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ABSTRACT

In an increasingly knowledge-based global economy, social capital and knowledge sharing, particularly 
amongst small business, have become critical sources of competitive advantage, but how can such 
knowledge sharing be enabled? The objective of this research was to explore the effect of knowledge 
sharing enablers on knowledge sharing in female small business networks. This research addresses 
the call for research into the antecedents of social capital. Specifically, trust, social identity, social 
media usage, and shared goals were included in the conceptual model for the study. Together these 
social capital enablers were found to be significant predictors of knowledge sharing behaviour, 
although unique contributions varied. The research contributes to the growing body of literature 
on the dimensions of social capital and how they affect knowledge management, and is of use to 
practitioners involved in supporting female entrepreneurial networks.
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INTRodUCTIoN

With increased global and local competition, the ability of small businesses to share knowledge can 
be a source of competitive advantage (Jashapara, 2011). The question is, what enables this knowledge 
sharing? The move towards a knowledge-based economy has placed a premium on the way small 
businesses assimilate and share that knowledge (Blankley & Booyens, 2010; Powell & Snellman, 
2004), especially in an emerging economy like South Africa. Women have been disproportionally 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, adding to South Africa’s structural unemployment and the 
“feminization of poverty” (Parry & Gordon, 2021, p. 797). Female entrepreneurs in Africa are 
essential for economic growth, yet face resistance due to complex cultural norms (Ojong, Simba, 
& Dana, 2021, p. 237) and therefore need additional support and the connections networks provide 
(van Blokland, 2018). Female business owners have less opportunity to share knowledge through 
networking than men do (Dawa & Namatovu, 2015; Herrington & Kew, 2016; Oke, 2013), even 
though women tend to be more open to knowledge sharing than men (Connelly & Kelloway, 2003). 
Networks dominated by men do not provide collaborative, welcoming support for female entrepreneurs 
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(van Blokland, 2018). Women only entrepreneurial networks have emerged in response to the need 
to share knowledge among female entrepreneurs facing similar problems, facilitated by the ease of 
creating virtual networks (Cao, Guo, Liu, & Gu, 2015; Shanmuga & Sakthi, 2015).

In a systematic review of gender and knowledge management, Heisig and Kannan (2020) conclude 
that gender has been overlooked in the knowledge management research, with only seven papers 
found in knowledge management journals. Much of the research into inter-organisational knowledge 
sharing has focused on industry-specific relationships or formal collaborations (Agostini, Nosella, 
Sarala, Spender, & Wegner, 2020; Van Der Meer, 2014), rather than small business or entrepreneurial 
networks. Further, the focus on female small businesses in a developing economy underscores their 
importance for employment, equity and economic growth (Ekpe, Mat, & Ekpe, 2015). With the rise 
of emerging economies considered a mega-trend, research in this area is particularly pertinent (Cano-
Kollmann, Hannigan, & Mudambi, 2018; Olanrewaju, Hossain, Whiteside, & Mercieca, 2020) and 
is likely to increase post-pandemic.

Previous research has largely ignored individual factors such as gender, when considering 
knowledge sharing enablers (Marouf & Khalil, 2015). The prevalence of social media networks 
means these networks exist at least partially online, especially in the time of Covid-19, broadening 
the geographic scope of membership and facilitating essential knowledge of global issues (Cano-
Kollmann et al., 2018; Haeffele, Hobson, & Storr, 2020; Olanrewaju et al., 2020). The objective of 
this research is to investigate knowledge sharing enablers in female small business networks, filling 
the gap at the intersection of female entrepreneurs in developing economies, business networks and 
knowledge sharing.

