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Abstract

The year 2020 will be remembered as the beginning of a new age: a “new normal,” or, to put it
more precisely a “new paradigm” triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic. Before the COVID-19
pandemic, businesspeople went to the office daily to work. Then, we almost never appreciated the
crowded daily commuting and busy office district. We took many things for granted: face-to-face
meetings and actual site visits. However, with the outbreak of COVID-19, we were forced to avoid
the 3 Cs: crowded places, close-contact settings, and confined and enclosed spaces. We started to
work from home, or from remote places. We became accustomed to meeting virtually on the
computer screen. These are just a few aspects of the “new normal” that many of us face. The virus
had so much impact on businesses that we were forced to change how we worked and lived and
shift to the “new paradigm.”

Under these circumstances, we also face multiple critical global issues. The climate crisis is
probably the most urgent and critical threat, addressed by the United Nations through 17 goals
and 169 targets of the sustainable development goals (SDGs) to be achieved by 2030. Artificial
intelligence (AI) is a double-edged sword that may be a savior through the promotion of innova-
tion, while simultaneously a threat if the machines supersede the capabilities of mankind and
threaten our existence. Accordingly, many nations and corporations seek innovation to address
these issues. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the rate of innovation may slow down,
especially because of changes in workstyles. In a survey by Clarivate, nearly half of the organiza-
tions surveyed were disrupted by the effects of COVID-19.

Given this recognition of the current situation, one of the critical challenges in the “new nor-
mal” is continued innovation; this paper responds to the question of how innovation may be
continued. The paper draws on Nonakas knowledge creation theory since the process of knowl-
edge creation leads to innovation.

Thus, the aim of this paper is to revisit Nonaka’s organizational knowledge creation theory to
evaluate and identify future research areas with the ultimate purpose of updating the theory to
meet the “new normal” during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The paper is based on data
from publicly available sources as well as on responses from an initial survey. To conclude, possible
updates to the theory and future research areas are proposed.

The Institute for Creative Management and Innovation, Kindai University 63



Ayano Nishihara

Keywords: Nonaka, knowledge, innovation, creativity, new normal

1. INTRODUCTION

The year 2020 will be remembered as the beginning
of a new age, a “new normal,’ triggered by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Before the pandemic, busi-
nesspeople went to the office daily to work. Then,
we almost never appreciated the crowded daily
commuting and busy office district. We took many
things for granted: face-to-face meetings and actual
site visits. However, with the global outbreak of
COVID-19, almost suddenly, there were urgent
requests and orders from governments in many
countries that citizens should stay home and work
from home, maintain social distance, and wear face
masks in public spaces.

In the case of Japan, on April 7, 2020, the Japa-
nese government declared a state of emergency,
and we were strongly requested to avoid the 3 Cs
(closed spaces, crowded places, and close contact)
(Cabinet Secretariat, n.d.). A survey by Pasona
shows a rising trend of people working from home
(Pasona, 2020): before the declaration of the state
of emergency, 39.0 percent of the respondents never
worked from home; however, after June, the per-
centage decreased to 23.8 percent. Of those who
worked from home, nearly 50 percent worked from

home for more than four days per week during the
state of emergency; after June, nearly 30 percent
kept the same pace. By working from home, many
of us got used to virtual meetings, all taking place
on computer screens. This is one of the many
aspects of the “new normal” with COVID-19.
Under these circumstances, we also face multiple
critical global issues. Environmentally, the conse-
quences of climate change pose many social and
economic threats (United Nations, n/d.). The
United Nations (UN) addresses these threats
through 17 goals and 169 targets of the sustainable
development goals (SDGs) to be achieved by 2030.
Technically, the development of artificial intelli-
gence (AI) and digital transformation can be a
savior through the promotion of innovation; how-
ever, it also poses a threat if the machines supersede
the capabilities of mankind and threaten our exis-
tence (Cellan-Jones, 2014; Columbus, 2019; Kurz-
weil, 2005). To address these issues, many nations
and corporations seek innovation. However, due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, the rate of innovation
may slow down, especially because of changes in
workstyles. A survey by Clarivate suggests that
nearly half of the organizations surveyed were dis-
rupted by the effects of COVID-19, as shown in
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Figure 1: Degree of disruption of erganizations’ innovation strategy by the effects of COVID-19,
on a scale of one (little or no disruption) to five (significant disruption)
Source: Clarivate survey of 247 organizations worldwide.
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Figure 1 (Clarivate, 2020).

