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This paper investigates and analyses the concept of ba -
or enabling context - in the fields of information science,
management/business and information systems literature
in order to understand its conceptual evolution,
discussions, applications and expansion since its
introduction in 1998 by Nonaka et al. (Nonaka and Konno,
1998, Nonaka et al., 2000, Nonaka and Toyama, 2002;
Nonaka et al., 2006). The qualitative methodology is
bibliographic and comprises - among others - the
methods of citation analysis and content analysis. A
resulting selection of 135 papers, 4 dissertations/theses
and 4 books constituted the research’s final database.
Data analysis consisted of three flows of activities: data
reduction, data displays (conceptual maps) and conclusion
drawing/verification. The results point out to the
identification of four major groups of enabling conditions
- social/behavioral, cognitive/epistemic, informational and
business/managerial - which can be singly or freely
combined into different knowledge processes - creation,
sharing/transfer and use - occurring in different levels of
interactions - individual, group, organizational, inter-
organizational. The conclusions suggest that the concept
of ba and its underlying concepts are indeed sine qua non
conditions for organizational knowledge creation and
innovation processes, though ba is still both theoretically
and empirically  under-explored. Concerning  the
management of enabling contexts in knowledge
organizations, the study revealed that the main arising
challenges rely on the implementation and development
of the issues comprised on the four groups of enabling
conditions identified, most especially social/behavioral
and business/managerial.
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Introduction

Knowledge creation is a fragile organizational process, particularly
towards the nature of knowledge itself: fluid, dynamic, intangible, tacit
and explicit, embodied in individual and groups, socially constructed, and
constrained by individual and organizational barriers (von Krogh et
al.1997,2000). In this paper, knowledge is approached through a
constructionist perspective, as human cognition is not an act of
representation and not just a machine for information processing and
logical reasoning. In the constructionist perspective, cognition is an act of
construction and creation (Maturana and Varela,1987), as well as
knowledge is tacit, explicit and cultural (Choo,1998). Knowledge resides in
one’s cognition as well as in between creative heads with synergetic
purposes (Alvarenga Neto,2005, 2008).

Organizational knowledge creation is generally associated with
Knowledge Management (KM), which is a controversial, complex and
multifaceted subject. In spite of the fact that the term (KM) is not yet
stable, there’s been a growing interest worldwide within the past two
decades - from academics to practitioners - in the management of
organizational knowledge and its related topics, such as “organizational
epistemology”  (Tsoukas,2005), “knowledge creation processes”
(Choo,1998), “knowledge-based theory of the firm” (Nonaka et al.,2006),
“enabling context and conditions” (von Krogh et al., 2000)”, “knowledge
types” (Blackler, 1995), "“knowledge assets” (Boisot, 1998) and
“knowledge taxonomies” (Alavi and Leidner, 2001), among others.

In our studies within the last ten years, concerning the management
of knowledge in world-class organizations, similar topics and approaches
have been discussed, but above all, we’'ve stressed out three main
concerns: (i) a long standing misinterpretation that considers knowledge
management and information management (IM) as synonyms. We shall
call this “information reductionism”, as the “map is not the territory”
(Tsoukas, 2005). IM is just one of the components of KM, as KM also
incorporates concerns as to the creation, sharing and enabling
context/conditions for organizational knowledge creation; (ii) a long
overlooked topic in the KM literature: KM implementation processes
(Alvarenga Neto et al.,2009); and finally (iii) an empirically under-
explored concept: “the concept of ba” or “enabling context”, the
ontological platform for knowledge creation.