FEMALE SMALL BUSINESS INTER-oRGANISATIoNAL NETwoRKS

Small business networks are complex yet fruitful inter-organisational systems that differ in character 
and networking patterns from other types of networks (Agostini et al., 2020). Further, these networks 
offer more support than intra-organisational networks (S. Chen, Duan, Edwards, & Lehaney, 2006; 
Nguyen, Nham, Froese, & Malik, 2019). While networks are important for success in small business 
start-ups, knowledge transfer between small businesses is under-researched (Massaro, Moro, 
Aschauer, & Fink, 2019). Oke (2013) showed that in developing countries, female entrepreneurs can 
use networks to improve the flow of information and gain access to knowledge and pool resources. 
Entrepreneurial networks have been shown to differ based on gender (Heisig & Kannan, 2020) with 
women’s networks generally less diffuse and comprised of people who know each other well, which 
limits access to new, competitively helpful information. This, coupled with lower levels of mobility 
and greater spatial constraints in women’s daily activity patterns, (Hanson & Blake, 2009) suggests 
that knowledge sharing behaviors may be different in women’s networks. Therefore, further research 
into female small business networks is warranted (Hanson & Blake, 2009).

Inkpen and Tsang (2016) identified future research opportunities as involving specific network 
types, especially in newer virtual networks. Likewise, Agostini et al. (2020) recommended research 
into inter-organisational knowledge sharing in SMEs, while Oke (2013) recommended research 
into social networking determinants for female entrepreneurs. This research therefore aims to 
investigate knowledge sharing enablers in inter-organisational, SME networks specifically for female 
entrepreneurs.

KNowLEdGE SHARING

Knowledge sharing behaviour (KSB) implies a reciprocal process where knowledge is donated (or 
given) and collected (or received) (Van Den Hooff & De Ridder, 2004). Knowledge sharing within 
and between organisations, improves organisational innovation and performance (van Wijk, Jansen, & 
Lyles, 2008), specifically by reducing costs and growing sales (Marouf & Khalil, 2015). Knowledge 
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sharing empowers entrepreneurs to deal with business complexity and uncertainty (Mc Manus, 
Ragab, Arisha, & Mulhall, 2016), and supports the conversion of social, tacit knowledge that can be 
gained in a social network, into individual, private knowledge that can be used by an entrepreneur 
(Ma & Chan, 2014). Agostini et al. (2020) call for finer-grained knowledge management research 
on small and medium enterprises (SMEs) contending that current research in this context is very 
broad. Lefebvre, Sorenson, Henchion, and Gellynck (2016) argue that there is a lack of research 
in determining knowledge sharing enablers, especially research at the network level. This research 
therefore aims to address these calls.

Enabling Conditions for Knowledge Sharing
Choo and de Alvarenga Neto (2010) identified four sets of enablers that allow knowledge processes to 
gain traction (social/behavioral, cognitive/epistemic, information systems/management and strategic/
structure). The Social/Behavioral category includes factors such as trust and social identity, related to 
relationships and interactions prevalent in informal business networks (Choo & de Alvarenga Neto, 
2010). The Cognitive/Epistemic group relates to conditions required for shared spaces and goals 
being considered as an important enabling factor in networks (Choo & de Alvarenga Neto, 2010). 
The Information Systems group relates to information and communication technologies such as social 
networks, that enable knowledge sharing (Choo & de Alvarenga Neto, 2010). Finally, the Strategy/
Structure group deals with support for knowledge sharing, in terms of providing the structure and 
functioning for example, of the network. There is a close relationship between the afore-mentioned 
enablers and those implicit in social capital theory, which is reviewed next.

