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Introduction
Knowledge sharing basically involves the communication of knowledge to other individuals in 
an institution.1 Innovation is described by Hassan2 as a multistage process where institutions 
transform ideas into value-added services and processes, so as to compete with others and 
differentiate themselves in their marketplace. The innovation process transforms new knowledge 
into useful products and services thereby creating value for the institutions. To this date, 
knowledge sharing remains an important catalyst for innovation in higher education institutions 
(HEIs) of both developed and developing countries. According to Farinha et al.,3 innovation 
contributes to institutional growth and sustainability. All over the world, the business of higher 
education is to teach students and conduct research, although other scholars4 argue that HEIs are 
not business institutions. Research is pivotal for innovation as it allows knowledge-sharing, a 
knowledge management (KM) process, which Farooq5 underscores as crucially important. 
Research findings through publications could be used to improve institutional competencies, 
including improved strategies for teaching, learning and collaborating.

Higher education institutions naturally store and access knowledge in some manner and these 
institutions are expected to be at the cutting edge of such innovation.1 Research-intensive 
institutions are ranked according to their core missions of teaching, research and the international 

The adoption of knowledge-sharing practices in higher education result in improved decision-
making, improved access to information and increased collaboration. A knowledge-sharing 
culture enables the free exchange of knowledge amongst academics and this drives institutions 
towards innovation.

This study examines the extent to which knowledge-sharing practices have been adopted at 
higher education institutions (HEIs) of developing countries.

The article reports on an inquiry conducted at HEIs in Zimbabwe to determine the knowledge-
sharing practices in place.

A survey was used to collect quantitative data from 240 purposefully selected academics at the 
HEIs. The data were analysed using descriptive statistics.

This study established that HEIs have not fully implemented the knowledge-sharing practices. 
Empirical evidence confirms that attendance of conferences is important for knowledge 
sharing where 43% of the participants approved the proposition. Coaching and mentoring 
improve academic skills such that 21.7% of the participants approved the premise. Subscribing 
to international journals increases the visibility of scientific research work and only 18.3% of 
the participants confirmed that their institutions subscribe to internationally recognised 
journals. Surprisingly, 60% of the participants confirmed that their institutions do not offer 
knowledge-sharing workshops. Unremarkably, 23.3% of the participants confirmed that their 
institutions do not have a knowledge-sharing culture. 

Transdisciplinarity Contribution: Higher education institutions have not fully exploited the 
knowledge-sharing practices that could make them more innovative. The institutions are still 
at the trial stage of adopting knowledge-sharing practices. This study therefore recommends 
the creation of communities of practice (COPs) specifically for knowledge sharing.
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outlook. An institution of higher learning’s knowledge base 
is a major factor in attracting and nurturing tomorrow’s finest 
minds and this inspires and motivates the next generation of 
potential research academics. As a result, research and 
publications are principal factors that foster innovation in 
HEIs. Moustaghfir and Schiuma6 reported that, innovation 
and knowledge sharing are closely related and exert 
significant impact on institutional sustainability and 
performance. This study was conducted at four HEIs in 
Zimbabwe, directed by the following two objectives, designed 
to:

• Determine the extent to which knowledge-sharing 
practices have been applied at the HEIs

• Recommend the adoption of knowledge-sharing practices 
at the HEIs.

Knowledge can only have a positive impact on a HEI if it is 
shared with others and applied to solve problems in an 
institutional setting.7 Knowledge sharing considerably 
increases team productivity,8 making it easier to access 
expertise from within the team and this certainly boosts 
institutional creativity. This study contributes to scholarly 
knowledge by recommending the adoption of knowledge-
sharing practices in HEIs of developing countries. The 
following section provides the theoretical framework that 
guides the study and reviews literature on different tools and 
techniques, which could be used for effective knowledge 
sharing in HEIs.

