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Abstract

This study investigates the connection between workplace incivility (WI) and 
knowledge-hiding behavior (KHB) using knowledge from social learning theory. 
Drawing on a survey of 388 employees across various Indian organizations, 
analyzed using partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM), 
the study confirms that WI significantly increases KHB (β = 0.510, p < .01). It 
also reveals that psychological contract breach (PCB) mediates this relationship 
(VAF = 0.323), while ethical leadership (EL) plays a buffering role, weakening 
the adverse impact of WI on KHB. Results demonstrate that WI causes a rise in 
KHB, since employees facing incivility tend to withhold information exchanges 
because of work-related stress. PCB also supports the finding because expecta-
tions not met by employers or employees can lead to employees hiding impor-
tant information from them. It was found that EL plays a moderating role, as 
moral leaders reduce the harmful impact of WI by strengthening fairness, trans-
parency and trust.
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Introduction

With the economy now driven by knowledge, knowledge management (KM) has 
become very important in organizations, contributing to greater innovation, 
smarter decisions, and better competitiveness. KM means an organization’s plans 
and efforts to improve how knowledge is used all around the company (Baskerville 
& Dulipovici, 2006). KM helps place vital information, skills, and understanding 
in the hands of staff, so that they can team up, resolve issues, and constantly 
improve their work. If organizations use strong KM tools, they promote learning 
throughout the organization, lessen the need for repetition, and increase both effi-
ciency and performance (Antunes & Pinheiro, 2020). As a result, organizations 
now recognize that knowledge is very valuable and that effectively managing it is 
essential for their success. Yet, despite KM concentrating on making knowledge 
easily available, organizations tend to face obstacles, and one of the biggest obsta-
cles is knowledge-hiding behavior (KHB). When employees intend to hide or 
refuse to share valuable knowledge with others, it is called KHB by Bari et al. 
(2020). This behavior might include: not sharing all the facts, not wanting to talk 
about vital details, or acting like they have no idea (Van Slyke & Belanger, 2020). 
KHB stands out because it harms the foundations of KM by preventing informa-
tion from being shared and hindering teamwork. Knowledge hoarding by employ-
ees can harm those who miss out on helpful information and can also harm the 
company. Reducing workers’ ability to share knowledge can slow down innova-
tion (Chin et al., 2024), allow inefficiencies to develop (Bari et al., 2020), and 
decrease how quickly teams can find solutions to problems (Liu et al., 2020), 
making it more challenging for the organization to respond effectively (Anand 
et al., 2020).

KHB often causes problems that relate to work culture and teams, and work-
place incivility (WI) is a main driver of these issues (Haar et al., 2022). When 
people at work display WI, it usually means they act in a disrespectful way that 
can still drastically harm employee happiness and the company’s culture 
(Andersson & Pearson, 1999). When workers are treated rudely, they may deal 
with increased stress, reduce their job satisfaction, and lack confidence in their 
colleagues; thus, they might engage in ways that retaliate or defend themselves, 
including KHB (Wu et al., 2022). Because of this, staff may avoid helping one 
another and keep private facts when working with others who do not behave 
appropriately at work (Yao et al., 2020). As a result, acts of uncivil behavior at 
work harm organizational culture and negatively affect opportunities for col-
leagues to share what they know with each other (Xia et al., 2022). Psychological 
contract breach (PCB) is highly significant among the different causes of KHB. 
Employees create psychological contracts in their minds about what should be 
given and received from both sides, such as support for their career, job safety, 
and fairness. Owing to the breaking of trust, employees start to feel betrayed and 
unhappy. This usually leads to lower levels of involvement and performs counter-
productive work, such as KHB (Ghani et al., 2020). A PCB causes employees to 
be less likely to offer their efforts and to keep information hidden from others 
(Liang, 2022). The breach damages their psychological attachment to the 



company, which discourages employees from helping each other with knowledge. 
Based on the structure created in this study, we propose that ethical leadership 
may moderate the relation between work importance and employees’ knowledge 
and health beliefs. Individuals in the workforce typically feel attracted to leaders 
with ethical values and a reliable reputation (Wu et al., 2022). The way a leader 
acts ethically shapes employees’ thoughts and behaviors, which then affect their 
relationships at work. According to studies, when leaders are ethical, employees 
share knowledge with their peers because they are committed to the organization 
and influenced by their leaders (Liu et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2022). Though research 
on KHB in organizations is increasing (Connelly et al., 2019), there is still a lot 
we do not understand about how it works in India.