As we have addressed these first two concerns in different
publications within the past decade, we have decided to move on and
thoroughly examine/discuss the concept of ba or the enabling context for
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organizational knowledge creation. To justify our decision, we argue that
the literature concerning these specific topics is scarce, not publicized in
mainstream business or information science journals - with a few
exceptions - and not regarded as academically relevant through the use of
bibliometric methods, such as citation analysis. There is also a knowing-
doing gap concerning a process that is highly embedded and firm-specific:

“[...] Knowledge originates in ba, and therefore the concept of
ba assumes a particular importance in organizational
knowledge creation theory. While ba is theoretically relevant,
it is also empirically under-explored.” (Nonaka et al., 2006)

Of special relevance to this paper is a set of studies conducted by
one of the authors - Alvarenga Neto (2005, 2008) and Alvarenga Neto et
al. (2009) - as the concepts of ba, enabling context and enabling
conditions turned out to be one of the main results of his studies. This
author proposed a KM integrative conceptual mapping proposition as a
result of his research of multiple case studies in world class organization
within the past decade. These multiple case studies involved KM initiatives
of 23 international firms, such as 3M, Dow Chemical, Xerox,
PricewaterhouseCoopers, Siemens, CTC (Brazil's Sugarcane Technology
Center), Ernst & Young, British Telecom, Microsoft, Novartis and Chevron,
among others. The main results suggested that (i) these organizations
were not “managing knowledge”, but rather managing the context and
readiness where knowledge is socially constructed, produced and shared,
and (ii) the main challenges facing organizations committed to KM have its
focus on change management, cultural and behavioral issues and the
creation of an enabling context that favors the creation, use and sharing
of information and knowledge.Due to the fact the the concept of ba or the
idea of an enabling context turned out to be one of the main (or the main)
results, we argue for the need to proceed for further exploration of the
concept of ba. Therefore, our main objective in this paper is to
investigate and analyze the concept of ba - or enabling context - in the
fields of information science, management/business and information
systems literature in order to understand its conceptual evolution (if any),
discussions, applications and expansion since its introduction in 1998 by
Nonaka et al. (Nonaka and Konno, 1998; Nonaka et al., 2000; Nonaka
and Toyama, 2002; Nonaka et al., 2006).This paper is structured in five
major parts: (i) this introduction, (ii) the methodology (iii) the literature
review, (iv) data analysis and (v) conclusions. The study and its results
shall be presented in the lines below.

Methodology

The qualitative methodology is bibliographic in nature, comprising -
among others - bilbiometric methods of citation analysis and content
analysis. To begin with, tools such as “citation report” and “cited reference
search”, among others, available at the ISI Web of Knowledge e-resource
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were used. Part of the research’s rationale involved searching the Web of
Knowledge (ISI) having “ba” or the “concept of ba” as descriptors
combined along with its mainstream author in the business and
management field, Ikujiro Nonaka. The following results were found
(FIGURES 1 and 2):
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Figure 1: Citation report for "Nonaka” and “ba”. Source: Web of
Knowledge. Access in March, 2009.
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Figure 2: Citation report for "Nonaka” and “ba”. Source: Web of
Knowledge. Access in March, 2009.

The results demonstrate that with an H-Index of 4 (which means
that four papers have been cited more than four times, excluding self-
citations), four of Nonaka’s papers (with the search criteria adopted
above) have been cited 592 times since 1998 in papers all over the world,
with an average of 49,33 citations per year. Therefore, to begin with, the
research’s database comprised a total of 598 papers, as we also chose to
include two of Nonaka’s papers about ba that were not contemplated by
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an H-index of 4, but, after all, regarded as relevant in order to analyze the
evolution of the author’s ideas, concepts and applications through a
chronological perspective. Hereafter, we’ll refer to Nonaka’s original
papers about ba as “the first generation papers” and all of the other citing
papers of Nonaka’s ba or enabling context concepts as “the second
generation papers”. These 592 papers (H-Index 4) were grouped by the
number of times these second generation papers were cited by others:
more or less than 20 citations. The number 20 was intentionally chosen,
as to have a minor group of second generation papers (32 papers) that
were highly cited by others, and a major group of papers that haven’t had
the same repercussion. This criterion was helpful in order to reinforce our
initial presumption of empirical under-exploration of ba. Consequently, we
also decided to examine the citation report of Nonaka’s two papers not
contemplated with an H-index of 4 and all of the papers that cited those
two.

