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Abstract

Many organizations emphasize the importance of sharing knowledge to create a supportive learning
culture. However, motivating employees to share knowledge can be challenging, especially in an age-
diverse organization. The purpose of this systematic literature review is to explore recent studies that focus
on age and knowledge sharing to identify gaps in the literature and guide future research directions. With
the recent increase in studies exploring the influence of age on knowledge sharing, this review categorizes
articles from the Web of Science, IEEE, Science Direct, and the ACM Digital Library that focus on age
and knowledge sharing into key elements of process improvement: people, process, and technology.
Findings from this search process reveal most studies focus on people with a secondary focus on
motivation, skills, and self-efficacy, as well as processes relating to knowledge sharing. Few articles have
technology as a central focus. While age undoubtedly influences people and knowledge sharing processes,
more research is needed to understand the influence of other factors, including technology and other age-
related concepts.
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Introduction

According to the knowledge-based perspective of the firm theory, knowledge is the most strategically
significant resource of an organization (Alavi, M. & Lediner, 2001). Knowledge is information that
facilitates action and is what helps businesses maintain competitive advantage. Companies that prioritize
intellectual capital are valued at three to eight times more than just their financial capital alone (Becerra-
Fernandez & Sabherwal, 2014, p. 4).

Knowledge sharing is defined as “the process through which explicit or implicit knowledge is
communicated to others” (p.61). Sharing knowledge drives innovation and improves decision-making
capabilities, and can help organizations maintain sustainability. However, for knowledge sharing to occur,
individuals in an organization must be willing and able to collaborate with others (Navimipour & Charband,
2016). Although similar to knowledge sharing, knowledge transfer is the “explicit knowledge that is
transferred to a recipient from codified materials” and is only one process of knowledge transfer (Tangaraja
etal., 2016, p. 660). While the distinction between knowledge sharing and knowledge transfer is important,
for the purposes of this paper, the two terms will be used interchangeably as knowledge sharing is a subset
of knowledge transfer (Tangaraja et al., 2016).
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Getting individuals to share knowledge has been cited as the hardest part of knowledge management
(Becerra-Fernandez & Sabherwal, 2014), and there are a variety of reasons for this reluctance. First, an
organization’s culture may not be conducive to sharing knowledge. This is particularly true in organizations
that stress individual performance and competition (Becerra-Fernandez & Sabherwal, 2014). Some other
factors that prevent individuals from sharing knowledge include job security (Becerra-Fernandez &
Sabherwal, 2014), trust (Knoetze & Jantjies, 2019; MacCurtain et al., 2010), ability (Burmeister, Fasbender,
et al., 2018) and differing values (Schmidt & Muehlfeld, 2017). Some other factors that prevent individuals
from sharing knowledge include job security (Becerra-Fernandez & Sabherwal, 2014), differences in
experience levels, and a general lack of time to share knowledge (Riege, A., 2005), trust (Knoetze &
Jantjies, 2019; MacCurtain et al., 2010) ability (Burmeister, Fasbender, et al., 2018), differences in
experience levels, and a general lack of time to share knowledge (Riege, A., 2005).

There has been a more recent emphasis in literature focusing on the influence of age on knowledge sharing.
This focus is essential as age composition has important effects on the labor market dynamics (Wallace,
2021). Evidence suggests that younger individuals are likely to resist sharing knowledge when they lack
motivation or their perceived ability to do so (Burmeister, Fasbender, et al., 2018), while older individuals
have been shown to be more likely to share knowledge, regardless of their experience and expertise
(Dunham & Burt, 2011). However, there is still limited empirical literature that directly addresses
intergenerational knowledge transfer (Schmidt & Muehlfeld, 2017).

The Organizational Theory of Age Effects (Lawrence, 1987) explains the process by which age
distributions drive the development of age norms in an organization. This theory states that actual age and
perceived age both impact processes in an organization, such as hiring and tenure. Specifically, two
employees that share high tenure may also share age-related experience. Likewise, two employees with low
average tenure most likely share comparable age-related experience outside of the organization. The theory
doesn’t explicitly detail the influence of age on knowledge sharing behaviors within an organization.
However, the theory does indicate that employees face different developmental tasks during different life
stages and is one of the earliest theories to implicitly suggest the possible influence of knowledge sharing
on age. However, since its origination, very few studies explore the influence of age on knowledge sharing,
which is the topic of this literature review.

