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Vătămănescu is Lecturer at
the Faculty of Management,
National University of Political
Studies and Public
Administration (SNSPA),
Bucharest, Romania and
Bucharest University of
Economic Studies,
Bucharest, Romania. Andreia
Gabriela Andrei is based at
Alexandru Ioan Cuza
University, Iasi, Romania.
Diana-Luiza Dumitriu and
Cristina Leovaridis are
based at Faculty of
Communication and Public
Relations, National
University of Political
Studies and Public
Administration (SNSPA),
Bucharest, Romania.

Abstract
Purpose – The paper aims to investigate the standpoints and practices of university members from
European developing countries regarding the harnessing of the intellectual capital (IC) within online
academic social networks.
Design/methodology/approach – A questionnaire-based survey with 210 university members was
conducted, with the indicators adopting prior measurement scales which were further adapted to a
network framework.
Findings – The organizational policies and practices relate positively and highly significantly with the
valuation of the network-based IC components. Moreover, 63 per cent of the professional and
organizational competitiveness of higher education institutions is determined by the exploitation of the
IC embedded in online academic networks.
Research limitations/implications – All survey respondents were from the European developing
countries, which may limit the general applicability of the findings. Also, the emphasis is laid solely on
online academic networks.
Practical implications – This paper brings to the fore both the potential and the state-of-the-art in
leveraging the IC of online specialized networks which are indicative of the academic field. When
acknowledged as such, the network-based IC is liable to generate substantial competitive advantages
at the professional and organizational levels at the same time.
Originality/value – This research adds to the extant literature in two main ways. First, it advances a new
construct – network-based IC – in the context of the online academic social networks. Second, it
proposes a research model for addressing the network-based IC from a competitive advantage
perspective.

Keywords Organizational policy, Intellectual capital, Competitive advantage, Online networks

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

Intellectual capital (IC) is perceived as a driving force for harnessing the organization’s
latent values and often acts as a catalyst of the overall performance and competitiveness
(Sharkie, 2003; Isaac et al., 2009; Kianto et al., 2013; Ling, 2013; Tseng et al., 2015).
“Virtually all of what has been written on the subject to date focuses on the strategic issue
of how to better create knowledge and intellectual capital in order for the firm to achieve its
strategic objectives (Sullivan, 1999, p. 132). This situation is indicative especially of the
knowledge organizations that achieve the competitive edge by “converting knowledge into
value”.
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Progressively, the dynamic, complex and highly competitive environment has placed the
postulate “knowledge is power” in a key position. The main trend is laying emphasis on
what an organization knows than to what an organization owns (Grimaldi and Hanandi,
2013). The focus on the organizational intangible assets entails the significance of the IC in
sustaining the organization’s performance and effectiveness in response to the
environmental opportunities and pressures. In this front, knowledge and intelligent
workforce set themselves up as paramount tiers of value creation for the organization and
its members (Sumedrea, 2013), innovation, experience, good practices and new ideas
becoming value drivers with a view to achieve high organizational competitiveness
(Bohlander and Snell, 2007; Bogner and Bansal, 2007; Kianto et al., 2013; Tzortzaki and
Mihiotis, 2014; Tseng et al., 2015).

In this respect, the knowledge organization acts on two different levels. The first one refers
to the IC function to create value, while the second one points to its role of value extraction.
The former involves a wide range of activities meant to generate new knowledge through
consistent learning and with the support of the organization’s institutionalized systems for
knowledge acquisition. The latter includes leveraging the value acquired with a view to
attain a competitive advantage (Sullivan, 1999; Marr et al., 2003; Sharkie, 2003; Wang et al.,
2014; García-Merino et al., 2014; Goebel, 2015).

Referring to IC as a knowledge-based capital (KBC), OECD (2013) emphasizes that
compared to physical capital, KBC can foster growth because the initial cost incurred in
developing certain types of knowledge is not re-incurred when that knowledge is used
again; moreover, investments in many forms of KBC – such as R&D, design and new
organizational processes – also create knowledge that spills over into other parts of the
economy, again spurring growth. It is in this particular line that Kok (2007, p. 184) argues
the need for the developing countries to target national investment in education “since this
offers the highest social returns”.

Herein, although the IC and knowledge management conceptualizations were initially
placed within the framework of for-profit organizations, over the past years, a paradigm shift
occurred, and the concept was extended to the public and academic sectors, too, as
proved by the works of Mouritsen et al. (2004), Leitner and Warden (2004), Kok (2007),
Kong and Prior (2008), Sánchez et al. (2009), Ramírez (2010), Brătianu (2009), Brătianu
and Orzea (2013), Wu et al. (2012), Ramírez and Gordillo (2014), Veltri and Silvestri (2015),
etc. In this regard, Ramírez Córcoles et al. (2011) deem that IC covers “all the institution’s
non-tangible or non-physical assets, including processes, capacity for innovation, patents,
the tacit knowledge of its members and their capacities, talents and skills, the recognition
of society, its network of collaborators and contacts, etc”.

Even Carneiro (2000, p. 87) pointed out that “the knowledge and the information technology
(IT) are critical success factors for strategic formulation”. The exploration and use of IT
novelties facilitate the emergence of a competitive advantage and, which is more, the
organization’s IC and the innovation architecture stand for overarching factors of long-term
competitiveness and performance (Adams and Lamont, 2003; Gokmen, 2009; Gunsel
et al., 2011; Martín and Delgado, 2012). “New management philosophies are aware that
information is the result of knowledge evolution and that a solid network between
intellectual effort and technological innovations is enlarging” (Carneiro, 2000, p. 92).
Similarly, Kok (2007, p. 183) deems that “bringing IC, knowledge management and

‘‘Progressively, the dynamic, complex and highly competitive
environment has placed the postulate ‘knowledge is power’
in a key position.’’
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enabling technologies together is an exciting challenge to leaders wishing to create an
information age institution”.

Against this backdrop, the present work aims to investigate the approaches of university
members from European developing countries (classified by the International Monetary
Fund, 2014: Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, Serbia, Croatia, Lithuania and Turkey) on
leveraging the IC embedded in online academic social networks. The enterprise is meant
to set itself up as a basis for recommendations to universities’ management to support and
capitalize on knowledge sharing through the online academic networks. As Leon and
Vătămănescu (2015, p. 460) explicitly argued, “in order for the strategic approach to be
successful, it is necessary for the decision makers to define the objective (what type of
knowledge they want to share and why), to define the message [. . .] then to evaluate the
effects. Unfortunately, previous researches neglected the first and the last stage”. In other
words, the managerial approach toward the appropriate capitalization of the intangible
assets stands for a focal point to be discussed.

Although social networks emerge both offline and online, the focus is on the online social
networks, pursuant to Ordóñez de Pablos’ (2013) approach on the knowledge economy,
and implicitly, on the IC:

� it is focused on intangible resources rather that tangibles resources (Edvinsson and
Malone, 1997);

� it has a hyper-competitive business environment;

� it is digital;

� it is virtual; and

� it is networked.

