Business Aligned Knowledge Management

THE KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT
STORYTELLING CANVAS

A guideline how to better communicate with
business managers

October 2025

Dr. Pavel Kraus (SKMF, Switzerland)

Dr. Manfred Bornemann (GfWM, Austria)

KMGN gtwm skmf 0o

KM Global Network Gesellschaft fiir
Wissensmanagement e.V.

251021_KMGN_KM Storytelling-Guideline.docx 1|26



This guideline was prepared as a KMGN (Knowledge Management Global Network) project between
2023 - 2025 by an international team led by Dr. Pavel Kraus (SKMF, Switzerland) and Dr. Manfred
Bornemann (GfFWM and, Austria) including the following contributors (alphabetically):

Joshua Azaki, Nigeria

Sergio Gisbert, United Kingdom

Dr. Oliver Gutmann, Switzerland
Dr. Moria Levy, Israel

Glenroy London, Trinidad & Tobago
Sabyasachi Parida, Singapore

Dr. Gil Regev, Switzerland

Lynne Schneider, USA

Kim Schoos, Switzerland

Bart Verheijen, Netherlands

For further information and contacting the project leaders:
Dr. Pavel Kraus - https://www.aht.ch

Dr. Manfred Bornemann - https://www.ia-consulting.at

Disclaimer

This text was generated by the authors and improved with Al tools by Open.ai for consistency and
readability.

251021_KMGN_KM Storytelling-Guideline.docx 2|26



Contents

L EXOCULIVE SUMIMIAIY ceiiiiiiiiieee ettt ettt ettt s s s s s asaeaeseesaaaaaeaeeeeeeeesesssseesnssssssssnsnsnsnsnnnnnn 4
HOW t0 Use This GUIAEIINE ...ccoviiiiiiiiiiiiie e s 5
Storytelling Case Example: Customer need asseSSMENT.......uiiiiiiiiiiiiciiiiiieeeeee e e e sciiirrre e e e e e e e e s e snanes 7

2. Introduction to BUSiness AlIZNMENT......cciiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e e e e e esrrr e e e e e e e e s s saenbreeeeees 10
Basic Considerations ADOUL ValUe .........c.cooiiiiiiiiiiiieiiec et 11
Knowledge Management and the Value Chain.........ccciiiiiiicciiiiieecc e 12
Aligning KM and BUSINESS GO@IS....cciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeee e e e eeesiitree e e e e e e s esssabanaeeeeeeeeesesssnnnnnrnneeeaeaeeees 13

3. Engaging C-Level Executives: Demonstrating KM’s Strategic Impact.........cccccvvvveeeeeieiiiiniicciiineeen, 14
Executive objectives and the role of KMo 14
KM as a Solution to High-Impact Chall@NZES ........uvviiiiiiiiiiiieeee e 14
Linking KM 0 INCeNtiVES @nNd MELIICS ..vviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee ettt e e s e e e e e e e e e e aaaneeeeee s 14
Leveraging KM to Better Manage Organizational Risks........ccccouviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e, 15
Bridging the KIVI-BUSINESS GaP .ocuuvrriiiiiiiieeeieeiiiciiiitieeeeeeeeesesssatsseeeeeeeeesssssssssssensneeessesssesssssssssnseeees 17

4. KM Storytelling Canvas: Aligning Business-Critical Goals with Knowledge Issues ..........ccccecvvvvveeeen. 19
Structured Storytelling: A Step-by-Step APProach.........ueieeeiiiiiiiiic e 20
Ty aY oY L= 4 = o1 - | A o IR 21
Convincing Executives with Data-Driven ArgUMENTS ........uveiereeiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeessssierreeeeeeeeesessssnnnns 23
Structuring a KM Story for Maximum Impact: Steps for Knowledge Managers..........ccoevvuvvvvvnnenn. 24

5. Conclusion: Driving Alignment and Business IMPact .......cooveeieiiiiiiiieieecccc e 25
Call to Action fOr BUSINESS LEATERTS ....uiiiiiiiiiiie ittt s 25
Call to Action for KNOWIEAEE MAN@EEIS.....uuuiiiiiieiieiiiiiiieiteeee e e e e e essseirreeeeeaeeesessssaeanrnreeeeaessessnsnnens 25
WHY KM S CrItICAl NOW ..ueeiiiiieieeiii ettt e sttt e e e e e e s e sttt e e e e e e e e e s e s ssnabansanaeeeaeesessnnnnsens 25

REFERENCES ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et ettt st e s bt st e bt e s et et e s ae e ea b e e ame e e b e e sme e s bt e sbnesabeenneesnneens 26

251021_KMGN_KM Storytelling-Guideline.docx 3|26



1. Executive Summary

The alignment of Knowledge Management (KM) with business strategies is essential for
organizational success and sustainability. This guideline provides a KM Storytelling Canvas and
procedures that help knowledge managers, consultants, and business leaders bridge the gap
between KM initiatives and strategic priorities. KM focuses on measurable outcomes that enhance
operational efficiency, innovation and collaboration.

C-level executives often prioritize immediate challenges, such as maintaining the viability of their
enterprises, increasing competitiveness, and meeting regulatory demands. These are preconditions
for productivity and profitability. For KM to secure its place on their agenda, it needs to demonstrate
clear business value.

We suggest a comprehensive definition of KM alignment, where KM activities are strategically
integrated within business objectives, ensuring visible and measurable benefits to employees and
executives. Additionally, we propose a set of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) derived from real-
world scenarios, linking them to specific business needs and challenges. These KPIs serve as a
roadmap for C-level managers, guiding them in integrating KM into their strategic frameworks.

This guideline addresses how to:
1. Recognize critical moments and contexts where KM solutions resonate with business leaders.
2. Identify and demonstrate KM’s contribution to organizational value creation.

3. Propose a structured canvas for visualizing KM-related causes and effects on business
objectives to gain executive attention and support.