These “second generation papers” were examined by searching
within each document for the descriptors mentioned above with the aid of
“"EndNoteWeb” and "“EndNote” softwares, besides the search tools
available in “Adobe Acrobat” and "“Microsoft Office”. Duplicates were
eliminated and a few papers were not available. At this point, it's
important to mention that even Shimizu’s(1995) paper - uncountably cited
and regarded by the first generation papers as the cornerstone of the ba-
principle in Nonaka’s work (along with Nishida’s, 1990) - was not
available, even in e-resources such as Factiva, Business Abstracts and
Proquest, among others. An extra-search effort in different interconnected
libraries and e-resources was also conducted showing no results. After this
criterion - a data reduction process in data analysis - the number of
second generation papers selected so far for manual analysis went from
593' to 50 papers, which added to the 4 “first generation papers”
comprised a total of 54 papers to begin with.

After these first search criteria partial results, it was our decision to
go beyond bibliometrics and expand our research database in order to
look for more papers discussing the concept of ba and its underlying
concepts. For this purpose, we also decided to include descriptors such as
“enabling context”, “enabling conditions” and "“enabling knowledge
creation” to the existing descriptors (“ba”, “concept of ba” and “Nonaka”),
as these descriptors were highly cited in the references of the “first
generation papers”. Consequently, based on the same criteria described
above, the search was expanded to the following (FIGURE 3): (i) e-
resources; (ii) e-journals containing “Knowledge Management” in their
titles. Search criteria involved the use of descriptors’ search within title,
abstract and keywords; (iii) Google Scholar (page rank/relevance -
availability of paper online considered, elimination of duplicates) and
Google Book Search (searching for material not previously published in
the form of papers in journals) — extra search criteria using authors’
names from the “first generation papers” or authors cited by the “first
generation papers”; (iv) papers cited in the references of the "“first
generation papers”, papers sent to us by peers or simply “serendipity”.
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Figure 3: Research’s database assemblage. Source: developed by the
authors.

A resulting selection of 135 papers, 4 dissertations/theses and 4
books constituted the research’s database, which were all selected for
manual analysis. It's important to heed attention to the fact that the
bibliographic research proposed here intends to be comprehensive, but
never exhaustive. The time-span comprehends papers published from
1991 to 2009 and the authors were academics and practitioners from
many different counties such as Japan, Finland, Portugal, Brazil, Canada,
the Netherlands, Spain, France, Greece, Great Britain, South Korea, USA,
Australia, China, Italy, Israel, Germany and South Africa among others.

As for data analysis of the research’s database, it consisted of three
flows of activities: data reduction, data displays (conceptual maps) and
conclusion drawing/verification (Miles and Huberman,1984).Displays in
the form of conceptual and mind maps were built and proved useful for all
of the three flows of activities, constituting analytical categories. Seven
data reduction cycles were necessary in order to make the research data
feasible to incorporation in this paper. In the following section, the
literature review will be presented, followed by a discussion of data
analysis.

Literature Review

Following the methodological choices stated above, the literature
review presented hereafter is based on the "“first generation papers”
written by Nonaka and colleagues (Nonaka and Konno, 1998; Nonaka et
al., 2000; Nonaka and Toyama, 2002; Nonaka et al., 2006) about the
concept of ba. Their propositions for a dynamic organizational knowledge
creation theory are synthesized in FIGURE 4, where ba is one of the
components:
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Figure 4: Synthesis of Nonaka’s et al. (2000, 2002, 2006) propositions
towards a knowledge-based theory of the firm having ba as one of the
components. Source: adapted by the authors.

According to Nonaka et al. (2006), the context for knowledge
creation is ba and a central purpose of organizational knowledge creating
theory is to identify conditions enabling knowledge creation in order to
improve innovation and learning. As stated earlier, Nonaka et al. (2006)
attest the uppermost relevance of ba and the fact that it is empirically
under-explored. This not only quite justify our efforts in this research, but
also opens up for the exploration of further contributions about ba,
enabling context and enabling conditions as well as the exploration of ba
outwards the SECI Process.