Given the recognition of the current situation,
one of the critical challenges in the “new normal” is
continued innovation. A survey by Deloitte Tohm-
atsu Venture Support Co., Ltd. revealed that more
than 50 percent of large companies were expected
to reduce their innovation activities by more than
30% due to the impact of COVID-19 (Deloitte
Tohmatsu Venture Support, 2020). This paper seeks
to address the question of how we can continue
innovating in the “new normal” and generate a
“new paradigm” (Asonye, 2020). To answer this
question, this paper draws on Nonakas organiza-
tional knowledge creation theory (NOKC), since
the process of knowledge creation leads to innova-
tion (Nonaka, von Krogh and Voelpel, 2006; Nonaka
and Takeuchi, 1995, 2019; von Krogh, Ichijo and
Nonaka, 2000). However, because of the “new nor-
mal,” the theory needs to be revisited. With the 3 Cs
and social distancing, there may be some aspects
overlooked (regrettably) which may be related to
the core of the theory. On the other hand, some
insights may be gained (surprisingly) to enrich the
theory.

Thus, the aim of this paper is to revisit NOKC to
evaluate its applicability during the “new normal,”
to identify future research areas that may lead to
the advancement of the theory and the research
field, and to explore practical business implications.
The paper is based on the results of an initial survey
from publicly available sources.

In the following sections, first, the current status
of the literature will be reviewed to establish a back-
ground to NOKC from a macro-perspective. An
overview of the theory follows, in turn followed by
an evaluation of the current theoretical challenges
from a micro-perspective. To conclude, future
research areas are identified by synthesizing the
macro- and micro-perspectives, with a proposal on
a possible update on the theory that may support
the generation of a “new paradigm?”

2. CURRENT STATUS OF THE LITERATURE

To revisit NOKC, it may be useful to recognize the
landscape in which the theory appears in the litera-
ture. For this purpose, a keyword search was con-
ducted for the number of “hits” on Google Scholar

using selected keywords. Key words were selected
based on their relevance to NOKC as shown below.
The term “artificial intelligence” was also searched,
since the key words have recently been closely asso-
ciated with innovation. The search was conducted
on October 28, 2020. All the numbers of hits are
approximate.

Pattern 1: knowledge, innovation

Pattern 2: Nonaka, knowledge, innovation

Pattern 3: innovation, creativity, knowledge

Pattern 4: innovation, creativity, tacit
knowledge

Pattern 5: artificial intelligence

As of October 28, 2020, there were 3,830,000
hits by the key words in Pattern 1 (knowledge,
innovation) and 43,300 hits by those in Pattern 2
(Nonaka, knowledge, innovation). Using the same
key words, year-by-year hits are as indicated by the
graph in Figure 2. From the graph, from the begin-
ning of the 21st century, the number of studies
including these key words gradually increased. This
may illustrate the evolution to the knowledge soci-
ety as predicted by Drucker (1994). An interesting
observation is that the trend for Pattern 1 peaked
around 2012 and dropped sharply, while that for
Pattern 2 plateaued around 2017 and dropped
gradually thereafter. This latter trend may indicate
that the interest in “Nonaka” is stable and may still
be increasing.

As of October 28, 2020, there were 2,140,000
hits by the key words in Pattern 3 (innovation, cre-
ativity, knowledge) and 20,600 hits by those in Pat-
tern 4 (innovation, creativity, tacit knowledge).
Using the same key words, year-by-year hits are as
indicated by the graph in Figure 3. The trend for
Pattern 3 peaked in the period 2013-2014, while
that for Pattern 4 continued to rise. This latter trend
clearly indicates an increasing interest in tacit
knowledge.