Through case studies, practical tools and actionable insights, this guideline enables knowledge
managers to

- Align KM practices with organizational goals, including operational improvement,
compliance, and risk management.
- Communicate the strategic value of KM clearly and effectively.
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How to Use This Guideline

This guideline is designed to help knowledge managers gain the support of C-level executives by
demonstrating the critical role of KM in achieving business success. The following structured
approach ensures that KM narratives are relevant, compelling, and strategically aligned.

Step 1: Understanding the C-Level Perspective

C-level managers focus on top priorities and major business challenges related to the value creation
of organizations. They are usually reflected in their Management by Objectives (MBOs) their
personal annual goals. Understanding these objectives is essential for aligning KM initiatives with
executive concerns. Refer to Chapter 1 for insights into executive priorities and how KM supports
strategic business goals.

Step 2: Crafting KM Story Elements

To build a compelling KM narrative, collect real examples from within the organization. The starting
point should always be a knowledge deficit or gap, followed by its root causes and the consequences
that affect business performance.

* Ensure that all elements form a logical sequence, with clear cause-and-effect relationships.

* Focus on a specific business theme, such as sales, marketing, technology assessment, or
project management.

* Refer to Chapter 2 for guidance on identifying and structuring these elements.

Step 3: Visualizing the Story with the KM Storytelling Canvas

We recommend using the KM Storytelling Canvas to structure and visualize the collected story
elements. This canvas helps to present the logical connections between knowledge gaps, business
challenges, and executive priorities in a way that resonates with decision-makers. Refer to Chapter 3
for a detailed explanation of how to use the KM Storytelling Canvas.

Step 4: Tailoring Communication for C-Level Audiences

Once the KM story is structured, tailor the narrative to match the specific priorities of different C-
level executives. The KM Storytelling Canvas enables a flexible approach. The story can flow from the
knowledge gap to the executive’s priority or vice versa, depending on the audience. For example, a
CFO may respond best to cost-saving benefits, while a COO may focus on operational efficiency.

Step 5: Avoid recommending KM Solutions too early

Each identified issue in the KM Storytelling Canvas represents a critical business problem. For each
issue, a corresponding KM solution should be developed and presented. However, before discussing
solutions, the logical link between the major business challenge and the underlying knowledge gap
needs to be established. Only after the C-level manager acknowledges this connection should the
conversation shift toward KM-driven interventions. Please note that this guideline stops here and
does not cover “solutions” in general, even though some are presented as examples.

This guideline supports to position KM not only as a support function, but as a strategic enabler that
directly contributes to business success.
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CAVEAT: This guideline intentionally does not present a comprehensive list of “solutions” to KM
challenges, as they depend on the context and emerge from careful analysis. The structure of the
story might help to identify the causes of challenges worthwhile resolving but does not favor e.g. a
(hard) technology based or a (soft) organizational development approach. Specific “KM tools” are
plenty available in the literature, such as ... WMF Handbook; KMGN tool collection, t.b.o. Thus,
solutions presented here serve to illustrate the idea and are not recommended as “generally
applicable”.

TERMINOLOGY

This guideline is using the terminology as defined by the DACH KM-Glossary. This glossary has been
developed in 2009 and revised in 2020 by six KM communities in German speaking Europe. For more
information see: https://www.skmf.net/en/resources/glossary/
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Storytelling Case Example: Customer need assessment

Applying the guideline and the KM Storytelling Canvas will eventually deliver a story like the following
case study example.

Pain Point (Start with the Problem)

A product unit of a large technology company was running into financial problems due to low market
acceptance of its newly launched product and overspending on marketing. The R&D project
management was also under pressure due to exaggerated management expectations.

Key problem: Lack of market knowledge among employees within several organizational units

Underlying Cause (ldentify Root Knowledge Issues)
* Too little experience of the marketing manager due to lack of proper onboarding and
knowledge transfer from internal experts

* Market research failed to identify relevant customer needs, or identified them incorrectly,
due to a lack of market research knowledge.

*  Opportunities for improvement were missed due to a lack of time and a lack of knowledge
about how important structured feedback loops from customers and internal stakeholders
are.

* Not enough visits to customers to find out what their needs are because marketeers don't
know how important they are.

Functional Impact (Show Organizational Challenges)
* Customer needs misunderstood or fabricated and therefore product requirements not
sufficiently specified.

* Asaresult, the R&D is not receiving the right information for development and the product
development is misdirected.

* Customer dissatisfaction grew as products failed to meet their needs, threatening long-term
viability.

* Asaresult, the market potential for the product is overestimated and the corresponding
marketing expenses too high.

KM Solution (Highlight Knowledge-Based Interventions)
The company deployed a Knowledge Management strategy to address these issues and accelerate
value creation:

* Knowledge Transfer and Onboarding Program: Coaching and buddies for new marketing
managers. Training in customer visits and interviewing techniques to capture customer
needs.

* Cross-Functional Think Tanks: Specific community of technical, sales and marketing
employees to review the R&D development, including receiving feedback from customers.

* Retention Programs: Introduced procedures to capture lessons learned from past projects
and make them accessible to teams.

* Customer Insight Integration: Created structured processes for collecting and analyzing
customer feedback to inform product development.
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¢ Innovation Communities: Established Communities of Practice (CoPs) focused on ideation
and best-practice sharing to support ongoing innovation and continuous improvement.

Strategic Impact (Link to C-Level Pain Points)
This KM initiative tackled executive-level concerns by:

* Increasing acceptance of new products by the market

» Setting the right expectation for market potential and appropriately setting the financial
forecasts for sales and marketing expenses.

» Effectively managing the financial risk for the unit and thus meeting the personal MBOs.

* Strengthening the company’s reputation for customer-centric innovation.

Key Takeaways (Tie It Back to KM’s Strategic Value)
* KM Enables Value Creation: By systematically managing and sharing knowledge,
organizations unlock innovation and drive competitive advantage.