Nonaka and Konno (1998) started the discussion about the concept
of ba by presenting a seminal question: “Is it possible to actually manage
knowledge like other resources?” 1In order to address this question, they
introduced the concept of “ba”, roughly translated into the English word
“space”. They state that the concept of “ba” was proposed by Japanese
philosopher Kitaro Nishida (1990) and further developed by Shimizu
(1995). This “space for emerging relationships” can be physical (e.qg.,
office, dispersed business space), virtual (e.g., e-mail, teleconference),
mental (e.g., shared experience, ideas, ideals), or any combination of
them. It is stressed that the difference between “ba” and ordinary human
interaction is the concept of knowledge creation: "“we consider 'ba’ to be a
shared space that serves as a foundation for knowledge creation” (Nonaka
& Konno, 1998).

From such perspective, knowledge exists and resides in “ba”, or,
put in the authors’ words, “knowledge is embedded in “"ba” or the shared
spaces”. From their epistemological perspective, Nonaka and Konno
(1998) outline the fact that knowledge cannot be separated from “ba”, or
otherwise it will become information. Information resides in media and
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it’s tangible and, in its turn, knowledge resides in “ba” and it is intangible.
They emphasize the idea, drawn from an existentialist framework, that
the key platform of knowledge creation is this “phenomenal” place of
knowledge that can emerge in individuals, working groups, project teams,
informal circles, e-mail groups or front-line contact with customers,
among others. Therefore, it exists at many levels and these levels may
connect to form a “greater ba”, known as “basho”. They also suggest that
the use of knowledge requires the concentration of knowledge assets at a
certain time and space and they name this concept as "“organic
concentration”

In Nonaka & Konno’'s (1998) view, 'Ba’ offers an integrating
conceptual metaphor for Nonaka’s (1991) SECI model of dynamic
knowledge conversions and it is discussed from this perspective - that
organizational knowledge creation is a dynamic and continuous interaction
between tacit and explicit knowledge. Four types of “ba” correspond to the
four stages of the SECI Model (FIGURE 5):

- Socialization Externalization
3 e \
‘F\ face-to-face | ‘ | peer-to-peer ‘
- ol : . . J
e Originating Ba | Interacting Ba Z
l
: i - |
— S — |
I Existential 3 Reflective - l
[ E E)
l s T —
( ehessiie | E‘ T |
on-the-site J \.\ . \group to-group J
e R Exercising Ba Cyber Ba ; e

{ ‘: Synthetic ‘:\‘ '\) Systemic _)
Internalization Combination

Figure 5 — The Fours Characteristics of Ba . Source: Nonaka and Konno,
1998.

Nonaka et al.(2000) enhanced the idea of ba proposed by Nonaka &
Konno (1998) in order to understand the dynamic process in which an
organization creates, maintains and exploits knowledge. For this, they
proposed a model of knowledge creation (FIGURE 4) where ba is one of
the components. This model consists of three elements (i) the SECI
Process, (ii) ‘ba’- the shared context in motion for knowledge creation and
(iii) knowledge assets. To certain extent, Nonaka et al. (2000) shed more
light on the concept of ba by suggesting that the four types of ba are
defined by two dimensions of interactions: (i) the type of interaction
(individually or collective) and (ii) the media used in such interactions,
whether face-to-face contact or virtual media such as books and e-mails.
The authors retake Nonaka and Konno’s (1998) original assumption to
affirm that ba exists at many ontological levels and these levels may be
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connected to form a greater ba or “basho”: individuals form the ba of
teams, which in turn form the ba of the organization and so on.

Nonaka and Toyama’s (2002) goal is the proposition of a dynamic
theory of the firm (or a knowledge-based view of the firm) where ba is
quintessential (FIGURE 4). They argue that a firm can create new
knowledge and capability that go beyond the balancing point in the
existing frontier with its synthesizing capability, which is embedded in its
knowledge vision, its ba, its creative routines, its incentive systems and its
distributed leadership. Finally, Nonaka et al. (2006) discuss ba and
enabling conditions such as care, trust, courage, teams atmosphere and
information technology, among others, as well as other issues such as the
concepts of “knowledge vision”, “knowledge activist” and the “hypertext
organization”.

