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[bookmark: _Toc236399475]Abstract 
A Remote and hybrid work have become a durable feature of organisational life, and with them a persistent concern that informal, spontaneous knowledge-sharing has weakened. The dominant explanations attribute this decline to physical distance and to the "leanness" of digital communication tools. This proposal argues that these accounts misidentify the cause. Drawing together four strands of theory, the reciprocity norm that drives voluntary cooperation, the relational nature of tacit knowledge-sharing, the distance-and-technology literature, and research on disengagement and social loafing, it advances an alternative mechanism: remote settings lower the visibility and accountability of individual contribution, which reduces the social cost of failing to return a favour and so erodes the reciprocity norm on which informal sharing depends. The study is a theoretical review that synthesises and critically evaluates these literatures to reframe declining knowledge-sharing as a reciprocity problem rather than a spatial or technological one, and to articulate a testable proposition for future empirical research.










Reciprocity, Not Distance: A Theoretical Review of Why Informal Knowledge-Sharing Declines in Remote Work
1. [bookmark: _Toc236399476]Introduction 
The rapid, pandemic-driven shift to remote work has settled into a lasting change in how organisations operate, with hybrid and fully remote arrangements now a standing feature of the labour market rather than a temporary response to crisis (Barrero, Bloom & Davis, 2021). While much early commentary focused on whether formal, task-based productivity would hold up outside the office, and it largely did, a quieter and more troubling pattern has since emerged. Large-scale evidence indicates that when work moves online, collaboration networks become more siloed and communication shifts toward planned, text-based, asynchronous exchange (Yang et al., 2022). What appears to suffer most is not the completion of assigned tasks but the unplanned, informal flow of knowledge between colleagues: the overheard problem, the corridor question, the small favour of explaining how something is really done. This matters because a great deal of valuable organisational know-how is tacit and moves through interaction rather than through documents (Nonaka, 1994), so a decline in informal exchange threatens learning, innovation and organisational memory in ways that are costly and often invisible until the knowledge is already lost.
Academically, the study sits at the intersection of two well-established literatures. The first treats voluntary cooperation at work as governed by the norm of reciprocity, the social rule that a benefit received should be returned, which is widely regarded as the engine of discretionary helping behaviour, including knowledge-sharing (Gouldner, 1960; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). The second treats informal knowledge-sharing as fundamentally relational, dependent on trust and reciprocal ties rather than on the tools that carry it (Waizenegger et al., 2020; Gubbins & Dooley, 2021). Where these literatures meet, a question arises that neither has fully answered: if informal sharing is driven by a social norm and carried by relationships, then why is its decline in remote work so often explained by physical distance and by the technical limitations of digital media?
This is the gap the proposal addresses. The conventional account, rooted in media richness theory and proximity research, treats the medium as the cause: lean channels carry fewer cues, and distance removes the chance encounters that sustain rich exchange. Yet the same tools demonstrably produce different results depending on the relationship behind them, since perceived closeness and online social ties shape sharing more than geography alone (Wilson et al., 2008; Suh & Shin, 2010). That unexplained variation points away from distance and technology as the real drivers and toward an under-examined social mechanism. The argument developed here is that remote settings make it easier to opt out of interaction and reduce the visibility and accountability of individual contribution; when withholding a response carries little social cost, the felt obligation at the heart of reciprocity weakens, and voluntary sharing declines with it.
The contribution is therefore both conceptual and practical. Conceptually, the study reframes a phenomenon usually explained in spatial or technological terms as a problem of norm erosion, joining the reciprocity and disengagement literatures in a way each has implied but not directly connected. Practically, this reframing changes what organisations might do about it: if the issue is a weakened norm rather than a weak signal, then the remedy lies in rebuilding visibility, accountability and reciprocal obligation, not simply in adopting richer communication technology.