* Customer Knowledge is Critical: Integrating customer insights into KM processes ensures
that innovation aligns with market needs.

* KM Provides Measurable Impact: Faster launches, cost reductions, and improved customer
satisfaction illustrate KM’s tangible contributions to value creation.

Known threat to the

‘
organization that is Financial risk for the C-level manager’s
understood by C-level organization perspective
managers

. Product is not Marketing expenses
fletiany con§equences accepted by the and management
for business market expectations too high
Secondary consequences Product Customers see little Product developed Overestimated
within R&D and development is —_— potential for the not in line with market potential for
marketing misdirected product use customer needs the product
Primary consequences Customer needs requir:;?::rftts - R&D not receiving Time for improved
within R&D and misunderstood or sufficiently == the right information requirements
marketing fabricated specified for development analysis is now lost
Too little experience Too few customer Customer needs and
Root cause as marketing visits to learn about requirements
manager their needs unknown or false
Knowledge Lack of market knowledge
Problem among employees

Figure 1: The cost of not knowing the market — An example of the KM Storytelling Canvas
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A technology company was facing significant challenges due to a lack of market knowledge among its
employees. Inaccurate or incomplete insights into customer needs led to two critical issues:

- The R&D team lacked clear direction, resulting in product development that failed to address real
customer needs.

- Wrongly defined product requirements through ambiguous product specifications led to
inefficiencies and misdirected development efforts.

When the product was launched, it failed to gain traction in the market because customers saw
limited value in its features. This misalignment led to weak sales, unsold inventory and significant
financial burdens that threatened the company's financial survival.

Box 1: Example for a KM related story likely to win C-level attention.

The story in Box 1 illustrates the red story path in Figure 1. It is just one way of connecting different
talking points on the KM Storytelling Canvas and telling a story. Other stories are possible by
combining additional or different talking points. If all the talking points represent true, known facts
within an organization, any other possible story will have a credible basis.
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2. Introduction to Business Alignment

Knowledge Management (KM) often receives less attention at the executive level, where priorities
are dominated by initiatives promising immediate financial returns. However, undervaluing KM
overlooks its capacity to enhance resilience, support innovation, and ensure long-term success.
When not integrated into core strategies, organizations risk losing relevance, operational efficiency,
and competitive advantage.

Peter Drucker’s statement that “value is whatever customers pay for” continues to resonate after
more than 50 years in today’s interconnected value chains (Drucker, 1973). Modern business success
depends on the comprehensive integration of customer needs, supplier capabilities, and operational
sustainability. KM ensures these connections are not only maintained but optimized, serving as a
critical enabler of strategic alignment.

Consider an organization struggling to adapt in a volatile market. Fragmented information systems
and isolated knowledge-sharing practices delay collaboration and decision-making. This lack of
coherence undermines the ability to seize opportunities, weakens innovation efforts, and erodes
operational performance.

The Role of KM in Business Alignment

Business alignment of KM ensures that its activities directly support strategic organizational goals.
This alignment is dynamic, requiring continuous calibration to harmonize KM practices with evolving
business priorities.

Alignment is achieved when:

* KM initiatives clearly support business strategy and ensure the survival of the organization,
e.g. by reducing time-to-market or enhancing customer loyalty.

* The connection between KM and business value is transparent to executives and
operational teams.

* Outcomes are measurable, linking KM efforts to tangible benefits like efficiency gains or cost
savings.

The question is not whether KM matters but how to position it within the business framework. This
guideline offers a structured approach to elevating KM as a core component of organizational
strategy. It delivers measurable value while supporting stronger internal and external relationships.
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Known Threat to
the Organization

Consequences for
Business

First-Level
Impacts

Second-Level
Impacts

Root Cause and
Knowledge
Problem

Market relevance is threatened as outdated processes fail to adapt to customer
needs.

* Operational inefficiencies escalate, driving up costs and reducing productivity.
* Innovation suffers form a lack of cross-functional insights.

Poor KM integration has a negative impact across the organization:
* Agility: Limited ability to respond to emerging trends

* Efficiency: Fragmented workflows and redundant efforts.

* Growth: Missed chances for innovation.

* R&D teams waste resources solving falsely identified problems, delaying
product launches.

* Marketing strategies fail due to misaligned messaging based on inadequate
customer insights.

* Lacking communication between R&D and marketing create bottlenecks,
reducing time-to-market.

* Poorly communicated customer needs prolong cycles of underperforming
product development.

At the heart of these challenges lies a fundamental issue: KM’s contributions are
often intangible, making them difficult to measure and prioritize. Without
structured frameworks linking KM to KPlIs, its potential impact remains
obscured.

Figure 2: Generic outline of a story (example above)

Figure 2 offers a generic outline of a story. We see five sections connecting a currently perceived
threat to the organization to its root cause, which is often not immediately visible. In this case it is
lack of knowledge transfer between customers and R&D.

Reconstructing the intermediate causes and effects as well as consequences helps to better
understand the fundamental challenges. These challenges are tied to the availability of knowledge or
knowledge management within organizations.

Basic Considerations About Value

Value is central to organizational success but extends beyond customer payments. It encompasses
sustainability, regulatory compliance, and supplier relationships. A holistic view of value considers
the entire ecosystem of stakeholders and processes that drive long-term viability.

Peter Drucker (1954) reframed value creation by emphasizing the importance of the value chain,
which integrates customer perspectives and supplier relationships into strategic goals. He later
(1969) highlighted the critical role of knowledge workers in creating value—an idea that remains
highly relevant today (Deming, 2022).
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Value, as we define it, is what enables organizations to survive and grow sustainably. This requires
managing relationships across all dimensions—customers, investors, suppliers, regulators, and
employees. Effective management of these relationships, and the risks they entail, is a core
responsibility of C-level executives. Relationships in this context are not limited to interactions
between individuals but extend to the interplay of knowledge, intellectual capital, and processes that
deliver outcomes as products or services. Understanding and integrating these dependencies into a
viable business model is essential for long-term success (Regev et al. 2013).