In line with this overview, we advance a new construct – the network-based IC – which we
define as an intricate configuration and consistent interaction among people, knowledge,
information, expertise, competences, know-how within complex and dynamic online social
networks. The network-based IC construct implies a dyadic purpose: the individual’s goal
to learn, to have access to the network’s resources for self-improvement and organizational
competitiveness through cross-organizational networking.

To this end, the paper was organized in several main sections. The first part addressed a
manifold perspective on IC, from a general outlook (Section 2.1) toward more specific
issues, as: the IC, organizational policies and competitive advantage achievement (Section
2.2), the advancement of a new construct – network-based intellectual capital – in the
context of online social networks (Section 2.3) and IC within the higher education
institutions framework (Section 2.4); subsequently, six hypotheses were formulated. Next,
the methodology section comprised information about data collection, sample, measures
and instrument validation. Sections 3 and 4 present the results of the study, along with a
discussion of the findings. An insight into the contributions, limitations and implications of
the study for future research conclude the paper.

‘‘The focus on the organizational intangible assets entails the
significance of the intellectual capital in sustaining the
organization’s performance and effectiveness in response to
the environmental opportunities and pressures.’’
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2. Literature review

2.1 An insight into the intellectual capital

The research field of the IC has become prominent, starting with the seminal works of
Edvinsson and Malone (1997), Roos et al. (1997), Stewart (1997) and Sveiby (1997). The
initial approach of the IC was based on “static, deterministic and linear thinking patterns”
(Brătianu, 2007), but an important step toward a dynamic perspective was taken by
Edvinsson (2002), Andriessen (2004), Roos et al. (2005), Alcaniz et al. (2011), Johnson
et al. (2011), etc. From their standpoint, IC is simultaneously a stock and a flow, describing
the intangible resources and assets of an organization. In other words, Cegarra-Navarro
and Dewhurst (2006, p. 49) describe “the environment provided by an organization to
facilitate learning and create knowledge” as a “shared organizational context”, while “the
value to an organization of knowledge created by the shared organizational context is
called intellectual capital”. Likewise, Carneiro (2000, p. 88) considers knowledge as the
primary source of intellectual assets, while “knowledge levels can be an asset only if they
are enhanced and efficiently used”.

Despite the wide spectrum of definitions and conceptualizations of the IC, researchers and
theorists have reached a consensus regarding its main components, namely, human
capital, relational capital and structural capital (Dean and Kretschmer, 2007; Leitner et al.,
2014). The first dimension – the human capital – describes the individual knowledge stock
of a certain organization which is represented by its employees (Bontis, 1998). In fact, the
essence of human capital lies in the intelligence of the organization’s members, whereas its
scope covers the knowledge entities (e.g. highly skilled workforce). The human capital
should be seen as an innovation and renewal source, as it embodies the accumulated
value of investments in the future and development of the employees, as important actors
of the organizational system (Skandia, 1996). The second dimension – the structural
capital – refers to “all the non-human storehouses of knowledge in organizations which
include the databases, organizational charts, process manuals, strategies, routines and
anything whose value to the company is higher than its material value ” (Bontis, 1998, p.
88). The relational capital – the third component – stands for the relationships with internal
and external entities, like stakeholders, partners, customers and suppliers. Moreover,
relational capital relies on the idea that organizations are not isolated systems, but active
and open systems which greatly depend on their connections with the environment
(Hormiga et al., 2011). Martin de Castro et al. (2004) and Martínez García de Leaniz and
Rodríguez del Bosque (2013) consider relational capital as the most important intangible
resource of the organization, as it plays a paramount function in linking and bridging
different organizational entities.

Sullivan (1999, p. 133) acknowledges two main categories of IC which are illustrative of the
learning organizations: the human capital comprising the employees (with their know-how,
skills, competencies and knowledge) and the intellectual assets, a reification of the tacit
knowledge pertaining to each individual. Once codified, every unit of knowledge flows into
the patrimony of the entire organization, as a whole. Organizations should encourage
knowledge workers to codify their knowledge so that the institution may capitalize it and
eventually turn it into a competitive advantage (Sullivan, 1999; Sharkie, 2003).

‘‘The empirical data supported the research model in that
organizational policies and practices influence the
configuration and use of the network-based IC components
in a positive and significant manner.’’
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In this front, Lam (2005) urges that, in a successful knowledge-intensive organization, there
should be a very tight connection between knowledge management and knowledge
culture. The latter should be supported by management and should consist of: lack of
competition between employees, valuing sharing knowledge with others, reward or
stimulants for sharing this knowledge and for trust in someone else’s ideas, appreciation of
employees, combination between transmitting knowledge in a classic face-to-face manner
in a new manner, online, through academic networks, trust in the quality of knowledge of
the younger employees, etc. An organization which develops a culture based on shared
goals and social ties between members will likely encourage knowledge sharing:
“management must develop a clear mission and goal so that everyone in the organization
can appreciate and contribute knowledge, and recruiting employees who share common
interests and goals is a critical task for human resources departments” (Chow and Chan,
2008, p. 463).

These considerations may be also traced in Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) spiral model for
stimulating the organizational knowledge which comprises two interconnected dimensions –
the epistemological axis (i.e. explicit and tacit knowledge) and the ontological axis (i.e.
individual, team and organizational knowledge). Tacit knowledge encompasses the individual
knowing potential, while the explicit knowledge embeds the capacity of individual knowledge
transfer. As inherent parts of a dyad, tacit knowledge refers to a potential capacity, while explicit
knowledge points to an operational capacity (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Davenport and
Prusak, 2000; Holden and Glisby, 2010; Brătianu, 2013).

2.2 Intellectual capital, organizational policies and competitive advantage achievement

The extant literature on IC and knowledge management underscores the fact that the
organization’s strategy and capacity to leverage its knowledge-based resources highly
determine the attainment of a tenant competitive advantage (Carneiro, 2000; Perez and
Ordóñez de Pablos, 2003; Kianto et al., 2013; Tzortzaki and Mihiotis, 2014; Tseng et al.,
2015). IC is to be seen as “the future basis of sustained competitive advantage” (Perez and
Ordóñez de Pablos, 2003, p. 82), all the more so its roots are tied to the levels of
organizational learning and knowledge acquisition (Dierickx and Cool, 1989; Felício et al.,
2014).

In this front, Sharkie (2003, p. 20) underlines that “the development of sustainable competitive
advantage is a vital management function and an important requirement is the nurturing of a
knowledge creating environment”. This kind of climate would improve the organization’s
competitiveness and would support it in the process of meeting the “industry’s future success
factors”. Furthermore, intelligent organizations have the ability to integrate and harmonize the
employees’ knowledge in “competitively valuable ways” and to develop their capabilities on
purpose to achieve performance goals in a highly competitive context (Carneiro, 2000;
Ordóñez de Pablos, 2010; Ling, 2013). At this level, the rapid rhythm of capturing, creating,
disseminating and re-using knowledge will become a viable source of advantage and a
prerequisite of organizational productive potential, as well (du Plessis, 2007; Swain and Booto
Ekionea, 2008).

Managing IC requires a systematic and strategic array of activities in accordance with the
organization’s purpose and vision is settled through explicit institutional policies (Jones
et al., 2009; Nazari et al., 2011). As Sullivan (1999, p. 134) also posits: “Any journey without
a destination may be interesting, it may be enriching and it may be educational; but it will
be neither direct nor without frustration”.