Although global research on WI and KHB is robust, limited empirical studies 
contextualize these constructs within Indian organizational culture. In India, 
hierarchical workplace structures, collectivist values, and social identity pres-
sures may uniquely influence how incivility is perceived and responded to by 
employees (Bijalwan et al., 2024; Jain et al., 2022). Existing studies, such as 
Agarwal et al. (2024) and Anand et al. (2023), have explored knowledge sharing 
and incivility, but few have examined the mediating role of PCB and the mod-
erating effect of EL in Indian service- and knowledge-based sectors, where 
interpersonal dynamics are critical. Moreover, emerging Indian scholarship 
points to a rising prevalence of subtle incivilities in virtual and hybrid work-
places, yet the behavioral consequences like knowledge hiding remain underex-
plored (Ghani et al., 2020; Hassan et al., 2023). Therefore, this study addresses 
a specific gap by investigating how WI leads to KHB in Indian organizations, 
using PCB as a mediator and EL as a moderator, through quantitative analysis 
of data collected from 388 Indian professionals between July and December 
2024. By focusing on the Indian organizational landscape, this study contributes 
to a culturally nuanced understanding of toxic work dynamics and KM 
challenges.

People in organizations have discussed knowledge hiding since it often leads 
to trust issues, poor careers and rivalries, which can make productivity, effective-
ness, and growth more difficult depending on the intentions of the knowledge 
hider (Xiao & Cooke, 2019). Numerous studies have considered how things like 
organizational culture, a KM system, policies, goal focus, and politics affect 
knowledge hiding (Kaur & Kang, 2022; Koay et al., 2022). There is still a need to 
examine more closely what encourages knowledge hiding among employees 
(Irum et al., 2020). When negative affect is present, people tend to hide their 
knowledge, so studying which specific emotion leads to this behavior is neces-
sary. The study aims to focus on the different interactions amongst WI, PCB, 
KHB, and EL. Understanding how these issues are linked helps employers bring 
about healthier relationships at work. By looking at how people who are mis-
treated at work hide information and how ethical leaders can prevent these issues, 
this study offers useful guidance on what supports or gets in the way of informa-
tion sharing. The results help to guide decisions about improving knowledge shar-
ing and encouraging transparency and teamwork. All in all, the study attempts to 
answer these research questions:
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RQ1. How does WI influence KHB in organizations?
RQ2. What role does PCB play in the relationship between WI and KHB?
RQ3. Can EL moderate the impact of WI on KHB?
RQ4. �How does EL foster a culture of knowledge sharing and reduce the inci-

dence of knowledge hiding in the workplace?

Literature Review

WI and KHB

WI disrupts social interactions in organizations and is characterized as low-intensity 
deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 
Empirical research links WI to various negative organizational outcomes, including 
burnout, emotional exhaustion, workplace withdrawal, and decreased performance 
and creativity (Butt & Yazdani, 2021). The negative consequences of incivility have 
been documented by previous researchers on employee attitudes and behaviors in 
the shape of knowledge hiding (Arshad & Ismail, 2018), low organizational com-
mitment (Kabat-Farr et al., 2018), decreased job satisfaction (Jamal & Siddiqui, 
2020), and decreased citizenship behavior (Yao et al., 2022). In response to incivil-
ity, individuals at the workplace may intentionally withhold knowledge by pretend-
ing that they lack access or awareness of the relevant knowledge/ information (Irum 
et al., 2020). KHB refers to the intentional withholding of valuable information, 
despite organizational efforts to promote knowledge sharing (Connelly et al., 2012). 
Employees often engage in rationalized hiding, playing dumb, or evasive knowl-
edge hiding to avoid sharing requested information (Butt et al., 2023; Connelly 
et al., 2012). Research suggests that external pressures, dissatisfaction, and defen-
sive motives contribute to KHB, negatively affecting organizational efficiency, 
employee trust, creativity, and turnover intentions (Cerne et al., 2017; Gagné et al., 
2019; Jena & Swain, 2021). KHB is widespread across multiple domains, including 
the academic sector and healthcare, and results in reduced task performance, wasted 
resources, and impaired organizational innovation and commitment (Fong et al., 
2018; Serenko & Bontis, 2016).

WI, which is an act of low-intensity deviant behavior characterized by 
unclear intent, has been steadily and reliably connected with poor psychological 
and behavioral consequences. As an illustration, Butt and Yazdani (2021) and 
Jamal and Siddiqui (2020) discovered that WI is positively linked to emotional 
exhaustion and low job satisfaction. Shahid and Kim (2019) extended the find-
ings to show how responses in employees who experience WI might defensively 
respond to them through KHB as a retaliatory response or coping strategy. This 
is, however, not consistent with every study, as some exhibit differences in the 
directionality or strength of association. Indicatively, Fong et al. (2018) indicate 
that in cases where knowledge hiding is motivated by negative affect, it is only 
once in a while, as it is sometimes motivated by strategic self-protection or 
political actions, even in situations when no overt incivility occurs. This differ-
ence suggests a loophole in addressing the issue of emotional versus strategic 



motifs of KHB, a dimension that is inadequately addressed in the collectivistic 
societies such as India, where a balance between interpersonal harmony can 
moderate the act of vengeance.

