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Abstract
Studies measuring workplace trust in connection with leadership style and leader responsibility 
have become more and more important in recent years. Interest in the subject has been rising 
along with the recent introduction of knowledge management systems (KMSs), which has shown 
to be one of the most important factors of competitiveness. The aim of this research was to 
examine to what extent leaders of organizations are concerned about the presence of trust and/
or distrust, as well as about the economic consequences of trust and distrust.  It also focused on 
solutions used in KMSs in knowledge-intensive organizations. Based on a model developed by 
the authors, the significance of a trust-based culture was examined from the viewpoint of eco-
nomic consequences. Situations were analyzed in which, despite the existence of all knowledge-
related preferences, managers were not concerned about the economic consequences of trust or 
distrust. To test the system of relations in the model, a questionnaire survey was conducted in 
two neighboring European countries with different cultures. It has been found out that in most 
cases, there is a need for the building and/or use of a KMS at a strategic level. Appropriate tools 
are also used at an operative level (often spontaneously). However, trust as a general cultural 
prerequisite is often lacking. Businesses do not seem concerned about the consequences of trust 
and distrust, as related economic impacts are rarely quantified. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The primary aim of this research is to examine how organizations handle the economic conse-
quences of the presence or absence of trust in knowledge-intensive SMEs. This topic is current, 
as “Trust has rightly moved from bit player to centre stage in contemporary organizational theo-
ry and research” (Chinn et al., 2018; Tan & Lim, 2009; Paliszkiewicz et al., 2014a). Furthermore, 
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while there is a vast literature exploring the key determinants of organizational performance 
such as labour and capital, in the knowledge economy, the performance of organizations also 
depends increasingly on a fair and positive working environment, the well-being of employees, 
engagement of knowledge workers, and on social and relational capital. In the creative economy, 
collaboration, sharing, and communication are essential bases for new knowledge and innova-
tion (Botsman, 2017; Lencioni, 2017). Consequently, there is an increased need both for trust and 
for eliminating distrust, the latter of which hinders the knowledge creation process (Ellonen et 
al., 2008; Kuo, 2013).

We seek to address these needs by filling three gaps in the research. First, a substantial number 
of papers deal with how knowledge sharing can be made easier and more efficient if trust is 
present in an organization (Kuo, 2013; Rutten et al., 2016; O’Neill, 2018). Nevertheless, only 
a few papers have focused on the economic consequences of trust or distrust, and on what a cli-
mate of trust means in terms of business management (Bjornskov, 2012; Algan & Cahuc, 2013; 
Pols, 2015). Parallel work, parallel tasks, multiple controls, uncertain decisions, and working 
with ineffectual colleagues who are closely connected to a certain manager all cause profound 
financial consequences. Second, there have been very few papers dealing with profit and loss 
in relation to the effects of trust or distrust in knowledge management (KM) strategy building. 
Third, findings show that in spite of the fact that knowledge-intensive organizations are based 
on knowledge and trust, studies do not deal with building KM systems (KMS) at a strategic level, 
nor do they deal with the financial consequences of trust and distrust.

Our main research question is: “Are the financial consequences of trust or distrust important to 
knowledge-intensive organizations?.” We also formulated the following sub-questions: “What 
is the level of trust in organizations? Do managers make efforts to build and operate a knowl-
edge management system at a strategic level? Are there elements and methods of KMS in the 
researched organizations? Does a trustful corporate culture support the successful implementa-
tion of these methods?”

The paper has three main parts, with the first of these is a literature review upon which our 
theoretical model has been based. To test our theoretical model, we have conducted an empirical 
research with a randomly selected sample of 466 organizations, of which 236 knowledge–in-
tensive SMEs have been identified for further analyses. We then formulated our hypotheses, 
conducted a quantitative questionnaire, and statistically analysed the data. The discussion of our 
results show that trust is not considered a factor influencing competitiveness and business suc-
cess. Only some of the organizations deal with the economic consequences resulting from the 
absence of trust.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  
The proposed theoretical model is based on the concepts of trust, knowledge, and on the theory 
of organizational knowledge creation of KM. Therefore, to position our research and present 
our model we briefly discuss how these concepts are defined in the literature as well as current 
developments.
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1.1 About trust
The role of trust in organizational performance has begun to play an important role in mi-
cro- and macroeconomics literature, in applied psychology, in human resource management, in 
intellectual capital literature, and in entrepreneurship studies. The impacts of trust and distrust 
have been researched broadly, primarily in relation to communication, ethics, commitment, cul-
ture and/or other corporate success factors (Rahman et al., 2015; Azman et al., 2013; Ayoko & 
Pekerti, 2016). Nevertheless, there have not been many empirical research projects providing 
quantifiable results. This is especially true regarding studies aimed at quantifying the financial 
consequences of trust and distrust in knowledge-intensive organizations.