The suitable management of IC entails a series of processes liable to transform knowledge
into a paramount value-generating factor – it implies ensuring the institutional policies and
infrastructure for knowledge creation, acquisition and transfer and the embodiment of
knowledge in the organizational behavior (Perez and Ordóñez de Pablos, 2003).
Additionally, it should settle proper tools for the use and re-use of knowledge as part of the
organizational culture (Adams and Lamont, 2003; Nazari et al., 2011; Gunsel et al., 2011).
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In most cases, the organizational culture is the only one to garner and potentiate the
organization’s capability to orient knowledge workers toward proper capitalization of their
competencies and skills. An effective culture is liable to establish a learning and sharing
work environment as a fundamental organizational competence with direct effect on the
organizational development and success (Zwell, 2000; Sharkie, 2003; Fernando, 2010;
Andrei and Iacob, 2011). In this vein, Thurow, 1999 (cited in Sharkie, 2003, p. 20) urges that
“skilled people operating in a supportive culture become the only sustainable competitive
advantage”, while Carneiro (2000, p. 88) highlights that “managers must purposely
organize, motivate and control the development of their knowledge workers”.

High-skilled employees will share knowledge when these actions sustain their reputation at
the workplace (Davenport and Prusak, 2000) – when hierarchical means can no longer
prescribe the appropriate behavior in detail, in the context of complexity and ambiguity of
work tasks, employees’ self-images have a greater significance (Alvesson, 2001). More,
clear and transparent reward criteria will increase the level of trust among employees,
which will lead to greater knowledge sharing (Inkpen and Tsang, 2005).

Managers should assume the fact that their organizations cannot be considered
self-sufficient in terms of employees’ knowledge and abilities and, as a consequence, the
openness to create value networks would be of critical importance (Ordóñez de Pablos,
2010). Hereby, to generate significant value, knowledge management should be
addressed both within and among organizations, a fact which involves sharing knowledge
among the network members (Perez and Ordóñez de Pablos, 2003; Gokmen, 2009; Leung
et al., 2013). The inherent adage pertains to Malone (2004) who speaks about the
emergence of a collective intelligence brought about by the intensive usage of the
information technology, keeping people connected and stimulating cohesive network
structures. This approach leads to the following hypotheses regarding the organizational
policies and practices and the extent of leveraging network-based IC and its inherent
components:

H1. The organizational policies and practices generate a significant influence on the
leverage of network-based human capital.

H2. The organizational policies and practices generate a significant influence on the
leverage of network-based structural capital.

H3. The organizational policies and practices generate a significant influence on the
leverage of network-based relational capital.

The sharing of the individual’s tacit knowledge with other members by means of
organizational support will result in the creation of new knowledge and ultimately in
innovation (Sharkie, 2003; Jones et al., 2009; Fernando, 2010; Kruse and Geißler, 2014).
Moreover, the organization’s rationale to encourage the valuation of public knowledge
through formal integrators is liable to catalyze its conversion into organizationally genuine
knowledge and into individual and organizational competitiveness (Swan et al., 1999;
Darroch, 2005; Burgman et al., 2007; Santos-Vijande et al., 2012).

Knowledge generated as a strategic building block and the valuation of IC as an
organizational inherent process would provide a suitable answer to the fast-changing
environments and to their challenges. They would effectively foster the conditions for
exploiting the captured knowledge correspondingly, by reducing the gap between
knowledge generation and use. Additionally, establishing a culture of sharing or
exchanging tacit knowledge through value networks – at both intra- and inter-organizational
levels – is prone to yield substantial benefits for individuals, groups, organizations and
networks at the same time (Sharkie, 2003; Ordóñez de Pablos, 2010; Leung et al., 2013).
As Porter (1999) posits, the competitive advantage is system-driven, and it does not rely on
remote capabilities or activities.

Knowledge workers are subject to give way to information sharing; still, in many cases, they
fail in doing so because “they are not able to see the organization as a system, where the
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global objectives should be accepted as a common value” (Carneiro, 2000, p. 89). Here,
managers should act effectively to stimulate knowledge sharing at different levels all the
more so as the value of intellectual assets accrue when they are properly used. In this
particular point, the main role of management is to stress on the importance of a systemic
network for knowledge sharing and exchange on purpose to ensure a consistent flow of
innovation and to establish the parameters of a real learning organization (Carneiro, 2000;
Fernando, 2010; Tzortzaki and Mihiotis, 2014; Kruse and Geißler, 2014). The selection and
then the rewarding or promotion of employees may be decided not only on the basis of their
knowledge but also on their propensity to learn, to share their knowledge and thus to
increase organizational knowledge (Cabrera et al., 2006). While a traditional manager
spends most time supervising, delegating, controlling and ensuring that procedures are
complied, a “smart manager” (Sornlertlamvanich, 2005), of a knowledge-intensive
organization, focuses on organizational learning to ensure a company’s excellence and
provides opportunities for knowledge workers to brainstorm ideas and to exchange
knowledge, share best practices and reinforce benefits of knowledge sharing among
employees. The manager would be more of a facilitator than a supervisor, acting more like
a teacher than like a ruler.

2.3 The network-based intellectual capital as a step forward and toward competitiveness

When speaking about the dynamics of today’s society, we come across two major frames
that are rather complementary than concurrent: the knowledge society and the network
society (Castells, 2000a, 2000b). Beyond what was previously seen as the “information
society”, the knowledge society focuses not so much on the informational content, but on
fostering knowledge-sharing and knowledge-transfer flows, thus favoring a more
process-based approach. In other words, knowledge societies take the boundaries of the
informational society further and lay stress on how both the unprecedented amount of
information available and the speed of its transmission can be leveraged on (Wang, 2013;
Fang et al., 2013; Ferguson and Taminiau, 2014). Nevertheless, knowledge sharing and
transfer involve connectivity, which is a core element of the network society, hereby
providing the basis for hybrid forms of knowledge networks. To be competitive in this new
context means to be connected to both the knowledge- and network-based axes of the
wider socio-economic dynamics (Uzzi and Lancaster, 2003; Rathi et al., 2014).

It is thus not so much about the knowledge of individual actors as it is about them
searching, accessing and using the available knowledge through different social networks.
This is why many studies have focused on the process of knowledge transfer, whether at
the interpersonal, inter-unit or inter-organizational levels, building on two general premises:
the fact that knowledge is mainly generated through social interaction (Brown and Duguid,
2002; Vătămănescu and Cicei, 2010; Wang, 2013) and the fact that the mere process of
knowledge transfer is a key-driver in the overall emergence of innovation (Owen-Smith and
Powell, 2004; Shu et al., 2012). Also, some researchers (Valkokari et al., 2012) identify a
strong relationship between knowledge management and networked innovation,
emphasizing that the collaboration and interaction processes within networked
innovation – rather than simply the formation of innovation networks – play a crucial role in
knowledge-sharing process within the network. However, as shown by Filieri and Alguezaui
(2014), in their complex and systematic review, knowledge types and transfer processes
are important factors when measuring the influence of different network configurations on
knowledge processes and innovation, thus arguing for a more contextualized approach of
this relationship.