Also, though some research (e.g., Cerne et al., 2017; Irum et al., 2020) speaks 
about the psychological effect of WI, the limited research does not compare differ-
ences in sectoral or cultural translation of the incivility to knowledge hiding. As an 
example, Anand et al. (2023) showed a greater WI–KHB relationship in Indian IT 
companies, and in the study of East-Asian companies, Jeong et al. (2022) found that 
knowledge hiding came about more due to job insecurity than incivility. Such a 
contrast shows a theoretical discrepancy in the case of dominant antecedents in all 
organizational contexts. Therefore, it is necessary not only to establish the WI–KHB 
association in an Indian context but also to understand whether PCB can be consid-
ered to act as a unifying cognitive process mediating the effects of employees irre-
spective of the motive: emotional, cultural, or strategic.

Therefore, when employees experience uncivil behavior at work, they often 
feel disrespected or marginalized, prompting defensive responses like withhold-
ing information. Prior research (e.g., Arshad & Ismail, 2018; Wu et al., 2022) 
confirms that WI reduces trust and collaboration, thus encouraging KHB.

H1: WI positively influences KHB.

Psychological Contract Breach as a Mediator

PCB refers to an employee’s perception that their employer has failed to fulfill 
promised obligations, often resulting from unmet expectations or unfair treatment 
(Robinson & Morrison, 2000; Suazo, 2009). PCB arises when the psychological 
needs that motivate employees, such as trust, fairness, and communication, are 
neglected by the organization (Afshan et al., 2021). Factors influencing PCB 
include employees’ perceptions and managerial behavior, where unmet promises 
can harm both the individual’s current job satisfaction and future career prospects 
(Jain et al., 2022).

When managers demonstrate favoritism or unfair treatment, it can lead to a 
perceived PCB, prompting employees to engage in counterproductive behaviors 
such as WI and KHB (Ahmed & Zhang, 2024; Bari et al., 2023). The breach of 
psychological contracts damages trust and weakens interpersonal relationships, 
fostering an atmosphere of distrust and dissatisfaction that hinders knowledge 
sharing (Bari et al., 2023). As a result, employees may purposefully withhold 
knowledge during meetings or demonstrate reduced engagement and productivity 
(Ghani et al., 2020). In this context, knowledge hiding becomes a defensive 
response to the PCB, where employees retaliate by concealing information, which 
further disrupts organizational performance (Ahmed & Zhang, 2024). PCB not 
only diminishes individual contributions but also leads to broader organizational 
challenges by fostering a culture of distrust and lowering overall productivity 
(Afshan et al., 2021).

Incivility violates employees’ implicit expectations of fairness, respect, and 
inclusion—core to the psychological contract. In the event of unmet expectations, 
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employees perceive a breach, as evidenced in studies by Ahmed and Zhang (2024) 
and Afshan et al. (2021).

H2: WI positively influences PCB.

Employees who perceive a breach in psychological contracts often withdraw dis-
cretionary behaviors, such as knowledge sharing. This is supported by findings 
from Bari et al. (2023) and Ghani et al. (2020), which show PCB as a primary 
determinant of knowledge concealment.

H3: PCB positively influences KHB.

WI indirectly increases KHB by first triggering a perception of contract breach. 
This mediating role of PCB is consistent with Suazo (2009), who argues that PCB 
serves as a psychological link between workplace mistreatment and retaliatory 
behaviors like knowledge hiding.

H4: PCB mediates the relationship between WI and KHB.

