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ABSTRACT 

 
Leadership is known as the major factor that can 
influence and motivate knowledge workers to contribute 
and participate actively in creating, sharing and using 
knowledge effectively. A survey of 180 Multimedia 
Supercorridor (MSC) status firms was conducted to 
identify what leadership characteristics (in the form of 
social power) are needed in a knowledge-based firm. The 
results showed that knowledge leaders should embrace 
personal power and avoid information power. Position 
power must be exercised with caution because it not only 
encourages knowledge sharing but also impedes 
knowledge acquisition. Careful use of power can 
successfully influence k-workers to apply knowledge 
management practices (KMP). 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
With the rising competition in the business field, firms are 
not only depending on its accounting value but also on the 
contribution of its knowledge (Lin & Tseng, 2005).  Most 
researchers strongly advocate that the acceptance and 
implementation of KMP are central in building the firm’s 
competitive advantage and maximize organizational 
performance. Thus, most firms are in the race of 
implementing the best KM systems to avoid being left out 
and to earn the promised benefits (Lam & Chua, 2005). 
 
Despite the trend of implementing KM enabling 
technologies, many KM initiatives fail to achieve what 

they set out to do (De Long & Fahey, 2000; Smith, 
Blackman, & Good, 2003). Disturbingly, KM experts 
disclosed that KM failure rates are projected to be 
between 50 to 70 percent (Ambrosio, 2000). Additionally, 
about 84 percent of KM projects implemented bore no 
notable result on the firms, which indicates failure of 
these projects (Lucier, 2003).  
 
The primary cause for dereliction would be the failure of 
firms to understand that the success of KM systems does 
not merely rely on technology, but also on the knowledge 
workers’ (k-workers’) acceptance and commitment 
towards the KM system (Ambrosio, 2000; Davis, 
Subramaniam, & Westerberg, 2005; Lam & Chua, 2005; 
Malhotra, 2002). Although information technology plays 
an essential role in establishing KM systems, human 
capitals are the ones who create, share and use the 
knowledge to contribute towards organizational 
effectiveness (Malhotra, 2002). Fundamentally, simply 
boasting of a technologically advanced KM system and 
providing access to it will not initiate changes in behavior 
or lead to greater understanding (Smith et al., 2003). 
 
Changing the k-workers’ attitude and behavior to be more 
supportive of KM system implementation requires 
excellent leadership skills (McCrimmon, 1995; Ribiere & 
Sitar, 2003).  Dynamic interactions should exist amid  
leadership and KM to encourage k-workers to espouse 
KM supportive behaviors (Politis, 2001). While it is 
apparent that leadership permeates as the foundation for 
KM system success, there is very little empirical research 
to support the relationship between leadership behavior 
and KM (Politis, 2001).  
 
One may argue that the earlier researches and theories of 
leader behavior would be applicable in this knowledge 
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era. This may not be acceptable, as essentially, k-workers 
are different from other workers, thus requiring 
idiosyncratic people management practices (Ribiere & 
Sitar, 2003). K-workers are highly knowledgeable and 
thus confidently exercise self-control and self-learning 
(Amar, 2004). In line with k-workers’ wider skills, 
expertise and work responsibilities, they have an 
increasing need for autonomy and empowerment 
(MacNeil, 2003). Fundamentally, leadership and 
management styles have undergone significant changes 
under the system of profound knowledge (MacNeil, 
2003). Therefore, transformation of leader behavior is 
required to achieve the desired behavior among k-
workers. So far, besides the studies by Politis (2001, 
2005), Dfouni (2002), Ribiere and Sitar (2003), and 
Crawford (2005), only a handful of researchers have 
attempted to discover the underlying leader behavior 
needed to encourage the practice of KM supportive 
behavior. 
 