People, process and technology (PPT) have been widely recognized as the three key elements of the Process
Improvement Model (Prodan et al., 2015). Not only can these elements improve processes, but they have
also been shown to have significant effects on knowledge management (Hosseini, M. et al., 2014). To
improve the process of knowledge sharing, the purpose of this systematic literature review (SLR) is to
categorize common themes in recent literature that focus on age and knowledge sharing into the three
components of the Process Improvement Model and answer the research question, “What research is
needed to advance knowledge sharing practices among age-diverse employees?” 1dentifying these gaps
may help highlight the need for additional research relating to age-related concepts and knowledge sharing.

Methods

One of the main purposes for conducting an SLR is to discover gaps in the literature to inform future
research areas (Kitchenham & Charters, 2007), which is the intent of this study. Systematic literature
reviews require using a pre-defined protocol and structured process to ensure all research is synthesized
and to limit the possibility of author’s bias. For this review the author followed Kitchenham & Charters
(2007) process for conducting a SLR, in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). This review process is well
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supported and accepted in the Information Systems (IS) field as it provides clear steps to identify and screen
all relevant peer-reviewed journal publications related to the desired topic.

Search Process

The search process is the first step in conducting an SLR. To begin this research, the author completed a
database search of peer-reviewed journals publications between 2001 and 2021 from Science Direct, IEEE
Explorer, Web of Science, ABI/INFORM, and the ACM Digital Library. These databases are well-known
and reputable databases for topics related to Information Systems.

Inclusion Criteria

Academic databases were searched and filtered by peer-reviewed journals over the past two decades (2001-
2021). Kitchenham & Charters (2007) mentions the process of identifying databases relevant to the topic
being searched is critical. The databases searched are shown in the Table 1 along with the count of articles
found from each. The following generic search terms were used in each of the selected databases:
Knowledge Transfer, Age, Knowledge Sharing. These key terms were queried with inclusive conditional
“AND” and “OR” statements to ensure all relevant articles were found: Title:(("Knowledge Transfer" AND
"Age") OR ("Knowledge Sharing" AND "AGE")) OR Abstract:(("Knowledge Transfer" AND "Age") OR
("Knowledge Sharing" AND "AGE")) }

"filter": { Publication Date: (01/01/2001 TO 12/31/2021) }

Exclusion Criteria

During the initial search process, Web of Science and ACM, approximately 800 and 1300 publications
respectively, appeared using the same key terms as IEEE. To reduce the number of articles relevant to this
search, the author limited the key search terms to only the titles and abstracts of peer-reviewed journal
articles in the English language.

Furthermore, if the full textual analysis did not contain information that explicitly linked age and knowledge
transfer or knowledge sharing, or if the article didn’t explicitly state that age was a contributing factor for
knowledge transfer or knowledge sharing, it was excluded. Some of these articles mentioned things such

as “digital age”, “information age” or the “age of the firm” and were therefore excluded. There were eight
articles, as shown in Figure 1, that were excluded during the full textual analysis screening process.

Review Process

All publications were reviewed to ensure articles were relevant to this SLR. These articles had to focus on
knowledge sharing or knowledge transfer and had to have some aspect of age included in the text. This was
completed by first reviewing if the words age, knowledge sharing, or knowledge transfer were in the title
or abstract of the paper. Next, all articles that had these terms in the title and abstract were downloaded for
full textual review.

Data Extraction and Synthesis
After conducting a full textual analysis, the author discovered that all articles included had keywords in the

title and abstract. The following data was extracted into an Excel document to inform the research: authors
names, title of the article, year of publication, research question or aim of the study, and research findings.
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The author then reviewed the data and identified age-related concepts, the primary and secondary focus of
the article, and any other important or significant findings.

Results
Research Findings

Figure 1 depicts each step in the PRISMA process and shows there were nearly 170 articles identified from
Science Direct (39), IEEE Explorer (48), Web of Science (73), ABI/INFORM (70), and ACM Digital
Library (9). Twelve duplicate articles were then removed. Five were deemed ineligible as they were either
a book chapter, conference workshops, conference mini track, or conference panel discussion. Six were
misclassified and did not contain key words in the abstract or title.

Additionally, all 39 articles from Science Direct were removed as they were not related to age and
knowledge sharing. These publications did not have knowledge sharing as a focus but rather on technology
design and development (Li et al., 2013), only human data with little to no explicit reference to knowledge
sharing/transfer (Abe et al., 2019), or had data with no relation to human beings (Mazumdar et al., 2019).
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Records Identified Reco_rds removed before scree_mng:
5 (n = 239) Duplicate records removed (n = 12)
= Science Direct (39) Records marked as ineligible (n=5 (Book
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Figure 1: PRISMA Chart
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After the full textual analysis, the remaining 41 articles were categorized into the three process
improvement elements: People, Process, and Technology as seen in Table 1. Although some articles
contained information relevant to more than one element, the purpose of each research was used to
determine the main focus and influenced the categorization of the articles.