2. [bookmark: _Toc236399477]Research Aims, Question(s) and Research Objectives 
[bookmark: _Toc236399478]Research Aim
The aim of this study is to develop and defend, through a critical theoretical review, the argument that the decline of informal knowledge-sharing in remote work is driven principally by the erosion of workplace reciprocity norms, a consequence of the ease of disengagement and the reduced visibility and accountability of remote settings, rather than by physical distance or communication technology in themselves. In doing so, the study seeks to reframe an established organisational problem and to specify a mechanism that existing literature implies but has not directly tested.
[bookmark: _Toc236399479]Research Question
Does remote work weaken workplace reciprocity norms by making it easier for people to disengage from interactions, and is this weakened reciprocity, rather than physical distance or technology itself, the reason informal knowledge-sharing declines?
This central question is supported by three subsidiary questions that structure the review:
1) Through which form of reciprocity, direct or generalised, does the norm most strongly drive voluntary knowledge-sharing, and why does that form make it vulnerable?
2) In what respects do distance- and technology-based explanations fail to account for variation in knowledge-sharing outcomes across identical tools and settings?
3) How does reduced visibility and individual accountability in remote work lower the social cost of non-reciprocation, and how might this be observed empirically?
[bookmark: _Toc236399480]Research Objectives
To address the question and its subsidiaries, the study pursues four objectives:
1. To synthesise the literature on reciprocity norms and clarify how the generalised, group-level form of the norm underpins voluntary knowledge-sharing, and why this diffuse norm is harder to sustain than a simple direct exchange.
2. To characterise informal, tacit knowledge-sharing as a relationship-dependent behaviour, and to establish why it is directly threatened by anything that weakens workplace relationships.
3. To critically evaluate distance- and technology-based explanations for declining knowledge-sharing, and to expose their inability to explain why the same tools produce different outcomes depending on the underlying relationship.
4. To theorise disengagement, reduced visibility and accountability, as the mechanism that weakens reciprocity, and to articulate this as a clear, testable proposition for future empirical research.
Together, these objectives ensure that the research question and its aim map directly onto the four-step argument developed in the literature review and address the specific gap it identifies.
3. [bookmark: _Toc236399481]Literature review 
This review builds one argument in four steps. It first defines the norm that drives voluntary sharing (reciprocity), then the behaviour that is declining (informal knowledge-sharing), then the usual explanations for that decline (distance and technology), and finally an alternative mechanism (disengagement that weakens reciprocity). The aim is to show that the last of these has been under-examined.
Reciprocity norms: 
Reciprocity is the social rule that a benefit received should be returned, and it is widely treated as the norm behind voluntary cooperation at work. Gouldner (1960) is the starting point: he separates reciprocity as an observed exchange from reciprocity as an internalised moral norm, and argues that the norm is what turns self-interest into cooperation, because a bare exchange does not sustain itself. Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005) carry this into management as the central rule of social exchange theory, while warning that the theory is often applied loosely. A key distinction runs between direct reciprocity ("I help you, you help me") and generalised reciprocity ("I help you, you help someone else"). The evidence suggests the generalised form matters most, and here one finding is easy to misread. Serenko and Bontis (2016) found that expecting a direct return did not improve knowledge sharing, whereas seeing oneself as a contributor to a common good did; Whitham (2021) similarly shows that a strong generalised norm drives contribution to the group rather than to one benefactor. Rather than weakening the reciprocity argument, this relocates it: the driver of sharing is a diffuse, group-level norm, which is harder to protect than a simple trade. Uehara (1995) adds that the obligation is felt as a discomfort at being in someone's debt, a psychological pressure, not a spatial one, but she and Gouldner both stress that the norm is not self-sustaining: where the conditions that make return feel obligatory weaken, cooperation can quietly break down. It is this fragile, group-level norm the study argues remote work erodes.
Informal knowledge-sharing: 
If reciprocity is the driver, informal knowledge-sharing is what it produces, and what declines. Nonaka (1994) distinguishes tacit from explicit knowledge and shows that much valuable know-how cannot easily be written down, so it moves through interaction rather than documents. Brown and Duguid (1991) locate this exchange in "communities of practice", the informal groups where people actually learn to do the work, often outside official procedures, though Cox (2005) cautions that the term is used inconsistently across studies, a reminder that the concept is popular but loosely defined. Later studies show the exchange is relational rather than technical: Davison, Ou and Martinsons (2013) find that technology can only partly support informal sharing because it depends on social relationships, and Gubbins and Dooley (2021) show that even seeking tacit knowledge relies on trust and reciprocal ties. Because this kind of knowledge underpins learning, innovation and organisational memory, its loss is costly and often invisible until it is already gone. Read critically, this literature is stronger at describing informal sharing than at measuring it, and it rarely separates the sharing itself from the relationships that carry it. But it makes the point the argument needs: informal, tacit exchange is fragile and relationship-based, so anything that weakens workplace relationships threatens it directly. This is the outcome the review sets out to explain.