Furthermore, most of these researchers have not 
attempted to expand the leadership behavior dimension to 
include bases of power and influence. It is evident that 
leadership in the knowledge firm involves the ability to 
influence others to work towards the realization of a 
common goal (MacNeil, 2003; McCrimmon, 1995; 
Ribiere & Sitar, 2003). For example, much knowledge is 
tacit and locked within the k-workers mind (Davis et al., 
2005). Therefore, leaders should be able to influence their 
k-workers to be more willing to part and share their 
implicit knowledge. Leaders also need to be able to 
exercise influence to persuade and rejuvenate the outlook 
of k-workers towards successful knowledge acquisition 
(Politis, 2001, 2005). It is clear that the ability to 
influence is crucial in developing the desired KMP among 
k-workers. 
 
Thus, this study intends to bridge this gap by identifying 
the relevant bases of power needed by knowledge leaders 
in order to successfully influence and persuade their 
workers to adopt KMP primarily knowledge creation, 
sharing, and utilization. 
 
2.0 LEADER POWER AND KM  

A study of various leadership styles reflects that bases of 
power are the underlying ingredients within any leader 
behavior. In fact, leadership is broadly described as 
influence processes that affect the action of followers 
(Ansari, 1990; Yukl, 2006). However, one must take note 
that the ability of a leader to influence stems from his or 
her perceived ability to exercise power (Yukl, 2006; 
Hinkin & Schriesheim, 1989).   

Many different frameworks and classification schemes are 
available to understand power relationships, but that of 
French and Raven’s (1959) seems to be the most widely 
used taxonomy. Their original taxonomy , defined five 
bases of power: reward, coercion, legitimate, referent, and 
expert. In 1965, Raven added the sixth base of power, 

“information power”. Subsequently, “connection” was 
added as the seventh base of power (Ansari, 1990; Bhal & 
Ansari, 2000; Hersey, Blanchard, & Natemeyer, 1979). A 
review of earlier studies on leader’s bases of power 
revealed outcomes as presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Summary of outcomes of leader’s bases of power 
 

Outcome Bases of 
power Positive Negative Unrelated 

Reward v # v  
Coercive  #  
Legitimate v # v 
Referent #   
Expert  #   
Information #   
Connection #   
Note: v= Weak; #=Strong relationship  

To date, besides the study by Politis (2005) we are aware 
of no research that has investigated the effect of leaders’ 
bases of power in encouraging KMP. Our study intends to 
discuss the possible effects and enlighten leaders on 
which are the appropriate bases of power to employ and 
which should be shirked. 

2.1 The influence of reward power on KMP 

In a knowledge-based environment, Politis (2001, 2005) 
stated that leaders who provide rewards if k-workers 
perform in accordance to leader’s desire, disable rather 
than enable knowledge acquisition. Contrary to this 
finding and results of previous studies, we believe reward 
is a powerful motivator in influencing k-workers’ 
behavior. K-workers typically indulge in KMP for their 
own interest rather than for the betterment of the firm 
(Gal, 2004). Hence, the following hypothesis is  developed 
for our study: H1: Leaders use of reward power positively 
influences k-workers to adopt KMP. 

2.2 The influence of coercive and legitimate power on 
KMP 

In line with previous studies, we hypothesize that in a 
knowledge-based environment, coercive and legitimate 
powers are associated with leader ineffectiveness. 
Managers can no longer depend on the traditional 
command and control mechanism to influence k-workers 
(MacNeil, 2003; McCrimmon, 1995). K-workers enjoy 
greater autonomy and power at work due to their wider 
skills, expertise and work responsibilities (MacNeil, 
2003). Thus, they do not enjoy working under close 
supervision or direct control (Kubo & Saka, 2002). 
Accordingly, we hypothesize that: H2 : Leaders use of 
coercive and legitimate power will negatively affect KMP 
among k-workers. 
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2.3 The influence of referent power on KMP 

Leaders in the knowledge network need to adopt personal 
mentoring and internal consulting (McCrimmon, 1995) 
and help build a culture of trust by demonstrating 
concerns, keeping promises, morality fairness, openness, 
honesty, discretion, consistency, integrity and delivering 
expected results (Ribiere & Sitar, 2003). These 
personality elements encourage trust building and social 
interaction and are therefore essential for knowledge 
sharing (Connelly & Kelloway, 2003). Naturally, a leader 
who displays qualities that supports knowledge sharing 
will become a role model for k-workers to emulate. Thus, 
we hypothesize that: H3: Leaders’ use of referent power 
is positively related with knowledge sharing practices. 