Literature review
The diffusion of innovations (DOI) theory focuses on 
understanding how innovative ideas are spread in social 
systems,9 which in this case are HEIs. According to Nowacki 
and Bachnik1 and Lee and Trimi,10 innovation is a new idea in 
organisational practices that gains momentum and diffuses 
through a social network system. Taking cue of innovation 
adoption from Rogers,9 Nowacki and Bachnik1 define 
innovation adoption as the application of an innovation 
within an organisation. The ultimate goal of innovation 
adoption is to ensure that users adopt the idea or service to 
solve practical problems. For this specific study, innovation 
diffusion is therefore the dissemination of innovative 
knowledge-sharing practices within the HEIs in developing 
countries.

Knowledge-application refers to the practical use of 
knowledge that has been created, captured and put into the 
KM cycle. Cheng, Ho and Lau11 underscore that knowledge 
application is when available knowledge is used to make 
informed decisions and execute tasks through direction and 
routines. It is vital to underscore that knowledge re-use 
promotes efficiency and innovation by introducing more 
effective ways of doing work in an institution. This is quite 
seminal at a HEI in creating and maintaining a competitive 
advantage. From an academic perspective, knowledge-
sharing application results in improved decision-making, 
improved access to information, increased collaboration and 
improved understanding of information in context in a 

timely manner. According to Farinha et al.,3 institutions of 
higher education are in the business of creating and 
disseminating knowledge because their core focus is the 
creation, dissemination, knowledge sharing and institutional 
learning. These institutions of higher learning aim to equip 
new generations with the practical skills through effective 
knowledge-sharing. It is important to highlight that 
knowledge sharing should be promoted as a way of 
advancing knowledge in innovative ways. Thus, encouraging 
knowledge sharing would positively scaffold academic 
excellence in developing countries.

Laudon and Laudon12 define knowledge sharing as the 
transfer of one person’s knowledge and ideas to another 
person using a computer-based information system. This 
definition illustrates that HEIs should have knowledge-
sharing systems in place. Knowledge sharing enables HEIs to 
converge towards knowledge portals. In many HEIs, 
knowledge sharing takes place by means of publications, 
presentations, workshops, meetings, seminars, written 
reports and focus group discussions.13 As a matter of fact, 
knowledgeable and experienced researchers should be 
prepared to share knowledge with others. Knowledge shared 
by academics in communities of practice (CoPs) becomes 
institutional knowledge14 and can encounter challenges such 
as a lack of time, a barrier which is very consistent in the KM 
literature. Coaching and mentoring are some of the tools used 
to nurture knowledge in HEIs. Coaching empowers 
employees and encourages them to take responsibility15 
whilst mentoring offers professional socialisation and support 
to enable knowledge-transfer in HEIs.16 In addition, mentoring 
increases knowledge sharing through collaboration and this 
undoubtedly strengthens the institutional culture.

Many institutions of higher learning invest millions of dollars 
into information and communication technology (ICT) 
without considering the effective integration of those 
technologies into shared decision-making processes that 
ultimately improve academic operations.17 During knowledge-
sharing, knowledge held by an academic is converted into a 
form that can be understood and used by other academics in 
an institution to solve practical problems. This basically 
means conversion of tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge 
using different processes. People are the core of institutional 
knowledge sharing because it is people who create, share and 
manage the knowledge in an institution of higher learning. 
Knowledge management, specifically knowledge-sharing, 
brings together the three core organisational resources: 
(1) people, (2) processes and (3) technology to enable the 
institution to use information and knowledge effectively.18 
People are the holders of knowledge and should understand 
the processes, assisted by different technologies. Figure 1 
shows the connections amongst these three core resources.

From Figure 1, we can infer that academics in HEIs build a 
knowledge-sharing culture and they are assisted by different 
technologies to execute their core functions of teaching, 
learning, community engagement and research. According 
to Simmons,19 people signify the capabilities of academics 
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within an institution to inspire and influence others with 
their valuable knowledge. Thus, training and motivating 
people to be integrated and aware of the processes become 
an act that strives to continuously improve services using 
appropriate technology. Processes, on the other hand, 
describe how one creates and implements best practices for 
effective knowledge sharing. In addition, processes aim to 
share knowledge with the teams and therefore apply the new 
knowledge in problem-solving. Laudon and Laudon12 
confirm that technology addresses how one selects and uses 
the tools to facilitate effective knowledge sharing. Moreover, 
technology assists with storing and securing information and 
knowledge in an institution.