We assume the multifaceted nature of trust and distrust, accepting that there are many problems 
caused by unconditional, blind trust. Concurring with Rutten el al., (2016), we agree that trust 
is a two-sided coin. Trust in general is assumed to be a positive concept, whereas blind trust can 
lead to negative consequences, a finding which has been indicated in previous research (Zanini 
& Musante, 2013; Yong & Jaekvon, 2014; Rahmann et al., 2015) in which a close relationship 
between trust, knowledge creation and sharing was demonstrated. There is a need for defining 
trust as a transformational concept rather than a transactional concept. Botsman (2017) argues 
that “trust is the currency of interactions that lies between us” in our collaborative and sharing 
economy. She calls for a new definition of trust, as in her view trust as a concept is evolving and 
it is different in our digital, sharing economy than what it was in the industrial economy.

Because trust is a very complex construct, it is natural that is defined in many different ways. 
Dalkir (2011) defines trust as follows: “Certainty based on past experience. The trait of trusting; 
of believing in the honesty and reliability of others. Complete confidence in a person or plan.” 
Similarly, Lazányi (2017) discusses the honesty and reliability of others. They argue that trust 
capital is valuable for organizations. Lazányi et al. (2017) claim that the issue of trust has long 
been a critical subject of organization studies, given its centrality in all manners of coordinated 
human interaction and exchange. Chinn et al. (2018) acknowledge the benefits of trust and fo-
cuses on how organizations can create trust. They admit that the theory remains deficient, with 
major gaps in the research evidence (Lazányi et al., 2017). Nevertheless, Rutten et al. (2016) ex-
amine the double-sided nature of trust and argue that trust is not only positive, but it has negative 
sides as well. In many studies, trust is defined as a tool for successful and efficient organizational 
cooperation (O’Neill, 2018; Aupers, 2012; Elchardus & Keere 2013; Achterberg et al., 2015). We 
believe that both relational trust and personality-based trust are critical in knowledge creation 
and sharing. However, we argue that in knowledge creation and sharing, some combination of 
all these different types of trust can be found.

In this paper, we focus on the organizational context of SMEs. As we are moving from a knowl-
edge economy towards a collaborative and creative economy, the role of trust becomes pivotal in 
generating new knowledge by sharing existing knowledge with others, as well as in innovation. It 
is critical how leaders and managers foster a context in which trust can flourish and knowledge 
can emerge. Lencioni (2017) focused on building a cohesive leadership team in an organization. 
According to the researcher this process starts with building trust among team members. He 
argues that when there is trust, conflict is not a problem; it represents a way to achieve consensus. 
Commitment and accountability are required from a leadership team in order to achieve results 
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and organizational goals. The role of leadership and management is critical in organizational 
knowledge creation and sharing. It is a fact that if the level of trust increases within a group, it 
improves individual and organizational performance alike. Nevertheless, the negative conse-
quences of excessive trust must be kept in mind as well.

Since the impacts of trust are usually not expressed in direct numbers, quantification in concrete 
cases is a significant challenge. In recent years, a vast amount of research has been published 
discussing the relationship between knowledge creation, sharing and trust (Paliszkiewicz & 
Koohang, 2013; Paliszkiewicz et al., 2014b; Alsharoa et al., 2017; Sankowska, 2013; Killings-
worth et al., 2016). The studies confirm that trust affects the process of knowledge sharing, the 
quality and depth thereof, and consequently trust can be closely associated with the building and 
operation of KMS. Before presenting our theoretical model, we review the concept of knowl-
edge, and organizational knowledge creation processes.

