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Things We Think

The role of the Chief Knowledge Officer (CKO) is a relatively new one, and one that is

widely either not understood, or misunderstood. In part for this reason, many knowl-

edge management initiatives don’t deliver the value that was hoped for. Viant’s David

Hanssen sat down with CKO Chris Newell to talk about how to make the CKO success-

ful and about getting business value from knowledge initiatives.

David:Thanks for talking with me about the role of the CKO. To start off, can you help me

understand what led people to want to create the CKO role in the first place?

Chris: Well, I think there were a couple factors. The first was that organizations were 

getting both internal and external pressure to create more customized products and

services – and to do it faster and better. Second, many had concluded that there was

strength and competitive value in the sum of their existing knowledge. A company’s 

creative know-how and innovation processes are people-intensive and build heavily on

what the company already knows. But, in most companies there is no leader to keep an

eye on creating and maintaining both the culture of collaboration and innovation, and 

the systems to support it. So I think the CKO role came about because of business need.

David: But companies have been building and designing new products for a long time.

What is it that happened that made people say, “The structures today aren’t making it,

we need a new role?”

Chris: Well, I think in some cases they’ve been creating and re-creating their processes

from scratch every time –as opposed to building on knowledge that might already exist,

and quite possibly might exist in a part of the organization they might not even know

about. But now, with technology a lot of the knowledge that comes from beyond the 

enterprise – bringing in points of view of customers, dealers and partners in addition 

to internal knowledge – can be captured, and that’s changed the landscape too.

The CKO is an integration role. I talk about this quite a bit with my colleagues at LILA,

the Learning Innovations Laboratories at the Harvard Graduate School of Education.

This is an organization of knowledge management professionals, mostly CKOs, who

come together monthly to share ideas and best practices.

Really what you are doing is integrating knowledge and orchestrating it in a different

way. You’re also looking for processes that will help capture knowledge at the point of

creation. Employees resist spending their nights scrubbing their knowledge and putting 

it in databases or whatever. That’s not a natural act. Part of the CKO role is to develop
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processes and use technologies that allow knowledge capture and sharing to be more

frictionless.

David: So the CKO role came about because people were looking for something to get 

to the next level.

Chris: Yeah, we’re the next approach to getting new value, leveraging what you already

know to create new products and services, building on new ideas and broadening the

knowledge base of your company.

David: Now, the CKO is a role that’s typically appointed by the CEO.

Chris: Yes.

David: So the CEO is sending a message to the company by appointing a CKO, saying

that we have an issue and we want a unified approach to addressing it. I would suspect

that a lot of the kinds of things that you are talking about have been attacked in silos and

one of the roles of the CKO is to try to bring about an integration of all of those things.

Chris: Right. I call the CKO a connecting-the-dots role. The CKO has to connect with

folks that are involved in business processes and with the IT organization; with the 

delivery [in a services company] or sales organization to ensure that they know how 

to leverage their assets, with the human resources organization to create a culture of 

sharing and learning and to develop the right kind of incentive systems. So, it’s a con-

necting the dots role and an integration role.

David: Do people who become CKOs typically have certain backgrounds?

Chris: Well, the early CKOs came mostly out of the IT organization, or from a business

unit where the IT organization was being asked to build solutions that provided this kind

of perspective, or from a unit that was saying we need to be more efficient and effective

by capturing and reusing our assets.

That’s why consulting firms, and the Big Five in particular, were the first ones to really 

go after this–and the biotech and petrochemical industries–because the business poten-

tial was huge.

Now, as the CKO role has evolved, more and more people with a social sciences back-

ground are becoming CKOs.

The fact that the CEO appoints this role elevates it to where people believe that it really

is strategic. However, because it is a pretty new function, it sometimes gets tucked

under the COO, or under a line of business, or even under Human Resources.