On the contrary, research indicates that referent power 
may not have the intended influence upon knowledge 
acquisition and implementation. K-workers are 
independent individuals who decide what knowledge they 
want to contribute and how they intend to use it (Amar, 
2004; Politis, 2005). They trust their personal expertise 
and do not deem their leader to be correct based on the 
leader’s personal appeal (Politis, 2005). In fact, Politis 
(2005) found referent power to be negatively related to 
knowledge acquisition. Thus, the following proposition is 
formulated: H4: Leaders’ use of referent power is 
negatively related or unrelated with knowledge creation 
and knowledge utilization practices. 

2.4 The influence of expert power on KMP 
 
Although it seems that k-workers no longer rely upon 
their leaders for knowledge, Amar (2002) stated that, in 
many situations, they still seek expert guidance indirectly 
from their respective leaders to solve their problems, 
without even realizing it (Amar, 2002).  Hence, 
influencing k-workers with specialized expertise requires 
leaders to lead through intellectual power, conviction, 
persuasion and interactive dialogue (Ribiere & Sitar, 
2003). Fundamentally, in order to be an effective 
facilitator and stimulator in a knowledge based 
environment and encourage people to create and utilize 
knowledge, the leader needs to possess highly developed 
expertise.  
 
On the contrary, the impact of expert power on 
knowledge sharing cannot be obviously described. It is 
unclear how leaders’ possession of expertise and 
knowledge could encourage knowledge sharing practices 
among k-workers.  A possible justification could be the 
willingness of leaders to share their own expertise with 
subordinates inculcates the values of sharing, which 
encourages the emulation of knowledge sharing practices 
among k-workers (Connelly & Kelloway, 2003).  
Therefore, hypothesis  5 is outlined as: H5: Leaders’ use 
of expert power positively affects KMP.   
 

2.5 The influence of information power on KMP 
 
The ability to control the availability and accuracy of 
information that other people need and do not own 
themselves creates information power for leaders (Raven, 
1992). Therefore, having access to organization 
knowledge and circulating this knowledge reflects the 
loss of information power (Gray, 2001; Kelly, 2007).  
 
Basically, in order to possess high information power, one 
tends to avoid sharing the information they possess (Gray, 
2001). When leaders themselves hoard information to 
increase their indis pensability and power, they would 
pave the way for k-workers to trail. K-workers would 
follow this practice portrayed by their leaders and 
knowledge sharing practices would be limited. Leaders 
need to model the proper behavior to cultivate knowledge 
supporting culture within the firm (Ribiere & Sitar, 2003).  
 
Although it is unclear how information access can 
facilitate knowledge application, it can be assumed that 
information access provides k-workers a frame of 
reference of what knowledge should be applied and how 
to apply them. K-workers need to keep up with the 
happenings in their business environment to ensure the 
knowledge they apply in their strategies are up-to-date 
and in-line with the current business conditions. When 
information availability is controlled, knowledge creation 
and utilization could meet a dead end.  
 
Basically, the lax control over information availability 
and accessibility reduces the information power possessed 
by leader—which implies increased knowledge 
management practices. Therefore, we hypothesize that: 
H6: Leaders’ use of information power negatively affects 
KMP. 
 
2.6 The influence of connection power on KMP 
 
 Knowledge leaders with established connections both 
inside and outside the firm often have access to 
unattainable information and expertise which, in return, 
equips them with integrity and authenticity (Sarin & 
McDermott, 2003) and facilitates knowledge creation 
within the firm. Therefore, it is good for senior executives 
to network outside the firm and pull together groups with 
likely synergies (McCrimmon, 1995). This brings about 
our next hypothesis  which states that: H7: Leaders’ use of 
connection power is positively related with the practice of 
knowledge creation.  
Although connection power has been considered 
important in knowledge-based firms, its impact on 
knowledge sharing and responsiveness to knowledge has 
not been clearly emphasized. Connection power actually 
reflects the attributes that are related with the person with 
whom the agent is associated (Ansari, 1990). Therefore, it 
may be possible that connection with important others 
within the firm could enhance their reward power or 
coercive power-which in return could influence the extent 
of knowledge sharing and responsiveness.   However, this 
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study focuses on top management--the highest level of 
management within the firm. Thus, the possibility of the 
connection power enhancing their other bases of power is 
not possible.    Hence, we hypothesize that: H8: Leaders’ 
use of connection power is unrelated with knowledge 
sharing and knowledge utilization practices. 
 