Ethical Leadership

According to Brown and Treviño (2006), EL involves being fair, trustworthy, and 
respectful, helping create an atmosphere that encourages morally right behavior. 
The study shows that EL means three things: acting ethically, treating individuals 
equally, and keeping an eye on morality (Mayer et al., 2012). As a “moral man-
ager,” a person must set ethical principles, give praise for ethical actions, and 
discourage bad actions which directly influence WI and how the workplace oper-
ates. Those who lead ethically make it clear that undertaking manipulative actions 
will have negative results (Den Hartog, 2015). Employees are motivated to follow 
ethical standards by their leaders who then shape their satisfaction, work perfor-
mance, and willingness to share knowledge (Bedi et al., 2016). Creating employee 
training in the learning organization means giving workers clear boundaries, 
which reduces the instances of unethical actions (Hsieh et al., 2020). By reward-
ing transparency and punishing unethical actions, ethical leaders foster an envi-
ronment where concealing or falsifying information is discouraged. Empirical 
studies show that EL significantly undermines employees’ engagement in knowl-
edge hiding (Anser et al., 2020). Ethical leaders are seen as role models who guide 
employees toward ethical conduct and away from behaviors like KHB. Therefore, 
EL is expected to moderate the relationship between WI and KHB, reducing the 
probability of employees engaging in knowledge hiding despite incivility in the 
workplace. Ethical leaders act as moral role models and reduce the impact of toxic 
behaviors by promoting trust and transparency. Studies by Brown and Treviño 
(2006) and Anser et al. (2020) support EL’s buffering role in mitigating the nega-
tive consequences of WI.

�H5: EL moderates the relationship between WI and KHB, such that the rela-
tionship is weaker under high EL.



Theoretical Framework

Social Learning Theory

We have adopted the social learning theory (Bandura & Adams, 1977) in this 
study to explicate whether and how WI, PCB, and EL relate to knowledge hiding 
in the workplace. Social learning theory suggests that individuals are likely to 
emulate the behavior of role models within professional settings. Accordingly, 
ethical leaders’ proactive communication about what is (un-)ethical behavior and 
their open and transparent knowledge sharing give employees a model of what is 
(in-)appropriate behavior at work (Bouckenooghe et al., 2015; Gok et al., 2017). 
Thus, social learning theory may be a valuable lens for investigating why employ-
ees are less likely to hide or conceal their knowledge while under EL (Men et al., 
2020). Drawing insights from social learning theory (Bandura & Adams, 1977), 
we explored the influence of WI and EL on employees’ KHBs. Furthermore, the 
research investigates the underlying psychological processes by which WI impacts 
employees’ tendencies to hide knowledge.

Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory

In accordance with Hobfoll’s COR theory from 1989, people make a con-
certed effort to develop, protect, and preserve their assets. Assets are elements 
that hold significance because they make it easier to obtain or preserve other 
valuable resources (Hobfoll, 2001), and they are a way to acquire more things, 
energies, conditions, or individual traits (Hobfoll, 1989). Resources include 
things, situations, and states that have value to people. COR theory explains 
the motivation of employees to place a strong emphasis on preserving one’s 
resources and knowledge. As per the COR theory, a lack or loss of valuable 
resources could make life difficult for people when they encounter new stress-
ors (Hobfoll, 1989). As a result, these people might exhibit more unfavorable 
work outcomes to make up for the resource loss, and they may display defen-
sive behavior as well as show reluctance to divulge their knowledge when 
they perceive an existential threat to their reserves, becoming knowledge hid-
ers. Therefore, the COR theory can be used to clarify how rudeness at work 
affects knowledge hiding.

The inclusion of both social learning theory and COR theory offers a comple-
mentary understanding of KHB. While social learning theory explains how 
employees observe and replicate EL to model prosocial knowledge-sharing 
behaviors, COR theory addresses the defensive reactions to resource loss caused 
by incivility. Using both frameworks enables the study to capture both the social-
cognitive process (through leadership influence) and the resource-protection 
mechanism (through PCB) that jointly drive knowledge hiding. Thus, their inte-
gration strengthens the explanatory power of the model across both motivational 
and behavioral dimensions.
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Research Methodology

Data Collection

The study used a structured questionnaire comprising established and validated 
scales from prior peer-reviewed studies. WI was measured using the 12-item scale 
adapted from Cortina et al. (2001). PCB was assessed using the 8-item scale by 
Robinson and Morrison (2000). KHB was measured with the 12-item scale from 
Connelly et al. (2012), and EL was evaluated using the 10-item scale by Brown 
and Treviño (2006). Responses were measured using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = 
strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree).

Prior to data collection, the study adhered to ethical research guidelines. 
While formal approval was not sought from a university ethics board due to the 
nonsensitive and anonymous nature of the survey, all participants were provided 
with an informed consent form explaining the purpose of the study, ensuring 
confidentiality and voluntary participation. No personal identifiers were col-
lected. Snowball sampling was chosen due to the challenge of accessing a large, 
diverse sample of full-time professionals across different sectors in India. It 
enabled researchers to reach employed individuals across regions through pro-
fessional networks, especially during ongoing remote and hybrid work arrange-
ments. However, this nonprobability sampling method may limit generalizability, 
as the sample may overrepresent certain sectors or networks. This limitation is 
acknowledged, and future research is encouraged to use stratified or random 
sampling for broader representativeness.