Table 1: Primary Research Focus
FOCUS AREA PUBLICATIONS
(Alismaiel, 2021; Burmeister et al., 2020; Burmeister,
Fasbender, et al., 2018; Chang et al., 2018; Connelly &
Kelloway, 2003; D. P. Meher & N. Mahajan, 2018; DEVECI
& UNAL, 2021; Fasbender et al., 2021; Fasbender &
Gerpott, 2021; Hu, 2010; Killingsworth et al., 2016; Ku,
2019; Kuruppuge et al., 2018; Kuyken, 2012; Lazazzara &
Za, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2019; Palai, 2019; Srivastava &
Pradhan, 2019; Tien, 2018; W. Deng et al., 2010)
(Burmeister et al., 2021; Burmeister, van der Heijden, et al.,
2018; Connelly & Kelloway, 2003; Frerichs et al., 2012;
Gerpott et al., 2021; Gratton et al., 2007, 2007; Gururajan &
Fink, 2010; Jain et al., 2007, 2007; MacCurtain et al., 2010;
Rafique et al., 2018; Schmidt & Muehlfeld, 2017; Trong
Tuan, 2020, 2020)
(A. Kurniawati et al., 2016; Chang et al., 2018; Knoetze &
TECHNOLOGY Jantjies, 2019; Moghavvemi et al., 2017; Mohammad
Hossein Jarrahi & Eshraghi, 2019)

PEOPLE

PROCESS

People

There were 21 articles that focused specifically on aspects related to people, as seen in Figure 2. The
“People” dimension of the Process Improvement Model relates to anything that has to do with an
individual’s knowledge, skills, or motivation (Prodan et al., 2015).

Many of the articles focusing on people had a secondary focus of motivation (Alismaiel, 2021; Burmeister
et al., 2020; D. P. Meher & N. Mahajan, 2018; DEVECI & UNAL, 2021; Fasbender & Gerpott, 2021;
Kuruppuge et al., 2018; Nguyen et al., 2019; Tien, 2018). Fasbender & Gerpott (2021) conducted a study
to better understand why older and younger employees share and receive knowledge with and from each
other. These authors specifically focused on the motivation to teach, train and guide others as well as the
motivation to grow, increase competence and master something new. Alismaiel’s (2021) researched age
and cultural diversity, and motivators that influence knowledge and found these constructs directly impact
Knowledge Management Sharing.

Other articles had a secondary focus on ability and trust (Fasbender & Gerpott, 2021), sense of the meaning

of life (Chang et al., 2018), occupational self-efficacy (Fasbender & Gerpott, 2021), skills (W. Deng et al.,
2010), and subjective age in the public sector (Kaminska & Borzillo, 2018).
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Process

There were 15 articles that focused specifically on aspects related to processes. A process can be defined
as, “The set of ordered tasks needed to complete key objectives” (p.61). Knowledge sharing can “enable
organizations to become more effective by helping them to select and perform the most appropriate
processes” (Fernandez, 2004, p. 79).

The different processes relating to knowledge sharing and age were broad, focusing on diversity training
(Burmeister et al.,) improving human resources processes (Burmeister, van der Heijden, et al., 2018),
mentoring (Chand, 2018; Trong Tuan, 2020), retention (Frerichs et al., 2012), absorptive capacity (Rafique
et al., 2018), diversifying top management team composition (MacCurtain et al., 2010), summarizing
knowledge transfer process (Schmidt & Muehlfeld, 2017) and processes for improving learning outcomes
(Gerpott et al., 2015)

Primary Focus

Technology
12%

Process
37%

Figure 2: Primary Research Focus

Technology

There were only five articles that focused specifically on aspects related to technology. Technology is
fundamental to people and processes as it improves process efficiency and effectiveness (Pearlson et al.,
2019). Technology, in the form of a knowledge sharing system, can be described as systems that “enable
members of an organization to acquire tacit and explicit knowledge from each other” (Fernandez, 2004, p.
155).

Two of the articles that focused on technology specifically looked at motivating factors for using that
technology (A. Kurniawati et al., 2016; Moghavvemi et al., 2017). Researchers Samantha Knoetze and
Mmaki Jantjies (2019) explored variances in an organizational workforce and their use of technology in
knowledge management. These researchers found baby boomers preferred to use explicit knowledge
methods (like training and process documentation) and millennials preferred to use tacit knowledge tools
(like instant messaging) indicating a distinct difference in the technology tools of those in different age
groups.
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The systematic literature review process identified only 14 publications before the year 2016 and 27
publications in the past five years (see Figure 3), indicating a rapid increase in research exploring the
influence of age on knowledge sharing.