SoCIAL CAPITAL THEoRy

Social capital derives from networks of relationships that allow network members to share and mobilise 
knowledge (Ganguly, Talukdar, & Chatterjee, 2019; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Spender et al (2017) 
determined that social capital empowered start-ups through knowledge transfer. Nahapiet and Ghoshal 
(1998) were the first to divide the concept of social capital into three dimensions: relational, cognitive 
and structural, and most subsequent studies on social capital and knowledge sharing are based on 
these (Ganguly et al., 2019; Han, Yoon, & Chae, 2020; Nguyen et al., 2019). Relational social capital 
develops from personal relationships and includes trust and social identity as key facets (Nahapiet & 
Ghoshal, 1998). Both factors are considered as knowledge sharing enabling factors for this research, 
thus relational social capital is conceptualised as a two-dimensional construct. The relational dimension 
is equivalent to the social/behavioral group of factors identified above by Choo and de Alvarenga 
Neto (2010). The cognitive dimension provides systems of meaning among members of networks, 
as per the cognitive/epistemic group devised by Choo and de Alvarenga Neto (2010). Cognitive 
social capital is conceptualised in terms of the shared goals dimension (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) 
for this paper. The final facet, structural social capital refers to the connections between members in 
the form of social or network ties, as would be evidenced in an online social media network (Choo 
& de Alvarenga Neto, 2010; Ganguly et al., 2019). Thus, there are four factors from the dimensions 
of social capital forming the knowledge sharing enablers used in this paper: Social media networks 
in the structural dimension; trust and social identity in the relational dimension; and shared goals in 
the cognitive dimension.

dEVELoPMENT oF THE CoNCEPTUAL FRAMEwoRK

KSB is the dependent variable in this research. Derived from social capital theory, each of the KSB 
enablers is an independent variable for the study and is expanded on below.
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Social Media Usage – Knowledge Sharing Enabler in 
the Structural dimension of Social Capital
Social media in the context of knowledge sharing is a way for people to easily share knowledge 
collectively, increasing social capital (Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, & Azad, 2013; Olanrewaju et al., 2020). 
Jennex and Bartczak (2015) define social networks as including both formal and informal networks 
for the transfer of knowledge. S. Chen et al. (2006) explained that explicit and tacit knowledge require 
a channel to facilitate transfer across organisational boundaries. These channels are most suitably 
manifested as electronic social networks, relying on information technology and allowing a network to 
be closer in time and space (Mc Manus et al., 2016; Tohidinia & Mosakhani, 2010). This is particularly 
relevant with social distancing due to COVID-19 limiting physical social networking (Haeffele et 
al., 2020). More research has been called for concerning social media as a platform for knowledge 
sharing (Lefebvre et al., 2016) and in the context of developing counties (Olanrewaju et al., 2020). 
Jenkins-Guarnieri, Wright, and Johnson (2013) conceptualise social media usage as the degree to 
which social media is integrated into people’s routines and how much importance they place on their 
connections to users. Oke (2013) found that female entrepreneurs’ social networks improved their 
success. This research therefore investigated the relationship between the female network members 
use of their network’s social media and their knowledge sharing behavior, in the first hypothesis:

H1: Social media use has a positive effect on KSB in female SME networks.

Trust – Knowledge Sharing Enabler in the Social dimension of Social Capital
Trust in relation to knowledge sharing is commonly divided into benevolence-based trust, which stems 
from belief in the integrity of others, and competency-based trust, based on the belief in the ability 
of others (Levin & Cross, 2004; Paroutis & Al Saleh, 2009; Usoro, Sharratt, Tsui, & Shekhar, 2007). 
Although trust is a multi-faceted concept, in terms of trust between female members of a network, it 
is conceptualised as the expectation of cooperation and honesty between members allowing mutual 
confidence in each other and based on benevolence and competence (Levin & Cross, 2004). The issue 
of trust in knowledge sharing has been raised by several researchers (e.g. S. Chen et al., 2006; Han 
et al., 2020; Massaro et al., 2019). A recent review of the research on inter-organisational knowledge 
transfer demonstrated the necessity for trust in sharing knowledge in networks (Battistella, De Toni, 
& Pillon, 2016). Trust has also been identified as one of the important elements of the relational 
dimension in social capital theory (Inkpen & Tsang, 2005). For female members of an SME network 
to share knowledge, it is proposed in this study that trust is an enabling factor for knowledge sharing 
behavior. This leads to the second hypothesis:

H2: Trust has a positive effect on KSB among members of female SME networks.