Hereby, a multidisciplinary framework may account for how social networks influence goal
pursuits within and beyond the organizational systems. The dynamic network theory
developed by Westaby (2012) offers new perspectives on goal achievement at the
individual, team and organizational levels using the advantages of social networks. The
network goes beyond the organization’s boundaries; its actors (elements) develop
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intra-organizational and inter-organizational relationships at the same time, within a
collaborative macro-environment (Nowicka et al., 2012). What give value and substance to
the network are the strong ties among members, the shared vision and purpose and the
awareness of being part of the whole system. As Westaby (2012, p. 7) posits “New
advances across the social sciences are highlighting social networks as phenomena that
can motivate people and change lives. But what the literature has not addressed is what
gives social networks such power”.

Knowledge is not only generated through interaction as discussed before, but knowledge
transfer is facilitated through network structures, the speed of this sharing and exchanging
process being accelerated when it comes to online networks. Moreover, we can argue that,
despite the speed and wide-scale dimension that are made possible by the digital
landscape, these flows of knowledge go from an incremental knowledge accumulation to
a progressive increase of innovation hops that are triggered by the combination phase of
knowledge connectivity (Brown and Duguid, 2001; Contu and Willmott, 2003; Rathi et al.,
2014). These Web affiliations link people, knowledge, information, ideas, competence,
stimulating the individual, group, organizational and social learning and collective
intelligence, as underscored by Soto-Acosta et al. (2014) when discussing Web knowledge
sharing and its effect on innovation. This is how inter-organizational online communities
emerged, bringing together professionals who seek getting access and generating
expertise across organizational borders (Ferguson and Taminiau, 2014).

Underlining the imperative to give “voice and dignity” to individuals and to bring “every
brain into the game”, Welch (2005, p. 56) affirmed the importance of individual’s
vision-driven collaboration. Further, Adler et al. (2011, p. 97) deemed that sustainable
organizational performance and competitiveness rely on shared purpose, on the pursuit of
the same goal and on a collaborative culture “in which collaboration is valued and
rewarded”. In this context, by bridging the temporal and space gap, social media are not
only contributing to the development of cognitive capital across organizational boundaries
but also increasing the opportunities that people from different organizational and general
social settings have to engage each other and to collaborate with each other (Bharati et al.,
2015).

Whereas the dynamic network theory goes beyond the organization’s formal borders,
underlining how out-group entities influence in-group entities, and how all these entities
collaborate and co-evolve, we advance a new approach on the dynamics of the IC, placing
it in the aforementioned framework. Thereby, the concept of “network-based IC” describes
the configuration and process of value creation from the individual’s micro-universe to the
entire social system, by linking people, knowledge, information, expertise, competence
and know-how within complex and dynamic social networks. Also, the network-based IC
entails an ambivalent goal pursuit: the individual’s goal to learn, to have access to the
network’s resources for self-improvement and organizational competitiveness through
cross-organizational networking. In line with the aforementioned studies that have laid
stress on the positive effect of social media on harnessing varied forms of IC, the present
contribution aims to further explore the valuation of network-based IC components toward
competitiveness achievements. Against this backdrop, the following hypotheses were
formulated:

H4. The leverage of network-based human capital generates a significant positive
influence on the professional and organizational competitiveness.

H5. The leverage of network-based structural capital generates a significant positive
influence on the professional and organizational competitiveness.

H6. The leverage of network-based relational capital generates a significant positive
influence on the professional and organizational competitiveness.

Here, studies posited that this type of wide-scale online networks, which are rather
dominated by weak ties, are merely defined by a transfer of explicit knowledge (mainly
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scientific documents), thus “know-what” oriented, than on tacit knowledge (“know-how”),
which has more strategic value (Pérez-Luño et al., 2011).

2.4 Intellectual capital within the higher education institutions framework

The IC construct was initially coined and developed in the context of the business sector,
profit-oriented organizations becoming a recurrent issue in the knowledge management
analyses. Yet, due to the topicality and challenges of the knowledge-based economy, the
debate on capitalization of IC by public institutions came as an organic step forward
(Guthrie and Dumay, 2015; Dumay et al., 2015), with a focus on universities and research
laboratories (Leitner, 2004; Mouritsen et al., 2004; Cañibano and Sánchez, 2008; Ramírez,
2010; Ramírez Córcoles et al., 2011; Brătianu, 2009; Wu et al., 2012; Ramírez and Gordillo,
2014; Veltri and Silvestri, 2015).

Nowadays, higher education institutions are subject to a dynamic process of transformation
which entails a greater extent of flexibility, transparency, competitiveness and correlation
(Elena and Warden, 2011; Leitner et al., 2014; Veltri and Silvestri, 2015). The analysis of the
IC within the higher educational framework has imposed itself mainly because the
universities’ rationale is dealing with knowledge – producing, delivering, disseminating,
absorbing, sharing and even innovating knowledge (Ramírez et al., 2007). Similarly,
Ramírez and Gordillo (2014, p. 173) argue that “IC approaches have become of prime
importance in institutions of higher education, because knowledge is their main output and
input. Universities produce knowledge, either through scientific and technical research
[. . .] or through teaching”.

This perspective is consistent with Gorgani et al.’s (2014) opinion that universities have to
adopt a strategic rethinking of structures and organizational processes to access and
capitalize the intangible knowledge patrimony of complex social networks. Only through
well-defined programs and strategies developed by higher education centers and through
the personal proficiency, skills and capabilities of the teaching staff, should the university
efficiently manage the IC. Furthermore, only institutions with high innovative capabilities
may preserve their competitiveness on specialized education markets, the self-efficiency of
the personnel being a strong moderator (Ramírez, 2010; Dumay et al., 2015; Veltri and
Silvestri, 2015).

As the innovation entails the translation and the exploitation of the existing knowledge, it is
imperative that researchers from different universities share information and knowledge,
and learn from the more developed systems and from the high performance education
institutions (Gorgani et al., 2014). It should be considered a personal responsibility for every
researcher to identify, select, access, organize, accumulate and disseminate relevant
knowledge with a view to self-improvement and organizational development (Assi Ahmed
Al-Dujali, 2012), all the more so as studies have underscored a significant and positive
relationship between commitment and knowledge sharing (Cabrera et al., 2006;
Soto-Acosta et al., 2015). Still, a study conducted by Leon and Vătămănescu (2015) in
several Romanian Management colleges indicated that researchers rarely act as
knowledge sharers because they do not embrace a systemic thinking. The highly
competitive organizational climate makes them keep relevant knowledge just for
themselves as a form of protecting a personal competitive advantage. Even though the
university would benefit by the “collectivization” of knowledge, the individualism and
personal interests prevail.

Additionally, the reasons for the lack of motivation of academic staff � at the international
level – in 27 countries from Central Asia, Eastern Europe, Maghreb, Middle East and
Western Balkans were (European Commission, 2012, p. 93): the inadequate salary, which
was one of the most often mentioned reasons (32 per cent), together with the lack of reward
mechanisms (23 per cent), lack of research opportunities (15 per cent), lack of career
perspectives (14 per cent) and lack of time, due to heavy workload (12 per cent). That’s
why we consider that the management of a higher education institution should pay attention
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to institutional strategies regarding human resources management. This would consist of
applying transparent and open recruitment procedures, motivating staff through incentives
including for knowledge sharing, creating attractive working conditions, training of staff,
employees involvement in major decision-making processes, etc.