Remote work, distance and technology: 
The common explanation for declining sharing points to distance and technology themselves. Media richness theory (Lengel & Daft, 1988) argues that "lean" channels such as text carry fewer cues than face-to-face talk, so remote tools should degrade rich exchange. Proximity research adds that being physically close supports spontaneous, unplanned encounters that seldom survive online. Recent large-scale evidence appears to confirm a decline: Yang et al. (2022) found that firm-wide remote work made collaboration networks more siloed and pushed communication toward asynchronous, text-based channels. Yet this theme also contains the counter-evidence the review relies on. Media richness theory has itself been questioned, since people often adapt to lean channels over time rather than simply losing information. Wilson et al. (2008) show that objective distance and perceived proximity are different things, distant colleagues can still feel close, so geography alone does not decide outcomes; Suh and Shin (2010) likewise find that online social ties shape knowledge sharing more than physical location does, and Wang et al. (2021) frame remote-work outcomes as products of work design and social support rather than the technology by itself. The weakness of a pure distance-or-technology account is therefore that it treats the medium as the cause, when the same tools clearly produce different results depending on the relationship behind them. That unexplained variation is where the study's mechanism enters.
Disengagement and the erosion of reciprocity:
 The final theme supplies that mechanism: remote settings make it easier to opt out of interaction. Work on the propensity to withhold effort (Kidwell & Bennett, 1993) and on social loafing (Harkins, Latané & Williams, 1980) shows that people contribute less when they are less visible and less individually accountable, effort falls when contribution is not seen. Blaskovich (2008) extends this to virtual collaboration, finding that reduced social presence increases loafing, and Robert (2020) reports that where mutual trust, a close proxy for reciprocity, is weaker, loafing in virtual teams rises. This review joins these ideas to reciprocity: when interaction is optional and unobserved, the social cost of not returning a favour falls, so the felt obligation at the heart of reciprocity weakens. Distance is not doing the real work here; reduced visibility and accountability are. Critically, most of this literature studies effort on shared tasks rather than knowledge-sharing in particular, so applying it to informal sharing is the study's own contribution rather than an established result. Taken together, the four themes point to one claim and one gap: informal sharing declines in remote work not because of distance itself, but because low-visibility settings weaken the reciprocity norm that makes people share, a mechanism the existing literature implies but has not directly tested.
A concept emerging from the synthesis: visibility-contingent reciprocity
Read across these four themes, the secondary data converge on a concept this study proposes and terms visibility-contingent reciprocity: the idea that the generalised reciprocity norm sustaining informal knowledge-sharing is not medium-dependent but observability-dependent, drawing its binding force from the social visibility of who does, and does not, return a favour. The reciprocity literature establishes that voluntary sharing rests on a diffuse, group-level obligation (Gouldner, 1960; Whitham, 2021); the knowledge-sharing literature shows that this obligation is enacted through relationships rather than tools (Gubbins & Dooley, 2021); and the disengagement literature demonstrates that contribution falls once individual effort becomes unobserved (Harkins et al., 1980; Robert, 2020). The variable common to all three is not distance but accountability. Visibility-contingent reciprocity therefore reframes declining remote knowledge-sharing as norm erosion triggered by lost observability rather than by lean media, and it yields a single testable proposition: where remote arrangements deliberately restore the visibility of individual contribution, reciprocal informal sharing should persist despite physical separation.
4. [bookmark: _Toc236399482]Methodology
Saunders and Lewis (2018) present the “The Research Onion” as a framework for developing a coherent research design. The framework comprises successive layers of research decisions, including research philosophy, approach to theory development, methodological choice, research strategy, time horizon, and finally data collection and analysis. Guided by this framework, this study adopts a qualitative, theory-building narrative (integrative) literature review. This design is appropriate because the existing literature conflates knowledge-sharing behaviours with the relationships that enable them, meaning the construct has not yet been sufficiently conceptualised or operationalised. Consequently, survey- or interview-based research would be premature, whereas a narrative literature review provides a suitable approach for synthesising existing theory and developing a clearer conceptual understanding of why informal knowledge-sharing declines in remote work. The following sections justify each element of the research design using the Research Onion framework.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc236399494]Figure 1 The research Onion (Saunders & Lewis., 2018)

