEN DI X 1

STUDY CONSTRUCTS AND MEASUREMENT SCALES

Dependent variables

Frequency of knowledge hiding (Serenko & Bontis, 2016)
Please indicate your agreement with the following statements:

Upon receiving a knowledge request:

•	 I often communicate only part of the whole story to my fellow colleagues;
•	 I often twist the facts to suit my needs when communicating with my fellow colleagues;
•	 I often leave out pertinent information or facts when communicating with my fellow colleagues.
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Approaches to knowledge hiding (Connelly et al., 2012)
Please think of a recent episode in which a specific co-worker in your company requested knowledge from you and you 
declined to share your knowledge or expertise with him/her or did not give all of the information needed. In this specific 
situation, I …

Please indicate your agreement with the following statements:

•	 Agreed to help him/her but never really intended to
•	 Agreed to help him/her but instead gave him/her information different from what s/he wanted
•	 Told him/her that I would help him/her out later but stalled as much as possible
•	 Offered him/her some other information instead of what he/she really wanted
•	 Pretended that I did not know the information
•	 Said that I did not know, even though I did
•	 Pretended I did not know what s/he was talking about
•	 Said that I was not very knowledgeable about the topic
•	 Explained that I would like to tell him/her, but was not supposed to
•	 Explained that the information is confidential and only available to people on a particular project
•	 Told him/her that my boss would not let anyone share this knowledge
•	 Said that I would not answer his/her questions

Control variables

Knowledge sharing motivations (Foss et al., 2009)
Please indicate your agreement with the following statements:
Intrinsic motivation
•	 I like sharing knowledge
•	 I think sharing knowledge is an important part of my job
•	 I find it personally satisfying

Extrinsic motivation
•	 I share knowledge because I want my supervisor to praise me
•	 I share knowledge because I want my colleagues to praise me
•	 I share knowledge because I want get a reward
•	 I share knowledge because it might help me get promoted

Self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997)
Please indicate your agreement with the following statements:
•	 I am self-assured about my capabilities to perform my work activities
•	 I am confident about my ability to do my job
•	 I have mastered the skills necessary for my job

Job interdependence (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006)
To what extent do the following statements describe your job?

Please indicate your agreement with these statements:

•	 The job requires me to accomplish my job before others complete their job.
•	 Other jobs depend directly on my job
•	 Unless my job gets done, other jobs cannot be completed
•	 My job activities are greatly affected by the work of other people
•	 My job depends on the work of many different people for its completion
•	 My job cannot be done unless others do their work
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