1.2 Knowledge and knowledge creation process in organizations
Knowledge is both tacit and explicit at the same time (Polanyi, 1966). It is dynamic, relational, 
social and individual. Knowledge is a human action that depends on context. 

KM literature shows different attempts to classify knowledge ( Jakubik, 2007). As an example, 
Ford (2003) viewed knowledge in six ways: (1) knowledge versus data and information; (2) levels 
of knowledge (object, individual, group or community, organizational, and public); (3) types of 
knowledge (explicit and tacit); (4) knowledge processes (socialization, externalization, combina-
tion, and internalization); (5) business processes (knowledge generation, codification, transfer, 
and use); and (6) KM business practices (KMS, documentation, communities of practice, men-
toring, storytelling, and accidents).

There are several discourses and assumptions about knowledge. Nevertheless, there is a need 
to understand knowledge from the practice-based perspective (constructivist and dialogic dis-
courses). In this paper, we adopt the practice-based theory of knowledge where organizations are 
distributed knowledge systems, where knowledge is embedded in the work activities of people, 
where knowledge is tacit and explicit at the same time, socially constructed, and contestable 
(Linand & Hsiao, 2014).

How is new knowledge created in an organizational context? What are the processes and condi-
tions of knowledge creation? What is the role of trust in knowledge creation and knowledge shar-
ing? How has the theory of organizational knowledge creation evolved? These questions have 
gained importance in the knowledge economy (Zanini & Musante, 2013; Botsman, 2017; Len-
cioni, 2017). Business processes and knowledge creation processes are closely related. Gonzales 
& Martins (2017) identified four phases of knowledge processes: (1) knowledge generation, (2) 
knowledge codification and coordination, (3) knowledge transfer, and (4) knowledge use. In this 
paper, the focus is on knowledge generation, transfer, and use. Ford (2003) argues that ‘if distrust 
is present, then knowledge generation will be blocked, as fear, cynicism, wariness will prevent an 
individual from sharing required knowledge or information’.

To position this research, it is vital to understand the advancement of the generations of KM. 
The theory of knowledge creation has developed into five distinctive phases ( Jakubik, 2011): 
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(1) mid-1990s, the foundation of the theory (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995); (2) the 
unified model of dynamic knowledge creation by Nonaka et al. (2000); (3) the context and the 
roles of leaders and managers are emphasized (von Krogh et al., 2000a); (4) the focus is on the 
justification process of organizational knowledge (von Krogh & Grand, 2000; von Krogh et al., 
2000b); and (5) the need for a new theory of the knowledge-based firm, the focus needs to be on 
situation, process, action, and change (Nonaka et al., 2008). Similarly, Serenko (2013) identifies 
four generations of KM:

 y prior to mid-1990s: techno-centric view of knowledge processes, knowledge sharing is 
initiated and driven by management, focus on explicit knowledge

 y mid-1990s to early 2000s: human factors and intellectual capital become important, 
organizational learning, social and cultural aspects, knowledge sharing processes are initiated 
and driven by individual employees as their daily practices

 y early 2000s-2013: culture and contextual aspects become important, social learning, 
collaboration, democratization of knowledge, involvement, managing knowledge as a flow

 y since 2013: knowledge is seen as a relationship, a shift to the mind economy and intangible 
knowledge, and to networking organisations.

We position our research in the fourth generation of KM. Business environment in the creative 
economy demands more attention to knowledge, innovation, and trust (Zanini & Musante, 2013; 
Botsman, 2017; Lencioni, 2017). 

Most studies show that trust is closely related to the performance of organizations. These studies 
confirm their claims from a number of perspectives, but none of them provides a quantitative 
statement of the impact of the lack of trust or excessive trust on organizational performance. 
We encountered a particularly low number of studies that would specifically focus on the logic 
of KM processes to verify existing relationships. In spite of many valuable studies, the tangible 
impact cannot be shown for managers that would provide sufficient evidence to adequately as-
sess the consequences of this relationship. We aim to respond to this need by presenting our 
theoretical model and test the relationships of its elements.