Knowledge sharing builds a learning and development 
culture4 and it is vital to have managers and leaders in HEIs 
who can inspire the knowledge workers to share the 
knowledge they have nurtured. Institutions of higher 
education need to attend effective education and training 
workshops that develop a thriving knowledge-sharing 
culture.11 In knowledge-intensive institutions, knowledge 
sharing nurtures a corporate learning culture. This corporate 
culture develops into a shared vision and team-work and as a 
result the institutions become innovative. As a learning culture 
is characterised by values and beliefs of academics in an 
institution, this culture certainly boosts the morale and 
motivates the academics to share knowledge. The methodology 
adopted to complete this study is presented next.

Methodology
After an in-depth literature review on the knowledge-sharing 
topic, the researchers established that knowledge-sharing 
practices are not fully embraced in HEIs of developing 
countries. The research method and procedure adopted to 
complete the study is explained here in an effort to answer 
the following questions.

• To what extent have knowledge-sharing practices been 
applied at HEIs of developing countries?

• Which tools could be recommended for effective 
knowledge sharing in HEIs?

Research design, paradigm and 
sampling
A quantitative research design in the form of a survey was 
conducted at four HEIs in Zimbabwe: a developing country 
in Africa. The positivist paradigm was used in this research 
because it is scientific and objective.20 Moreover, positivism 
permits statistical analysis following well-defined structures. 
The research participants were drawn from a sample of  
240 academics in different disciplines at the HEIs using a 
purposive sampling technique. 

Data collection method
Quantitative data and facts were collected through the use 
of a structured online questionnaire. The questionnaire 
was divided into different sections including the demographic 
section and the knowledge-sharing applications section. 
The demographic section enabled the researcher to 
understand the different profiles of the academics. The 
second section enabled the researcher to understand the 
extent to which knowledge-sharing practices have been 
applied at the HEIs in Zimbabwe. Academics were asked 
to rank statements on a 5-point Likert scale from strongly 
agree to strongly disagree on the different aspects of 
knowledge sharing in HEIs. Responses to Likert scale 
questions are standardised and these are analysed 
collectively to draw meaningful conclusions.

Data analysis and interpretation
For quantitative data analysis, Microsoft Office Excel 2019 
was utilised because of its charting capabilities and user-
friendliness. Internal consistency is a measure of reliability,21 
which determines the extent to which a measure yields 
the same results. The internal consistency tests were 
therefore performed to improve the validity and reliability 
of the research findings using Cronbach’s alpha. The 
reliability tests were performed on the knowledge-sharing 
applications and Cronbach’s alpha was 0.74 confirming the 
appropriateness of the data collected and analysed. 
According to Salkind,22 Cronbach’s alpha above 0.6 is 
acceptable although other scholars advocate for higher 
values of 0.90–0.95 to perform both descriptive and 
inferential statistics. In line with the ethical principles 
outlined by Surmiak23 and for confidentiality reasons, the 
names of the participants and the HEIs are not disclosed in 
this article. Interestingly, the response rate was 66.6%, which 
was actually reasonable to analyse and generalise the 
findings to HEIs in developing countries. This article 
therefore reports on the quantitative data only from the 
academics on the knowledge-sharing applications for 
innovation in HEIs.

ProcessPeople

Technology

Source: Adapted from Barnes S. Aligning people, process and technology in knowledge 
management. 2nd ed. London: Ark Group; 201118

FIGURE 1: Aligning people, process and technology in knowledge management.
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Research results
The demographic data of the participants is given in Table 1. 
According to Potter and Hoque,24 demographic information 
is necessary for the determination of whether the 
participants in a specific study are a representative sample 
of the target population for generalisation of the results. 
Moreover, demographic data permits readers and 
researchers to compare and replicate findings in similar 
contexts.

