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ABSTRACT  

As an invisible informal structure embedded within an organization, social 

network is closely related to the knowledge management activities and 

knowledge management strategies of the organization. The social network 

has the potential to obtain the right information or knowledge at the right 

time through the weak ties of the organization, to realize effective 

knowledge sharing in the organization with strong ties, and to 

commercialize knowledge using social capital to achieve economic success. 

By dividing the knowledge management process into three stages, including 

knowledge acquisition, knowledge sharing, and knowledge 

commercialization, the paper examines the role of weak ties, strong ties and 

social capital in knowledge management, and puts forward three 

hypotheses. Finally, the paper puts forward management suggestions for 

the construction of social networks in enterprises. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In the era of knowledge economy, knowledge is the key 

resource for enterprises to gain competitive advantage. With 

China's accession to the WTO, Chinese enterprises are faced 

with the reality of "going out" to be exposed to global 

competition. Under such background, effective knowledge 

management and organizational learning, including cross-

organizational learning and intra-organizational learning, are 

the only ways for organizations to become more 

competitive. The focus of knowledge management is the 

ability of enterprises to create, transfer and use knowledge, 

which is to build enduring competitive advantage. 

Although firms’ behavior is always carried out in the 

context of certain social relations, most of the existing 

research regards enterprises as atomic agents, ignoring the 

impact of social networks as background on such behavior. 

The social network theory stemmed from sociology provides 

the concept for analyzing social phenomena and is gradually 

applied to many fields, but this method of analysis is seldom 

applied in enterprise knowledge management. 

The main research objectives of this paper are to divide 

the knowledge management process into three stages: 

knowledge acquisition, knowledge sharing and knowledge 

commercialization Then we apply social network theory to 

the knowledge management process of enterprises, by 

examining the role of social network structure and social 

network content in different stages of knowledge 

management process. We aim to enrich the existing research 

on knowledge management and social network analysis and 

provide managerial implications for enterprises to build 

social networks to gain competitive advantage. 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Research on social networks stems from anthropologists' 

discussions of interpersonal interactions in complex 

societies. Social network refers to the relatively stable 

system composed of social relations between certain agents. 

The most basic unit of analysis is various "relationship ". 

The social network theory holds that neoclassical economics 

and neo-institutional economics only study physical capital 

and human capital, ignoring the role of social capital in 

economic development. Social capital is the social structure 

that creates value and promotes individual behavior. Social 

capital emerges when changes of people's relationships can 

promote instrumental action. 

Since the 1990s, social network theory has been accepted 

by the American sociology and management circles and 

widely used [1]-[4]. Recently, some studies have begun to 

examine the relationship between social networks and 

knowledge management and corporate performance. For 

example, Hansen [5] has shown that weak ties help in the 

search for knowledge, but hinder the transfer of complex 

knowledge, which must rely on strong ties. Research by 

Levin & Cross [6] shows that weak ties help to acquire non-

redundant knowledge, and competency-based trust 

relationships are important for acquiring implicit 
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knowledge. Hoffman et al. [7] shows that firms with higher 

social capital tend to have a higher level of knowledge 

management and thus lead to better performance. Tsai [8] 

believes that organizations that occupy the center of the 

network can produce more innovation and better 

performance from a network perspective of organizational 

learning. Raudeliuniene et al. [9] examined the impact of 

information technologies and technology-enabled social 

networks on the efficiency of knowledge management 

processes in the Middle Eastern audit and consulting 

companies. 

To sum up, some researchers have begun to apply the 

concepts of social network to knowledge management 

research, but most of the research only involves a certain 

stage of the knowledge management process, not from a 

systematic point of view to study the impact of social 

networks on different stages of knowledge management. In 

this paper, we divide the knowledge management process 

into three stages: knowledge acquisition, knowledge transfer 

and knowledge commercialization, and examines the impact 

of social networks on the three stages of knowledge 

management. 

 

III. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESIS 

DEVELOPMENT 

As an invisible informal structure embedded in the 

organization, the social network is closely related to the 

organization's knowledge management activities and 

knowledge management strategy and is a valuable social 

resource of the organization. Social networks have the 

potential to gain information by crossing the boundaries of a 

group or organization. Therefore, the establishment of a 

sound social network to improve the organization's 

information stock can promote and guarantee the success of 

organizational knowledge management. 

A. Weak Ties and Knowledge Acquisition  

The theory of weak ties is proposed by Granovetter [1], a 

sociology professor at Stanford University. The so-called 

"weak ties" refers to "non-recurring, low-intimate 

relationships". Because " Birds of a feather flock together.", 

similar people may form a group because of the same 

interests, personality, members of the group. 

The weak ties between two nodes have a strong 

heterogeneity and can provide non-redundant knowledge for 

the organization. This non-redundant knowledge is either 

new information about knowledge use opportunities or 

knowledge related to specific projects [5]. Weak ties have 

information benefits in the form of access, timing, and 

referring [2]. "Access to information" enables an individual 

to gain valuable information and who can use it. "Timing" 

enables an individual to become an early acquirer of 

valuable information. "Referring" is a key factor in turning 

the individual's ability to acquire knowledge at the right 

time into reality. Weak ties can enable enterprises to access 

more information related to internationalization, including 

international market information, international business 

cooperation information and host government policy 

information. In addition, since explicit knowledge can be 

expressed in the language of the system, it can be shared in 

the form of data, scientific formulas, instruction manuals, 

manuals, etc., it can be stored in a single location, can be 

transferred in time and space without relying on individuals, 

and explicit knowledge is easy to diffuse and communicate 

[10]. Because weak ties have the advantage of knowledge 

search in the network, we make the assumption: 
H1: Weak ties have a positive effect on organizations' 

acquisition of explicit knowledge. 