Social Identity - Knowledge Sharing Enabler in the 
Social dimension of Social Capital
Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin (1999), found that gender-identity is closely related to social identity. 
Shared social identity has been conceptualised as a pre-requisite to inter-organisation sharing of 
knowledge (Nieminen, 2005). In this paper, the construct of social identity refers to the shared 
meaning that group members derive from belonging to a network (Mariotti, 2005). Having a shared 
social identity lowers the cost of communication while increasing co-operation and opportunity 
for knowledge sharing (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Nieminen, 2005). Shared understanding is 
required of the relationship between sender and receiver firms in knowledge transfer while a shared 
professional identity increases trust and knowledge sharing between organisations (Nieminen, 2005). 
The relationship between social identity and knowledge sharing behavior leads to the third hypothesis:
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H3: Shared identity has a positive effect on KSB of female members of SME networks.

Shared Goals – Knowledge Sharing Enabler in the 
Cognitive dimension of Social Capital
This factor refers to the common purpose, or vision, that members of a female network have - a 
cohesive force allowing knowledge sharing and facilitating cooperation among members (Chow & 
Chan, 2008; Inkpen & Tsang, 2005). The premise is that network members will act in their collective 
self-interest if they share goals to their mutual benefit (Leana & Pil, 2006; Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998). 
Connelly and Kelloway (2003) found that females associate knowledge sharing with social interaction, 
one of the goals of female networks. Shared goals and vision have also been shown to improve the 
quality and quantity of knowledge sharing (Chiu, Hsu, & Wang, 2006; Darvish & Nikbakhsh, 2010). 
One study that considered shared goals as part of the cognitive dimension of social capital in an inter-
firm network was conducted by Y.-H. Chen, Lin, and Yen (2014) who concluded that shared goals 
improve knowledge sharing through the mediating variable of inter-organisational trust. However, the 
research was on supply chains, which are a very different type of network to entrepreneurial networks. 
With little research into this specific context of small business networks, the fourth hypothesis is:

H4: Shared goals have a positive effect on knowledge sharing behavior of female SME networks.

The four hypotheses presented above are shown in the conceptual framework below.

RESEARCH METHodoLoGy

Data was collected by means of a self-administered questionnaire, since this tool is ideal for collecting 
behavioral and attitudinal, descriptive data (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016), sent to the membership of 
three South African female SME networks, all of which have formal social networks. The networks 
have their home base in the region of KwaZulu Natal but allow membership from anywhere in South 
Africa. The networks are formally organised by committee and have a leader who distributed the 
questionnaire to their members. A usable sample of 117 was achieved.

Figure 1. Conceptual model
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Measures
The scales used to measure the variables were previously validated and tested, in relation to knowledge 
sharing and communities. They were adapted to ensure clarity that the questions related to membership 
in the respondents’ network.

An established scale to measure KSB, developed by Van den Hooff, Elving, Meeuwsen, and 
Dumoulin (2003), was selected because it was created specifically to measure knowledge sharing in 
communities that have a virtual presence and demonstrated reliability with a Cronbach’s Alpha of 
0.87. The scale includes knowledge donating behaviour and knowledge collecting behavior, given 
that sharing implies a two-way reciprocal transfer of knowledge (Nguyen et al., 2019).

The trust scale was based on the scale developed by Van den Hooff et al. (2003) to measure 
benevolent and cognitive trust in a knowledge sharing community. The Cronbach Alpha was 0.76 
indicating a high level of inter-item reliability in the trust construct (Van den Hooff et al., 2003).

Chiu et al.’s (2006) social identity scale formed the basis of the scale for this paper, for which a 
high level of inter-item reliability was found (0.90) (Chiu et al., 2006).

Maree’s (2017) integration into social routines scale dimension was most relevant to this study 
to measure social media usage with a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.77 reported.

Chiu et al.’s (2006) measure of shared goals with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88 was deemed a 
reliable measure for this study.

data Analysis
Data about each knowledge enabling factor in the questionnaire, tested with a series of 5-point Likert 
items from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree, was summated and the composite scores analysed 
using descriptive statistics. To determine the predictive capacity of the enablers, a multiple regression 
analysis was conducted. Assumptions for regression were checked and while some correlations 
between the enablers were high, they were less than the 0.9 cutoff (Warner, 2012) and the Tolerance 
and VIF collinearity diagnostics indicated suitability for regression (Tolerance >0.1 and VIF< 10) 
(Pallant, 2010). Assumptions related to sample size, outliers, normality, linearity, homoscedasticity 
and independence of residuals (Pallant, 2010) were all checked and found not to be violated.