1.3 Theoretical model
Based on our literature review about trust, knowledge, and knowledge creation processes, we 
propose a theoretical model (Figure 1). This model is an illustration of how trust-based knowl-
edge could lead to business success. The three phases of trust-based knowledge sharing are 
engaging, evolving, and employing.
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Fig. 1 – Initial model. Source: own research

Engaging a person in a business context is the first phase. This is critical because in the knowl-
edge economy, knowledge workers engage in a business context only if they find the organiza-
tion’s values, culture, and goals attractive. This is a trust between an individual and the organi-
zation that could be based as much on rationalities (calculative, cognitive trust) as on emotions 
(relational trust) (Achterberg, 2015; Zanini & Musante, 2013). Nowadays, emotional bonds and 
values are more critical for knowledge workers, especially digital natives and generations Y, 
Z members, when they join an organization. However, we acknowledge that different types of 
trust could play a role in engaging in organizational contexts.

Evolving refers to the dynamic, dialectic nature of the on-going knowledge creation and sharing 
that have two simultaneous processes. One is exploring and experiencing the business context. 
Nonaka (1994) calls this phase ‘socialization’ in his SECI process of knowledge creation. In this 
phase, the person learns about organization processes and people. Here, relational and personali-
ty-based trust plays an important role because this is the phase when people actively interact with 
each other. Emotion enters into the relationship between parties because frequent, longer-term 
interaction leads to the formation of attachments based upon reciprocated interpersonal care and 
concern (Achterberg, 2015).

This process is based on perceptions, intuitions, trust, care, love, experience, and collabora-
tion. When these conditions exist, learning happens, and knowledge is generated and shared 
between people. We concur with Polanyi (1966) in that there is no dichotomy between tacit and 
explicit knowledge because they are both dimensions of knowledge and they do not exist without 
one other. Therefore, we argue that in this phase, different types of knowledge are created and 
shared: social and individual, tacit and explicit, embodied and embedded, practical and theoreti-
cal, and so on.
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The other process is enabling and emerging. When leaders and managers (Nonaka, et al., 2000; 
Kraft et al., 2015; Lencioni, 2017) enable the context of knowledge creation and sharing, then 
different types of knowledge will emerge. Furthermore, we argue that the learning process of 
exploring and experiencing cannot be separated from enabling and emerging because these proc-
esses are happening at the same time. As an outcome of these knowledge creation processes, 
trust-based knowledge will evolve.

Employing is the third phase. As in the creative economy knowledge, it is the main source of the 
competitive advantage of organizations, it is not enough to share and create knowledge, knowl-
edge needs to be employed, used to create financial value for the organization and for society. 
The organizations that are not able to create, utilize, and extract value from their knowledge will 
not be successful. We concur with Gonzales & Martins (2017) who believe that the only sustain-
able advantage for a firm comes from what it collectively knows, how efficiently it uses what it 
knows, and how readily it acquires and uses new knowledge. Next, we present our hypotheses 
for testing our theoretical model.

The comparison of the two countries with different cultures (Hungary and Slovakia) is interest-
ing because we were curious to see if the differences in the power distance index, found by Hof-
stede et al. (2010), and also characterizing trust, is reflected in the thinking of the organizational 
management regarding the handling of the consequences of trust. The cultural characteristics 
are shown in Figure 2.

Fig. 2 – Cultural characteristics of Hungary and Slovakia. Source: Hofstede et al. (2010) 

To sum up, in this part of the paper, we conducted a literature review, based on which we created 
our theoretical model (Figure 1). Next, we present our quantitative research about the financial 
consequences of the presence or absence of trust.

3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVE, METHODOLOGY AND DATA
In 2018, complex (stratified and random) sampling was applied using probabilistic sampling. The 
stratification was done on a geographical basis, with a Hungarian and Slovak territorial break-
down, targeting the most developed regions of the two countries. Based on the lists provided 
by national Statistical Offices, we selected 3,000-3,000 organizations and sent the link to the 
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on-line questionnaire. Respondents answered 35 questions anonymously, 4 of which were open 
questions and the rest were closed, with a 5-point Likert scale. Each of the returned question-
naires was usable, which means an approximately 7-8% willingness to fill in. A total of 466 SMEs 
filled in the on-line questionnaires, which were available on kerdoivem.hu. 231 Hungarian and 
235 Slovak organizations answered. SPSS 25 program was used for the analysis. The question-
naire included identical questions in both countries. We used closed questions with nominal and 
metric scales. The themes of the questionnaire are presented in Table 1.