[bookmark: _Toc236399483]4.1 Philosophy
Research philosophy forms the outermost layer of the research onion and refers to the assumptions about the development of knowledge and the nature of that knowledge in relation to research (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). Among the major philosophical positions, interpretivism emphasises understanding human behaviour, social phenomena, and reality through subjective experiences, shared meanings, and specific social contexts (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). Consistent with this perspective, the present study adopts an interpretivist research philosophy, underpinned by a subjectivist ontology and a value-laden axiology. This philosophical stance is appropriate because the phenomenon under investigation the norm of reciprocity and individuals' perceived obligation to return a favour is socially constructed rather than objectively measurable. Consequently, a positivist approach, which seeks to isolate and measure variables independently of their social context, would be insufficient to explain these variations. An interpretivist philosophy is therefore the most appropriate approach, as it enables the study to explore how individuals construct meanings and obligations that influence knowledge-sharing behaviour, rather than merely measuring observable relationships between variables.
[bookmark: _Toc236399484]4.2 Approaches to theory development 
This study follows an abductive approach to theory development. A deductive approach is unsuitable because the research does not begin with a fixed hypothesis to be confirmed or refuted against new data, and a purely inductive approach is equally inappropriate because the study does not generate theory from raw empirical observation. Instead, abduction proceeds by moving iteratively between established theories (reciprocity, tacit knowledge-sharing, distance and technology, and disengagement) and a proposed explanatory mechanism, refining a plausible account of why informal knowledge-sharing declines in remote work (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). This back-and-forth reasoning is precisely what a theory-building review requires, and it produces the study's central output: a clear, testable proposition for future empirical work.
[bookmark: _Toc236399485]4.3 Methodological choice
The study employs a mono-method qualitative design. It draws on a single category of qualitative material, scholarly, textual sources, analysed through interpretive synthesis rather than statistical measurement. A quantitative or mixed-method choice is rejected because no primary numerical data are collected and no variables are measured; introducing quantification would misrepresent the conceptual nature of the enquiry. A mono-method qualitative choice keeps the analysis coherent with the interpretivist philosophy and the abductive, theory-building purpose established above.
[bookmark: _Toc236399486]4.4 Strategies
The research strategy is a narrative, integrative literature review, an archival or documentary strategy in which existing scholarship is the data. This strategy is chosen over survey, experiment, or case-study strategies, all of which would be premature: the review has shown that the construct of informal knowledge-sharing is not yet cleanly separated from the relationships that carry it, so there is no validated instrument to survey and no operationalised variable to test. An integrative review is also preferred over a strict systematic (PRISMA-style) review. A systematic review is designed to aggregate comparable empirical findings and answer a narrow, well-bounded question, whereas this study's contribution is the conceptual integration and critical re-framing of four largely disconnected literatures, a task for which the integrative review is expressly suited, because it permits critique, synthesis, and the generation of a new theoretical framework (Snyder, 2019; Torraco, 2005).
[bookmark: _Toc236399487]4.5 Time horizon
The study adopts a cross-sectional time horizon. Although the sources reviewed span several decades, the study itself is a single synthesis of the current state of knowledge, a snapshot taken at one point in time, rather than a longitudinal design that tracks change in a phenomenon across repeated observations. A cross-sectional horizon is appropriate given the fixed timescale of the proposal and the fact that the objective is to integrate existing theory now, not to monitor how knowledge-sharing evolves over time.
[bookmark: _Toc236399488]4.6 Techniques and Procedures
The sixth and innermost layer specifies how the data are collected, sampled, and analysed. Because the strategy is an integrative literature review, the "data" are published scholarly sources, and the techniques are those of systematic searching, purposive selection, and thematic synthesis.
[bookmark: _Toc236399489]4.6.1 Data collection. 
This study uses secondary data consisting of peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and seminal theoretical works. A structured (narrative) literature review design is adopted rather than a full PRISMA systematic review, since the aim is to synthesise and critically integrate theory across four themes rather than to produce a statistical meta-analysis.
The sources informing the present proposal were identified through an initial scoping search (conducted primarily via Google Scholar) to map the field and locate seminal and recent works. The full study will extend this into a more systematic, multi-database protocol. Sources will be gathered through structured searches of Scopus, Web of Science, and Business Source Premier (EBSCO), with Google Scholar used as a supplementary tool. Searches will use Boolean combinations of key terms drawn from the four themes of the review, for example: ("reciprocity" OR "social exchange") AND ("knowledge sharing" OR "tacit knowledge") AND ("remote work" OR "virtual team" OR "hybrid work") AND ("social loafing" OR "disengagement" OR "accountability"). Backward and forward citation chaining (snowballing) will then be used to trace foundational works cited by, and papers citing, the most relevant sources, ensuring seminal contributions such as Gouldner (1960) are captured alongside recent evidence. To keep the search transparent and repeatable, sources will be screened against the following criteria.