Knowledge Management and the Value Chain

The value chain as suggested in Figure 3 varies for each organization. Primary processes like
research, development, production, and sales directly create value, while support processes such as
communications, human resources, and IT provide critical enablers. KM contributes to all these
areas, with its highest potential impact often found in primary processes.

Flow of Intangible Assets
(Requirements)

\ \ Resilience

Interpretation
Integration >
Innovation

1A

Flow of Tangible Assets
(Goods / Services)

Loyalty

Cost Efficiency

000 1000 000

Sub- Suppliers Organization Customers Impact

Figure 3: Value Chain and the Flow of Tangibles and Intangibles

Organizations also interact with suppliers and sub-suppliers, who face similar challenges. These
inputs, whether raw materials, data, or expertise, are integrated and enhanced with innovations to
deliver value to customers. The (tangible) assets are moving upwards to the customers. The defining
characteristic of knowledge or intangible assets in the value chain is its ability to move both up and
down the value chain from customer to supplier. Depending on the organization’s position in the
value chain, KM can help address upstream requirements (e.g., customer loyalty and cost efficiency)
and downstream flows (e.g., feedback on quality issues or product performance).

To manage the complexity of value chains, executives benefit from answering key questions:
*  What business are we actually in?
*  Who are our customers, and what are their priorities, e.g. what affects their bottom line?
*  What are their current challenges, and why might they consider alternative solutions?
*  How will this impact on our processes, products, and services?
*  What changes are required in our capabilities to remain competitive?

Beyond awareness, organizations need detailed, up-to-date knowledge of their ecosystem to reduce
risks and identify growth opportunities. This is the function of knowledge management.
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Aligning KM and Business Goals

KM supports value creation by addressing critical business goals. Business goals can be grouped into
key areas such as viability, operational efficiency, market relevance, technology adoption, and
regulatory compliance. Table 1 is linking common business goals with KM activities.

Table 1: Business Goals and Knowledge Management Activities

Business Goal KM Activities

Viability Ensuring continuity through knowledge retention

Operational Efficiency Streamlining processes via knowledge sharing activities

Market Relevance Responding to market trends with real-time insights

Technology Adoption Enabling smooth transitions through structured learning programs and
technology feasibility assessment studies.

Regulatory Compliance Meeting compliance standards with effective documentation management.

Unfortunately, organizations are threatened by risks that not only endanger the achievement of
business goals, but sometimes directly affect the existence of the organization itself. KM helps not
only to reduce the risks that threaten the survival of the organization, but also to achieve some of the
business goals.

The survival of an organization is effectively threatened by a lack of skilled employees. Similarly,
viability depends on financial stability. Without liquidity, the organization will go bankrupt.
Bankruptcy is likely if sales are declining due to outdated technologies, which is related to low
technology adoption. This might lead to loss of market relevance due to poor product acceptance. An
alternative risk could be regulatory constraints limiting freedom of operation. Table 2 presents risks
associated with business goals.

Table 2: Selected Business Goals and associated Business and Knowledge Risks

Business Goal Business Risks related to Knowledge Risks

Viability A lack of skilled employees for sustainable operations
Market Relevance Loss of market relevance due to poor product acceptance
Technology Adoption Declining sales due to outdated technologies

Regulatory Compliance Regulatory constraints limiting freedom of operation
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3. Engaging C-Level Executives:
Demonstrating KM’s Strategic Impact

To elevate Knowledge Management (KM) as a critical element for achieving personal, organizational,
and strategic goals, it must resonate with the priorities of C-level executives. This requires
demonstrating how KM initiatives address specific operational problems and deliver measurable
results tied to executive objectives or organizational pain points.

Executive objectives and the role of KM

For KM to gain attention and the support of executives, it must address issues such as productivity
losses, delayed project timelines, inefficiencies, and risks to the organization’s survival. KM
professionals need to demonstrate how their solutions reduce these challenges and align with the
goals of executives.

A central strategy for securing C-level buy-in is to link KM initiatives directly to the personal
Management by Objectives (MBOs) and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) of decision-makers. KM
is reframed as a strategic driver rather than a supporting function. Kraus and Bornemann (2024)
emphasize that engaging executives requires aligning KM activities with their immediate concerns
and adopting their language and logic.

KM as a Solution to High-Impact Challenges

To engage top management effectively, KM needs to be presented as a solution to specific
organizational problems. Examples of common challenges that resonate with executives include:

* Inconsistent collaboration among teams leading to project delays.

* High employee turnover or a loss of specialists threatening operational continuity.

* Inefficient knowledge-sharing processes, resulting in duplicated work or lost opportunities.
* Rising complexity in processes due to insufficient communication between units.

These examples show pain points that can easily be connected to the business goals (see Table 1).
Addressing these pain points positions KM as a way to reduce risk, improve efficiency and deliver
results that align with organizational and especially C-level priorities.

To make a compelling case, KM professionals should frame their proposals in terms of the outcomes
that executives care about most — such as financial performance, market positioning, or compliance.

Linking KM to Incentives and Metrics

C-level executives often have personal objectives tied to MBOs and KPls. These include achieving
sales targets, improving productivity, managing costs, and ensuring business continuity. KM
initiatives benefit from aligning with these metrics to gain long-term support.

* A KM initiative that improves process efficiency might contribute to reducing operational
costs, a common KPI.

* Enhancing knowledge-sharing systems can minimize project delays, directly impacting on-
time delivery targets.
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Using KM activities to better accomplish specific executive incentives, such as EBITDA growth
(Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization) or market share improvements, KM
professionals demonstrate the strategic significance of their initiatives.