At this point of our literature review, it is already possible to
establish links between an eastern/Japanese concept of ba and its similar
western approach - mainly represented in the works of von Krogh (1998)
and von Krogh et al. (1997, 2000) - involving concepts and ideas such as
“enabling context”, “enabling conditions”, “knowledge activists” and “care
in knowledge creation”. These discussions and the analysis of the “second
generation papers” will be our goal in the next section, as we'll try to
understand the concept of ba’s discussion, development, applications and
expansion since its introduction by Nonaka et al. (1995, 1998, 2000,
2002, 2006).

Data analysis

In this section, we’ll briefly analyse “the second generation papers”
comprised in our research’s database. Through our data analysis
processes, particularly in the phases of data reduction, five major
categories emerged as ways of grouping our research findings, namely
(FIGURE 6): (i) conceptual/theoretical: where the concept of ba was
used for — or as a basis of/part of - new conceptual or theoretical
propositions/ discussions; or papers where further theoretical and
empirical support was proposed to the concept of ba by Nonaka and
colleagues; (ii) social/behavioral: related to norms and values that guides
interactions and relationships, such as trust, care, empathy, attentive
enquiry and “tolerance to “honest mistakes”, among others; (iii)
cognitive/epistemic: related to common knowledge or shared epistemic
values and commitments; (iv) informational: regarding IM (information
management), IT (information technology) and IS (information systems),
as well as information/communication processes, and (iv)
business/managerial: related to general organizational issues, such as
strategy, processes, structure, support, resources and organizational
culture, among others.

With the exception of the first major category
(conceptual/theoretical), the remaining four - henceforth called “the
four groups of enabling conditions” - were observed in different knowledge
processes - creation, sharing/transfer, use - and in different levels of
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interaction - individual, group, organizational, inter-organizational
(FIGURE 7). They were also not solely use in the context of the SECI
process (e.g. Jyrama and Ayvari, 2006; Miles et al., 2000), as advocated
by Nonaka and colleagues (1998, 2000, 2002, 2006). This might be seen
as an evolution in terms of application of ba.

ergferg"rsg;erf Conceptual/Theoretical |

categories: /

four of e gy Sy

them correspond — = T = = —m = —m — — — =

to different R e e St e =

groups of 1 Cognitive/Epistemicl
enabling conditions & ..
Informational

Data Analysis
Processes - - =

these four different - ————
\ groups of enabling i B

conditions can be > g A —
freely combined into I_St‘_a_ﬂng/_T_ra'Jff_er :

organizational

knowledge processes of \‘:_ o |
LUse]

Figure 6: “Four Major Groups of Enabling Conditions” as a result of data
analysis processes. Source: developed by the authors

Concerning the first major category - conceptual/theoretical
(FIGURE 8), our analysis demonstrates that the concept of ba is still
theoretically under explored, although its discussion has somehow been
expanded to different contexts or as a component of other theoretical
propositions. Most of what has been added to the theoretical development
of the concept of ba is credited to Nonaka and colleagues, through the
means of concepts, discussions and case studies. At this point of our
analysis, it's important to bear in mind that different groups of enabling
conditions support different ba in different ways, as well as the fact that
ba and enabling context are used as synonyms.These
theoretical/conceptual findings are synthesized in FIGURE 7:
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Figure 7: Theoretical/Conceptual analysis — Source: developed by the
authors.

exposure As mentioned above, the four remaining major categories
constitute four different groups of enabling conditions. These groups of
enabling conditions can be used singly or in any combination with the
purpose of creating or enhancing an organization’s enabling context or ba.

The first group of enabling conditions is social/behavioral and
involves norms and values that guide relationships and interactions in
order to create a fertile ground for knowledge creation, sharing and use,
as well as for facilitating innovative thinking. Our main findings suggest
that the following issues should be taken into account, as they give rise to
particular behaviors that should be communicated to and pursued by
personnel and managers, as well as serve as guidelines for HRM
assessments, such as hiring, training, utilizing, maintaining and
compensating:

care, mutual trust, lenience in judgment, active empathy, courage
and access to help (Inkpen, 1996; von Krogh, 1998; Burton, 2002; Lee
and Choi, 2003; von Krogh et al., 2008);

tolerance to “honest” mistakes and mutual respect (Alvarenga Neto,
2005);

actively encouragement of participation, nurture of innovating
language while avoiding hypercorrection (von Krogh et al., 2000);

accessibility of individuals and attentive inquiry (Nonaka and
Nishiguch, 2001);

interaction and open dialogue (Gold et al., 2001; Sabherwal and
Becerra-Fernandes, 2003),

collaboration (Lee and Choi, 2003);

