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Abstract

This study aimed to model the effects of organizational culture and responsible leadership on faculty members’ absorptive capacity by
examining the mediating roles of knowledge sharing and organizational identification and the moderating role of work engagement. This
applied study employed a descriptive-correlational, cross-sectional survey design. The statistical population consisted of faculty members
from public and private universities and higher education institutions in Iraq, selected through multistage cluster sampling. After data
screening, 389 valid questionnaires were retained for analysis. The instrument contained 42 items measuring responsible leadership,
organizational culture, organizational identification, knowledge sharing, absorptive capacity, and work engagement. Data were analyzed
using SPSS and partial least squares structural equation modeling in SmartPLS. Statistical significance was assessed using bootstrapping
with 5,000 resamples. Responsible leadership had a positive and significant effect on organizational identification (3=0.219, p<0.001),
whereas its direct effects on absorptive capacity and knowledge sharing were not significant. Organizational culture positively affected
knowledge sharing (f=0.163, p=0.016) and organizational identification ($=0.447, p<0.001), but its direct effect on absorptive capacity
was not significant. Knowledge sharing positively predicted absorptive capacity ($=0.398, p<0.001), whereas organizational identification
had a significant negative effect on absorptive capacity (B=-0.174, p=0.014). The indirect effect of organizational culture on absorptive
capacity through knowledge sharing was positive and significant (B=0.065, p=0.025). In addition, the interaction between responsible
leadership and work engagement was significant at the 10% level (8=0.109, p=0.059), while the interaction between organizational culture
and work engagement was negative and significant (3=-0.125, p=0.044). Faculty absorptive capacity appears to be shaped mainly through
indirect mechanisms, particularly knowledge sharing, while the effects of organizational culture and responsible leadership depend on
how they interact with organizational identification and varying levels of work engagement.

Keywords: Organizational Culture, Responsible Leadership, Absorptive Capacity, Knowledge Sharing, Organizational Identification,
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In knowledge-intensive organizations, employees’ capacity to recognize, assimilate, transform, and apply new
knowledge has become an important determinant of adaptability, innovation, and sustained organizational
effectiveness. This capability, commonly conceptualized as absorptive capacity, is particularly important in
higher education institutions, where faculty members continuously interact with new scientific information,
emerging technologies, changing pedagogical approaches, and increasingly complex organizational demands.
In universities, absorptive capacity is not merely an individual cognitive attribute; rather, it develops through
the interaction of organizational conditions, leadership practices, social relationships, and knowledge
processes. Recent research in research universities has shown that absorptive capacity is influenced by training,
trust, and the institutional ability to integrate new analytical resources into existing routines (Olson et al.,
2026). Other evidence suggests that absorptive capacity is dynamic and may increase or decline depending on
employees’ exposure to new technologies and the quality of knowledge-sharing processes accompanying such
exposure (C. R. Li et al., 2026).

Organizational culture constitutes one of the major contextual factors that can facilitate or constrain absorptive
capacity. A culture characterized by collaboration, trust, learning, openness, and knowledge exchange can
encourage employees to seek new information, communicate expertise, and integrate external knowledge into
existing work practices. Previous research has shown that organizational culture can influence organizational
outcomes through knowledge-sharing and knowledge-creation processes (Tapia-Espinoza, 2025). In higher
education settings, organizational culture has also been associated with employee motivation, engagement, and
work performance, indicating that cultural conditions shape the extent to which employees become
psychologically and behaviorally involved in organizational activities (Cobrado & Prado, 2026). Accordingly,
organizational culture may affect absorptive capacity both directly and indirectly through mechanisms that
promote knowledge exchange and stronger organizational attachment.

Responsible leadership represents another important organizational antecedent. Unlike leadership approaches
that focus primarily on performance and control, responsible leadership emphasizes ethical conduct,
accountability, stakeholder consideration, dialogue, fairness, and sustainable decision-making. Evidence from
higher education in developing countries indicates that responsible leadership is particularly relevant in
contexts where universities must respond simultaneously to academic, social, ethical, and institutional
expectations (Islam et al., 2025). Research has also linked responsible leadership with sustainable
performance and innovation in universities (Masyhuri et al., 2026). However, the consequences of responsible
leadership may not always occur through direct effects. Prior studies have suggested that leadership often
operates through psychological and social mechanisms such as organizational identification, social identity,
gratitude, and intrinsic motivation (Luo et al., 2025; Polatcan et al., 2026; Pu & Wang, 2026). A broader
review of responsible leadership research similarly indicates that mediating processes are central to explaining
how responsible leadership produces employee outcomes (Matos et al., 2025).