B. Strong Ties and Knowledge Sharing  

Strong ties refer to the "frequent interaction, emotional 

closeness" of the relationship. The cultivation of strong 

linkages often requires more time and effort between 

individuals than weak ties. Granovetter [1] argues that 

strong ties are homogeneous. Strong ties are made between 

people with more similar social characteristics, who 

understand things and experience events that are often the 

same, and who, because of their close contacts, mutual 

understanding and easy access to each other's trust, have a 

subjective perception that facilitates knowledge sharing. 

Liberman et al. [11] found that Japan's carmakers' 

competitive advantage comes not only from zero inventory 

management, but also from bilateral and multilateral 

knowledge-sharing networks they establish and maintain 

with suppliers. Toyota is recognized by the corporate 

community as a "model of continuous learning and 

improvement". Through the establishment of supplier 

associations between Toyota and automotive suppliers, and 

well-trained consultants sent to supplier companies to teach 

TPS (Toyota's Production System) knowledge free of 

charge. It is precisely because the network members 

maintain close interrelationship, optimize the sub-network 

structure under the unified network, and thus enhance the 

effectiveness of knowledge sharing network. 

Because of frequent communication between members 

with strong tie, strong emotional connections are often 

formed between them and are easy to gain trust with each 

other, and highly trusted relationships make people more 

willing to share resources and valuable information. This 

strongly connected social network not only reduces the cost 

of access to information, technology, and resources, but also 

improves the efficiency of implicit knowledge sharing [12]. 

In terms of knowledge characteristics, since implicit 

knowledge is considered to be a skill acquired through 

personal experience (Know-how), it is limited to a particular 

context, rooted in people's actions and inter-relationships, 

and difficult to code [13], [14]. Strongly connected 

organization members communicate in a "small circle" that 

facilitates deep communication and information exchange, 

making it easier for them to communicate and apply the 

hidden knowledge they gain. Therefore, we make the 

assumption that: 

H2: Strong ties have a positive effect on organizations' 

knowledge sharing. 

C. Social Capital and Knowledge Commercialization 

The social capital theory pays attention to the nature of 

resources embedded in the network. Social capital refers to 

the ability of individuals to access scarce resources and 

benefit from them through social connections. Scarce 

resources in this case include power, status, wealth, capital, 

knowledge, opportunities, information, etc. [15]. Individuals 
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can acquire resources through stable connections established 

with social groups and organizations as members of social 

groups or organizations, or through social networks to 

acquire social resources such as power, wealth, prestige, etc., 

thus achieving their personal goals. Lin et al. [16] 

investigated an individual's job-seeking behavior and found 

that it is not the strength of the connection that has an 

advantage, but that the connection may come into contact 

with the person who have the resources needed to achieve 

the instrumental goal. The important resources for 

individual development through social networks are the key 

to their success in their work. 

Similar to Putnam's [15] definition of social capital, Bian 

and Qiu [17] regard enterprises as nodes in the network that 

have various connections in all aspects of the economic field, 

and the ability to access scarce resources through vertical, 

horizontal and social linkages is the social capital of 

enterprises. Bian & Zhang [18] also operationalize the 

concept of social capital as a company seeking and 

acquiring scarce resources within the industry through its 

vertical hierarchical linkages with government authorities. 

Knowledge commercialization refers to the process by 

which an organization translates knowledge into innovative 

products or services and successfully brings it to market for 

financial or strategic objectives, such as setting industry 

standards or achieving learning benefits [19]. The role of 

social capital is to reduce the probability and cost of 

supervision of opportunistic behavior on the one hand, and 

to increase the company's opportunities, access to resources 

and flexibility on the other [12]. This exists not only in the 

capitalist market economy, but also in the transition 

economy. For example, in a Chinese company in the context 

of transformation, informal institutional constraints will play 

a more important role in regulating economic exchanges[20]. 

Chinese companies may rely more on relationship-based 

business models when it is difficult to obtain the resources 

and technology they need through the marketplace. For 

instance, companies with state-owned background can 

guarantee some customers because of the personal contact 

of the top executive. Therefore, we make the assumption 

that: 

H3: Social capital has a positive impact on the 

commercialization of knowledge in an organization. 

 

IV. CONCLUSIONS  

The neoclassical framework is often used as a theoretical 

basis for studying inter-firm relationships because it 

represents the core principles of most economic methods. 

Under this framework, based on rational assumptions, the 

competitive relationship between individuals will maximize 

the overall social welfare, so that the "invisible hand" is 

considered to be a reasonable mechanism to ensure optimal 

allocation of resources. Enterprise knowledge management 

is always carried out under the background of certain social 

relations. However, most of the existing research regards 

enterprises as atomic agents, ignoring the impact of social 

networks as background on corporate behavior. Although 

some economists have realized that there is a big gap 

between theoretical models and the real world, they still pay 

little attention to examples of departures from ideal states. In 

the 1930s, the British anthropologist Radcliffe Brown first 

proposed the concept of "social network" and applied it to 

the discussion of interpersonal interaction in complex 

societies.  

Under the background of technological innovation 

acceleration, more and more enterprises are beginning to use 

the organization mode of inter-enterprise coordination to 

organize knowledge transactions and production activities in 

order to obtain complementary resources and capabilities. 

Firms embedded in the network can enhance their 

innovation ability through knowledge sharing and inter-

organizational learning, thus maintaining high flexibility in 

the face of uncertain markets. As an invisible informal 

structure embedded within the organization, the social 

network is closely related to the organization's knowledge 

management activities and knowledge management strategy. 

The social network has the potential to obtain the right 

information or knowledge at the right time through the weak 

ties of the organization, to realize effective knowledge 

sharing in the organization with strong ties, and to 

commercialize knowledge using social capital to achieve 

economic success. 
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