David: What do you see as being the key success factors for a CKO?
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Chris: Michael Earl, who is a professor of information management at London Business

School, wrote an article a number of years ago where he said that the most important

role of the CKO is to be a catalyst. You have to be able to generate excitement and 

energy. There is a big internal marketing aspect, but at the same time you need a healthy

appreciation and connection with IT. You have to know what technology is capable of

doing; you have to understand about the cultural aspects of knowledge; you have to be a

little bit of an HR person; and you have to understand the business processes. Because

the role of a connect-the-dots person, or catalyst, is to bring all those perspectives

together, it’s highly personality driven.

You can implement the best systems and the best processes, but if the organizational

stakeholders are not brought to the table in an appropriate way, the systems and

processes won’t get used. 

You have to think of yourself as a change agent, and in some cases a transformational

change agent. This is really a very, very different way of doing business.

David: So what kind of a power base do you need to be successful?

Chris: It’s very important to have support from the CEO or from the COO.

You have to have the cooperation and buy-in from the IT organization. Whatever the 

CKO decides is an appropriate solution ultimately has to get built, and that usually has

to go through IT. The CIO has to understand the strategy, has to buy into the technology,

and has to support the initiative. If that connection doesn’t happen, it’s problematic.

I also think that whoever the strategic business folks are, whether it’s the business

heads or the delivery heads, they have to feel like they’re the real customers. In some

cases, initiatives start where the greatest pain is, and that might be a need for a more

efficient sales process, or a need for a customer relationship knowledge system. In that

case, it might be the head of sales that is critical.

David: It sounds from what you are saying, that the typical CKO doesn’t tend to have 

a staff to do a lot of the implementation, but instead works with other groups to build

solutions.

Chris:Yeah it’s fairly rare for a CKO to have a lot of technologists under him or her but

instead might have them on loan from the IT organization.

The CKO doesn’t want to maintain systems. Systems usually have to be integrated with

and draw on knowledge in legacy systems. In order to do that you really have to have the

CIO involved. This is really why it’s often an IT-oriented person who gets put in the CKO

role initially.

David: Despite everybody’s best efforts, many CKO-sponsored initiatives fail. What are

the principal reasons behind that?

The Chief Knowledge Officer as a Source of Business Value
An Interview With Chris Newell

3



R

Chris: From talking with my colleagues and other folks involved in the adoption of sys-

tems where knowledge is created or distributed, the feeling is that they have either not

done enough work to ensure that the initiative is targeting a deep pain in the organiza-

tion, or they didn’t take the culture of the organization sufficiently into account.

People have to feel that the initiative is addressing a problem that’s affecting them per-

sonally. It’s not enough to give them something that’s good for the company at large, but

that doesn’t solve a problem that they have. It’s really got to hit them at an individual or

team level.

Also, the culture has to be open to receiving a different way of doing things. You have to

consider training issues, reward systems, and human performance management. Many

cultures promote competition as the way to get ahead. If that’s the case, the last thing

you would want to do is to take your idea and put it into a system where somebody else

can build on it.

We have this paradox going on. People understand this at an intellectual level, but they

always underestimate how powerful the behavioral and cultural forces are.

David: So how do you get people to share?

Chris: I think the most important question, and something we have tried hard to under-

stand, is, “What’s the user’s point of view on this?”

Ask what users want and need to understand in order to do their jobs better. Don’t just

focus on what technology will help the job get done better. Ask whether a technology

solution, or face-to-face meetings, or brown bag lunches, or education programs, or

something else, is better.

You need to look through the users’ eyes and then develop a vernacular of understanding

of their thought processes before you start designing – or coding.

And lastly, sometimes the way to start is by just providing very, very simple access to a

yellow pages kind of thing, or conference rooms, or very simple databases. It’s not a high

barrier and you’re not asking anybody to input a lot. You’re giving them knowledge that’s

easy for them to provide and access. And then over time, you can begin to ask them to

create knowledge in a place where it’s easy to mine.

David: How do you strike the right balance between what you’re trying to do with 

technology and what you’re trying to do with people, organizations, and physical 

environments?

Chris: How do you strike the right balance?  I think you have to use your client, your 

customer, to tell you what the right balance is for them at any given point in time.