Leveraging KM to Better Manage Organizational Risks

In Chapter 1, we have already identified risks that make it less likely for executives to accomplish
their business goals. Addressing these risks requires proactive KM integration with clear KPI as well
as self-explanatory strategic priorities. Examples of effective general indicators for the fitness of KM
are MTTR and MTBF. Box 2 explains how to interpret these indicators.

Mean time to repair (MTTR)
To conduct a repair, we usually need Know How from different domains. If we can reduce the time needed to
repair an instrument or a machine by a Service Engineer, we can consider this as an indicator for good KM.

Mean time between failures (MTBF)

Identifying causes of failures needs collaboration among various teams. If the mean time between failures of
instruments or machines rises, this can be interpreted as better available knowledge and better application of
knowledge.

Box 2: MTTR and MTBF as standard indicators in the context of KM.

Both KPlIs are well accepted in industries that manufacture instruments or mechanical equipment.
For other industries, KM professionals will need to use similarly well-accepted KPIs. They depend on
the business model as well as the strategic position of an organization and thus are unique.
Suggesting applicable KPIs is not the purpose of this guideline. However, KPIs as presented in Table 3
provide a plausible link between KM initiatives and tangible business outcomes. They help to align
organizational goals and priorities but need to be adjusted to a specific context.

Table 3: Examples of KPIs supporting effective accomplishment of business goals.

Business Goal KPI to better accomplish this business goal

Viability Higher employee retention rates and therefore lower external consultant
costs

Operational Efficiency Increased number of projects completed on time and on budget

Market Relevance Increased customer loyalty and therefore higher rebuy rates

Technology Adoption Higher sales of new products due to faster adoption of modern technologies

Regulatory Compliance Fewer compliance violations, thereby reducing the risk of being banned from
selling in a regulated market.
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Examples of KM’s Impact on a global consulting firm supported by indicators

A global consulting firm faced inefficiencies and duplication of efforts due to inconsistent knowledge-sharing
across regional offices. Implementing centrally organized KM activities tailored to their needs, reduced project
turnaround times and improved client satisfaction by 15%. Metrics such as faster project completion and
enhanced Net Promoter Scores (NPS) illustrate KM’s strategic value, securing leadership buy-in for broader

adoption.

In another example, KM was used to speed up the onboarding of new employees. This resulted in a 25%
reduction in time to productivity. This directly contributed to meeting operational efficiency targets and
highlighted KM's ability to deliver tangible business results.

Box 3: Examples of KM’s Impact on a global consulting firm.

Box 3 shows two examples for the use of indicators to support the quantitative measures of a KM
initiative. Both indicators are linked to the business goals discussed above and thus secure active
support from executives. Once the connections have been made, it is not difficult to convince leaders
of the urgency for change.

Table 4 moves one step further by systematically connecting business objectives (perspective) with
challenges in information management or knowledge sharing. They usually impact sense making and
decision-making as well as innovation in an organization. Results can be seen in the behavior of the
members of the organization and their leadership and are often negative for the long-term
development. Once the connections have been made, it is not difficult to convince leaders of the
urgency for change.

Table 4: Examples of Challenges and KPIs Relevant to Organizational Survival

Perspective

Information
Management

Knowledge Sharing

Sensemaking,
Decision Making, and
Innovation

Behavior, community
and leadership

Viability Analyzing financial Lack of employees for | Underestimated Counteracting
risk for the sustainable a viable application of Al business continuity
organization operation risks

Operations | Media disruptions Processes and Increased productivity | Resistance to change
and low information | collaboration or cost savings - not invented here
quality improvements syndrome

Market Ambiguity in Quickly recognizing Loss of market Impaired social
customer needs change in customer relevance acceptance of

needs products

Technology | Outdated Speed in internal or Sales discontinued due | Low technology
information external expert finding | to outdated adoption or
architecture technology Innovation slowdown

Regulation | Non-compliance Legal and regulatory Limited operational Ecological

with standards

risks

freedom

sustainability
undervalued
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Table 5 illustrates the link of typical metrics usually available in organization to business objectives.
Connecting the impact of KM projects on these business objectives secures KM to become a central
component of strategic decision-making.

Table 5: Metrics lllustrating KM’s Strategic Value

Metric Business Objectives Impact

Reduction in project execution Operational Efficiency 20% faster project completion times

time

Increased client satisfaction Market Relevance 15% improvement in NPS (Net Promoter
Score)

Faster adoption of KM tools Technology Adoption 25% reduction in onboarding time

Bridging the KM-Business Gap

KM specialists and executives often struggle to understand each other due to differing priorities and
language. The power of knowledge-related arguments tends to be low, whereas survival-related
arguments carry significant weight. Aligning these perspectives requires a shared narrative.

A key approach is storytelling, a long-established method used in management to align perspectives
and facilitate decision-making (Brown, 2004; Schein, 2010). When KM specialists and executives tell
the same stories—ones that directly link knowledge challenges to business threats—alignment
becomes more likely.

To support this alignment, we developed a visual template (KM Storytelling Canvas) that bridges the
gap between knowledge-related problems and high-priority business risks. Originally proposed by
Schoos (2018) in a master’s thesis at Lucerne University of Applied Sciences under the supervision of
Dr. Pavel Kraus, this template provides a structured way to connect KM issues with executive
concerns. The approach is compatible with most established KM instruments, such as Intellectual
Capital Reporting — made in Germany (2004) or “Springboard” by Denning (2000) or the success
framework by Heath and Heat (2007). It provides a layered framework that can be applied to most
situations.

Communicating KM Effectively
To gain executive buy-in, KM professionals need to frame their messages clearly and directly:

* Focus on Business Priorities: Identify the organization’s most pressing challenges and link KM
solutions accordingly. If employee turnover is an issue, highlight KM’s role in retention.

* Emphasize Outcomes: Demonstrate how KM impacts financial performance, operational
efficiency, or regulatory compliance.