Participants responded to survey questions using a 5-point Likert scale, from 
disagreeing to agreeing and the survey was completed from July to September 
2023. We followed Faul et al. (2009) and used G*Power software to set the num-
ber of respondents necessary for our study. To make sure the power is at 0.80 and 
the alpha level is 0.05, it was decided that 159 is the minimum sample size. The 
high number of participants, 388 versus only 159 required, made this study able 
to follow the criteria for sample size.

Common Method Bias

Common method bias (CMB) is a major issue that must be taken into account 
when carrying out a survey, as it often happens. This predominantly takes place 
when data are collected from a single resource (Avolio et al., 1991). A full col-
linearity approach, as outlined by Kock (2015), was applied to check if the 
CMB exists within the variance inflation factor (VIF). All the constructs used in 
this study had an inner VIF value below the threshold of 3.3. As a consequence, 
our study could not point to CMB as an issue. SRMR measures how accurately 
the model describes the data and it needs to be lower than 0.08 (according to 
Henseler et al., in 2015). With the current model, the SRMR is 0.072, which is 
under 0.08, the critical value. The research model’s predicted correlation matrix 
matched the empirical one and had an SRMR smaller than the reasonable criti-
cal value.



Measurement Model

Internal consistency reliabilities, composite reliability, and Henseler’s rhoA for 
reflective constructs were used to evaluate the measurement model within the 
tolerance range of 0.70–0.95 (Hair et al., 2019; Sarstedt et al., 2021) (see Table 1). 
Average variance extracted was utilized to determine convergent validity; some of 
the reflective constructs did not exceed the threshold of 0.50. In the case of such 
constructs, the composite reliability exceeded the limit of 0.60, thus reaching the 
necessary value. All reflective constructs exceeded the critical value of 0.50 
(Sarstedt et al., 2021).

Table 1. Construct Validity.

Construct Items Factor Loading Rho_A:rho_c AVE

Workplace incivility WI_1
WI _2
WI _3
WI _4
WI _5
WI _6
WI _7
WI _8
WI _9
WI _10
WI _11
WI _12

0.693
0.582
0.695
0.648
0.703
0.651
0.590
0.629
0.515
0.598
0.623
0.649

0.912:0.930 0.656

Psychological contract breach PCB_1
PCB_2
PCB_3
PCB_4
PCB_5
PCB_6
PCB-7
PCB_8

0.638
0.576
0.613
0.722
0.688
0.745
0.781
0.726

0.908:0.926 0.645

Knowledge-hiding behavior KHB_1
KHB_2
KHB_3
KHB_4
KHB_5
KHB_6
KHB_7
KHB_8
KHB_9
KHB_10
KHB_11
KHB_12

0.574
0.546
0.657
0.734
0.755
0.762
0.752
0.744
0.743
0.725
0.743
0.711

0.906:0.909 0.609
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Heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratio of correlations was employed to test the 
discriminant validity (Henseler et al., 2015). HTMT was 0.65, which was below 
the tolerance limit of 0.85 (Gold et al., 2001) (see Table 2). Thus, it is concluded 
that the discriminant validity of the current measurement model is not impacted.

Structural Model
The evaluation of the structural model (see Figure 1) was carried out in agreement 
with the recommendations made by Sarstedt et al. (2021). The VIF inner values, 
which were discovered to be less than the critical value of 3.33 (Hair et al., 2019), 
were used to assess the collinearity issues. The structural model was evaluated 
based on the following metrics: path coefficients (β), R2, F2, and confidence inter-
val for examining the causal relationships between the investigated latent vari-
ables (Sarstedt et al., 2021). Variation in the model is shown by the R2 value. With 
the estimated R2 for the latent variables, the explanatory power of the model has 
improved, as seen in KHB’s R2 value of 0.651 and PCB’s R2 value of 0.424.

WI explains 42% of the differences seen in PCB and 65.1% in the variance of 
KHB. Hypothesis testing using the bootstrapping method was followed by the 
previous step. Moreover, 10,000 subsamples of bootstrapping were used to 

Table 2. Discriminant Validity.

KHB PCB

PCB 0.780

WI 0.835 0.722

Note: KHB: Knowledge-hiding behavior; PCB: Psychological contract breach; WI: Workplace 
incivility.

Figure 1. Structural Model.



evaluate the structural model results (Sarstedt et al., 2021). Table 3 depicts the 
results of the structural model. H1, H2, H3, and H4 are supported as a result of the 
findings that WI exhibits a strong and favorable effect on KHB (β = −0.651, 
p = .01), PCB (β = −0424, p = .01), and PCB has a significant and positive effect 
on KHB (β = −0.376, p = .01) (see Table 3).