From the data presented in Table 1, we can infer that majority 
of the participants were higher degree holders with more 
than 10 years of working experience in HEIs. As the business 
of HEIs is to teach students and do research,25 work experience 
of the academics is very important to deliver the best services 
to the institution. Knowledge-sharing practices aim to tap the 
expertise possessed by experienced academics and share it 
with junior academics and this helps to retain organisational 
knowledge.

The data analysed and discussed in the next section sought to 
determine the extent to which knowledge-sharing practices 
have been applied at the HEIs and also recommend the tools, 

which could be used for effective knowledge-sharing. The 
data analysis was guided by the DOI by Rogers,9 which looks 
at how ideas spread in social systems. As explained earlier on 
in the methodology section, the data were collected from four 
HEIs in Zimbabwe, a developing country in Africa. All the 
questions were on a 5-point Likert scale from strongly agree 
(5) to strongly disagree (1). Figure 2 shows the distribution of 
responses obtained from the study. It is important to note 
that the distribution of responses show an effective visual 
picture on the responses of the participants. 

From the distribution presented, Figure 3 presents a summary 
and analysis of responses obtained from academics at the 
HEIs in Zimbabwe. In Figure 3, positive responses refer to 
the participants who strongly agreed and agreed, respectively, 
to the different propositions on a specific knowledge-sharing 
aspect. Neutral reflects on the responses where participants 
were not sure or indecisive of the different propositions. 
Lastly, negative is a combination of participants who 
disagreed and strongly disagreed with the propositions on 
the knowledge-sharing practices in their HEIs. From the 
descriptive analysis, useful conclusions can be drawn for 
each individual proposition.

Ethical considerations
The Research Ethics Committee in the College of Science, 
Engineering and Technology of the University of South 
Africa approved the study with reference 2021/CSET/
SOC/041.

Discussion of results
An institution of higher learning can only be innovative if it 
allows its academics to attend both local and international 
conferences.26 It emerged from this enquiry that 43.3% of 
the responses were positive on their institutions allowing 
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FIGURE 2: Distribution of responses on knowledge-sharing practices for innovation (n = 240).

TABLE 1: Demographic data of the participants.
Variable Variable category Percentage

Gender Male 68.3
Female 31.7

Qualifications Bachelor’s or Honours degree 22.1
Master’s degree 52.1
Doctoral degree 17.9
Other 7.9

Work experience Less than 1 year 3.0
1–3 years 12.0
4–10 years 32.0
More than 10 years 53.0
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attendance of local and international conferences, specifically 
for knowledge-sharing. It further emerged as shown in 
Figure 3 that 26.7% of the participants were indecisive 
on their institutions allowing attendance of local and 
international conferences. On the same construct, exactly 
30% of the participants were negative on the proposition that 
their institutions agree to attending local and international 
conferences. It therefore becomes explicit that HEIs should 
allow attendance of conferences for academics to share 
knowledge. International conferences establish connections 
and socialisation with acquaintances to gain a plethora of 
knowledge. The findings here corroborate with Cheng et al.11 
who established that institutions of higher education should 
allow attendance of local and international conferences for 
them to be innovative.

In most higher education norms, both locally and 
internationally, knowledge sharing and transfer is typically 
performed through peer-reviewed journal publications.27 It 
was established by only 18.3% of the participants that their 
institutions subscribe to internationally recognised journals. 
On the same proposition, 31.7% of the participants were 
neutral on their institutions subscribing to internationally 
accredited journals. Exactly 50.0% of the participants had a 
negative view on their institutions subscribing to 
internationally accredited journals as shown in Figure 3. When 
one shares research results via publications, they essentially 
become part of the scientific community. Surely one benefits 
from the critique of other scholars in similar disciplines and 
exchange of ideas. We can therefore confirm that getting 
research published in accredited journals holds benefits for 
both the researcher and the institution hosting the journal.