In some cases we have taken the approach, we call it the high-touch/high-tech approach,

where we provide interventions and help evangelize the technology. We let people who

feel more comfortable going to a person instead of a computer for information do that for
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a while, and then we gradually wean them off the personal support to access the system

directly. It’s those kinds of people who also do the best sensing of the environment and

let you know what the organization’s readiness really is. Typically, they become important

evangelists for the system.

David: Even if you don’t have a large team of direct reports, you’ve still got to have a team.

Chris: Yes. Those high-touch folks can either be working with the CKO or can be working

within the impacted groups with a dotted line into the CKO. And we have found from

experience that those folks have to be well respected in the organization. They can’t be

people brought in from obscure business units, dusted off and given a break for a year or

so. They have to be credible if they are to push teams to capture and re-use assets.

David: How does the CKO know if he/she is being successful?

Chris: Start with a list of the strategic objectives of the company and for each of them

ask yourself, “How does what I do support achieving this objective?” Whether it’s gaining

market share, or being more efficient, or improving customer service or customer satis-

faction, ask if you are really delivering the best solutions in the best way. Now with time,

you can help on all these fronts, but you can’t do it all at once. You need to decide where

to start. The CEO or COO is generally a good resource for this prioritizing.

Next, you need to decide how you’re going to measure success because the metrics can

be very hard to get.

Sometimes it’s easy – say, when you’re building a big portal. The ROI can be calculated

because you’re integrating other sites and we can count the savings in reducing the 

number of webmasters or in managing content more efficiently. 

Sometimes you need to identify proxy metrics, such as counting the number of reused

assets. Create a baseline of the number of assets in the system, do an analysis of the

quality of those assets, measure the utilization of assets on projects, and measure the

rate at which assets are updated and new assets added.

And sometimes, you need to rely on war stories and anecdotes, like, ‘Gee, I was able to

save three days of work by finding the person who knew this and had that document.’ 

Or, ‘I was able to save three days over the course of this research effort because I found

this asset that someone else had already created.’

Now even with sophisticated systems, we may find that we need the knowledge in 

people’s heads 75% of the time. We need to know where folks are. Finding people in a

large enterprise is incredibly important, and so is building and having systems and

processes that support social networks. A lot of how-to knowledge gets exchanged that

doesn’t get captured in documents. So tracking hits on finding people is an important

thing to measure.
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David: As you say, helping people form social networks is very important. How do you

measure your impact and the benefits of that?

Chris: Communities are important ways to develop the social network. The social net-

work forms clusters of relationships that offer safe places to exchange information and

talk about new ideas.

People develop and participate in multiple social networks, and many of them aren’t 

formally sanctioned. You won’t find out what’s going on by looking at the formal network.

You really only find out when you look at the social network. This is the informal network

of power and influence. This is where context and alliances are developed. This is where

you find the people who are both accelerating knowledge along from one part of the

organization to another, and where you find the barriers to knowledge sharing.

This whole area of social network analysis is a really important part of understanding

how knowledge and information flows through the organization. Once you understand

that, you can think about how to apply technology to those leverage points.

People are often shocked when they find out who the key informal sharers are. They’re

not usually the people who show up prominently on the org charts.

One way of capturing at least some of the essence of these networks is to encourage 

the formation of two kinds of communities:  communities of practice, coalesced around

tangible business functions or processes, and communities of interest – less formal

groups that evolve of shared experience. 

Incidentally, these communities can be created online. One way of tracking progress

would be to keep tabs on the number of new ones that get formed. 

David: So given all that, how should a CEO or COO position a CKO for success?

Chris: I would position the role as critical to achieving the long-term goals of the 

company; I would base it on the need to achieve strategic objectives like growth or 

better service; and I would describe the role in fairly tangible terms.

I would provide oversight to ensure a strong connection between the CKO and the 

parts of the organization involved in the overall effort. I might kick things off by forming 

a steering committee whereby the CKO meets with other key leaders from business

development, marketing, manufacturing, or wherever so that everyone can weigh in on

what’s important to them, to create champions for the effort, and to identify the best

users to begin working with.

