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In this White Paper:

In the current business environment, defined 
by some as the ‘Knowledge Age’, leadership  
interest is increasingly focused on Innovation  
and Knowledge Management development  
efforts. To date these functions often operate  
along parallel, yet discrete paths. There is an  
increasing need to build more effective part-
nerships in order to ensure ongoing success 
and drive additional business value.
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Section 1: Introduction

    Situation—Where are we now?

“While the last era of globalization was driven largely  

by sourcing low-cost production, the next era will center  

on the rise of the global knowledge economy.”  

–McKinsey Global Institute1

In a time of increasing uncertainty and a rapidly changing marketplace, a company’s intellectual assets are 
often what sets it apart. The reliance on everything from big data to specialized knowledge areas has led some 

to call this the ‘Knowledge Age.’

In today’s world, it is common—and often necessary—to have business functions dedicated to harnessing the 
knowledge economy. Knowledge Management and Innovation are key examples of these structured efforts.

Knowledge Management (KM) involves coordinating information company-wide and emerged as a dedicated 
corporate function in the early 1990s. While organizations have been collecting, directing, and sharing knowledge 
much longer, the rapid development of technology and the vast globalization of this time period required these 
processes to become more centralized .

Innovation is a younger field, emerging in the last ten years as a corporate function. The maturity for this compe-
tency has improved as competitive cycles have become much tighter and a constant state of disruption becomes 
the norm across all industry segments. This environment requires higher levels of innovation in order for organi-
zations across all sectors and industry segments to maintain relevancy.

It is important to note that by ‘Innovation,’ we are not referring to Research & Development, which is a much more 
established and focused function. Instead, we are referring to functions (often corporate or Business Unit aligned) 
that have grown out of a need to innovate more holistically. In a recent Bloomberg article, Harold Sirkin describes 
the distinction well: “Innovation should be understood to include the entire value chain: from R&D to engineering, 
manufacturing, distribution, sales, marketing, and even facility utilization and investment strategy.”2
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   The Problem

In many organizations, KM and Innovation functions run parallel, while never being coordinated. Whichever way 
you look at it, KM and Innovation are inverse and complementary competencies. At a high level, KM focuses on 
creating and maintaining channels for the effective use of knowledge. Innovation focuses on generating and com-
bining knowledge in new ways that helps drive the company forward. 

They both support, directly or indirectly, the tasks performed by the other function. Innovation needs to access 
information from many channels due to the cross-functional nature of developing and implementing new ideas. 
KM is often tasked at driving innovation across an organization through increased knowledge sharing. 

They also have inverse and complementary challenges. Many Innovation initiatives struggle to secure the buy-in 
from senior leadership needed to implement their ideas effectively. KM, while closely aligned with senior leader-
ship’s objectives, often struggles to engage employees more broadly across an organization.  

   The Opportunity

In this context, KM and Innovation are natural partners, with shared interests, challenges, and tools. This paper 
outlines ways KM and Innovation can support each other’s initiatives and collaborate on shared endeavors. 
Key opportunities include:
 • Enhancing the generation and capture of business aligned ideas and knowledge
 • Identification of new channels of communication and ‘hidden’ experts
 • Securing buy-in and participation from internal stakeholders
 • Potential for leveraged business impact

   The Benefits

There are two major benefits of integration between groups. First, mechanisms for collaboration make shared 
initiatives much easier to manage. Integration can eliminate redundancy and speed up the decision-making 
process. 

Second, integration, perhaps counter intuitively, allows for greater division of labor. As we recall, Innovation’s 
key strength is motivating and drawing out new ideas and KM’s key strength is developing and maintaining 
effective channels. With this in mind, Innovation can own the broad-scale idea sourcing campaigns and play a 
larger part in knowledge gathering. KM can manage the coordination of key stakeholders and areas of exper-
tise in order to steer initiatives.
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In addition, KM is often closely tied with senior leadership due to their role in communicating key business 
objectives. As a relatively immature field, Innovation can benefit from this connection. Along with ensuring that 
Innovation’s thinking is aligned with key business objectives, integration can have a ‘political’ benefit for them. 
Being a part of KM can help Innovation network with senior leadership and gives them some strong allies. 