The increase of articles from 2017 focusing on age and knowledge sharing may have been a result of
Schmidt and Muehlfied’s (2017) literature review which focused on various aspects of intergenerational
knowledge transfer and called for future research to focus on the perspective of generational diversity and
knowledge transfer. This increase in publications may have been an answer to these author’s call.

FREQUENCY
27
14
2001-2016 SINCE 2016
PUBLICATION YEAR

Figure 3: Count of Publications by Year
Discussion

People, Process, and Technology have been widely recognized as key elements of the Process Improvement
Model and have significant effects on knowledge management (Hosseini, M. et al., 2014). People and
process were the most heavily researched elements was no surprise and is consistent with the literature that
postulates one of the most difficult aspects of knowledge sharing is motivating an individual to share
(Becerra-Fernandez & Sabherwal, 2014). People was the most researched topic relating to age and
knowledge sharing, specifically relating to an individual’s motivation to share knowledge. Process was the
next most research topic relating to age and knowledge sharing. Many of the processes identified in the
literature review were processes to encourage individuals to share knowledge, such as training and
mentoring employees.

Technology was the least researched topic relating to age and knowledge sharing. This may be an area for
future research as the use of technology can assist in knowledge sharing, but must be developed in a way
that all users perceive the technology as useful, as well as easy to use (Davis, 2000). Age must be taken in
account when developing and implementing technology for knowledge sharing.

While age can undoubtedly influence an individual’s willingness to share knowledge, there may be other
confounding factors relating to age, including the career development stage of that individual. In all of the
articles researched, only one article discussed the employability of workers as they age (Frerichs et al.,
2012) and the authors found no previous studies focus explicitly on the influence of a career development
stage on knowledge sharing.
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Donald Super defined a career as “the combination and sequence of roles played by a person during the
course of a lifetime” (Super, 1980, p. 1). These roles are described in different stages determined by one’s
age and vocational maturity in Super’s Life-Span Life-Space Theory (Super, 1980). During the
developmental stage (ages 4-13) individuals are focused on achieving positive attitudes toward behavior
and work and developing their self-concept. The next stage is exploration (ages 14-24). During the stage of
exploration, individuals narrow vocational interests by trying out part-time jobs and declaring majors based
on their interests. Once a career path has been chosen, individuals enter the establishment stage (ages 25-
44). Individuals in this stage must focus on both maintaining and advancing in their profession. During the
maintenance stage (ages 45-65), individuals must maintain their place at work and compete with younger,
more educated workers. The final stage is disengagement (ages 65+). During this stage, individuals begin
planning for retirement and occupational activities begin to decline. Although individuals may transition
between stages for a short time due to career interruptions, most commonly, individuals will follow these
developmental stages in sequential order.

These stages indicate the possibility that younger workers may resist sharing knowledge for reasons other
than age alone, and older workers may be more willing to share for other reasons. Future research should
explore other age-related concepts, including the influence of a career development stage on knowledge
sharing practices.

Conclusion

Although knowledge sharing is crucial for the success of an organization, there are many influences that
prevent this from happening. This paper contributes to the theory of knowledge sharing by categorizing the
articles into themes relating to people, process, and technology. By reviewing peer-reviewed journal articles
from information systems databases, this systematic literature review identifies current gaps in the
literature. The biggest gap in the research is the limited number of studies that focus on the role of
technology in relation to age and knowledge sharing. Additionally, other age-related concepts that may
deter knowledge sharing was not explored in the same proportion as the other components of the process
improvement model. This is significant as technology experience of younger generations undoubtedly
differs from that of older generations. Other age-related concepts not explored includes the career
development stage of an individual. This may be a potential area for future research. A person’s motivation
to share knowledge was explored most extensively. Processes relating to age and knowledge sharing were
also explored.

This study is not without limitations. First, the search was limited to the following academic databases
Science Direct, IEEE Explorer, Web of Science, and the ACM Digital Library as these were the most
familiar databases to the author. Other databases could have been explored which may have altered the
results. Another limitation is the search query explicitly referencing ‘Age’. Although this helped narrow
the search results, it may have eliminated research investigating knowledge sharing/transfer that includes
‘age’ as a moderator/control. Finally, the coding of the results may be subject to misclassification.

As this research area continues to grow, this paper can guide future researchers in the development of new
research directions to improve knowledge sharing in an age-diverse organization.
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