For example, one of the things that Bob Buckman did at Buckman Labs when he was

experimenting with this was to identify the top knowledge sharers in the company. He

recognized them and gave them new computers or new bags that were marked in a way

that identified the owners as knowledge sharers. The recognition let folks know that the
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CEO valued these people. They became the exemplars. The CEO can help the CKO by

providing that kind of visibility for a culture of valuing knowledge sharing.

David: Are there other important issues?

Chris: Yes. One of the problems with the CKO role is that you may not be able to go really

deep in any one area. So if you can’t go really deep in technology, and you can’t go really

deep in HR, and you can’t go really deep in the lines of business even though you may

have come from there, then that leaves you vulnerable. You don’t really have control over

anything and yet you are responsible for influencing all of those areas and helping them

come together.

CKOs know that their lifespan can be really short if they can’t get others to cooperate.

Being a CKO is selling; it’s providing the vision; it’s convincing people about what’s in it

for them as individuals and what’s in it for the company at the same time. Then you have

to get those folks to play together, and they may or may not be predisposed to do so.

David: And what should the leaders and the people in the organization be asking of a

CKO?

Chris: Often, the CKO has to prove him or herself to the business folks. The CKO has 

to convince folks that he or she truly does want to understand their business needs first,

as opposed to just implementing systems and processes.

At that point it is legitimate for line of business folks to turn around and say, ‘Okay, I

have these efficiency targets or new product development targets. What can you do to

help me get there? Help me transform the organization into a knowledge creation and

sharing organization. 

‘This is a huge effort, so help me identify the places where I might start and maybe do a

pilot. How do I identify the champions? How do I assess the readiness of different parts

of the organization? How do I play my role? Help me understand what business process-

es might be the most important to leverage first, or the safest to start with; because if

this thing doesn’t work really well, we need to have a chance to course-correct.’

The line of business folks will ask the CKO these kinds of questions. They might also

request support to dive into how knowledge flows – a knowledge audit. Or help in estab-

lishing a particular knowledge flow, so that the organization is actively learning, sharing,

capturing, and distributing what it collectively knows.

David: We’re about out of time. Are there any points we haven’t covered that you’d like to

add?

Chris:The only thing I would add is to talk about some important areas of opportunity. 
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I think that supporting virtual teams, 7-by-24 geographically dispersed teams, is really

important.

E-learning, learning on the job, or learning in a more effective, lower-cost way is the goal

of a number of deep knowledge management systems.

There’s a continuum that runs from information management to knowledge creation and

sharing. There is a need to support collaboration more as you move toward the knowl-

edge end of that continuum. 

What’s hot in the future?  Communities of practice communities of interest, and expert-

ise location. Systems that allow you to create a lot more intimacy and hold conversations

with your customers and with your partners are hot. These things let you learn more

quickly, and provide feedback more quickly as well. You can immediately react to what

you’ve learned about your new marketing programs or your new initiatives, and you can

tweak them accordingly.

Those are the kinds of things that I think are hot. R&D obviously is a focus of some of 

the hottest applications. Supporting the sales process is also hot. Supporting vertical

markets has a particularly hot feel.

David: Thank you, Chris.

Chris: Oh, and one more thing:  creating a knowledge organization is a lot to bite off and

chew. It’s fine to do it in increments – start with a single function, or a single business

process within that function. But always, always keep an eye on how to create those 

initial pilots in a way that can scale. Because once people experience the power of col-

laboration, it typically catches fire.

Dr. Chris Newell leads Viant’s effort to evolve its knowledge management strategy 

and process, and consults internally and with clients on KM strategies and processes.

Founder of the Lotus Institute, he also co-directed IBM’s Institute for Knowledge

Management, a customer-sponsored research consortium. He holds degrees from

Wheeling Jesuit University and Suffolk University, and received his PhD. from the

Massachusetts School of Professional Psychology.

David Hanssen, a Viant consultant, has over 25 years of experience in designing, building,

and delivering technology solutions to problems in business and pure and applied

research. His interests and background lead him to play multiple roles across disciplines

and to act as an integrator of perspectives from business, design, human performance,

and technology.
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