Against this backdrop, universities’ management should pay heed to purposely engage in
creating knowledge assets and to sustain the IC valuation. The process is far more
complex, as the prominent function of the university is potentiated by additional factors,
which stimulate production and innovation – “particularly communications and computing
infrastructure, networks which include trade but also university and research networks, and
ability to renew or innovate with research and development underpinned by the financial
and economic conditions to do so” (Leitner et al., 2014, p. 8). Higher education institutions
have to deploy suitable resources and deliver proper solutions for the under-funding
constraints (Sánchez et al., 2009; Secundo et al., 2010; Elena and Warden, 2011;
Habersam et al., 2013). As Veltri and Silvestri (2015, p. 446) conclude, “universities today
are operating in a highly competitive environment mainly owing to the decrease of public
funding and a subsequent demand by their stakeholders for the effective use of public
funding”.

Even though a progressive adoption of IC “as a key strategic factor to confront the
competitive challenges currently facing universities” (Ramírez and Gordillo, 2014, p. 181)
is topical, “Humboldt-style universities are characterized by low innovation rate, weak links
with the industry and poor human resources management policies” (Fazlagic, 2005, p. 2).
This state-of-the-art triggers the imperative for exploring and applying new mechanisms of
learning and of increasing the creative potential of human resources (Jones et al., 2009;
Ramírez and Gordillo, 2014; Lerro et al., 2014). Despite the absence of generally applicable
solutions, the management of European universities should potentiate the reification of their
IC for an incremental performance increase. It is in this vein that European knowledge
organizations should pay more attention to the management approaches and tools used by
the for-profit sector (Fazlagic, 2005; Kok, 2007; Brătianu, 2009). This perspective is also
found in Kok’s (2007, p. 183) work, the author highlighting the imperative to adopt proper
management models in universities as “the development of academic research capacities
carries within itself the seeds of future economic and social development in the form of
human capital, tacit knowledge and intellectual property”.

Starting from the aforementioned theoretical developments and advanced hypotheses, the
current paper will address – in the context of the online academic networks – the following
research model (Figure 1)

Figure 1 Research model with hypotheses
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3. Methodology

3.1 Data collection and sample

A total of 724 university members – researchers, assistant professors, associate professors
and professors – from higher education institutions in European developing countries were
contacted to take part in a survey regarding their online academic networks (Table I for
further details). The convenience sampling focused on the available subjects, but this fact
did not alter the research objectives. In total, 210 valid questionnaires were retrieved,
yielding a response rate of 29 per cent. The survey was conducted online between May 10
and May 24, 2015. Once they agreed to participate in this study, academics were invited
to complete a self-administered questionnaire. To ensure a higher degree of objectivity in
categorizing the answers, the questionnaire consisted of closed-ended questions. Scales
were measured on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from “to a very small extent” (1) to “to
a very great extent” (5).

3.2 Measures

The questionnaire items referred to facts, opinions and attitudes related to subjects’ activity
within online academic social networks, stressing on the dimensions of the network-based
IC which were previously theoretically depicted. Questions fall into five main categories:

1. network-based human capital configuration and usage;

2. the network-based structural capital configuration and usage;

3. the network-based relational capital configuration and usage;

4. organizational formal policies and practices; and

5. professional and organizational competitiveness achievements (as presented in
Table II).

Although the construct of network-based IC and its inherent components have not been
operationalized as such before, the advanced indicators for each category relied on prior
conceptualizations and measurement scales used in the organizational frameworks (Webb,
2008; Dumay, 2009; Longo and Mura, 2010). Emphasis was laid on the scales developed
for measuring IC within universities (Leitner et al., 2014; Veltri and Silvestri, 2015), with the

Table I Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents (N � 210)

Variable % of subjects

Age (years)
20-30 26.7
31-40 46.7
41-50 15.2
51-60 9.5
Over 60 1.9

Academic title
PhD candidate 40.5
PhD degree 47.1
Postdoctoral degree 12.4

Academic position
Researcher 21.9
Assistant professor 29.5
Associate professor 18.6
Professor 30

Faculty field
Arts & Humanities 16.2
Economics & Social sciences 70.5
Natural sciences & Mathematics 9.5
Other 3.8
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Table II Constructs and items

Construct Variables Items

Organizational policies
and practices (OP&P)

OP1 Our university management formally encourages its members to capture and transmit
knowledge within online network(s)

OP2 Our university management encourages becoming part of online professional network(s) in an
informal manner

OP3 The organizational culture of my university supports knowledge sharing among its members
OP4 Our university acknowledges that being part of online professional network(s) ensures the

competitiveness of its members
OP5 Our university acknowledges that being part of online professional network(s) ensures the

competitiveness of the institution itself
OP6 Our university encourages us to capitalize the knowledge acquired within online network(s) to

update our research, textbooks or teaching methods

Network-based human
capital (N-HC)
(Reflective)

N-HC3 I usually join online social networks which gather notable scholars in my field
N-HC4 I usually look into the profiles of new members (e.g. skills, expertise) who join my online

networks
N-HC5 I consider notable scholars within my online networks as knowledge promoters
N-HC6 Notable scholars within my online network(s) are active members (share ideas, information,

publications, etc.)
N-HC7 In my online network(s), there are members internationally acknowledged for their expertise in

the field
N-HC8 In my online network(s), there are members internationally acknowledged for their affiliation to

well-reputed universities
N-HC9 In my online network(s), there are members internationally acknowledged for their innovative or

breakthrough research
N-HC10 In my online network(s), there are members who have publications in top-ranked journals

Network-based
structural capital
(N-SC) (Reflective)

N-SC1 Notable scholars within my online network(s) publish interesting and compelling research
N-SC2 Notable scholars within my online network(s) publish information about research projects and

grants
N-SC4 Notable scholars within my online network(s) publish information about the latest research

methods and techniques in the field
N-SC5 I usually read the works published by notable scholars within my online social network(s)
N-SC6 I usually read the works recommended by notable scholars within my online social network(s)
N-SC7 The works of notable scholars within my online networks provide me with new research ideas

and direction(s)
N-SC8 I consider the works of notable scholars within my online network(s) as models to be followed
N-SC9 I usually send requests to notable scholars within my online network(s) to provide me with their

full papers
N-SC10 As a member of online network(s), I was granted access to researches of notable scholars

which otherwise should have been paid for
N-SC11 I usually follow the topics developed by notable scholars within my online network(s)

Network-based
relational capital
(N-RC) (Reflective)

N-RC1 I have got in touch with notable scholars within my online network(s) to discuss or share
viewpoints

N-RC2 I have approached notable scholars within my online network(s) to propose different research/
academic collaborations

N-RC3 I have been approached by notable scholars within my online network(s) in order to collaborate
on different research or academic issues

N-RC4 I have personally contacted notable scholars within my online network(s) to ask for full papers or
additional materials after seeing a certain post

N-RC5 Notable scholars within my online network(s) are open to communication on field-related topics
N-RC6 I have developed strong relationships (collaborations) with notable scholars in my field only

through online channels
N-RC7 I have developed strong offline relationships with notable scholars in my field after meeting them

within my online network(s)
N-RC8 I have met most of the notable scholars in my online network(s) in person
N-RC9 I would define my online network(s) as collaborative environments

Professional and
organizational
competitiveness
(P&OC) (Formative)

POC1 Number of ISI articles published on your own or in collaboration with your colleagues
POC2 Please specify how is your university ranked in the national classification of universities
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amendment that indicators were adapted to meet the reality of online social networks
(Baehr and Alex-Brown, 2010; Pérez-Luño et al., 2011). Here, to define suitable indicators
for a network-driven perspective, preliminary exploratory endeavors were conducted and
specific features of online academic networks were established.