Tab.1 – Structure of the questionnaire Source: own research
1. question 
group

2. question group 3. question group 4. question group

Organizational 
specification:

Location and 
size of the 
organisation

Industry clas-
sification

Ownership 
structure

Knowledge characteriza-
tion within organiza-
tions

Importance of knowl-
edge within the organi-
zation

Utilization of knowl-
edge, its integration into 
the system

The nature of knowl-
edge, its relevance to the 
market

Intra-organizational 
knowledge development

Trust in organiza-
tional practices

Defining trust 
within the organi-
sation

Elements of 
a system of trust 
within the organi-
zation

Characteristics of 
trust within the 
organization

Functioning of the culture 
of trust and its economic 
impacts

Conditions for building 
a relationship of trust 
within the organizational 
culture

Advantages of trust within 
the organizational culture

Consequences of the pres-
ence or absence of trust

The statistical methods included frequency, mean and standard deviation, cluster, factor and re-
gression analyses. The regression calculation was based on the bivariate linear regression. By ap-
plying the linear regression, a path model was formed and we examined whether there was a re-
lationship between the elements of our logical model. The above-mentioned statistical methods 
provided an opportunity to explore deeper correlations as well. Besides organizational features, 
the role, nature and importance of knowledge were analysed first.

Tab. 2 – Features of the research sample. Source: own research
Features Hungarian Slovak
Company size
Micro 26 60
Small 46 74
Medium-sized 159 101
Ownership
Exclusively Hungarian/Slovak 131 121
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Mixed 26 53
Exclusively foreign 74 61
Activities
Knowledge-intensive 132 104
Labour intensive 86 108
Capital intensive 11 21

The organizations of the two countries differed significantly in their opinion regarding the im-
portance of knowledge (Pearson's Chi-square: 8.908 df: 2 sign.: .012 p<0.05). More than half of 
the Hungarian companies (57.6%) indicated knowledge-intensive activities, while Slovak organi-
zations indicated mostly labour intensity (46.4%). Next, further investigation focuses on the 236 
knowledge-intensive SMEs (highlighted in Table 2) because we assumed that in these firms, the 
economic consequences of trust or distrust are the most critical ones.

3.1 Model of hypotheses
For testing the theoretical model (Figure 1), we developed the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1/a: In knowledge-intensive organizations, the need for operation based on common 
knowledge (KMS) appears at a strategic level.

Hypothesis 1/b: Creating trust-based knowledge (creating new knowledge) and using trust-based 
knowledge (knowledge sharing) requires a demand for knowledge at a strategic level in an or-
ganisation.

Hypothesis 1/c: Trust climate and a culture of trust are typical for knowledge-intensive organisa-
tions.

Hypothesis 2/a: The presence of trust in an organization is a precondition for knowledge crea-
tion and sharing.

Hypothesis 2/b: Organizational trust is a prerequisite for managing KMS building at a strategic 
level. 

Hypothesis 3: Knowledge-intensive organizations do not deal with the economic impacts of 
trust, regardless of whether they formulate a need for KMS building at a strategic level or not. 

Hypothesis 4: Although the requirement of KM is phrased at a strategic level, the lack of trust is 
not followed and its economic impacts are not taken into consideration.

Hypothesis 5: In order to utilize trust-based knowledge systematically (sharing of trust-based 
knowledge and knowledge creation), the management deals with the financial consequences of 
the presence or absence of trust in order to achieve competitive advantage.

Figure 3 presents the model of hypotheses aligned with the theoretical model (Figure1).
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Fig. 3 – Hypotheses model. Source: own research

The three ellipses reflect the logic of the theoretical model (Figure 1), its steps.

Engaging – Ellipse1 means the commitment between the organization and the individual, the 
incorporation of knowledge into the organization. Trust building between the individual and the 
organization.

Evolving – Ellipse 2 is the phase of development, knowledge creation and sharing between 
individuals within the organization. Trust, collaboration and joint learning are dominant here.

Employing – Ellipse 3 is the utilization of knowledge, providing competitive advantage for the 
organization.