	Include
	Exclude

	Peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and seminal theoretical works
	Non-peer-reviewed material (blogs, opinion pieces, non-scholarly reports)

	Published in English
	Publications not available in English

	Directly relevant to at least one of the four themes and to the research question
	Tangential relevance only; duplicates across databases

	Seminal/foundational works (any date, e.g. Gouldner, 1960) and recent empirical evidence (emphasis on last ~15 years)
	Superseded or seriously outdated empirical claims with no theoretical value

	Sufficient methodological detail to be appraised
	Insufficient information to assess quality or relevance


[bookmark: _Toc236399495]Table 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria

[bookmark: _Toc236399490]4.6.2 Sampling. 
Sampling is purposive (a non-probability technique), which is the appropriate method for a theoretical review because sources are selected for their conceptual relevance and contribution to the argument rather than sampled at random. Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria govern selection: included are peer-reviewed, English-language works that address reciprocity, informal or tacit knowledge-sharing, remote or virtual working, or effort-withholding, together with seminal theoretical texts regardless of date; excluded are non-scholarly, non-peer-reviewed, or purely tangential sources. This transparent, criteria-based selection improves the rigour and replicability of an otherwise interpretive process.
[bookmark: _Toc236399491]4.6.3 Data analysis. 
The collected literature is examined through thematic synthesis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), organised around the four analytical themes that structure the review, reciprocity norms, informal knowledge-sharing, distance and technology, and disengagement. Rather than aggregating results statistically, the analysis proceeds concept-by-concept (Webster & Watson, 2002), critically evaluating each literature, exposing the unexplained variation that distance-and-technology accounts leave open, and integrating the strands into a single explanatory proposition. This qualitative, critical-synthetic technique is consistent with the interpretivist philosophy, the abductive logic, and the integrative-review strategy, and it directly delivers the study's aim of articulating a testable mechanism.
[bookmark: _Toc236399492]4.6.4 Ethical considerations. 
As the study relies solely on secondary, publicly available scholarship and involves no human participants, ethical risk is minimal. The principal obligations are academic integrity, accurate attribution, and the fair, balanced representation of the sources synthesised. Below table will explains specific timescale and the trustworthiness for this paper.  
· Research Timescale (Gantt Chart)
The proposed review is scheduled across a 12-week horizon. The chart breaks the process into sequential activities and shows the weeks allocated to each; overlapping bars reflect activities run in parallel. Resourcing is modest and non-financial: institutional access to Scopus, Web of Science and EBSCO, reference-management software (e.g. Zotero), and supervisory time.
	Activity
	W1
	W2
	W3
	W4
	W5
	W6
	W7
	W8
	W9
	W10
	W11
	W12

	Finalise review protocol & research questions
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Systematic database searching
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Citation chaining (snowballing)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Deduplication & title/abstract screening
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Full-text eligibility appraisal
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Data extraction & concept matrix build
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Thematic synthesis (coding four themes)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Concept development (visibility-contingent reciprocity)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Drafting the review & testable proposition
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Revision, proofreading & referencing check
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Supervisor review & final edits
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Submission
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


[bookmark: _Toc236399496]Table 2 Gantt chart of the proposed 12-week review timescale.
· Trustworthiness of the Review
Because the study is interpretivist and qualitative, rigour is demonstrated through the trustworthiness criteria of Lincoln and Guba rather than through positivist reliability and validity. The table sets out how each criterion is addressed by the review's design.
	Criterion
	How it is addressed

	Credibility
	Use of seminal and peer-reviewed sources, a transparent Boolean search protocol and concept-by-concept synthesis (Webster & Watson, 2002) that tests each claim against counter evidence rather than confirming it.

	Transferability
	Clear articulation of the conceptual boundaries and the resulting testable proposition, allowing readers to judge applicability of 'visibility-contingent reciprocity' to other remote-work settings.

	Dependability
	A documented, replicable protocol, databases, search strings, inclusion/exclusion criteria and PRISMA-style screening that another researcher could re-run to obtain a comparable corpus.

	Confirmability
	An audit trail linking every interpretive claim to its source in the concept matrix, minimising researcher bias by grounding the synthesis in traceable evidence.


[bookmark: _Toc236399497]Table 3 Trustworthiness of the integrative review (after Lincoln & Guba)
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The research onion

At this point, let us introduce our research onion (Figure 5.1). This serves as a route map to chart our way through this chapter. In addition, the
onion is a metaphor for describing the layers of the research process. The outer two layers of the onion contain thinking about research
philosophies and approaches to developing theory. The next three (central) layers reflect the need to consider methodological choices, research
strategies and the time horizon. The centre of the onion, data collection and analysis, are the subjects of Chapters 6 and 7, respectively.
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Figure 5.1 The research onion here
Source: © 2015 Mark Saunders, Philip Lewis and Adrian Thornhill.
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