* Use Measurable Results: Present concrete metrics, such as reduced project delays, MTTR or
cost savings, to validate the value of KM.

* Ensure Clarity: Avoid jargon and provide concise, targeted messages.

* Adapt to the Audience: A CFO will be interested in cost reduction, while a COO will focus on
efficiency.

KM professionals benefit from moving beyond general claims and tell stories that directly connect
knowledge gaps with critical business concerns. In the next chapter, the KM Storytelling Canvas is
explained in detail to support this communication requirement.
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Case Study: Knowledge Gaps in the Construction Industry

In a construction industry organization, knowledge gaps among employees led to financial risks. Root Cause
Analysis (RCA) and Failure Mode and Effects Analysis (FMEA) helped identify specific issues and their
consequences:

Problem Identification:
*  Primary Issue: Lack of employee knowledge.

* Key Causes: Limited experience, restricted knowledge-sharing due to site isolation, and insufficient
collaboration.

Consequences and Business Impact:

First Tier Delays due to information gaps, errors in execution, rework.

Second Tier Increased costs for building owners, employee overload.

Third Tier Resource shortages for future projects, expensive hiring of external consultants.
Fourth Tier Direct financial risk for the organization.

The story we can deduce from these inputs could be the following:

Bridging the Gap: A Knowledge Manager’s Warning

The meeting room was quiet as the CEO flipped through the latest project report. Delays. Budget overruns. A
growing reliance on external consultants. The numbers weren’t catastrophic, but the trend was undeniable.
“I want to understand why,” the CEO finally said.

The Knowledge Manager took a breath. “We analyzed project data and found a common pattern: critical
knowledge isn’t reaching the right people at the right time.”

She placed a diagram on the table. “Site teams work in isolation—lessons learned don’t transfer between
projects. Experienced employees have deep expertise, but it stays with them. There’s no structured way to
capture and share what works and what doesn’t.”

The CEO leaned forward. “And the impact?”

“At first, small delays, execution errors, and rework. Then, costs rise—projects take longer, employees burn
out, and building owners start negotiating penalties. Eventually, we rely more on external consultants, who
take knowledge with them when they leave.”

The CEQ’s expression darkened. “So, we’re paying to fix the same mistakes over and over.”

“Exactly. What started as minor inefficiencies has become a strategic risk — one that affects margins,
competitiveness, and long-term sustainability.”

The CEO sat back, thoughtful. The problem was clear. Now, it was time to decide what to do about it.

Box 4: Examples of how to connect data points to a story that raises awareness for KM to a construction company CEQO.

This example illustrates how knowledge gaps escalate into critical business threats. By using
structured analysis tools, KM professionals can demonstrate the link between knowledge challenges
and financial risks, making a compelling case for action. The KM Storytelling Canvas leverages the
already discussed priorities of business goals, value creation, risks, individual objectives of executives
and metrics.

Recommendation: Making KM a Strategic Priority

To elevate KM from an operational function to a strategic enabler, knowledge managers benefit from
framing their initiatives in terms and language that executives understand. Storytelling, backed by
clear KPIs and structured communication tools, ensures that KM aligns with business priorities. When
knowledge problems are translated into survival risks, decision-makers recognize KM’s role in
organizational success.

Box 5: Recommendation to make KM a strategic priority.
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4. KM Storytelling Canvas: Aligning Business-Critical
Goals with Knowledge Issues

Effective KM storytelling starts with identifying the root causes of organizational problems and
demonstrating how they escalate to C-level concerns. This structured approach ensures that
executives see KM as a solution to pressing business risks rather than an abstract concept.

The KM Storytelling Canvas follows a top-down approach, beginning with a known business threat
and tracing its causes back to knowledge gaps. This method ensures relevance by selecting real
industry-specific challenges or pain points familiar to executives and using them as story talking
points. Knowledge managers then populate the canvas with logically sequenced causes and

consequences, demonstrating how KM interventions can mitigate risks.

It is recommended that the consequences at each level build on each other. To develop the sequence
one can also start at the bottom and build up from the knowledge problem to the business problem
in an increasingly integrating manner.

Figure 4 illustrates the generic KM Storytelling Canvas for KM professionals. The dominant visual is a
(hierarchy inspired) pyramid with a wide foundation to cover the knowledge perspective. The
pyramid’s middle levels cover the organizational and functional perspectives, which is e.g. business
units or functions. The top presents the business perspective of C-level executives, where the root
causes have a business impact, ultimately becoming a serious threat to the organization AND the
executive themselves. This canvas contains placeholders to be filled with the story talking points
we already identified in the chapters before. Next, we show step by step how to develop the

narrative.

Known threat to the
organization that is
understood by C-level
managers

Tertiary consequences
for business

Secondary consequences
within organizational
units

Primary consequences
within organizational
units

Root cause

Knowledge Problem

Select one of the

pain points
Story talking Story talking
point point
Story talking Story talking Story talking
point point point
Story talking Story talking Story talking

point point ‘ point

Story talking
point

R

Lack of knowledge
among employees

Story talking Story talking
point point

Business
perspective

Organizational
unit functional
perspective

Knowledge
perspective

Figure 4: A generic KM Storytelling Canvas template — with two paths for two stories
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Structured Storytelling: A Step-by-Step Approach

KM stories become more persuasive when linked to multiple consequences. The more KM
interventions mitigate these consequences, the greater their strategic relevance.

1.

Find Knowledge Issues (Root Causes): Identify knowledge-related gaps causing business
inefficiencies. e.g. Lack of updated market research leads to misaligned R&D investments.

Highlight the Underlying Knowledge Issue: Identify the root issue explicitly, such as
inefficient knowledge transfer or poor documentation practices. This clearly defines the core
knowledge challenge underlying the business problems.

Connecting Knowledge Issues to Functional Challenges: Show their operational impact. e.g.
Undefined workflows cause delays in product delivery.