As of October 28, 2020, there were 2,950,000
hits by the key words in Pattern 5 (artificial intelli-
gence). Using the same key words, year-by-year hits
are as indicated by the graph in Figure 4. In this
graph, Pattern 1 (knowledge, innovation) is also
shown. As shown in Figures 2 and 3, the trend for
Pattern 1 peaked around 2012 and dropped sharply,
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Figure 2: Google Scholar search results for Pattern 1 (knowledge, innovation) and

Pattern 2 (Nonaka, knowledge, innovation) from 1980 to 2019
Source: Google Scholar, generated by the author.
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Figure 3: Google Scholar search results for Pattern 3 (innovation, creativity, knowledge)
Pattern 4 (innovation, creativity, tacit knowledge) from 1980 to 2019
Source: Google Scholar, generated by the author.
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Figure 4: Google Scholar search results for Pattern 1 (knowledge, innovation),
Pattern 3 (innovation, creativity, knowledge), and Pattern 5 (artificial intelligence) from 1980 to 2019

Source: Google Scholar, generated by the author.
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Figure 5: Google Scholar search results for Patterns 2 (Nonaka, knowledge, innovation),
Pattern 4 (innovation, creativity, tacit knowledge), and Pattern 5 (artificial intelligence) from 1980 to 2019
Source: Google Scholar, generated by the author.
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while that for Pattern 3 peaked during 2013-2014;
the trend for Pattern 5 continued to rise, albeit with
fluctuations after 2010. From this, we cannot see a
clear correlation between the three patterns.

Finally, the trends for Patterns 2 (Nonaka,
knowledge, innovation), 4 (innovation, creativity,
tacit knowledge), and 5 (artificial intelligence) are
depicted in Figure 5. The trends seem to indicate a
correlation between the three patterns. Thus, a
hypothesis to be proposed is that there is a correla-
tion between the number of articles that discuss Al
and “knowledge, innovation, creativity” combined
with “Nonaka” and “tacit” Since this is an initial
stage of a literature review, for a future study, fur-
ther text mining will be necessary to clearly identify
the positive and negative correlations. Neverthe-
less, scholars and practitioners increasingly focus
on NOKC and tacit knowledge to study the devel-
opment of AL

Why are these trends seen after the year 2000?
The fast-developing digital technologies, as repre-
sented by Al and its impact on human beings, are
among the drivers of these trends. Before the
COVID-19 outbreak, a major concern in business
was how to adapt to these emerging digital tech-
nologies and their possible impact on jobs. In short,
there was a dichotomy between AI and human
beings.

For example, a 2013 report, titled “The future of
employment,” predicted that 47 percent of Ameri-
can occupations would be replaced by AI in 10 to
20 years” time (Frey and Osborne, 2013). Further-
more, for Japan, Osborne and Frey and Nomura
Research Institute conducted a joint survey and
predicted that 49 percent of occupations would be
replaced by AI (Nomura Research Institute, 2015).
However, in both surveys, it was observed that
occupations that required human imagination,
creativity, and social intelligence, such as leadership
and negotiation skills, would be difficult to replace
with Al Thus, a recent understanding of the role of
Al is that it augments the skills and capabilities of
human beings to extend their creativity (Microsoft,
2020).

A question that arises is how human beings
should think, judge, and act, to take advantage of
Al as a tool and extend our abilities, rather than
allow AI to replace human beings. Essentially, the
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question is what our mental models and values
should be, and both are rooted in our tacit
knowledge.

Based on the current status of the literature, we
posit, from a macro-perspective, that:

a) Interest in NOKC seems to be increasing,
especially in tacit knowledge, and

b) this interest coincides with an increase in
studies on Al

¢) The essential question is what our mental
models and values should be.

3. OVERVIEW OF NOKC THEORY

NOKC Theory has been evolving over the years
since its early stage, focusing mainly on how to
accelerate innovation by driving the knowledge
creation process (Nonaka, 1990, 1991, 1994). Up
until the latest book, “Wise Company;” published in
2019 by Takeuchi and Nonaka (Nonaka and
Takeuchi, 2019), the theory continued to add terms
unique to the theory (see Table 1).