The multi-item constructs describing IC components (Table II) focused on leveraging weak
ties as they facilitate non-redundant information access (Granovetter, 1973; Uzzi and
Lancaster, 2003). In this light, scales were construed stressing on the presence and activity
of “notable scholars” within online academic networks, assuming their roles as knowledge
wells and the fact that, usually, the peripheral and semi-isolated actors in a network are
more beneficial for developing new ideas (Fang et al., 2012). Further, the indicators
measuring organizational formal policies and practices relied on the theoretical
developments pertaining to Carneiro (2000), Sharkie (2003) and Kruse and Geißler (2014),
while professional and organizational competitiveness achievements comprised two
objective measures (number of ISI articles published on your own or in collaboration with
your colleagues and university ranking in the national classification of universities). A final
section included the respondents’ personal information which consisted of age and
country, academic title and position and faculty field.

3.3 Assessment of measurement properties

The measurement and structural model were assessed by using the component-based
partial least squares (PLS) tool with the Smart-PLS software package. PLS–structural
equation modeling was used given the exploratory nature of the investigation as the
advanced framework is merely new (Bharati et al., 2015).

The psychometric properties of the constructs tested in the research are presented in
Table III. As Barclay et al. (1995) suggested, the required measurements refer to the
investigation of convergent validity, individual item reliability, composite reliability (CR)
and discriminant validity of the measurement model.

The authors assessed the convergent validity by using factor loadings and cross-loadings of
the indicators on their reflective constructs, average variance extracted (AVE) and CR
(Table III). The reflective item factor loadings were significant and greater than 0.70, with the
exception of one indicator (N-SC9, whose value was 0.69). Also, as presented in the table, the
AVE values were greater than 0.60. Due to the fact that CR is considered to be more accurate
than Cronbach’s alpha (Chin, 1998; Henseler et al., 2009), we used it to overcome potential
deficiencies by taking into account the different indicators loadings. In this vein, the reflective
construct measure loadings were above the recommended threshold of 0.70 for CR, complying
with the guidelines provided by Yi and Davis (2003). In the present research, CR values ranged
from 0.93 to 0.97 while AVE ranged from 0.63 to 0.83.

The discriminant validity of constructs was scrutinized by comparing the square roots of the
AVEs with other correlation scores in the correlation matrix (Table IV). As shown in the table,
none of the construct correlations (non-diagonal entries) exceeded the corresponding square
root of the AVE (diagonal entries). The values confirm the criteria advanced by Fornell and
Larcker (1981), that is, the measures of each construct correlated more highly with their own
items than with items depicting other constructs. Additionally, Cronbach’s alpha values of all
indicators exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.6 (Nunnally, 1967), as shown in Table III.
Hence, the overall measurement items conform to the reliability adequacy and, consequently,
the discriminant validity of the constructs in the research model was supported.

The level of common method bias was measured by performing the Harman’s one-factor
test – all constructs being subject to an unrotated principal component factor analysis. Given
the fact that no single factor accounted for more than 50 per cent of variance (Harman, 1960),
the common method bias was considered non-incumbent on the present analysis.
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4. Results and discussion

PLS structural model results are shown in Figure 2. Applied to the context of online
academic networks, the model accounts for 63 per cent of variance in professional and
organizational competitiveness.

As shown in Figure 2, the effect of organizational policies and practices on leveraging
network-based human capital is significant and positive (� � 0.52, p � 0.001), supporting

Table III Psychometric properties of reflective and formative constructs

Construct CR AVE Indicator Mean Median SD
Weight

(Formative)
Loading

(Reflective)

OP&P (Reflective) 0.967 0.829 OP1 2.74 3.00 1.31 – 0.90
OP2 2.74 3.00 1.29 – 0.94
OP3 3.08 3.00 1.21 – 0.82
OP4 2.77 3.00 1.31 – 0.94
OP5 2.77 3.00 1.38 – 0.94
OP6 2.73 3.00 1.30 – 0.92

N-HC (Reflective) 0.939 0.631 N-HC3 2.99 3.00 1.22 – 0.76
N-HC4 2.78 3.00 1.31 – 0.70
N-HC5 3.23 3.00 1.20 – 0.82
N-HC6 3.12 3.00 1.20 – 0.85
N-HC7 3.33 3.00 1.24 – 0.86
N-HC8 3.08 3.00 1.22 – 0.86
N-HC9 3.19 3.00 1.12 – 0.81
N-HC10 3.34 4.00 1.25 – 0.83

N-SC (Reflective) 0.945 0.635 N-SC1 3.40 3.00 1.10 – 0.83
N-SC2 2.76 3.00 1.19 – 0.70
N-SC4 2.97 3.00 1.27 – 0.74
N-SC5 3.17 3.00 1.25 – 0.88
N-SC6 3.09 3.00 1.27 – 0.86
N-SC7 3.25 4.00 1.26 – 0.87
N-SC8 3.17 3.00 1.26 – 0.85
N-SC9 2.51 2.00 1.24 – 0.69
N-SC10 2.53 3.00 1.36 – 0.71
N-SC11 2.85 3.00 1.26 – 0.82

N-RC (Reflective) 0.955 0.701 N-RC1 2.42 2.00 1.21 – 0.90
N-RC2 2.25 2.00 1.24 – 0.85
N-RC3 2.30 2.00 1.21 – 0.86
N-RC4 2.45 2.00 1.28 – 0.87
N-RC5 2.91 3.00 1.20 – 0.80
N-RC6 2.28 2.00 1.32 – 0.87
N-RC7 2.16 2.00 1.24 – 0.80
N-RC8 2.21 2.00 1.27 – 0.72
N-RC9 2.53 2.00 1.32 – 0.85

P&OC (Formative) – – POC1 2.74 2.00 1.38 0.27 –
POC2 2.62 3.00 1.36 0.81 –

Notes: OP&P � Organizational Policies and Practices; N-HC � Network-based human capital;
N-SC � Network-based structural capital; N-RC � Network-based relational capital; P&OC �
Professional and organizational competitiveness; CR � Composite Reliability; AVE � Average
Variance Extracted. N � 210. All loadings are significant at p � 0.001 level

Table IV Square root of AVE and latent variable correlation

Scales
OP&P

(Reflective)
N-HC

(Reflective)
N-SC

(Reflective)
N-RC

(Reflective)
P&OC

(Formative)

OP&P (Reflective) 0.91
N-HC (Reflective) 0.52 0.81
N-SC (Reflective) 0.63 0.75 0.80
N-RC (Reflective) 0.49 0.56 0.75 0.84
P&OC (Formative) 0.48 0.68 0.77 0.67 NA
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H1. Similarly, the path coefficients for the other two components of the network-based IC,
namely, network-based structural capital and network-based relational capital, are both
positive (� � 0.63 and � � 0.49) and highly significant (p � 0.001). Thus, the first three
hypotheses are all supported by empirical evidence, confirming the positive relationships
between organizational policies and practices and the leverage of network-based IC
components. This situation is consistent with Ordóñez de Pablos’ (2010) and Fernando’s
(2010) considerations that competitive knowledge organizations encourage knowledge
sharing – by means of the organizational culture – both within and among organizations.