The statistical analyses had the following steps:

1. The first assumption was that in knowledge-intensive organizations where KM is dealt with 
at a strategic level, trust is important and is also a part of corporate culture.  To test the 
assumption, the notion of trust, as a dependent variable, was defined through Principal 
component analysis.

2. The second assumption was that organizations in which KM is part of the strategy (bearing 
in mind the relationship to trust) are concerned about the financial consequences of the lack 
of trust.

3. The third assumption was the presence of organizational trust, it was also examined whether 
businesses, regardless of the existence of the KM strategy, deal with the financial impacts 
of the lack of trust.

4. In order to demonstrate the relationship with trust, it was also examined (fourth assumption) 
whether KM processes (primarily knowledge sharing and creation) are more intensive in 
the presence of trust. The negative value indicates that the presence of trust increases the 
presence of KM elements.

5. In the next step, (fifth assumption) it was examined whether KM process elements are 
affected in the presence of the KM strategy. Since the principal component describing KM 
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process elements in the sample basically suggests less knowledge sharing and new knowledge 
creation, the negative beta value indicates that the more KM is included in the strategy, the 
more typical is the presence of knowledge sharing and creation.

6. Last, it was analysed (sixth assumption) whether the financial consequences of the lack of 
trust are dealt with in organizations where KM process elements are present. 

4. RESULTS 
The regression analysis showed that the presence of KM process elements explains managerial 
thinking focusing on the economic impacts arising from low trust levels only to a minimum 
extent. The results of the analyses are shown in Table 3.

Tab. 3 – The results of the analyses Source: own research

Model
Unstandardized  
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t Sig.

B Std. Error Beta
1 (Constant) 3.767 .063 59.576 .000

Trust in the organization .239 .063 .239 3.769 .000
2 (Constant) 3.489 .138 25.272 .000

Do they deal with the 
economic consequences 
arising from the KM 
strategy?

.142 .062 .147 2.273 .024

3 (Constant) -.938 .121 -7.723 .000
Do they deal with the 
economic consequences 
arising from trust?

.479 .055 .496 8.731 .000

4 (Constant) 6.080 .062 .000 1.000
Are KM processes more 
intensive in the presence 
of trust?

-.319 .062 -.319 -5.157 .000

5 (Constant) 3.767 .061 61.537 .000
Are KM process elements 
affected in the presence of 
the KM strategy?

-.341 .061 -.341 -5.551 .000

6 (Constant) .325 .138 2.358 .019
Do they examine what 
economic consequences 
the presence or the lack 
of trust have on their 
organization?

-.660 .062 -.172 -2.666 .000
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4.1 Testing the hypotheses
We test the theoretical model and the hypotheses by the regression analysis. Figure 4 shows the 
hypotheses and the calculated correlations between the elements of the model.

Fig. 4 – Combination of the initial model and the hypotheses model. Source: own research

H1/a, b and c - The results show that knowledge-intensive SMEs typically deal with the impor-
tance of knowledge (H1/a) at a strategic level and they use numerous solutions for managing 
knowledge. They are typically open to any form of knowledge, its creation, transfer and preser-
vation (H1/b). Table 4 shows the average values and deviation regarding the statements of the 
investigated knowledge-intensive organization.

Tab. 4 – The role of knowledge and its management. Source: own research

Statement  N Mean
Std. 
deviation

Valid Missing
It has a significant role in the strategy. 236 0 3.77 .998
Arising from the strategy, it is manifested in 
operative tasks. 

236 0 3.67 1.003

It is not articulated at a strategic level, but every-
one knows that this is a pillar of our operation. 

236 0 2.79 1.266

We use several methods to create, transfer or 
preserve knowledge. 

236 0 3.86 .961
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The management insists on this kind of ap-
proach, but the staff does not engage in it. 

236 0 2.16 1.034

Our corporate culture does not support taking 
the management’s efforts seriously. 

236 0 1.96 1.016

It is more important for the staff than for the 
management. 

236 0 2.30 1.063

The daily challenges keep us busy and the role of 
knowledge remains in the background.

236 0 2.15 1006

By rotation with the Varimax method, two factors were formed. The reliability of scales was 
examined with Cronbach’s alpha, based on which all values were acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha > 
0.5): (1) Characteristics of organizations not managing knowledge at a strategic level (.780); (2) 
Characteristics of organizations managing knowledge at a strategic level (Cronbach’s alpha: .679). 
With the help of the factors, three clusters were created (Table 5). 