Knowledge sharing is one of the most plausible mechanisms linking organizational conditions to absorptive
capacity. Employees cannot fully exploit new knowledge unless information, experience, and expertise
circulate across interpersonal and organizational boundaries. In academic settings, knowledge sharing may
occur through research collaboration, teaching exchanges, mentoring, informal consultation, and cross-
disciplinary interaction. Recent evidence shows that knowledge sharing contributes to innovative work
behavior among university lecturers (Yang et al., 2026), while departmental boundaries can significantly
shape the flow of knowledge among organizational members (Liu et al., 2026). Other studies have shown that
knowledge sharing and absorptive capacity jointly mediate the effects of leadership and governance conditions
on innovative performance (Ali et al., 2026; Martins et al., 2026). These findings suggest that knowledge
sharing may constitute an essential pathway through which organizational culture and leadership affect faculty
members’ capacity to acquire and use new knowledge.
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Organizational identification is another relevant mediator because employees who define themselves in terms
of their organizational membership are more likely to align their goals with those of the organization and
engage in cooperative behaviors. Organizational identification is shaped by managerial ethics, organizational
signals, leadership behavior, and employees’ experiences within the institution (Battulga & Ganbold, 2026;
Feng et al., 2026). In higher education, academic leaders have been found to influence faculty members’
organizational identification (Glimiis & Glimiis, 2026). Identity-oriented leadership can also affect broader
work-related attitudes through organizational identification (Fardi et al., 2026). These findings imply that
organizational identification may transfer the effects of responsible leadership and organizational culture to
knowledge-related outcomes, although such effects may depend on whether identification encourages
openness and collaboration rather than excessive attachment to established organizational routines.

Work engagement may further shape these relationships. Work engagement reflects vigor, dedication, and
absorption in work and can influence the extent to which employees actively use organizational resources.
Studies in higher education have shown that leadership practices and organizational climate are associated
with faculty engagement (Deroncele-Acosta et al., 2026), while academic leadership can influence
organizational commitment through work engagement (Yaseen et al., 2025). Work engagement has also been
identified as an important mechanism in the relationship between leadership, perceived organizational support,
and positive faculty outcomes (Z. Li et al., 2026). Thus, work engagement may not only operate as an outcome
of supportive organizational conditions but may also modify the strength of the relationship between
organizational resources and absorptive capacity.

Despite these developments, there remains limited evidence from integrated models that simultaneously
examine organizational culture and responsible leadership as antecedents, knowledge sharing and
organizational identification as mediators, and work engagement as a moderator of employee absorptive
capacity, particularly in higher education institutions in developing-country contexts. Therefore, the present
study aimed to model the effects of organizational culture and responsible leadership on faculty members’
absorptive capacity in Iragi higher education institutions by testing the mediating roles of knowledge sharing
and organizational identification and the moderating role of work engagement.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational, cross-sectional survey design. The statistical
population consisted of faculty members employed in public and private universities and higher education
institutions across different regions of Irag. Because of the geographic dispersion of the target population,
multistage cluster sampling was used. Universities and higher education institutions were first treated as the
main clusters, followed by the selection of academic units and eligible faculty members. The minimum
required sample size was estimated at 384 based on Cochran’s formula for a large population at a 95%
confidence level. To compensate for nonresponse and unusable questionnaires, 500 questionnaires were
planned for distribution. A total of 403 responses were received. After data screening, 13 questionnaires were
excluded because of completely uniform response patterns and one duplicate response was removed.
Consequently, 389 valid questionnaires were retained for the final analysis.

Data were collected in 2026 using a structured questionnaire. The instrument consisted of demographic items
and 42 items measuring six constructs. Responsible leadership was assessed with six items, organizational
culture with nine items, organizational identification with five items, knowledge sharing with five items,
absorptive capacity with eight items, and work engagement with nine items. All construct items were measured
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 5, strongly agree. Higher scores indicated
higher perceived levels of the corresponding construct.

Descriptive analyses were conducted using SPSS. Structural equation modeling based on partial least squares
was performed in SmartPLS. The analysis proceeded in two stages. First, the measurement model was
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evaluated using indicator loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, rho A, composite reliability, average variance extracted,
and discriminant validity. Second, the structural model was assessed using inner VIF values, path coefficients,
t statistics, p values, R?, 2, and SRMR. Bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples was used to test direct, indirect,
and interaction effects. A significance level of 0.05 was used as the primary criterion, while 0.10 was
considered as a supplementary threshold for marginal effects. Harman’s single-factor test was also conducted
to assess common method bias.

Findings

The descriptive results showed that the mean scores of all six constructs exceeded the midpoint of the five-
point scale. Work engagement had the highest mean (M=4.1617, SD=0.62183), followed by organizational
identification (M=4.0853, SD=0.79439), knowledge sharing (M=4.0406, SD=0.59853), and absorptive
capacity (M=4.0247, SD=0.53674). Responsible leadership (M=3.7708, SD=0.81383) and organizational
culture (M=3.5610, SD=0.76831) were lower than the other constructs but remained above the scale midpoint.
Harman’s single-factor test indicated that the first unrotated factor accounted for 35.104% of the total variance,
which was below the 50% threshold. Therefore, no evidence of severe common method bias was observed.
The measurement model demonstrated acceptable reliability and validity. Most indicator loadings were above
0.708. Three indicators had slightly lower loadings: AC1=0.685, AC2=0.671, and WE9=0.678. These
indicators were retained because their corresponding constructs demonstrated satisfactory reliability and
convergent validity. Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from 0.848 to 0.924, composite reliability ranged from
0.892 to 0.937, and AVE ranged from 0.550 to 0.737. The Fornell-Larcker criterion also supported
discriminant validity.