Perspectivas em Ciéncia da Informacdo, v.16, n.3, p.2-25, jul./set. 2011 12



Expanding the concepto BA: managing enabling contexts in Rivadavia Correa Drummond de Alvarenga
knowledge organizations Neto; Chun Wei Choo

autonomy of freedom (Ford and Angermeir, 2005);

contextual social interactions and evolving relationships (Peltokorpi
et al., 2007).

Our second group of enabling conditions - cognitive/epistemic, is
related to common knowledge or shared epistemic values and
commitments. It's a sine qua non condition the existence of shared beliefs
and ideas, as well as people with different backgrounds and mental
models, enabling a context where contradictions and diverging ideas are
seen as positive issues, not as obstacles for knowledge creation and
innovation. Our findings are structured around the following issues that
might constitute guidelines, especially into addressing complex problems
and the need for developing an organization’s accelerated solutions
environment:

to a great variety of data, insights, questions, ideas and
problems (von Krogh et al., 1997);

application of creative techniques for metaphors, analogies
and insights (von Krogh et al., 1997; Burton, 2002)

existence of a sound mix of people from various cultural
backgrounds and functional areas (von Krogh et al., 1997),
existence of diverse perspectives and backgrounds (Gold, et
al., 2001; Peltokorpi et al., 2007) and existence of inter-
organizational communities formed by people with different
mind-sets and mental models (von Krogh et al., 2008);

existence of formal and informal groups or communities (e.g.,
microcommunities of knowledge) with their own rituals,
languages, norms and values (von Krogh et al., 1997);
creation of shared spaces and shared goals (Lechner and
Dowling, 2003; von Krogh et al., 2008; Balestrin et al., 2008;
Brannback et al., 2008), and the sharing of mental models
(Burton, 2002);

development of dialectical thinking (Nonaka and Toyama,
2002) and a legitimate language (von Krogh et al., 2000), as
well of awareness of a company paradigms, in terms of values,
strategic intention and mission (von Krogh et al., 2000);

provision of enabling conditions such as creative chaos
(Inkpen, 1996), intention and requisite variety (Johnson,
2000);

production and sharing of practical knowledge, meeting in
different constellations and creation of common knowledge
(Alavi and Leidner, 2001; Roth, 2003).

The third group of enabling conditions is informational, regarding IT
(information technology), IS (information systems) and IM (information
management), as well as information/communication processes. Our
findings are suggestive that a combination of multiple IT/IS tools, systems
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and applications - guided by IM processes design based on a company’s
strategic issues, knowledge vision and communication strategy - are
powerful enabling conditions, especially in the knowledge processes of
sharing/transferring and use, within the interactional levels of groups and
organizations. It's important to bear in mind that IT is only an enabler
and not an end in itself. Here's a summary of tools, systems and
applications cited in our analysis along with a few suggestions on the way
they can be effectively applied:

internet, intranet, yellow pages, business information systems,
groupware, databases, datawarehousing, datamining,
document repositories, software agents, repositories of
information, best practices and lessons learned (von Krogh et
al., 1997,2000; Nonaka et al., 1998; Alavi and Leidner, 2001;
Sabherwal and Becerra-Fernandez 2003; Chou and Wang,
2003; Lee and Choi, 2003);

information systems designed to support collaboration,
coordination and communication processes as a mean to
facilitate teamwork and increase an individual’s contacts with
other individuals (Alavi and Leidner, 2001);

e-mails and group support system in order to to increase the
number of weak ties in organizations (Alavi and Leidner, 2001;
Chou and Wang, 2003);

computer simulation and smart software tutors to support
individual learning in intranet environments (Alavi and Leidner,
2001; Tee, 2005);

computer-mediated communication as a way to increase the
quality of knowledge creation by enabling a forum for
constructing and sharing beliefs, for confirming consensual
information and for allowing expressing of new ideas (Alavi
and Leidner, 2001);

problem-solving systems based on a technology like case-
based reasoning (Sabherwal and Becerra-Fernandez, 2003);

virtual communities of practice (Pam and Leidner, 2003;
Alvarenga Neto, 2005).