Tab. 5 – Final cluster centres. Source: own research
Propositions Cluster

1 2 3
Organizations not managing knowledge at a strategic level 1.05348 -.62089 -.38418
Organizations managing knowledge at a strategic level -.03759 .56566 -1.58893

There were 82 organizations in the first, 115 in the second, and 39 in the last cluster (H1/a). It 
was shown that knowledge-intensive organizations deal with KMS building at a strategic level, 
and the elements of a KM process also appear at an operational level. Based on the above, H1/a 
and H1/b were proved. Concerning the variables describing trust, it could be concluded that, 
with the exception of one case, there was a significant correlation between trust and pursuing 
knowledge-intensive activities. Thus, H1/c was proved.

H2/a and b - In the case of knowledge-intensive businesses, whether KM can deal with the 
absence of trust at a system level was examined, namely, whether the elements of a KM process 
are present in everyday activities (H2/a). 61% of knowledge-intensive SMEs considered trust 
a necessary prerequisite, 24% were uncertain about it, and 14.8% did not consider it necessary. 
45.1% of organizations not dealing with KM at a strategic level (first cluster) were unsure that 
trust is a prerequisite for managing knowledge at a strategic level. 79.1% of companies in cluster 2 
considered a trust-based culture to be a prerequisite for articulating KMS building in the strategy 
(H2/b). Businesses that do not deal with KMS building at a strategic level (cluster 3) were of the 
same opinion (61.0%). Based on these results, hypotheses H2/a and b were proved.

H3 and H4 - The research also examined whether the lack of trust and its financial impacts are 
ever taken into account by the knowledge-based organizations involved in the research (H3). 
69.5% of companies did not really deal with it; 22.0% were equivocal, and only 8.5% took it into 
account knowingly and systematically. The Slovak and Hungarian organizations did not differ 
from each other in this regard (Pearson's Khi-square: 1.008, df: 2 sign.: .604 p>0.05). 
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A one-way ANOVA proved that in knowledge-intensive organizations in which losses arising 
from the lack of trust are taken into consideration KM plays a significant role in the strategy 
(average 3.46). However, it is interesting to note that the importance of KMS building at a stra-
tegic level (average 3.9) can also be observed in organizations that do not deal with the economic 
consequences of the loss of knowledge resulting from the lack of trust (H4).

The organizations in the three clusters specified above did not differ from each other regard-
ing whether they evaluate the consequences of the lack of trust. 12.2% of all the organizations 
dealing with knowledge at a strategic level were dealing with these consequences.  The same 
proportion among those with a non-strategic knowledge approach amounted only to 5%, and 
about three-quarters of these companies did not at all deal with the possibility of such economic 
losses. In view of the above, hypotheses 3 and 4 were proved.

H5 – A correlation analyses showed that if knowledge transfer/sharing and creation are a part 
of everyday activities and are incorporated into corporate culture, the financial consequences of 
the presence or absence of trust can be assessed. Nevertheless, the correlation was rather weak 
(-.172). Nor can the significance be proved in the organizations where knowledge transfer/shar-
ing and creation are not present. H5 can be proved in those cases in which knowledge-intensive 
SMEs incorporate the methods and tools of trust-based knowledge creation and sharing into 
their culture.

With this presentation of the testing of the hypotheses with statistical analyses, we now proceed 
to a discussion of the results of our research.

5. DISCUSSION
Our research is in line with previous studies that have examined the impact of trust upon or-
ganizational performance (Achterberg et al., 2014; Yong & Jaekwon, 2014; Rahmann et al., 2015; 
Chinn et al., 2018; Alsharoa et al., 2017; Paliszkiewicz & Koohang, 2013; Paliszkiewicz et al., 
2014b; Sankowska, 2013; Killingsworth et al., 2016; Lencioni, 2017). 

The model corresponds to emerging trends in the business environment and it underlines the 
necessary shift in the knowledge-creation paradigm toward constructivist and dialogic para-
digms, in contrast with Nonaka (1994) and Nonaka et al.’s (2000) functionalist paradigm (Linand 
& Hsiao, 2014; Jakubik, 2011). The model is dynamic, dialectic, and evolutionary, and it is based 
on the unity rather than the multivalency of different types of knowledge.