Section 2: Closer Examination

    Definitions

As this paper is intended for both KM and Innovation professionals, it is useful to first provide some background for 
the two competencies. 
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Innovation

Function:  Create and execute new ideas, leading to the generation of business value and  

   continued marketplace differentiation

Process:   Employees (and sometimes external stakeholders) generate, select and develop  

   new ideas in a way that enhances business value

Unit:	 	 	 Multidisciplinary	field	within	a	corporate	context,	may	be	led	by	a	separate	 
   corporate team or embedded within Business Units

Knowledge Management

Function:  Coordinating ideas, information and knowledge in a way that advances a  

   company’s core objectives and capabilities

Process:   Coordination includes the acquisition (internal / external), development,  

   distribution, use, and preservation of organizational knowledge

Unit:   Function may be housed in Human Resources, Information Technology,  

   Business Strategy or their own group



“Without knowledge, there can be no innovation.”

-Marianne Gloet and Danny Samson3

At a high level, organizational knowledge consists of two primary types: explicit and tacit. While perhaps more 
apparent in KM, these knowledge types are also essential for Innovation efforts.

Explicit Knowledge

Simply	Put:	 	 “Know-what”	or	formal,	codified	and	content-rich	information

Where it’s found:  Memos, databases, documents and websites

Example:  The annual budget, company reports, websites, intranet sites, etc.  

Tacit Knowledge

Simply Put: “Know-how” or intuitive knowledge that is grounded in experience, often by individuals

Where it’s found: The minds and actions of employees; organizational norms

Example: A best-practiced learned through trial and error or modeled by a co-worker or manager 
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The iceberg is a 

useful metaphor 

about organizational 

knowledge. Explicit 

knowledge is small 

but easily visible—

merely the tip of the 

iceberg—and tacit 

knowledge is vast but 

opaque to us.

Explicit Knowledge:

•	Documents
•	Databases
•	Memos

Tacit Knowledge:

•	Experience
•	Thinking
•	Competence



    Shared Interests & Challenges

While KM and Innovation often run parallel, they share more than just a focus on knowledge. They share:
 • The interest of capturing and implementing useful information to create business value
 • An external orientation, often with a goal of encouraging perspectives across  
  departments and functionalities
 • The development of channels for collaboration, communication, and knowledge  
  sharing between different departments
 • An often powerful corporate mandate that needs to be achieved through resources  
  sourced from other, often more established, groups or business units

The difference between KM and Innovation is a matter of focus. KM, focuses more on creating and maintain-
ing the channels for accessing information. Innovation focuses more on a particular, tangible value that is 
created through the channels.   

Innovation and KM share some challenges, which provides opportunities for mutual support at the very least: 

 • Sourcing expert knowledge - In large organizations the scale and complexity of the  
  organization, along with the ‘silo’ effect, makes this task especially difficult. Further,  
  this issue can be complicated by perceptions or even legal requirements across  
  globally disbursed organizations. For example, in some countries, collecting  
  information on skills of employees can be seen as a metric in employee assessment  
  which can create labor issues. 
 • Channels of connectivity – Large organizations often include communication and  
  social connection channels. These often end up competing with each other and  
  creating confusion for employees. Both Innovation and KM teams often struggle to  
  effectively navigate this environment.
 • Information relevance - In large companies, many mid-level and line-level employees  
  lack a comprehensive understanding of how their work relates to the company-wide  
  or Business Unit objectives. While these objectives may be expressed in a quarterly  
  or annual meeting, oftentimes they do not resonate with the work being done on the  
  ground. Further, innovators can develop hundreds of ideas but will struggle to move  
  any forward if they do not align with key corporate and Business Unit priorities.

70% of employers believe “Individuals having a clear  

understanding of how their job contributes to strategy”  

is important for employee engagement.