At last, the fourth major group of enabling conditions is
business/managerial and the issues considered are ways that managers
can, in fact, directly construct, influence, interfere and manage an
organization’s effective ba or enabling context by commitment and action.
This group of enabling condition also considered businesses processes
where the concept of ba was actually applied in different researches. Here
is a summary of our findings that can be useful guidelines for the
management of enabling contexts in knowledge organizations:

organizational culture: a critical issue to facilitate knowledge
creation, a central issue to be shaped in a firm’s ability to
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manage its knowledge more effectively and the most
prominent enabler (Inkpen, 1996; Perez Bustamante, 1999;
Gold et al., 2001; Lee and Choi, 2002; Roth, 2003; Alvarenga
Neto, 2005; Adenfelt and Lagerstrom, 2006 von Krogh et al.,
2008;);

organizational structure: involves organizational structure that
foster solid relationships and effective collaboration, such as
project teams, cross-divisional units and empowered divisions,
among others (von Krogh et al., 2000; Lee and Choi, 2003);
systems-based approach, hypertext organization (Gold et al.,
2001, Nonaka et al., 2006); autonomous and self-organizing
teams (Peltokorpi et al., 2007);

organizational and inter-organizational processes: involves the
application or studies/research of the concept of ba into
business processes such as the management of salesforces
(Bennet, 2001), ex ante project risk (Cuellar and Gallivan,
2005), supply-chain (Wu, 2008), inter-organizational
healthcare communities (von Krogh et al., 2008), firms in
networks (Lechner and Dowling, 2003), transnational projects
(Adenfelt and Lagerstrom, 2006), family business context
(Brannback,et al., 2008), industrial districts (Corno et al.,
1999) and collaborative inter-organizational R&D projects
(Johnson, 2000);

Human Resources Management and organizational learning
initiatives/projects: regards reward systems linked to
knowledge-sharing (von Krogh et al., 2008) and the existence
of flexible learning objectives (Inkpen, 1996); the cultivation
of care through incentive systems, mentoring and training
programs in care based behavior, project debriefing and other
forms of learning-oriented conversations (von Krogh, 1998);
use of apprentice and mentors to transfer knowledge,
brainstorming retreats or camps, employee rotation areas,
OJT, learning-by-doing and |learning by observation
(Sabherwal and Becerra-Fernandez, 2003); development of
adequate team-atmosphere (Zarraga and Bonache, 2005);

architectural innovations: creation of meeting and sharing
organizational spaces/points (Balestri et al., 2003; Lechner
and Dowling, 2003; Alvarenga Neto, 2008); design of virtual
and physical layout and workplaces environments (von Krogh
et al.,1997; Alvarenga Neto, 2005); promotion of regular
knowledge conferences and supporting of microcommunities of
knowledge (von Krogh et al., 2000); stimulus to social and
informal gatherings (Bennet, 2001);

emergence of Knowledge Facilitators and Knowledge Activists:
such as epistemologists, care specialists, knowledge
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managers, information analysts, CEO, CKO, project managers
and middle managers,among others (von Krogh et al., 1997,
2000; Roth, 2003; Alvarenga Neto, 2005, Nonaka et al,,
2006); a company as a knowledge activist (von Krogh et al.,
2008); role of mediators as enablers in knowledge creation
(Jyrama and Ayvaari, 2007);