The continual updates to the theory reflect the
collaborative work between Nonaka and research-
ers and practitioners of NOKC Theory to incorpo-
rate interdisciplinary knowledge identified through
qualitative and quantitative research (Erden, Von
Krogh and Nonaka, 2008; Ichijo and Nonaka, 2006;
Kase and Canton, 2013; Nonaka, Kodama, Hirose
and Kohlbacher, 2014; Nonaka, Nishihara and
Kawada, 2018; Nonaka and Nishiguchi, 2001;
Nonaka and Peltokorpi, 2006; Nonaka, Reinmoeller
and Senoo, 1998; Nonaka and Teece, 2001; Nonaka
and Toyama, 2003; 2005a; 2007; Nonaka, Toyama
and Hirata, 2008; Nonaka, Toyama and Konno,
2000; Nonaka and Von Krogh, 2009; Nonaka, von

Table 1: Some of the unique terms in NOKC theory

Term First appeared
Scrum Takeuchi and Nonaka (1986)
Tacit knowledge Nonaka (1988a, 1988b, 1988c)
SECI Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995)
Ba Nonaka and Konno (1998)

Phronesis
Fractal organization

Nonaka and Toyama (2005h)
Nonaka, et al. (2014)

Source: Generated by the author.
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Figure 6: SECI model
Source: Based on Nonaka and Takeuchi (2019) updated by the author.

Krogh and Voelpel, 2006; von Krogh, Ichijo and
Nonaka; 2000; von Krogh, Nonaka and Ichijo;, 1997;
von Krogh, Nonaka and Rechsteiner, 2012). Fur-
thermore, due to Nonaka’s interdisciplinary inter-
ests in search of the truth, NOKC is found in liberal
arts such as philosophy, history, political science,
literature, psychology, brain science, etc., making
the theory applicable to both the private and the
public sectors, communities, etc. (Nonaka et al.,
2014; Nonaka and Nishihara, 2018).

Key Elements

In NOKC Theory, knowledge is defined as a
dynamic social process of justifying personal beliefs
towards true goodness and beauty. In NOKC The-
ory, knowledge is defined in three types: tacit,
explicit, and practical. “Ba” is originally a Japanese
word that means space or field, which indicates the
shared context-in-motion in which these three
types of knowledge form a trinity in a ba, which
becomes the basic unit of dynamic fractal organiza-
tion (Nonaka, Kodama and Hirose, 2012). Through
the conversion of tacit and explicit knowledge as
presented in the SECI model, new knowledge will
be created, which leads to innovation. SECI model
stands for socialization, externalization, combina-
tion, and internalization, which are the four knowl-
edge conversion phases. Practical knowledge, or

wise leadership, is the driver of the SECI process.
The latest version of the SECI model illustration
indicates individuals, groups, organizations, and
environments in all four phases, but in a different
way (see Figure 6). As the model indicates, “envi-
ronment” can also explain “open-innovation.”

The driver of the SECI process is the role of
leadership with wisdom, or phronesis. Phronesis is a
term that the ancient Greek philosopher, Aristotle,
identified in his book “Nichomachean Ethics,” along
with four other types of knowledge, meaning prac-
tical wisdom. Phronesis means practical wisdom
that is capable of making the best judgement in the
particular contexts based on the Common Good
and the Virtue (Nonaka, Toyama, and Hirata,
2010).