3.0 SAMPLE AND PROCEDURE 
 
3.1 Research site and sample 
 
This study focused on MSC status companies. These 
firms were deemed suitable representatives of knowledge 
based firms for two major reasons – concentration of k-
workers and inclusion of knowledge intensive industry 
sectors.  A total of 180 MSC firms participated in our 
study.  
 
3.2 Measures 
 
A pre-tested survey questionnaire consisting of questions 
measuring leader’s bases of power (Hinkin, & 
Schriesheim, 1989;  Ansari, 1990; Bhal & Ansari, 2000; 
Raven, 1992) and KMP (Darroch, 2003) was employed in 
this research.  
A partial test of the construct validity of the scales 
employed a varimax-rotated principal components 
analysis. The analysis generated three interpretable 
factors for bases of power—Position power - PO (referent 
power, coercive power, legitimate power), Personal 
power- PE (expert, connection, and reward power) and 
Information power - IP. On the other hand, KMP factored 
into five interpretable factors in which knowledge 
acquisition separated into two factors- Knowledge 
acquisition (KA) and knowledge acquisition through 
hiring (KAH); Knowledge sharing into another 2 factors- 
knowledge exchange (KE) and knowledge circulation 
(KC), and finally Knowledge utilization (KU) as a unique 
factor. The reliabilities of the sub-scales were within the 
acceptable range of .70 and above (Cramer, 2003).  
 
4.0 RESULTS 
 
Multiple regression analysis was used to test the 
hypotheses outlined earlier. The results are presented in 
Table 2.  
 

Table 2: Results of regression analysis 
 

Dependent variable  
IV 
 KA KAH KE KC KU KMP  

 
PE 
PO 
IP 
 

      
.70** 
.15* 
.16* 
 

 
.49** 
.01 
.28** 

 
.74*
* 
.34** 
.43**  

 
.62*
* 
.29*
* 
.64*
* 

 
.63** 
.09 
.44** 

 
.79** 
.14* 
.48** 

F  
R2 
Adj

70.32 
.55 
.54 

20.78 
.26 
.25 

52.3
5 

.47 

45.2
5 

.44 

42.16 
.42 
.41 

89.13 
.60 
.60 

R2 .46 .43 

       
* p<0.05, ** p < 0.01; Values in bold are negative. 
 
Generally, the goodness of model (R2) range of values for 
the models tested was beyond 40% except for KAH 
which is least at 26%. This implies that leader behavior is 
an important factor in influencing most KMP in 
organizations. In the case of KAH, it is possible that 
maybe hiring is due to other economic factors rather than 
leaders. 
 
From Table 2, it is evident that the use of personal power 
positively influences k-workers. This validates H1, H5, 
and H7. However, H8 which hypothesized that 
connection power is unrelated to knowledge sharing and 
utilization was rejected. The results indicate connection 
power also has a significant positive effect in promoting 
knowledge sharing and knowledge utilization practices.  
 
H2 was only partially accepted. The use of position power 
negatively affects knowledge acquisition validating H2 in 
part.  Surprisingly, position power has a positive effect in 
promoting knowledge sharing practices (knowledge 
exchange and circulation) among k-workers- implying 
position power is needed to promote knowledge sharing 
practices among k-workers. Lastly, position power had no 
significant effect on knowledge utilization and knowledge 
acquisition through hiring. Therefore, H2 is only partially 
substantiated. 
 
Finally, information power negatively influenced k-
workers in terms of practicing KMP. The more 
information power a leader possesses or uses, the lesser k-
worke r display KMP. This fully supports H6.  
 