Reliability and Validity of the Measures
Table 1 presents the Cronbach alphas for each scale, with most proving reliable and internally 
consistent.

The exception was the shared goals construct, with a Cronbach alpha of marginally less than 
the acceptable level of 0.7 (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). Based on the theoretical and past research 
support for this construct and the marginally acceptable Cronbach alpha, the variable was retained 
in the study for further analysis.

Table 1. Scale Cronbach Alphas

Variable/Construct Cronbach’s alpha

Knowledge sharing behaviour 0.90

Trust 0.90

Social Identity 0.92

Social media usage 0.77

Shared goals 0.64
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Content validity by means of questionnaire verification (Koonin, 2014) was ensured through the 
pretest of the questionnaire by the network organisers. In addition, each construct was tested using a 
previously validated scale, as discussed above, thus ensuring that the questionnaire measured what 
was intended (Koonin, 2014).

RESULTS ANd dISCUSSIoN

Table 2 presents the respondent profile. Most respondents had businesses in the service sector (65.2%) 
and employed less than ten people (71,8%). The majority of members (93%) had obtained a tertiary 
education.

More than half (54.5%) of the respondents have been members of their network for 3 or less 
years, with 73.6% having been members for less than 5 years. The network membership size ranged 
between 500 and 2500, with the largest one also being the oldest, having been established in 1995. 
The other two networks were established in 2000 and 2005. Most members (64.1%) belonged to 
just the one main network. There were several smaller local networks the members belonged to, in 
addition to being members of the main three networks considered in this research.

One of the networks had a younger age profile, with 34% of respondents under 40, compared to 
24% and 17% for the other two networks, with years of experience similarly distributed. The network 
with younger members also shared a similar reason for joining the network – advice, mentoring and 
knowledge (68%) illustrating the need for learning and mentorship by younger entrepreneurs compared 
to older members who cited leads and sales contacts as reasons for joining. However, factors such as 
education level, business sector and number of employees were similar across all networks. Despite 
the differences between the networks, knowledge sharing behaviour was largely the same between 
the networks with means of mean 3.57, 3.93, 3.76. Therefore, analysis continued on an individual 
member basis, as per the objectives of the research.

The Extent and Nature of Knowledge Sharing
The KSB scale was shown to be reliable, consistent with the scale developed by Van den Hooff, 
which was made up of knowledge donating and knowledge collecting behaviour (Van Den Hooff & 
De Ridder, 2004). Table 3 presents the results for this construct.

KSB was found to be positive among network members, in both knowledge donating (M=3.82, 
SD = 0.83) and knowledge collecting (M=3.7, SD= 0.89) behaviours. A score of 5 represents a high 
level of these behaviours while 1 represents a low level. The reasons for high knowledge collecting 

Table 2. Respondent profile

N=117 Frequencies (percentages) Missing

Age 21-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 >60

7 (6%) 25 (21.4%) 48 (41%) 30 (25.6%) 7 (6%) 0

Years in 
Business

1-10 11-20 21-30 31-40 Over 40

27 (23.3%) 37 (31.9%) 32 (27.6%) 18 (15.5%) 2 (1.7%) 1

Highest 
Education

Secondary school 
not completed

Secondary school 
completed

Tertiary 
completed

Post-graduate 
completed

1 (0.9%) 6 (5.2%) 54 (47.4%) 55 (46.6%) 1
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behaviour is self-evident, as the knowledge collector is the party gaining from the transfer for of 
knowledge. More interesting is that knowledge donating behaviour actually scored higher than 
knowledge collecting behaviour.

The Knowledge Sharing Enablers
Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics for the 4 enabler constructs including the items and composite 
variables.