—Harvard Business Review4
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 • Stakeholder participation - For KM teams, generating stakeholder support relates to  
  getting more employees to use their resources and share their skills in a way   
  that can be captured. For Innovation this can relate to getting buy-in from senior leader 
  ship in order to implement ideas effectively. 

These challenges may seem disconnected, however the solutions offered by a partnership between KM and 
Innovation can address a range of them simultaneously. 

Section 3: Opportunities

    Partnership

KM and Innovation have many exciting opportunities for partnership already available. Many of these opportuni-
ties are based on the tasks assigned to KM and Innovation separately. Here we will explore some of the high 
potential opportunities for partnership. 

Innovation Teams:

What is it? Multifunctional teams, often consisting of high potential employees, are tasked with examining spe-
cific business opportunities or challenges. Sometimes these teams are in place for a limited period of time (often 
aligned with leadership development programs), in other situations they have a more open agenda and timeline. 
The diversity of these groups helps generate useful ideas often expressed through a business case.

What is the opportunity? This type of team can be an excellent resource for KM to track down appropriate 
experts for bolstering their knowledge coordination and to source tacit knowledge held by experts. Innovation 
teams often include a range of employees with different experience and functional knowledge, so this provides a 
forum for sharing relevant information, hopefully within a positive context. John Hagel argues that these con-
texts, which he calls “creation spaces,” are ideal for bringing out tacit knowledge.5

Innovation Networks:

What is it? A natural extension of an innovation team is the development of broader innovation-focused em-
ployee network. While innovation teams are often small groups focused on a specific issue, networks are longer 
term, with a broader base of participants, and often with a range of issues being addressed. These networks aim 
to connect employees from across the organization around innovation concepts and skills, with a broader range 
of activities directed towards members.  
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What is the opportunity? These networks can be powerful opportunities to support employees with an inno-
vation mindset and identifying individuals who may be better positioned to drive business and KM value over 
time. Both KM and Innovation activities and channels can be directed towards network members to achieve 
leveraged results.

Knowledge Mapping: 

What is it? KM teams use a process called ‘knowledge mapping’ which tracks the explicit and tacit knowl-
edge flow within an organization. This helps identify loci of information and ways to improve intra-organiza-
tional communication. Knowledge mapping can also help address specific challenges of an organization.

What is the opportunity? Innovation teams or networks could benefit from utilizing this approach or learning 
this skill from KM. Knowledge mapping helps groups develop their network of experts and strategize which 
stakeholders are needed to implement an idea. Additionally, Innovation Workshops are a great opportunity for 
KM to develop their knowledge map. Ideation exercises help to bring out knowledge sets, explicit or tacit, that 
may be unused in the context of an employee’s everyday work. KM members joining Innovation Workshops 
would ultimately be mutually beneficial.
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Groupware: 

What is it? Groupware is software that allows teams to collaborate more effectively by easily sharing documents 
and communicating through the platform. Examples of these broader social platforms include MS Sharepoint, 
Jive, IBM Connections, etc. There are more specialized platforms focused on innovation ideation such as  
Brightidea, Spigit Engage, Hype, Kindling, etc. 

What is the opportunity? While these platforms are often purchased separately, by coordinating or sharing the 
decision process both groups can leverage the activity and thinking that each platform generates. In essence, 
the activity can be structured to incentivize individuals to transfer tacit knowledge into an explicit format, as well 
as driving ROI that can benefit both groups. 

Innovation Training: 

What is it? Innovation training can vary depending on the organization, but generally consists of workshops or 
courses for employees that focus on innovation learning principles and actionable skills.