leadership: concerns leadership styles and roles of leadership
(von Krogh et al.,, 2008; Ford and Angermeier, 2004);
leadership commitment (Inkpen, 1996); “selling of foresight”
by providing overall direction and the knowledge vision of a
firm (von Krogh et al., 1997,2000); leadership’s tasks in
constructing ba, creating enabling conditions and setting the
pace for knowledge dynamism (Nonaka et al., 1998);
phronesis (intellectual virtue) and flexible and distributed
leadership (Nonaka and Toyama, 2007); role of top-
management directing the knowledge-creation processes by
creating visions and the role of middle-managers bridging top-
management visions with the chaotic reality at front line, also
managing and interlinking ba (Peltokorpi, et al., 2007);

strategqy and knowledge Vision: communication of the
company’s strategy and knowledge visions (Alvarenga Neto,
2005); instill a knowledge vision (von Krogh et al., 2000;
Peltokorpi et al., 2007).

Figure 8 illustrates the four different groups of enabling conditions:
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developed by the authors.
Conclusions

This paper’s main goal was to investigate and analyze the
concept of ba - or enabling context - in the fields of information science,
management/business and information systems literature in order to
understand its conceptual evolution, discussions, applications and
expansion since its introduction in 1998 by Nonaka et al. (Nonaka and
Konno, 1998; Nonaka et al., 2000; Nonaka and Toyama, 2002; Nonaka et
al., 2006). FIGURE 9 synthesizes the overall study and the expansion of
the concept of ba, bringing light to its unique features such as concepts,
forms, emergence, types, case studies, multiple discussions and
applications, as well as suggestions for future research:
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Figure 9: Expanding the Concept of ba — Source: developed by the
authors.

The results pointed out to the identification of four major groups of
enabling conditions - social/behavioral, cognitive/epistemic, informational
and business/managerial - which can be singly or freely combined into
different knowledge processes - creation, sharing/transfer, use - that
occur in different levels of interactions - individual, group, organizational,
inter-organizational. (FIGURE 10):
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Figure 10. Framework for designing an Enabling Context in KM

These findings can be insightful for managers interested in creating
and/or developing effective ba or enabling contexts to foster knowledge
creation and innovation in their organizations, as they can utilize these
frameworks to analyze, discuss, apply, manage and commit to specific
combinations of enabling conditions based on their awareness of
knowledge processes and levels of interaction.

The conclusions suggest that the concept of ba and its underlying
concepts are indeed sine gqua non conditions for organizational knowledge
creation and innovation processes, though ba is still both theoretically and
empirically under-explored. Nevertheeless, we have found that the
concept has somehow been expanded as part of other theoretical
discussions and/or in different contexts, but still demands further
exploration and development. Concerning the management of enabling
contexts in knowledge organizations, the study revealed that the main
arising challenges rely on all of the issues comprised on the four groups of
enabling conditions identified, most especially social/behavioral - norms
and values that guide social contextual interactions, thus providing a
fertile ground for knowledge creation and innovation - and
business/managerial - concerning organizational culture and structure,
change management, leadership and the development of new HRM
systems for connecting knowledge assets and performance, thus
achieving the necessary speed to agile, flexible and innovative in the 21
century’s knowledge society. A research agenda for ba is suggested in the
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fields of open innovation, social networks - such as wikis, blogs, social
tagging, among others - and epistemic communities.

As we speak, a research project is being conducted at Embrapa -
The Brazilian Agricultural Research Corporation - by one of the authors of
this paper. The four groups of enabling conditions were identified at
Embrapa, though we couldn’t yet measure the importance of each and the
overall results. Embrapa’s just finished it's KM Model and building and
energizing ba is where all the energy is being focused at (FIGURE 11).
The results of the research at Brazil’'s Embrapa and its relations with the
concept of ba will be published soon.

Estratégico Tético Operacional

PROCESSOS DE /CM —— PRATICAS DE GESTAD “j— RESULTADOS
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INTANGIVEIS:
Cagnitivo/ + Banco de ideias « Tecnologias
Comportamental *™* pistémico
— « Sisternas de informagao = Conhecimentos
« Habilidades L=
~ Marcas

Amblente externo
i
8
oua¥a ajuajquiy

~ Relacionamentos
« Reputagac/imagem
* Qutros

Figure 11. Brazil’'s Embrapa KM Model and ba. Source: developed
by the authors.
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