Trust among members and in their network was relatively high (M=3.82, SD=0.83). Social 
identity, along with trust, make up the relational element of social capital. Results revealed members 
have a relatively high degree of social identity with their network (M=3.67, SD=1.02) and felt strong 
bonds with each other and feelings of togetherness and closeness. These relational element results 
were consistent across all three networks irrespective of years of membership and age.

The results show that, although members enjoy checking their network’s Facebook account 
(M=3.73, SD=1.18), they are less likely to make Facebook part of their daily routine (M=3.11, 
SD=1.44) nor respond to content posted there (M=2.96, SD=1.6), suggesting that members’ social 
media usage on Facebook is passive. This demonstrates a lack of knowledge sharing over this social 
media platform and may either show that network members share much of their knowledge in the 
real world, as opposed to online, or that they use another platform, such as LinkedIn. Previous studies 
found social media facilitates KSB in a virtual network (S. Chen et al., 2006; Majchrzak et al., 2013). 
Contrary to expectations, social media usage was lowest in the network which had the lowest age 
distribution (mean 3 compared to the other networks 3,6 and 3,3). Social media usage was also lowest 
among members who had been members of the network for less than a year (2.9). A preference of 
the network members for in-person social networking is likely to decrease due to social distancing 
measures resulting from COVID-19 (Haeffele et al., 2020). The relatively high standard deviations 
indicate higher polarisation of responses and more research is needed to understand the underlying 
reasons for these responses.

Shared goals represent the cognitive dimension of social capital in this study. This scale had a 
relatively low Cronbach Alpha (0.64) therefore the results are discussed here but are not as reliable 
as the other knowledge enablers. Members agreed that they enjoyed helping each other as a shared 
value and that they shared the same goal of learning from each other. Interestingly, there were mixed 
opinions on whether members share the goal of helping each other solve professional problems, with 
as many members highly agreeing as those who highly disagreed. This is perhaps explained by Li 

Table 3. Knowledge Sharing Behaviour

Mean Std Dev.

Knowledge Sharing Behaviour 3.75 0.84

When I’ve learned something new, I tell the other members of my network about it 3.8 1.03

I tell the other members of my network what I know, when they ask me about it 3.5 1.11

I tell the other members of my network about my skills, when they ask me about it 4.11 0.99

Knowledge donating behaviour 3.82 0.83

When they’ve learned something new, other members of my network tell me about it 4.15 0.96

I ask other members of my network what they know when I need particular knowledge 3.31 1.11

The other members of my network tell me what they know, when I ask them about it 3.62 1.15

The other members of my network tell me about their skills, when I ask them about it 3.71 1.03

Knowledge collecting behaviour 3.70 0.89
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(2005, p. 93) who states that shared vision is strong intra-organisationally, but is harder to maintain 
between organisations, such as SME networks.

To investigate the effects of the knowledge sharing enablers on KSB a regression was used 
where the measures for the enablers were treated as independent variables while KSB was treated as 
a dependent variable. Table 5 shows these results:

Table 4 Knowledge Sharing Enablers

M e a n Std Dev.

Trust in network 3.33 1.05

Other members of this network help me when I have a problem concerning my business 3.33 1.29

I can rely on the other members of this network to support me in my business 3.26 1.15

I can count on the other members of this network to do what they say 3.47 1.06

I have faith in the skills of the other members of this network 3.82 1.01

Social Identity 3.67 1.02

I feel a bond with the other members of my network 3.82 1.01

I am proud to be a member of my network 3.42 1.24

I have a feeling of togetherness or closeness in my network 3.88 1.14

I have a strong positive feeling toward my network 3.55 1.17

Social Media Usage 3.31 1.10

I enjoy checking my network’s Facebook account 3.73 1.18

Using Facebook is part of my everyday routine 3.11 1.44

I would be disappointed if I could not use Facebook at all 3.43 1.52

I respond to content that my network and others share using Facebook 2.96 1.60

Shared Goals 3.48 0.94

Members of my network share the goal of helping others solve their professional problems 3.23 1.46