F2 values of 0.02 to 0.15 indicate small effects, 0.15 to 0.35 indicate medium 
effects, and f2 values of >0.35 indicate large effects. All combinations of the vari-
ables in the study showed small, large, and medium effect sizes. Such values 
confirm that the research model is very useful for forecasting.

According to hypothesis 4, PCB appears to mediate the relationship between 
WI and KHB. The impact of PCBs on employee attitudes is shown in Table 4. The 
partial mediation of knowledge hiding by workplace rudeness is supported by a 
VAF of 0.323 (VAF 0.20 < 0.80).

Moderation Analysis

The moderation analysis shown in Figure 2 investigates the role of emotional 
labor (EL) in influencing the strength of the relationship between WI and KHB, 
testing hypothesis 5. The interaction plot includes two simple slopes: one for low 
EL (red line) and one for high EL (green line). These lines illustrate how the effect 
of WI on KHB varies depending on the level of EL required from employees. At 
low levels of EL, the red slope indicates a weaker positive relationship between 
WI and KHB. These findings indicate that employees who are less involved in 

Table 3. Structural Model Assessment.

Hypothesis
Dependent 
Variable Relationship

Path 
Coefficient 

(β)
Confidence 

Interval VIF f2 Results

H1 WI WI–KHB 0.510*** [0.469; 
0.697]

1.331 0.648 Accepted

H2 WI WI–PCB 0.651*** [0.478; 
0.701]

1.000 0.761 Accepted

H3 PCB PCB–KHB 0.376*** [0.230; 
0.459]

1.281 0.346 Accepted

Table 4. Mediation Analysis.

Hypothesis Path Relation VAF Result

H4 WI–PCB–KHB DE
IDE
TE

0.510
0.65
0.376
0.754

0.323 PME (VAF 0.20 < 0.80)

Notes: WI: Workplace incivility; EL: Ethical leadership; KHB: Knowledge-hiding behavior; DE: 
Direct effect; IDE: Indirect effect; TE: Total effect; VAF: Variance accounted for; PME: Partial 
mediation.
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emotional regulation may experience incivility as less psychologically depleting; 
therefore, they are less inclined to engage in knowledge hiding as a defense. These 
individuals may emotionally detach or employ disengagement strategies to cope 
with incivility, thereby buffering its negative impact on knowledge-sharing 
behaviors (Chi et al., 2013).

In contrast, at high levels of EL, the green slope becomes significantly steeper, 
revealing a stronger positive relationship between WI and KHB. EL, particularly 
deep acting, is linked to sustained emotional regulation and increased cognitive 
load (Grandey, 2000), which may leave employees more susceptible to negative 
events like incivility. When emotional reserves are depleted, knowledge hiding 
can emerge as a coping mechanism, a way to conserve remaining psychological 
and interpersonal resources (Hobfoll, 1989; Liu & Roloff, 2015). The results align 
with the COR theory, which posits that individuals strive to obtain, retain, and 
protect resources. When EL is high, and employees are simultaneously exposed to 
incivility, they are likely to perceive themselves as resource-depleted, prompting 
defensive behaviors like knowledge hiding (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Moreover, 
EL may amplify emotional sensitivity, making even low-intensity incivility more 
impactful (Rupp et al., 2008). The positive interaction between EL and WI, there-
fore, suggests that EL exacerbates the negative consequences of incivility. 
Employees who are both emotionally taxed and mistreated are more prone to 
retreat from organizational citizenship behaviors, such as knowledge sharing, and 
instead may act in ways that protect themselves, even if counterproductive. This 
highlights the critical need for organizational interventions. When emotional 

Figure 2. Moderation Analysis.

Note: EL: Ethical leadership; WI: Workplace incivility.



display rules are rigid and incivility is unchecked, employees operate in environ-
ments that facilitate both psychological exhaustion and covert retaliation. To pre-
vent the deterioration of knowledge-sharing culture, organizations must prioritize 
emotional support systems, encourage civility training, and implement emotional 
regulation flexibility in service roles.