Some of the most widely used techniques to nurture 
knowledge in HEIs include coaching and mentoring. As part 
of knowledge sharing, coaching focuses on immediate 
problems and opportunities.15 It was also confirmed by only 

21.7% of the participants that their institutions cultivate 
knowledge through coaching and mentoring. On the same 
proposition, 35% and 43.3% of the research participants were 
neutral and negative, respectively, on their institutions 
nurturing knowledge through coaching and mentoring. The 
importance of coaching to an academic and the institution is 
the perfection of an employee’s skills that eventually lead to 
better institutional performance and innovation. From this 
finding, we can deduce that coaching and mentoring is 
partially practiced at the institutions of higher learning in 
Zimbabwe where this study took place.

Subscribing to international journals increases the visibility 
of scientific work. If a journal is on the elite listings for 
institutions of higher learning, then it is a good journal. 
Interestingly, 75.0% of the participants agreed that their 
institutions have accredited journals where they can publish 
their own research work. Also, 16.7% of the participants were 
neutral whilst 8.3% were negative on their institutions having 
accredited journals to publish their research. Reputable 
journals should provide open access to all peer reviewed 
articles.28,29 Open access has increased readership because it is 
free for all and this is vital in advancing knowledge, especially 
in developing countries. Institutions and funders always 
expect researchers to publish in internationally accredited 
journals to increase credibility of the HEIs.

Lee30 posit that workshops have a positive impact on an 
institution’s innovation capabilities as they allow peers to 
collaborate and share knowledge. It is important to state here 
that workshops build professional relationships between and 
among academics at the HEIs, not only in developing 
countries but also in developed countries. It emerged that 
only 21.7% of the participants were optimistic that their 
institutions offer knowledge-sharing workshops. On the 
same premise, 18.3% of the participants were non-aligned 
on their institutions offering knowledge-sharing workshops 
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FIGURE 3: Knowledge-sharing practices for innovation in higher education (n = 240).
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as shown in Figure 3. Surprisingly, a majority (60%) of the 
participants confirmed that their institutions do not offer 
knowledge-sharing workshops. From the submissions here, 
we can infer that institutions of higher learning partially offer 
knowledge-sharing workshops. Seminars and workshops 
permit an active interaction between and amongst academics 
in HEIs. Continuous interaction amongst academics paves a 
way to generate new knowledge, which will certainly 
contribute to an institution’s innovation capabilities.

Innovation in HEIs is supported by appropriate 
technologies.11,29 These technologies are therefore operated 
by competent and knowledgeable academics in HEIs. 
Interestingly, 75% of the participants established that their 
institutions have all the necessary technologies to support 
effective knowledge sharing. Such technology basically meant 
a computer, which is connected to a reliable Internet connection 
for research purposes. On the same construct, 11.7% of the 
participants were neutral on their institutions having all 
the necessary technology to support knowledge sharing. It 
also emerged that 13.3% of the partakers disagreed that their 
institutions have all the required technology to support 
knowledge sharing. Based on the empirical evidence gathered 
and presented here, we can therefore extrapolate that the 
institutions of higher learning have the necessary technology 
to support effective knowledge sharing.

A knowledge-sharing culture may certainly promote 
innovation in HEIs.31,32 Such a knowledge-sharing culture 
should therefore be embedded in the academics of a specific 
HEI. It was confirmed by 33.3% of the participants that their 
institutions promote a knowledge-sharing culture. Also, 
43.3% of the participants were indecisive on their institutions 
promoting a knowledge-sharing culture. On the same 
premise, 23.3% of the participants had negative views on 
their institutions supporting and promoting a knowledge-
sharing culture. The findings here confirm that a knowledge-
sharing culture is not yet fully embedded in the academics at 
the specific institutions studied and this may result in 
significant delays with regard to institutional innovation.