Members of my network share the same goal of learning from each other 3.48 1.16

Members of my network share the same value that helping others is pleasant 3.72 1.06

Table 5. Knowledge Sharing Enablers Correlation with KSB

Variable R R Square Adjusted R Square
Std. Error of the 
Estimate

Trust .711a .506 .501 .58987

Social Identify .768a .590 .586 .53724

Social Media Usage .534a .285 .279 .70931

Social Identity .728a .529 .525 .57559

Overall Social Capital .786a .617 .614 .51892
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Results provide strong support for the effect of social capital on KSB. The total variance in KSB 
explained by the four enabling factors together was 65.5%, R2=.565 (F = 53.303; p < .001). Social 
identity had the greatest unique effect on KSB (std B = .415; p<.001) followed by shared goals (std 
B = .313; p<.05). While exhibiting a fairly high correlation with KSB, trust’s unique effect on KSB 
was not significant (std B = .149; p=0.134). Similarly, social media usage did not have a significant 
unique effect on KSB (std B = .006; p=0.946).

These results suggest that of the four enablers, social identity was the best predicter of KSB among 
members. These results support and extend Chiu et al.’s (2006) findings beyond virtual communities. 
A significant positive relationship between social ties and knowledge sharing intention was also found 
by I. Y. Chen, Chen, and Kinshuk (2009) in a virtual learning community. Again, this study was only 
in a virtual community. Given that an aspect of social identity is based on gender by itself (Durbin, 
2011), this could explain why the measure of social identity scored highly. Social identity is clearly 
a significant part of the success of female networks in terms of KSB.

The results confirm the hypothesis that the more members share goals, the higher their KSB. 
This element of social capital has been positively associated with KSB in multiple studies (Bautista 
& Bayang, 2015; Chiu et al., 2006; Chow & Chan, 2008; Darvish & Nikbakhsh, 2010; Lefebvre 
et al., 2016) although many of them were in intra-organisational settings. Y.-H. Chen et al. (2014) 
concluded that shared goals in inter-firm networks improve knowledge sharing because shared goals 
improve communication and motivation, increasing trust, and then knowledge sharing.

Related to trust, the results support those of Rhodes, Hung, Lok, Lien, and Wu (2008) who found 
that a trust culture was the least important of the factors they considered in promoting knowledge 
sharing, nevertheless a positive relationship was still found. It is possible that trust did not have a 
significant unique effect on KSB because of the high level of overlap (Pallant, 2010) with social 
identity which is also a relational social capital variable. The correlation between trust and social 
identity was 0.809. This research confirms the significant effect of social identity on KSB and the 
strong relationship between social identity and trust, as relational enablers, in the context of female 
SME networks, where female entrepreneurs are voluntary members of these open networks.

Although a positive correlation between social media usage and KSB was found, it did not have 
a significant unique contribution to the variance in KSB, contrary to Muwanga-Zake and Herselman 
(2017) finding that Facebook was used for interfirm knowledge sharing, The younger female 
entrepreneurs sampled had the lowest Facebook usage, despite the same age group being the highest 
Facebook users in South Africa in 2020 (Statistica, 2021), suggesting this was not a generational 
phenomenon.

IMPLICATIoNS

Based on the results, the following recommendations can be made for the various stakeholders, 
followed by research implications from a theoretical perspective.

Recommendations for Network organisers
Organisers of the female networks should support the knowledge enablers which significantly affect 
KSB given the link between knowledge sharing and SME organisational performance (Easterby‐Smith, 
Lyles, & Tsang, 2008; Lefebvre et al., 2016). Usually, shared vision is strong intra-organisationally, and 
is harder to maintain between organisations, such as SME networks (Li, 2005), however the members 
of these female SME networks had relatively high levels of shared goals. Network members indicated 
altruistic motives for their shared goals and values, organisers should leverage this by providing forums 
to promote members willingness to solve professional problems. Formal mentorship programs are 
recommended, especially for the younger members who cited this as a reason for joining the network. 
Post pandemic, the organisers should promote explicit virtual knowledge sharing through expert-
locator systems, online workshops and skill-based cross-training (Becerra-Fernandez & Sabherwal, 
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2010). Organisers can leverage the social capital and network effects for practical benefits such as 
access to funding and collaborations (van Blokland, 2018).