Discussion

The rapid expansion of globalization has led to greater difficulties for companies 
to compete in today’s knowledge economy. Firms in this environment have to 
respond quickly to new market trends and make use of their team members, as their 
experienced staff gives them a strong advantage (Miceli et al., 2021). Still, using 
employees’ skills and knowledge properly depends on having effective KM (Lam 
et al., 2021). It includes merging staff members’ skills with the things a company 
has and the procedures it uses to support innovation. Being successful as an orga-
nization mainly depends on acquiring and sharing knowledge to strengthen inno-
vation. Despite organizations working to encourage people to share knowledge, 
many actively withhold it (KHB). KHB concerns organizations greatly because it 
disrupts teamwork, reduces creativity, and damages how well an organization per-
forms (Jeong et al., 2022). Grounded in social learning theory, this research 
explores the function of WI in influencing KHB. WI is defined as low-intensity 
deviant behavior characterized by ambiguity in its intent to harm (Andersson & 
Pearson, 1999). It disrupts workplace dynamics, erodes trust, and fosters negative 
attitudes, potentially leading employees to withhold knowledge as a form of self-
protection or retaliation (Irum et al., 2020). This study also explores the mediating 
role of PCB and the moderating influence of EL in the WI–KHB relationship.

Results from the current study confirmed hypothesis 1, that WI raises KHB. 
This result is compatible with previous studies (Agarwal et al., 2024; Anand et al., 
2023), which demonstrated that incivility causes employees to hide their knowl-
edge from colleagues. Subjects of incivility might restrict their sharing of infor-
mation to relieve the stress caused by dealing with people in stressful or unpleasant 
situations. With rising rude behavior, individuals are less inclined to share their 
experience with the group, which reduces both innovative and effective perfor-
mance in the organization (Bijalwan et al., 2024). Moreover, the researchers 
looked at whether PCBs affected how WI was linked to KHB. Data revealed that 
Bari et al. (2023) and Ghani et al. (2020) were right about PCB being a crucial 
element that shapes KHB. Psychological contracts explain the personal commit-
ments employees think should exist between them and their employer. When 
employees feel these rules are broken, for example, when what was promised to 
them is not delivered or if they receive unfair treatment, they go through a psycho-
logical contract break (Bari et al., 2023). A breach of this trust causes employees 
to feel upset and betrayed by their workplace. Thus, employees could try to with-
hold information in response. Research supports this point by showing that when 
anticipated outcomes fail to materialize, it often leads employees to hide impor-
tant information (Ghani et al., 2020). This meant exploring whether EL had a 
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function in blocking the effects of WI on KHB. Moral role models, ethical leaders 
foster a fair, trusting, and open environment among their team (Brown and 
Treviño, 2006). Higher EL was shown to significantly decrease the negative 
effects of WI on KHB (Anand et al., 2023). Ethical leaders outline what good 
behavior should look like, stop knowledge hiding, and ensure that openness and 
respect are valued throughout the team (Almeida et al., 2022). Even though 
employees’ personal beliefs could influence how they respond to leaders, exten-
sive research has consistently demonstrated that ethical leaders have a strong 
influence on their employees (Almeida et al., 2022; Hassan et al., 2023).

The study’s outcomes are in agreement with the existing literature that links 
WI to increased knowledge hiding (e.g., Anand et al., 2023; Arshad & Ismail, 
2018), affirming that WI undermines trust and promotes defensive knowledge 
behaviors. In contrast to earlier studies, this research offers a culturally grounded 
perspective from India, where hierarchical work structures and relational norms 
shape employee responses. For example, Agarwal et al. (2024) found that Indian 
employees often internalize incivility, which may exacerbate cognitive strain and 
trigger knowledge withholding even in the absence of overt conflict. Moreover, 
this study sets itself apart by empirically validating PCB as a partial mediator, a 
mechanism not extensively tested in prior Indian studies on knowledge hiding. 
While Ghani et al. (2020) and Bari et al. (2023) proposed the role of psychologi-
cal mechanisms, our findings quantify this mediating path and establish its sig-
nificance (VAF = 0.323). Additionally, the moderation analysis highlights that EL 
can significantly weaken the negative effects of WI on knowledge hiding, extend-
ing the theoretical application of social learning theory and COR theory to Indian 
knowledge workers. Most Indian and Asian studies tend to focus on either ante-
cedents of incivility or implications of knowledge hiding in isolation. This study 
integrates both antecedent (WI), mediator (PCB), and moderator (EL) in a unified 
structural model, offering a holistic explanation of how toxic behavior translates 
into dysfunctional knowledge practices and how leadership can counteract this 
trajectory.

Implications

The research has a substantial contribution to the field of psychological manage-
ment. This study shed light on WI and its adverse impacts on employees’ KHB. 
First, it adds to the theoretical foundation of the WI. This research is based on theo-
ries such as social exchange theory and COR theory. The impact of WI contributes 
to the theories of social exchange theory and COR theory. Once a psychological 
contract in an organization is ruptured, resources erode. These resources are dis-
rupted, and employees begin to behave negatively. This situation leads to the hiding 
of necessary knowledge (Ghani et al., 2020). In this way, the performance of firms 
gets compromised. Current research findings also add to the KM theory by indicat-
ing that KH at any level of organization badly affects productivity (Anand et al., 
2023). Hence, it adds to the body of existing research by suggesting the precursors 
of employees’ KHBs. Moreover, the results strengthen the social exchange theory 
by suggesting that incivility in workplace leads to PCB and KHB.