5.0 DISCUSSION 
 
The primary purpose of this research was supported by 
the results obtained. The relatively high R2 values (by 
standards of the social sciences studies) indicate that 
leadership behavior is an important factor in influencing 
k-workers to adopt KMP. As predicted, personal power 
(reward, expert, and connection power) positively 
influenced KMP.  
 
Connection power has been considered important in 
knowledge-based firms, but its impact on knowledge 
sharing and responsiveness to knowledge has not been 
clearly emphasized. While, connection power was 
hypothesized to not have any possible effect on 
knowledge sharing and utilization, the results indicated 
otherwise. We believe that connection power may 
indirectly influence knowledge sharing and utilization. It 
is possible that a leader’s display of effort to source for 
knowledge from important others and share it with 
knowledge workers, displays a positive model of 
knowledge sharing to be emulated. In addition, leaders 
with connection with important people may bring in new 
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knowledge to stimulate thinking and subsequently lead 
towards knowledge application.  
 
The results of this study further imply that leadership 
transformation is needed when dealing with k-workers. 
Traditionally, referent power was considered as personal 
power. However, in the case of k-workers in Malaysia, 
they seem to perceive referent power as position power 
instead. It is possible that high power distance here in 
Malaysia (Hofstede, 2001) could have caused k-workers 
to attribute leader magnetism to position held by the 
leader. A knowledge leader in a high position (top 
management) is possibly viewed as successful and highly 
capable, therefore meriting respect, admiration, and 
identification among k-workers.  
In addition, although research points out that position 
power such as coercive, and legitimate power negatively 
affects KMP, our study obtained contradicting results. H2 
was partially supported when this form of power had a 
negative influence only on knowledge acquisition. This 
finding is in line with Politis (2005) who stated that the 
use of threat and fear to force knowledge acquisition 
among k-workers has an adverse effect.  
 
However, interestingly, position power was found to 
positively affect knowledge exchange and circulation 
practices. Again, this outcome may be linked to the 
possibility of cultural influence in Malaysia. With high 
power distance, Malaysia is characterized as a “situation 
where leaders have virtually ultimate power and authority, 
and the rules, laws and regulations developed by those in 
power, reinforce their own leadership and control” 
(Hofstede, 2001). Therefore, the use of position power in 
order to influence k-workers to share their knowledge is 
generally accepted.  
 
Another possible perspective to this situation is that k-
workers here are still grappling with the idea of sharing 
their unique knowledge with others. Realizing knowledge 
is power, voluntary sharing of knowledge may not have 
appealed to k-workers. However, when leaders share 
(referent power), or if rules and regulations (coercive and 
legitimate power) that make sharing compulsory are in 
place, k-workers may embrace knowledge sharing better.  
 
Position power also failed to yield a significant effect on 
knowledge utilization. It is likely that being independent, 
k-workers decided when, what, and how they will utilize 
their knowledge. Any use of force, will not be able to 
force k-worker to apply knowledge. It must be done at 
their own free will.  
Finally, our hypothesis on the negative effect of leader’s 
information power was substantiated. Clearly, when a 
leader has high information power, he or she is portraying 
a negative image and may stifle KMP. Withholding 
important information shows that a leader does not share 
and k-workers will follow suit. In addition, the 
unavailability of crucial information because the leader 
controls access to it may dampen the initiative of k-

workers to create and utilize knowledge according to the 
needs of the business environment.  
 
In summary, leader should use personal power and avoid 
information power to encourage the adoption of KMP 
among k-workers. This indirectly influences the firm’s 
appeal when attempting to hire new k-workers as shown 
by the results focusing on knowledge acquisition through 
hiring.  Position power can be used when attempting to 
get k-workers to share knowledge and should be avoided 
in all other situations.  
 
6.0 CONCLUSION 
 
Successful adoption of KMP in firms is believed to lead 
to the establishment of comp etitive advantage and 
improved organization performance. Therefore, it is 
crucial for knowledge leaders to transform their 
leadership behavior in order to successfully influence k-
workers to embrace KMP. However, given the possibility 
of cultural influence in Malaysia, it is suggested that this 
study may be replicated in other cultures to determine 
other possibly appropriate leadership behavior to 
influence k-workers.  
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