What is the opportunity? By partnering on training efforts both KM and Innovation can enhance the relevant 
explicit knowledge, directed to the right employees, within the right context. The training sessions:
 • Are fantastic avenues for introducing KM and business objectives in an actionable way
 • Support Innovation by ensuring that better quality ideas are created, which are more  
  aligned with business goals, giving them a better chance for success
 • Are an ideal space for introducing more employees to KM resources such as  
  groupware or information portals

Communication Campaigns: 

What is it? Both Innovation and KM run campaigns to build momentum around their efforts and to reach a 
broader set of employees. Innovation campaigns generally follow the “challenge” approach: generating ideas 
around a specific issue with the winning idea implemented (in theory). KM campaigns are less uniform. Their 
goals can be knowledge gathering, knowledge sharing, or thematic campaigns (i.e. discussing a particular issue 
or business objective). While both types of campaigns may be highly successful, Innovation campaigns tend to 
attract a greater deal of hype.

What is the opportunity? Innovation has the advantage that their campaigns are directed towards an easily 
recognized issue and can incent participation in a range of ways. Meanwhile, KM has the advantage of often 
having more developed channels in place. One approach to combining these strengths might be to use an in-
novation campaign as a vehicle for advancing KM objectives. 



“The way you get things done is to stimulate competition.  

I do not mean in a sordid, money-getting way,  

but in the desire to excel.” —Dale Carnegie,

How to Win Friends and Influence People6

Cross-Functional Partnerships: 

What is it? KM and Innovation can further benefit from partnering with other business functions or initiatives, in 
order to further leverage impact. Examples may include partnership with sustainability efforts, specific ‘Affinity’ 
groups, M&A opportunities, cost cutting initiatives, pushes around offshoring, etc.

What is the opportunity? KM and Innovation teams can support these efforts in two ways: the units can tap into 
each other’s connections, and launch new, joint activities to support mutual goals.  These partnerships can have 
many benefits, two of which merit special attention. First, developing these partnerships can promote greater infor-
mation and resource sharing throughout the company. Second, these partnerships can be exceptionally effective in 
securing buy-in from senior leadership, as their attention may be focused on these initiatives in the short term. 

Section 4: Maturity Model

Thus far we have discussed discreet opportunities for partnership between KM and Innovation. Depending on 
a company’s culture and organizational structure, these opportunities can be approached at various degrees of 
interconnectivity. 
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Relations between KM and Innovation need not follow a linear trajectory, but in order to guide thinking we have 
proposed a maturity model for determining the state of partnership between KM and Innovation in an organization.

    Stages

1) Separate and Parallel: At this point there is no level of partnership between groups, or even awareness of 
activities that each group is undertaking. For both groups this is an inefficient model of development. 

2) Awareness: This basic stage of relationship maturity includes gaining awareness of objectives, personnel 
and activities between groups. It may also include sharing strategic and tactical plans in order to better align  
efforts. For Innovation, this stage may include familiarizing Innovation teams or networks with KM resources.  
For KM, this may include learning more about Innovation approaches, resources, activities and experts.

3) Cross-functional support: This stage includes both functional groups supporting each other’s activities and  
actions. For example, KM may promote an Innovation campaign through their existing communication channels.  
At this point, the support is more related to one group playing a supporting role to the other’s primary activities. 

4) Partnership: This stage includes co-developing or sharing activities and initiatives that are closely planned 
and aligned. For example, both groups may partner around a particular issue, with combined strategic and tacti-
cal planning. A result could be the delivery of a series of activities and actions related to that issue, in a coordi-
nated and supportive manner. 

5) Integration: This stage occurs on a larger, organizational level. Integration may be driven by senior leader-
ship and may include a common leader or steering committee across both functions. A less mature form of inte-
gration may include a cross-functional team in which the members gain an additional title and area of responsi-
bility while continuing to work for separate units. Key benefits include:

 • Built in mechanisms for collaboration which eliminate redundancy
 • Division of labor which allows each function to concentrate on strengths
 • Political benefits, especially for Innovation as a less established function

Section 5: Conclusion

To ensure day-to-day efficiency and to drive forward-thinking growth, Innovation and KM must be allied around 
the effective use of information in an organization. Their complementary strengths provide important opportuni-
ties for partnership. Innovation can help KM reach a broader set of employees and motivate them around key 
business objectives. Equally important, KM can help Innovation develop more actionable ideas and provide 
channels for getting them off the ground.
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