Wolfenden14 described CoP as an approach where knowledge 
is transferred through formal or informal groups and he 
argues that a CoP provide access to new knowledge, which is 
very essential for innovation. Out of the 240 participants who 
partook in this study, only 18.3% of the participants agreed 
that they have CoP either in their respective departments. 
Also, 25% of the participants were neutral on their institutions 
having CoP for effective knowledge sharing. However, 56.7% 
of the participants confirmed that they do not have CoP for 
effective knowledge sharing. Communities of practice can 
foster trust and a sense of common purpose, confirming the 
ability to link academics for effective knowledge sharing. 
From the findings, we can underscore that institutions of 
higher education in developing countries have not yet fully 
adopted CoP as a tool for knowledge sharing. Reaburn and 
McDonald33 established that CoP are very important for 
engagement in HEIs and they underscore that people should 
have time to participate. More so, CoP encourage knowledge 

sharing and provide instant feedback and collaboration 
amongst academics.

Executive support is imperative to support all knowledge-
sharing undertakings30,34 and 33.3% of the participants 
responded positively to this proposition. Also, 23% of the 
participants were neutral on their executive supporting 
knowledge-sharing activities. Nevertheless, 43.3% of the 
participants disagreed that knowledge-sharing activities at 
their institutions require executive support. From these 
findings, we can therefore deduce that executive support is 
very important to enable knowledge sharing but it is again 
not fully supported at the HEIs in Zimbabwe. Executive 
support stimulates cultural change and innovation by 
allowing free flow of ideas between and among academics 
and this support should be seen as an instrument for change 
by developing decisive strategies for knowledge sharing.

Conclusion and recommendations
In response to the research questions and objectives, this 
study established that HEIs in developing countries have 
not yet adopted all the knowledge-sharing practices. The 
institutions can only be innovative if they allow their 
academics to attend both local and international conferences 
for effective knowledge-sharing. Based on the empirical 
evidence, we can conclude and recommend here that 
institutions of higher learning should allow attendance of 
local and international conferences for them to be innovative. 
As 50% of the participants submitted that their institutions 
do not subscribe to internationally accredited journals, we 
can again conclude and recommend that all institutions of 
higher learning subscribe to internationally accredited 
journals. Effective knowledge sharing through publications 
is a catalyst and critical motivator for innovation. It was 
established by 22% of the participants that institutions of 
higher education foster knowledge through coaching and 
mentoring of junior academics. On the other hand, 43% of 
the participants submitted that their institutions do not 
nurture knowledge sharing through coaching and mentoring. 
We can further conclude and recommend that HEIs should 
immediately implement coaching and mentoring to perfect 
employee’s skills that consequently lead to improved 
institutional performance. Both techniques focus on the 
future, creating the necessary change, which is needed by all 
the institutions of higher learning in developing countries 
such as Zimbabwe.

Majority (53%) of the participants submitted that their 
institutions do not offer knowledge-sharing workshops. 
From these submissions, we can deduce that the institutions 
of higher learning partially offer workshops for knowledge-
sharing, which could be attributed by limited financial 
resources, a common trend in developing countries. The 
study therefore recommends adequate funding to transform 
institutions and improve quality of services. Innovation in 
higher education is supported by proper technologies and it 
was confirmed by 75% of the participants that their 
institutions have all the required technology for effective 
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knowledge-sharing. We can therefore draw conclusions that 
the investigated institutions of higher education have 
the necessary technology to support effective knowledge-
sharing. 

On the premise that a knowledge-sharing culture may 
promote innovation, 23% of the participants disagreed 
with the proposition. The findings therefore confirm that 
the knowledge-sharing culture is not fully embedded in 
the academics and this may result in a delay to institutional 
innovation. Based on empirical evidence from HEIs in a 
developing country, the study recommends a knowledge-
sharing culture change to accelerate innovation. To realise 
innovation in HEIs, policies that support knowledge 
sharing should be put in place and these require executive 
support. This study recommends the creation of academic 
CoP for knowledge sharing in HEIs of developing 
countries. 
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