Six abilities are identified as wise leadership
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 2011; Nonaka, Toyama,
and Hirata, 2008): (1) setting a “good” purpose, (2)
seeing things as they are and grasping the essence,
(3) creating ba, (4) narrating the essence, (5) politi-
cal power to realize the narrative, and (6) fostering
practical wisdom in others. It does not require one
person to demonstrate all these abilities equally and
universally in all contexts and situations; they are to
be used in different contexts and situations, and
may be exercised by more than one person, as a
team.
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4. CHALLENGES NOKC THEORY FACES
TODAY

As mentioned, with the outbreak of COVID-19, we
were forced to avoid the 3 Cs: 1. closed spaces with
poor ventilation, 2. crowded places with many
people nearby, and 3. close-contact settings, such as
close-range conversations. Accordingly, many of us
stay at home, work or learn from home using online
virtual meeting tools. For example, new-employee
training is conducted online, resulting in cases in
which new employees (similarly, new students to
universities) never go to the company office and
never meet their colleagues or superiors. This “new
normal” poses some challenges to NOKC Theory.

Challenges to the SECI model and ba

In NOKC Theory, tacit knowledge is highly regarded
because it is the basis for all knowledge (Polanyi,
1969). Accordingly, the SECI process emphasizes
socialization, which is the tacit-to-tacit conversion
phase, in which people empathize with each other
and gain new tacit knowledge. For this, it is essen-
tial to meet face to face (F2F) in an actual situation
(genba) and engage in an intimate relationship.
However, this is no longer easily done, due to
COVID-19 related restrictions.

F2F meetings have been replaced by online
meetings using virtual tools such as Zoom, Meet,
Teams, WebEx, etc., all capable of realizing real-
time synchronous communication with voice and
video. Thus, technically, we can meet F2F and
engage in a ba through a camera and a screen.

However, based on an initial small surveyl),
respondents found it difficult and/or different to
engage with others in virtual meetings compared to
real meetings.

Some of the responses were as follows. These
responses were almost the same as a general
response from students joining in a group work-
shop, or from businesspeople joining in a business
meeting.

Person A: There is some way to meet someone
you know, but meeting someone by chance
has disappeared.

Person B: Since we cannot share the atmosphere
like we could when we gathered in one place
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in an actual situation, we have to keep in
mind how we can compensate for the effects
of sharing an atmosphere when we create a
remote place.

Based on these comments, we hypothesize that,
in virtual meetings, it is more difficult to engage
and establish relationships with people with whom
you have never met in a real situation than in real
meetings. Regrettably, due to the COVID-19, we
miss opportunities and occasions to engage and
establish relationship with people with whom we
meet for the first time.

However, there seems to be a positive side to
virtual meetings. Because we are no longer con-
strained by time and space, we can virtually meet
anyone from anywhere in the world.

Person C: Being online is an opportunity to
make unexpected connections that would
never be possible if you were only in a real
situation. However, how to strengthen and
sustain those connections is the difficult
part.

Person D: You will be able to attend seminars
and workshops that you could not attend
before due to distance, time, and cost barri-
ers. Once you attend, you will become
acquainted with others and learn from each
other.

Based on these comments, we hypothesize that,
in virtual meetings, it is much easier to connect
with people physically remote. Indeed, this was also
possible even before the COVID-19 pandemic,
although online meetings were considered special
occasions. Gratuitously, due to the COVID-19, we
gain opportunities and occasions to connect with
people without the constraints of time and space.
However, engaging and establishing on-going rela-
tionships is a challenge.

When asked about engaging and establishing
relationships with others, nearly all the respondents
mentioned having F2F meetings in actual situations
(i.e. socialization), and having casual conversations
with others online, where possible in real time (i.e.,
externalization). This suggests that socialization is
considered difficult in online meetings, and that it
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requires interactions in actual situations. However,
there may be compensation in increased occasions
for externalization, especially in casual settings,
which help people understand one another better
in person.

Challenges to wise leadership

In NOKC Theory, phronesis or wise leadership is
regarded as the enabler and driver of the SECI spi-
ral; there are six abilities in wise leadership, as
already shown above.

From the initial survey, one activity that respon-
dents are less engaged in after COVID-19 is
visiting the customers and getting to know their
true thoughts, which are not expressed in words.”
Among the six abilities, we observe that opportuni-
ties to demonstrate the second ability, seeing things
as they are and grasping the essence, have decreased
drastically. Meanwhile, the respondents are forced
to get used to “grasping the essence” in virtual
meetings, utilizing only the two senses, seeing and
hearing. Regrettably, the five senses are limited;
however, to compensate, they need to utilize their
imagination more than before.