Nevertheless, despite the fact that, generally speaking, universities prove to have an
embedded knowledge culture, what remains highly debatable is the individualistic nature
of this culture, as Fullwood et al. (2013) have concluded after their survey on knowledge
sharing amongst academics in the UK universities. Thus, although organizational policies
and practices do indeed have a significant influence on the leverage of network-based
human, structural and relational capital, knowledge-sharing flows among academics seem
to remain mainly dependent on the ties that are created and developed between individual
academic actors and, second, on those between organizational academic actors. In terms
of the knowledge management in universities, we argue that one of the main challenges is
to provide a more strategic approach in terms of balancing the individual and the
institutional components of the IC.

Furthermore, when it comes to the four dimensions of the knowledge-sharing behavior, as
they have been identified by Ramayah et al. (2014), the online gains primacy over the offline
dimension, as written contribution is mostly visible and disseminated online, communities
of practice are more active in the social media landscape, while organizational
communications and personal interactions are mainly online mediated.

Moving forward, each of the network-based IC components proved to be positively and
significantly related to the professional and organizational competitiveness. Hereby,
leveraging network-based structural capital accounts for the highest effect on the
professional and organizational competitiveness (� � 0.43, p � 0.001), supporting H5. This
is followed by the path coefficients stressing the network-based human capital (� � 0.24,
p � 0.001) and the network-based relational capital (� � 0.21, p � 0.01). Hence, the study
found support for the positive and highly significant relationships between leveraging
network-based IC and professional and organizational competitiveness. The results are
illustrative of the theoretical developments presented which sustained the paramount

Figure 2 PLS test of the proposed structural model
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importance of IC and social media valuation in generating competitive edges (Gunsel et al.,
2011; Martín and Delgado, 2012; Rathi et al., 2014).

As the competition between both individual and institutional academic actors has become
more and more intense, the university rankings are no longer only about gaining symbolic–
reputational resources, but also about attracting and retaining human resources (teaching
staff and students), as well as financial resources (governmental founding, private
investments and sponsorships, research grants, etc.). Nevertheless, the core indicators
and their weights in the ranking formula are mainly related to the network-based IC
infrastructure, as citations, international collaboration, number of PhDs awarded, global
and regional research reputation enhance the network-based model that lays beyond
academic performance (see the Thomson Reuters Academic Reputation Survey or the US
News Best Global Universities Rankings).

In other words, competitiveness within the academic field means being highly integrated
and capitalizing on the global network-based IC. Still, in the long run, competitiveness
should be less about “ranking” universities and more about finding alternative ways of
“measuring” the potential for performance, more present and future oriented than
over-counting the past achievements and, probably, most important, more about adapting
the competitiveness methodologies to the ongoing changes within the socio-academic
dynamics (see the European Commission MERITUM Project, the Danish IC Guidelines or
the Austrian Research Centers’ IC Report).

Elaborating on the findings, we may argue that the organizational policies and practices
which, in fact, refer to the IC management mechanisms, considerably influence the
leveraging of the network-based structural capital embodied by the online academic
networks (� � 0.63, p � 0.001), explaining 39 per cent of the construct variance.
Furthermore, it is the leverage of the network-based structural capital that prominently
impacts on the professional and organizational competitiveness of university members of
higher education institutions (� � 0.43, p � 0.001). This fact is indicative of Filieri and
Alguezaui’s (2014) and Pérez-Luño et al.’s (2011) findings, the latter highlighting that the
wide-scale online networks – mostly dominated by weak ties – give way to the transfer of
explicit knowledge (mainly scientific documents), thus “know-what” oriented, rather than on
tacit knowledge, “know-how” driven. Here, one of the ready-at-hand mechanisms of
assuring a critical active network-based IC is to strategically mobilize the diasporic
academics (Larner, 2015) in sustaining the universities efforts to create or to be part of
global knowledge networks.

The value of these results should be placed within the wider framework of the increasing
use of social media in the academic field, not only for teaching purposes, but also for other
professional activities such as the scientific research one. The regular surveys conducted
by Pearson company in America have shown that the professional use of social media has
increased since 2009, with more than half (55 per cent) of their academics saying that they
use social media for professional purposes other than teaching at least monthly (Seaman
and Tinti-Kane, 2013). Moreover, a recent survey conducted in 2014 among academics
from different disciplines and countries – UK (37 per cent), Australia/New Zealand (25 per
cent), the USA (20 per cent), continental Europe (10 per cent) and Canada (6 per cent) –
also confirms the increased interest and usage of social media within the academic field,
laying stress on the fact the most prominent benefit gained from using social media was
related to the connections or networks they had established with other academics from all
around the world, which, in turn, had stimulated conversations, eliciting feedback on their
research online (Lupton, 2014). Nevertheless, the study confirms the lack of institutional
reward for using social media, even though universities are now aware of the benefits this
might bring in terms of the network-based IC not only at the individual but also at the
organizational levels.
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5. Conclusions

5.1 Summary of the findings

The present paper investigated the relationships between a new construct – network-based
IC (with its inherent components: network-based human, structural and relational
capitals) – and two other constructs, namely, the organizational policies and practices and
the professional and organizational competitiveness. The online academic networks joined
by university members from European developing countries provided the analysis
framework.

The empirical data supported the research model, in that organizational policies and
practices influence the configuration and use of the network-based IC components in a
positive and significant manner. Further, harnessing network-based IC components has a
positive and highly significant effect on achieving professional and organizational
competitiveness. In total, 63 per cent of the organizational competitiveness of higher
education institutions is determined by the exploitation of the IC embedded in online
academic networks (R2 � 0.632, p � 0.001). In this vein, the network-based structural
capital leveraging is the one that determines the professional and organizational
competitiveness to the greatest extent (� � 0.43, p � 0.001).

5.2 Research originality and value

This research adds to the extant literature on four main levels.

First, it advanced a new concept – the network-based IC – and its subsequent dimensions,
namely, the network-based human capital, network-based structural capital and
network-based relational capital. The overall construct refers to an intricate configuration
and to consistent interaction process among people, knowledge, information, expertise,
competences, know-how within complex and dynamic online social networks. This view
goes beyond the organization’s boundaries and underscores the importance of extending
the individual and organizational “know-what” in the context of cohesive online affiliations
which become stronger as the shared purpose is achieved. Even though the idea of
converging the IC issues with social media and online social networks has been previously
discussed (Carneiro, 2000; Brown and Duguid, 2001; Contu and Willmott, 2003; Kok, 2007;
Pérez-Luño et al., 2011; Ordóñez de Pablos, 2013; Rathi et al., 2014), none of the reviewed
studies proposed an IC construct to specifically describe the network framework.