All inner VIF values were below 5, with the highest value equal to 2.322, indicating no serious
multicollinearity. The structural model explained 47.6% of the variance in absorptive capacity, 29.7% of the
variance in knowledge sharing, and 36.0% of the variance in organizational identification. The largest f2 values
were observed for work engagement on absorptive capacity (0.233), organizational culture on organizational
identification (0.209), and knowledge sharing on absorptive capacity (0.200). The SRMR value for the
saturated model was 0.061, whereas the estimated model had an SRMR of 0.101.

Regarding direct effects, responsible leadership did not significantly predict absorptive capacity (f=0.031,
t=0.657, p=0.511) or knowledge sharing (B=0.040, t=0.662, p=0.508), but it significantly predicted
organizational identification (=0.219, t=3.805, p<0.001). Organizational culture did not directly predict
absorptive capacity (f=0.061, t=1.139, p=0.255), but it positively predicted knowledge sharing (=0.163,
t=2.417, p=0.016) and organizational identification ($=0.447, t=7.686, p<0.001). Knowledge sharing had a
positive and significant effect on absorptive capacity (B=0.398, t=6.911, p<0.001). Organizational
identification had a significant but negative direct effect on absorptive capacity (f=-0.174, t=2.448, p=0.014),
while its effect on knowledge sharing was positive and significant ($=0.412, t=7.538, p<0.001).

The indirect effect of responsible leadership on absorptive capacity through knowledge sharing was not
significant (f=0.016, t=0.666, p=0.505). The indirect effect through organizational identification was negative
and marginally significant at the 10% level (f=-0.038, t=1.901, p=0.057). Organizational culture had a positive
significant indirect effect on absorptive capacity through knowledge sharing ($=0.065, t=2.235, p=0.025),
whereas its indirect effect through organizational identification was negative and significant ($=-0.078,
t=2.438, p=0.015).

Work engagement positively moderated the relationship between responsible leadership and absorptive
capacity at the supplementary 10% level (f=0.109, t=1.887, p=0.059). In contrast, work engagement negatively
moderated the relationship between organizational culture and absorptive capacity (f=-0.125, t=2.010,
p=0.044). Two supplementary serial indirect effects were also significant. Responsible leadership affected
absorptive capacity through organizational identification and knowledge sharing ($=0.036, t=2.501, p=0.012),
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and organizational culture affected absorptive capacity through the same serial pathway (f=0.073, t=4.555,
p<0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that absorptive capacity among faculty members is shaped more strongly by indirect
knowledge and identity mechanisms than by the direct effects of organizational culture and responsible
leadership. Neither responsible leadership nor organizational culture directly predicted absorptive capacity,
suggesting that favorable leadership and cultural conditions alone are insufficient to enhance faculty members’
ability to absorb and apply new knowledge. Their influence appears to depend on whether these organizational
resources are converted into stronger identification and, more importantly, active knowledge-sharing behavior.
Knowledge sharing emerged as a central mechanism in the model. It had a strong positive effect on absorptive
capacity and mediated the relationship between organizational culture and absorptive capacity. This result
suggests that a supportive organizational environment contributes to absorptive capacity primarily when it
encourages faculty members to exchange expertise, experiences, and information. The significant serial
indirect effects further reinforce this interpretation, showing that both responsible leadership and
organizational culture can enhance absorptive capacity when they first strengthen organizational identification
and then promote knowledge sharing.

The negative direct effect of organizational identification on absorptive capacity is particularly noteworthy.
Although stronger identification may enhance belonging and cooperation, excessive attachment to existing
organizational norms may reduce openness to unfamiliar or externally generated knowledge. The positive path
from organizational identification to knowledge sharing, however, shows that identification can still contribute
constructively when it is translated into collaborative behavior. Thus, organizational identification appears to
have a dual role: it may restrict openness when operating directly, yet enhance absorptive capacity when it
encourages knowledge exchange.

Work engagement also changed the way organizational conditions translated into absorptive capacity. Higher
work engagement strengthened the relationship between responsible leadership and absorptive capacity,
indicating that engaged faculty members may be better able to benefit from responsible leadership. By contrast,
work engagement weakened the relationship between organizational culture and absorptive capacity. This may
indicate a substitution effect, whereby highly engaged faculty members rely less on cultural support because
their internal motivation and involvement already stimulate learning and knowledge acquisition.

Overall, the study demonstrates that absorptive capacity in higher education should be understood as the
outcome of an interconnected system of organizational, social, and motivational processes rather than as a
direct consequence of leadership or culture. The results particularly highlight knowledge sharing as the key
mechanism through which organizational conditions are converted into stronger absorptive capacity.
Accordingly, universities seeking to strengthen faculty members’ absorptive capacity should not limit their
efforts to promoting desirable leadership styles or cultural values; they should also create concrete mechanisms
for knowledge exchange, reinforce constructive forms of organizational identification, and develop work
conditions that sustain faculty engagement.
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