An aspect that respondents have seen an
improvement in since the COVID-19 outbreak is
“always have respect for others and build trusting
relationships with people from different walks of
life” Another aspect, which was raised by an atten-
dant in a business seminar, was to have more
patience; as there would be some time lag in virtual
meetings, it would not be possible to fully appreci-
ate others’ circumstances.

Based on these points, we posit that imagina-
tion, respect, and patience for others may be the
abilities that are required more during the COVID-
19 pandemic.

These abilities are not explicitly stated among
the six abilities; rather, they are regarded as the
basis for wise leadership because they are more of
personal skills that are required of all people. In
NOKG, these skills are indicated as non-cognitive
skills which can be learned under the influence of
exemplars’ mentoring and good habits (Tough,
2012). Therefore, gratuitously, the personal skills
that are required during the COVID-19 pandemic
will eventually become the basis of wise leadership.
Examples of non-cognitive skills include:

e Grit/Perseverance
o Self-control

o Zest

« Social Intelligence
o Gratitude

o Optimism

o Curiosity

Based on the overview of NOKC Theory and its
current challenges, we hypothesize, from a micro-
perspective, that:

d) Regrettably Generating tacit knowledge in
the socialization phase and creating good ba
face a challenge,

e) gratuitously, there are new ways for us to
connect with new people using online tools,
and externalization may help in getting to
know each other better, and

f) enhancing non-cognitive skills will help us
not only establish relationships with other
people, but also nurture wise leadership.

5. IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Through an exploration of the current status of the
literature using a keyword search on Google
Scholar, an overview of NOKC Theory and its chal-
lenges with respect to COVID-19 have been
described. Based on the keyword search, the theory
seems to be gaining attention. The applicability of
the theory during the “new normal” is yet to be
confirmed. Based on conclusions from both the
macro- and micro-perspectives, we suggest the fol-
lowing future research areas;

g) From a) and d), more research and practice
are required to utilize tacit knowledge better,
despite restrictions under COVID-19,

h) from b) and c), taking advantage of digital
tools, in addition to AI, such as virtual real-
ity or augmented reality, will help us to
interact better, even virtually, and

i) from d)andf), more challenges will enhance
our non-cognitive skills, and facilitate a
search for mental models and values to real-
ize a better world.
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In addition, this paper alone offers a few research
possibilities. First, the key word search on Google
scholar can be deepened by using text mining of
the literature and finding co-occurrence networks
of the key words. Second, the survey on how actions
and feelings changed after COVID-19 can be
broadened by extending the reach to broader
respondent communities. Third, the hypotheses
can be tested, and the results used as a foundation
for possible updates to the NOKC Theory that may
support the “new normal” It seems that the poten-
tial for further research is high, and the possibilities
with respect to updating the NOKC theory
abundant.

As of January 17, 2021, there is a cumulative
total of nearly 93 million cases worldwide, with
nearly 0.7 million newly reported cases in the pre-
vious 24 hours (WHO, 2021). A variant of COVID-
19 is said to be the cause of a rapid increase in the
UK, leading to a third lockdown. Japan has faced a
rapid increase since around November 2020, and
there is a second declaration of a state of emergency
in Tokyo, Kanagawa, Saitama, and Chiba prefec-
tures on January 8, 2021. Vaccination has started in
the UK, the US, and other countries, and the rate is
increasing (Our World (in Data, 2021); however,
our attitude and behavior need to change more
radically to stop this trend.

As we get used to the situation with COVID-19,
during the process of the “new normal” becoming
the “now” normal, there will be a shift to a “new
paradigm” Where the shift will be heading, and
how we will be doing, is a future research topic,
ultimately.

NOTE

1) A small-size survey (number of respondents =
13) was conducted to the participants of special
interest group on knowledge innovation in
Knowledge Management Society Japan, between
July 27 to August 11, 2020.
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