Link Functional Challenges to Executive Priorities: Demonstrate how inefficiencies threaten
high-level business objectives. E.g. Product delays result in missed revenue targets, affecting
financial performance.

5. Continuously monitor the impact of KM initiatives and adjust the narrative and
interventions accordingly.

Figure 4 illustrates the structure of the KM Storytelling Canvas, linking knowledge issues to business

impacts, as described previously. This canvas and guideline can be downloaded here:

Examples of how to address executives’ priorities

Table 6 summarizes how knowledge issues, through their functional impacts, can be directly linked to

executive strategic priorities and addressed by specific KM activities.

Table 6: Storytelling Framework and Organizational Survival Pain Points

Category Executive Priority | Knowledge Issue KM Activity KPI Example
Viability Ensure business Loss of critical Knowledge retention | Employee retention
continuity employee expertise programs rate
Operations | Improve Poor process Process Reduced error rates
operational documentation standardization
efficiency

Market Enhance market Limited customer Market intelligence Shorter time-to-
position insights improvement market

Technology | Prevent Lack of emerging tech Structured tech Increased adoption
obsolescence skills training rates

Regulation Maintain Insufficient regulatory Centralized Reduced compliance
compliance knowledge compliance docs incidents
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Table 7: Additional Pain Points Endangering the Survival of an Organization That Can Be Used for KM Storytelling

Viability Financial risk Lack of employees Hampered business
for the for sustainable a continuity / Lack of
organization viable operation viability
Operations | Time savings Processes Increased productivity | Cost savings
improvement or capacity
Market Disregarded changes | Loss of relevance in Loss of business Sales discontinued
in customer needs the market in growth | leadership in due to impaired
or market share selected markets social acceptance of
products or
operations
Technology | Sales discontinued Missing technology Underestimated
due to outdated adoption / Low Applied Al
technology technological
(process or product) adoption
Regulation Limited freedom Legal and regulatory Underrated ecological Compliance
of operation risks sustainability and standards /
related regulatory Regulations
aspects changes

Implementation

Once the pain points are identified, the story talking points in the KM Storytelling Canvas can be filled
in. The broad base of the pyramid suggests several different root causes and several different
consequences. Often a primary consequence leads to secondary consequences that become visible
at the business level. In addition, some root causes may have an impact on several business
objectives. Finally, executives share responsibilities, so the Chief Human Resources Executive might
want to hear a slightly different story than, say, the Chief Operations Executive. The KM Storytelling
Canvas supports both requirements, as illustrated in Figure 5. It presents the first of two options of a

story — see Box 6 for the narrative.

Known threat to the
organization that is
understood by C-level
managers

Tertiary consequences
for business

Secondary consequences
within R&D and
marketing

Product
development is
misdirected

Primary consequences
within R&D and

Customer needs
misunderstood or

Financial risk for the
organization

Product is not
accepted by the
market

\

Customers see little
potential for the
product use

\\

Product
requirements not
sufficiently
specified

Too few customer

visits to learn about

their needs

Product developed
not in line with
customer needs

R&D not receiving
=== the right information
for development

Marketing expenses
and management
expectations too high

\

Customer needs and
requirements

C-level manager’s
perspective

Overestimated
market potential for
the product

Time for improved
requirements
analysis is now lost

unknown or false

marketing fabricated
Too little experience
Root cause as marketing
manager
Knowledge
Problem

/______/

Lack of market knowledge
among employees

Figure 5: Example of the first path of a story in an R&D context.
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First option for a story: The cost of a lack of market knowledge
A technology company was facing significant challenges due to a lack of market knowledge among its
employees. Inaccurate or incomplete insights into customer needs led to two critical issues:

The R&D team lacked clear direction, resulting in product development that failed to address real
customer needs. Wrongly defined product requirements through ambiguous product specifications
led to inefficiencies and misdirected development efforts.

When the product was launched, it failed to gain traction in the market because customers saw
limited value in its features. This misalignment led to weak sales, unsold inventory and significant
financial burdens that threatened the company's financial survival.

Box 6: First option for a story - The cost of a lack of market knowledge.

The second option of a story in the same context might look like presented in Figure 6. The red links
in this Figure start with «lack of knowledge» at the bottom as an observation. Its root causes are
limited experience and too few visits to customer sites to learn about their needs. The primary
consequence is a misunderstanding of customer needs, which as a secondary consequence leads to
product development that does not meet customer needs. The business consequence is a product
that is not accepted in the market, which poses a threat to the company in the form of financial risks.
In extreme cases, this could threaten the viability of the organization.

Known threat to the

‘
organization that is Financial risk for the C-level manager’s
understood by C-level organization perspective
managers

. Product is not Marketing expenses
Tertiary cons?equences accepted by the and management
for business market expectations too high
Secondary consequences Product Customers see little Product developed Overestimated
within R&D and development is potential for the not in line with market potential for
marketing misdirected product use customer needs the product
Primary consequences Customer needs ‘Product R&D not receiving Time for improved
e N requirements not o S B A
within R&D and misunderstood or sufficiently the right information requirements
marketing fabricated specified for development analysis is now lost
Too little experience Too few customer Customer needs and
Root cause as marketing — Visits to learn about requirements
manager their needs unknown or false
Knowledge Lack of market knowledge
Problem among employees

Figure 6: Example of the second path of a story in the same R&D context as above.

This story could be narrated as suggested in Box 7. While the stories have the same causes and the
identical ultimate impact, the focus is a slightly different one, leading to slightly different knowledge
management solutions. This must not be used arbitrarily but depends on solid research and data.
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Second option for a story: The cost of a lack of market knowledge

The technology company was facing significant challenges due to a critical lack of market knowledge,
particularly on the part of the head of marketing. Under his leadership, a decision was made to limit
customer visits for comprehensive market research. He thought he knew the customers.

This restriction impaired the company's ability to capture real customer needs and led to
misunderstandings and sometimes even assumptions and distortions about what the market really
wanted. As a result, when the product was developed, it was very different from what customers
wanted.