Recommendations for Government and Sponsors
Government, NGOs, and corporate sponsors interested in developing female entrepreneurship are 
recommended to invest in knowledge sharing networks. Given the effects of knowledge sharing 
and SME performance (Easterby‐Smith et al., 2008; Lefebvre et al., 2016), this investment should 
translate into good business performance in the SMEs, thereby giving impetus to economic growth 
and community upliftment. This is particularly important given the economic situation in South 
Africa, worsened by the pandemic and civil unrest. The importance of networking and socialisation 
for knowledge sharing among entrepreneurs provides an ideal platform for a mutually beneficial 
relationship with corporate sponsors. These could be virtual given current restrictions on events. 
SME development agencies are also recommended to provide infrastructure for skills sharing and 
sponsorship of networking events for knowledge sharing.

Recommendations for Female Entrepreneurs
Female entrepreneurs would benefit from joining a women-only network, given the high level of 
KSB, especially knowledge donating behaviour displayed by members. There are well established 
structural differences between male and female networks (Upton, Broming, & Upton, 2015) that 
mean women-only networks provide more support to female entrepreneurs (van Blokland, 2018). By 
becoming a member of such a network, they could benefit from the high level of trust and desire to 
help each other. Interactions between network members facilitate business development and enhance 
success and innovation, a primary goal of business owners (Agholor, Smith, Akeem, & Seriki, 2015; 
Spender, Corvello, Grimaldi, & Rippa, 2017).

Research Implications
The relationship Nieminen (2005) found between trust and social identity was confirmed in this 
research, where trust did not significantly affect KSB on its own. Future research could investigate 
how trust promotes social identity within SME networks. A recommendation for further research 
is to determine if there is a shift towards increased KSB online through social media, in the context 
of COVID-19 where functioning online has become paramount. Such research should include the 
full spectrum of social media platforms such as Instagram and LinkedIn, to determine their usage 
by, and influence on KSB in female SME networks. Research could also focus on other elements of 
structural capital such as social interaction ties, measuring the strength of network ties, which have 
been found to improve KSB (Chiu et al., 2006; Darvish & Nikbakhsh, 2010).

Research could also be extended to include shared language and culture. Although Darvish and 
Nikbakhsh (2010) and Chiu et al. (2006) state that this has typically been found to be more prevalent 
and important intra-organisationally, this may be a relevant factor in a culturally and language diverse 
country such as South Africa. As networks develop and mature, they may develop a common language 
and a culture of their own, at which time research into this and KSB would also be beneficial. Finally, 
research comparing women-only networks to mixed or male-dominated networks will strengthen 
support for networks specifically designed for female entrepreneurs.

CoNCLUSIoN

This paper contributes to the body of knowledge by testing the effects of social capital on knowledge 
sharing between female entrepreneurial firms in a SME network. The results of this study confirm 
the more members identify with their network and share goals, the greater the extent of their KSB. 
Although trust on its own does not affect KSB, its relationship with social identity indicates that it is 
important in KSB but needs more research. Equally important were the findings that were not expected. 
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Although social media usage was found to be moderately related to KSB, the results show that social 
media usage was lower and more passive than expected. This may be useful for the organisers of 
the networks who may be concentrating too much on the social media aspects using Facebook as a 
platform for their networks. Of practical relevance, the KSB evidenced in SME networks implies 
that there are significant benefits for entrepreneurs in joining networks. In a post-pandemic emerging 
economy like South Africa, where women have borne the brunt of the effects of rising unemployment, 
support for entrepreneurship is more essential than ever. Female small business networks provide this 
support, increase social capital and share knowledge needed for success.
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