In knowledge-intensive organizations, the incorporation of a KMS into the strategy is a basic 
need. Koohang & Paliszkiewicz (2013) and Killingsworth et al. (2016) confirmed similar results 
for Western societies. Nevertheless, in Central and Eastern European countries, in our case in 
both countries, this is not automatic at all. In most companies, knowledge is less important, and 
more capital-intensive or labour-intensive activities are focused upon (Table 2).

Our research results also show that knowledge-intensive organizations are not unified in how im-
portant they consider the presence of a trust culture as a prerequisite for dealing with their KMS at 
a strategic level, and as a precondition for successfully functioning KMS elements. This result is in 
line with previous research results (Paliszkiewicz et al., 2014a; Paliszkiewicz et al., 2014b).
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6. CONCLUSION 
The aim of our research was to examine to what extent the leaders of organizations are con-
cerned about the presence of trust and/or distrust, and about the economic consequences of trust 
and distrust. It also focused on solutions used in KMSs in knowledge-intensive organizations. 
Based on a model developed by the authors, the significance of a trust-based culture was exam-
ined from the viewpoint of its economic consequences (Figure 4). This research paper sought to 
answer the primary research question of whether the economic consequences of trust or distrust 
are important for knowledge-intensive SMEs. The theoretical model was created on the basis of 
the literature review of the main concepts and trends in KM (Table 1), following which simple 
and complex statistical methods were applied to test the correlations between the elements of 
the model and to prove the hypotheses. From the 236 knowledge-intensive SMEs, only 115 deal 
with KM at a strategic level. 12.2% of these deal with the consequences of losses resulting from 
the absence of trust theoretically. This represents 14 organizations in total, which is only approxi-
mately 6% of the original sample. Surprisingly, trust was not considered as a factor influencing 
competitiveness and business success. Despite the cultural differences, we did not find any sig-
nificant differences between the organizations in the two countries studied.

We intended to fill the research gap regarding the financial consequences of the relationship be-
tween trust and knowledge acquisition and sharing, with three main contributions represented in 
this study. First, the work contributes to the body of research on trust in an organizational con-
text, as only few papers have focused on the economic consequences of trust or distrust; we also 
investigated what a trusting climate means in terms of business management. Second, there have 
been very few papers dealing with profit and loss in relation to the effects of trust or distrust on 
KM strategy building. Third, while findings have shown that in spite of the fact that knowledge-
intensive organizations are based on knowledge and trust, studies have not significantly dealt 
with building KM systems (KMS) at a strategic level nor with the economic consequences of 
trust and distrust. 

Furthermore, we believe that the theoretical model (Figure 1) contributes to a better understand-
ing of the role of trust, knowledge generation, and knowledge development in an organizational 
context.

The researchers recognize the practical, managerial implications of the results presented. Knowl-
edge-intensive businesses have shown that already understand the need for KM and to incor-
porate this need into their strategy; however, they generally do not create conditions for its de-
velopment and functioning. In the researched SMEs, trust is not yet considered as an important 
criterion, though it is an inevitable prerequisite for a knowledge-sharing culture, new knowledge 
creation and knowledge preservation. At the same time, the results also indicate that innovation 
cannot yet be considered an urgently needed daily concern in the SMEs involved in this research. 
Thus far, trust culture unfortunately has not been considered important by businesses, as they 
seem unaware of the economic consequences. Much has to be done in social and economic 
terms to create an atmosphere of post-socialist thinking and behaviours so that the retention of 
knowledge is fostered and distrust disappears in Central European countries. There is a need for 
a modern, flexible, value- and trust-based management and leadership thinking, which manifests 
itself in a culture supporting the successful operation of businesses and their mutual goals.
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The major limitation of the research was that the researched SMEs were not willing to provide 
numerical economic data. Consequently, accurate numerical information cannot be provided 
regarding the economic consequences of trust or distrust. Another limitation was the lack of 
willingness of organizations to fill in the questionnaire, and since it was a self-administered sur-
vey, the honesty of the responses could not be controlled during completion.
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