When the product was launched, it was not well received by the market, causing the company
serious financial difficulties and threatening its survival.

The mismatch between product development and the actual market needs not only drain financial
resources, but also undermine customer confidence, making it even harder for the company to
recover from this setback.

Box 7: Second option for a story - The cost of a lack of market knowledge.

Multiple story options

The stories in Box 6 and Box 7 are just two ways of linking the different elements of the KM
Storytelling Canvas and telling a story. Other stories are possible by combining additional or different
elements. If all the elements represent true, known facts within an organization, any other possible
story will have a credible basis.

Convincing Executives with Data-Driven Arguments

As discussed in the two story options in Figure 6, it may be difficult to decide which path to present
in the story. Executives respond to measurable business outcomes, as exemplified in Table 8

Table 8: Executive Priorities and Supporting Arguments

Executive Priority Examples of Supporting KM Arguments

Cost Savings Lower operational costs through improved knowledge-sharing practices.
Time Reduction Reduced turnaround time for decision-making or project execution.
Productivity Fewer hours spent on repetitive tasks due to structured knowledge access.

Process Improvements Higher percentage of completed projects within deadline and budget.
Satisfaction Metrics Increased employee and customer satisfaction (e.g., higher NPS scores).

Activity Metrics Growth in KM-driven best practices and communities of practice.

KM professionals should present these arguments with supporting data to make a compelling case
for investment in KM initiatives.

To support communication between KM professionals and executives, we propose a structured KM
Storytelling Canvas that visually links knowledge problems to business risks. This canvas leverages
the already discussed priorities of business goals, value creation, risks, individual objectives of
executives and metrics.
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Structuring a KM Story for Maximum Impact:
Steps for Knowledge Managers

To integrate KM successfully into executive decision-making, organizations should follow a structured
process:

1.

Begin with a Business Pain Point: “The organization has seen a 20% increase in missed
delivery deadlines.” Identify Critical Areas: Use RCA (Root-Cause-Analysis) and FMEA
(Failure-Mode-and-Effects-Analysis) to diagnose knowledge gaps and their impact.

Identify the Knowledge Problem and Highlight the Underlying Knowledge Issue: Define the
root cause, such as inefficient knowledge transfer or poor documentation practices or poor
cross-team communication. Using the KM Storytelling Canvas, create a logical sequence from
the KM issue and its root cause to a key risk that threatens the survival of the organization.

Develop a Compelling Narrative and Translate into Executive Priorities: Present KM as a
solution to pressing business challenges and frame the knowledge problem as a business risk
that threatens productivity, market relevance or regulatory compliance. Construct a concise
and compelling story that connects KM improvements to resolving these risks.

Engage Stakeholders: Communicate KM’s value in clear, business-relevant terms. Get senior
management buy-in to this logic by positioning KM as a key strategic enabler.

Introduce the KM Solution: Take some problem points from the filled-in text boxes in the
KM Storytelling Canvas and show what and how KM could come up with a solution.

Define KPIs and Quantify the Impact: Establish measurable indicators that align with
executive objectives. Delivery errors dropped by 30%, generating cost savings of $500,000
annually.”

Create a targeted KM project based on the KM Storytelling Canvas and agreed goals with C-level
support.
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5. Conclusion: Driving Alignment and Business Impact

This guideline provides a structured approach to aligning Knowledge Management (KM) initiatives
with business priorities. When KM directly supports strategic objectives, it becomes a driver of
organizational growth, efficiency, and resilience.

Key Takeaways

1. KM is a Strategic Enabler: KM strengthens business continuity, optimizes processes, and
fuels innovation. It extends beyond operational needs, influencing market positioning,
compliance, and technological adaptation.

2. Effective Storytelling Builds Executive Buy-In: Clear, outcome-driven narratives ensure that
KM is aligned with C-level priorities. Linking KM initiatives to measurable business results
ensures executive support.

3. KPIs Validate Impact: Tying KM initiatives to KPIs ensures alignment with evolving business
goals and provides tangible proof of success.

4. Engagement at All Levels is Crucial: KM needs to be integrated across the organization, with
middle management and executives fully understanding its value and contribution.

Call to Action for Business Leaders

* Embed KM into Strategic Decision-Making: Achieving growth, innovation, cost efficiency, or
compliance depends on how well knowledge is captured and leveraged. KM is not a support
function—it is a critical business enabler.

* Mitigate Risks and Increase Agility: In an unpredictable market, KM reduces dependency on
key individuals, accelerates decision-making, and strengthens resilience.

* Measure What Matters: Adopt KM frameworks with clear KPIs that directly impact financial
performance and operational efficiency.

* Build a Knowledge-Driven Culture: Leaders play a critical role in championing KM practices
and integrating knowledge sharing and innovation into daily operations. Organizations that
support a knowledge-based culture gain a sustainable competitive advantage.

Call to Action for Knowledge Managers
e Align KM with Business Priorities: Every KM initiative should answer the question: How does
this contribute to our organization’s success?

* Prove the Business Impact: Use metrics to demonstrate KM’s value. Connect KM to
executive concerns such as cost savings, operational scaling, or regulatory adherence.

* Drive Sustainable Change: Work closely with executives to embed KM practices into
workflows, ensuring long-term adoption and measurable business contributions.

Why KM is Critical Now

* The Cost of Inaction is Rising: Organizations without effective KM face growing inefficiencies,
missed innovation opportunities, and increased financial and compliance risks.

* KM is a Competitive Advantage: Organizations that integrate KM outperform their peers in
market responsiveness, cost efficiency, and customer satisfaction. The companies leading in
KM today will define the industry standards of tomorrow.

When KM professionals and business leaders collaborate, they unlock knowledge as a critical enabler
of business success. This alignment fosters resilience, accelerates innovation, and strengthens long-
term competitiveness.
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