This research provides valuable insights for managerial practice. It offers 
insights to the managers and executives of the firms. The executives must pay 
heed to the psychological contracts of the employees (Bari et al., 2023). They 
should not disregard the psychological contracts. Managers and executives should 
take steps toward eradicating KH behaviors and they should foster a supportive 
and positive environment for the staff, which inspires them to participate in mor-
ally good practices in the workplace. Overall, this research is quite helpful for 
future researchers. Employees could be coached on how norms for respect develop 
(i.e., through fair and respectful treatment) and activities that disrupt these norms 
from forming (i.e., through unjust or unkind treatment from leaders) (Gosselin & 
Ireland, 2020). Failure to address incivility can lead to employees perceiving dis-
crepancies between what leaders advocate and what is practiced, worsening 
workplace morale. It is also imperative that leaders deliberately cultivate and 
model the type of interpersonal behavior that conveys a clear message of respect. 
That is, managers should follow through on what they encourage while minimiz-
ing gaps between stated causes and perceived behaviors. Leaders who assert that 
they promote a respectful workplace but do not appropriately discipline employ-
ees who engage in harassing behaviors toward others may foster employees’ neg-
ative perceptions of norms for respectful treatment (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 
Coaching leaders to develop the skills needed to be respectful of others represents 
a viable point of intervention (Olsen et al., 2020). Finally, when organizations 
identify and plan specific interventions to check incivility, they must consider the 
impacts of coworkers on employee perceptions of the normative environment, in 
addition to the role of charismatic and EL in fostering positive norms for respect 
(Walsh et al., 2017).

This study extends COR theory by empirically demonstrating how perceived 
WI leads to resource depletion through PCB, ultimately triggering defensive 
behaviors such as knowledge hiding. COR theory posits that individuals strive to 
conserve valued resources such as trust, emotional energy, and psychological 
safety and respond to threats with protective mechanisms. This research contrib-
utes a novel insight by positioning knowledge hiding as a behavioral manifesta-
tion of resource conservation within the realm of social contract violations. 
Moreover, by showing that the effect is conditioned by the presence of EL, the 
study adds depth to COR theory by integrating social–environmental buffers that 
can mitigate the loss spiral. This positions COR not only as a stress–response 
model but also as a framework that accounts for the interactive role of leadership 
in resource protection and restoration.

Limitations and Future Scope

In line with existing social research, this study has some limitations that may 
serve as an opportunity for scholars to conduct further research. First, the sample 
size of this study is limited, and hence the findings may not be generalizable; 
future research may increase the sample size to improve the reliability of the 
results. A longitudinal approach may be beneficial for future research to under-
stand the impact of WI, as it has been posited that longer time frames may be 
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suitable, as it can take time to recognize a pattern of incivility in the workplace 
(Cortina et al., 2017). Second, a structured questionnaire is employed in this 
research to collect data; future studies may consider other data collection meth-
ods, such as semi-structured, open-ended, and interview methods to as to get more 
detailed and in-depth information. Third, this study analyzed the impact of WI on 
KHB, through the mediating effect of PCB. Subsequent research could incorpo-
rate additional mediating variables such as cynicism and emotional exhaustion to 
broaden the understanding of the other antecedents which impacts employees’ 
KHB. Finally, this study predicts the moderating role of EL; future studies may 
further introduce other moderating variables like spiritual leadership, servant 
style leadership or workplace spirituality to validate the present study’s findings.

Conclusion

This study provides clear empirical evidence that WI significantly increases KHB 
among employees, wherein PCB functions as a key mediating mechanism. 
Additionally, it shows that EL acts as a modifier in this dynamic, helping to reduce 
the negative impact of incivility on knowledge-sharing practices. These findings 
are significant as they demonstrate how organizational climate and leadership 
style can either erode or protect critical intangible resources like trust and collabo-
ration, especially in knowledge-driven industries. By validating this framework in 
an Indian context, the study contributes culturally grounded insights to both COR 
theory and social learning theory, showing how psychological resource loss and 
observational learning processes interact in shaping employee behavior. Future 
research should replicate this model using longitudinal data to capture the dynamic 
evolution of contract breach and knowledge hiding over time. Additionally, incor-
porating qualitative methods may reveal deeper narratives behind why employees 
conceal knowledge and how leaders actively intervene in such situations.
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