Second, the work placed the issue of harnessing the network-based IC in the context of the
online academic social networks and, which is more, the emphasis was laid on academics
from developing countries. This situation fostered a valuable insight into the subjects’
practices and approaches regarding the configuration and use of online academic
networks. To the best of our knowledge, a network-driven perspective on the IC exploitation
at academic inter-organizational levels was yet to be addressed. Indeed, the extant
literature have underscored the imperative for theoretical developments in this respect
(Kok, 2007; Leitner et al., 2014; Gorgani et al., 2014; Veltri and Silvestri, 2015).

Third, the paper proposed the investigation of the network-based IC components from a
competitive advantage standpoint. Although the correlation between the capitalization of IC
and the attainment of competitive edges have been previously discussed, the focus was on
profit-oriented organizations (Sullivan, 1999; Sharkie, 2003; Isaac et al., 2009; Kianto et al.,
2013; Ling, 2013; Soto-Acosta et al., 2015; Tseng et al., 2015) and on the group and
organizational approaches (Gokmen, 2009; Grimaldi and Hanandi, 2013; Sumedrea, 2013;
Soto-Acosta et al., 2014).

Finally, the value of the paper resided in the advancement, measurement and validation of
a research model which simultaneously considered the relevance of organizational policies
and practices and of network-based IC leveraging with a view to generate competitive
advantage. The multi-item constructs resulted from a thorough examination of the
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theoretical developments to date, articulating the issues on IC, online social networks and
academic particularities in an integrative framework.

5.3 Limitations of the research and findings

As one of the incipient studies empirically investigating the relationship between
organizational policies and practices, IC components and competitiveness in the context of
online academic networks, this study was mainly exploratory in nature and, thus, availing
some limitations.

The first limitation refers to the fact that all survey respondents come from the European
developing countries, which may limit the general applicability of the findings and may
account for region-specific descriptions. The convenience sample comprised participants
from eight developing countries in Europe (classified by the International Monetary Fund,
2014) and the subjects’ distribution relied solely on their availability to participate in the
study. Also, the distribution of participants in terms of age points to the increased number
of young academics (73.4 per cent are aged between 20 and 40 years, namely, 26.7 per
cent between 20 and 30 years and 46.7 per cent between 31 and 40 years), stressing that
this age category is the one who intensively use the online knowledge resources. This
aspect may explain the main tendencies in building and harnessing the network-based IC
and thus future research would benefit from elaborating on the topic.

The second limitation is brought about by the sole investigation of the network-based IC
components in the framework of public institutions, namely, universities. A future research
would benefit from a comparative analysis between the public and private sectors, either
considering the case of European developing countries or a broader context, either
discussing the usage of online professional or generic social networks. Also, a more
elaborate analysis concentrated on specific academic fields would have enriched the
findings.

The third limitation is determined by the fact that, although relying on the extant literature,
the developed instrument is still subject to an ongoing procedure of development, testing
and refinement. Therefore, further confirmatory studies are necessary to determine the
external validity of the results.

The fourth limitation regards the self-reporting nature of most of the items. Despite the fact
that the questionnaire items simultaneously address opinions, attitudes and conducts, the
ratings provided by respondents may be influenced by subjectivity. To overcome this
limitation, future studies might include additional measures or methodological triangulation.
Here, as far as the methodology is concerned, new measures may be considered for model
testing and assessment. For instance, to confer a more general perspective, future studies
may consider reporting the ordered weighted average variance (Merigó et al., 2015), as it
provides a parameterized family of variances between the minimum variance and the
maximum variance.

5.4 Implications for practitioners and researchers

Despite the aforementioned limitations, the paper may be considered a starting point for
future applications and researches.

As far as practitioners (university management and members) are interested, the
consideration that harnessing the network-based IC components yields benefits in terms of
professional and organizational competitiveness may generate a competitive advantage in
its own right. This implies a formal acknowledgement through policies and practices that
university members should engage in knowledge networks which often surpass the
organizational boundaries. Further, it stresses that the growing competition between
universities have pushed higher education institutions out of their domestic habitats toward
identifying and exploiting new knowledge sources with a view to innovate, become or
remain competitive. A highly qualified workforce should be engaged in knowledge creation
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and sharing to ensure top-quality graduates and research deliverables. This is why
universities are prone to adopt a network-scale perspective on purpose to attain higher
standards in research and teaching, to find new knowledge wells for members’
improvement and for institutional development.

The current context of the transition to the knowledge economy created new requirements
for higher education systems: a solution consists of the development, in concept and in
practice, of the entrepreneurial university, characterized by innovation through its research,
knowledge exchange and external relations, bringing together universities and businesses
to find mechanisms for cooperation and encouraging the transfer and sharing of
knowledge (OECD, 2012). Despite these signals, our findings give credit to the results
presented by Leon and Vătămănescu (2015, p. 466) – “the faculty boards or superiors fail
in the process of [. . .] leveraging the academic or professional experiences of their senior
members, and, eventually, in building a strong organizational culture based on a
participatory and collaborative human architecture”.

University representatives and members should acknowledge that the IC renewal depends
greatly on assuming the work of notable scholars and on inter-organizational learning, the
knowledge-intensive organization progressively extending its capacity to shape the future
to develop itself and not only to survive. This exigency mainly points out that universities
and academics from developing countries have to surpass the stage of adaptive learning
and strive for generative learning through innovation and continuous changing (as Cardoso
et al., 2012 and Martínez García de Leaniz and Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013 also argued).

In a work environment based on a management style focused on the expert-employees, as
an essential resource of the organization, where the financial stimulation of the “golden
collar” employees is deemed as insufficient, the members’ propensity to transform their
tacit knowledge into organizational knowledge is higher. Here, management would
purposely act by offering opportunities of personal and organizational development,
reducing overload, consulting employees with regard to different research tasks and
decisions, organizing social activities between co-workers and creating a climate that
could emphasize collaboration, mutual aid and informal communication at
cross-organizational levels, as well. (Leovaridis and Popescu, 2015; Vătămănescu et al.,
2015). This strategic approach would pave the way for aligning to worldwide research
teams and to authentic knowledge and innovation.

In what concerns the implications for researchers, the present study underscores the
relevance of the IC from a competitive advantage standpoint, even in the case of higher
education institutions. Although recent research has concluded the crucial role of
knowledge exploitation within professional and business networks, more importance is to
be attached to non-profit organizations and universities. Further contributions are apposite
for testing the impact of the network-based IC components on competitiveness
achievements. The focus may be on either developed or developing countries, but studies
should examine the importance of the knowledge exchange within different networks,
facilitating organizational learning and proper responses to the field dynamics. In this front,
improved research models and instruments are welcomed, including the mediating or
moderating effects of other constructs as the personal goals, trust, knowledge transfer, etc.
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