KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT
IS LIKE AN OLIVE TREE
At the 2016 Southern African Knowledge Management Summit, we were asked to discuss
what we know about an olive tree and how this relates to Knowledge Management. Little did
we realise how much the humble olive tree and Knowledge Management had in common. After
doing some investigation regarding the characteristics of olive trees, and reflecting on some of
the outcomes from the Summit, the following analogies between Knowledge Management and
olive trees became evident.

APPEARANCE

The olive can be regarded as a little bit ugly
(with unique pattern of twists and turns,
protuberances and knots), and at times even
somewhat messy (with olives littering the
ground beneath the tree).

KM may also seem unattractive to some. As it
roams through an organisation, KM too has to
twist and turn and change strategy until it
eventually succeeds. You will also most likely
find the scattered remnants of KM projects
that did not succeed, or were not followed
through.

DISTRIBUTION

The olive tree as we know it today had its
origin approximately 6,000 to 7,000 years ago
in the region corresponding to ancient Persia
and Mesopotamia. From here it spread to
nearby territories before expanding to almost
all continents.
KM too has been around for many years;
however it is only since the early 2000s that it
became a discipline in itself. Although the
journey is far from over, KM is currently applied
to many disciplines and multiple sectors
worldwide.
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CULTIVATION

ALLOW TIME

Olive trees grow very slowly and can reach a ripe old age
of several centuries. Over many years the trunk can attain
a considerable diameter. Although the trees can reach up
to 15 m in height, they are generally confined to much
more limited dimensions by frequent pruning. The
cultivated olive tree has a contorted trunk and numerous
branches.
KM must be allowed time to mature.It has to be permitted
to grow into different ‘branches’ of organisations in order to
become entrenched in its culture. KM tools need to be
selected based on an organisation's culture in order to
ensure successful implementation and impact.

PRUNING

PRESERVE & CUT BACK

Where the olive is carefully cultivated, trees are regularly
pruned. The pruning preserves the flowerbearing shoots
of the preceding year, while keeping the tree low enough
to allow the easy gathering of the fruit.
Similarly KM needs to be tightened up regularly. It is
important to review KM techniques often in order to cut
back on factors that do not work and to consistently gather
‘lessons learned’ and ‘success stories’.

HARVESTING

SHAKE & CATCH

Olives are harvested by shaking the tree vigorously and
beating branches with a pole. To prevent damage to the
olives when falling on the ground, olinets are used. These
nets wrap around the tree trunks and open to form an
umbrellalike catcher from which workers collect the fruit.
Green, blond and black olives are harvested from the
same tree but at different intervals of the season.
People and organisations may need to be unsettled in order
to reap from KM. It is not an easy process and requires a lot
of hard work. One needs to implement methods to catch KM
success stories and positive results. The 'colour' of KM
depends on the need of the organisation.
A STORY FROM THE 2016 SOUTHERN AFRICAN KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT SUMMIT

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT IS LIKE AN OLIVE TREE

REFINEMENT

PROCESSING &
MODIFICATION
The fruit of the olive tree, in its wild state, is small and
worthless, It must be properly tended to and cultivated to
produce optimum fruits and oil. To make oil, olives are
bruised in a mortar, crushed in a press loaded with wood
or stories, ground in a mill, or trodden with the feet. Once
the impurities have been removed, the oil is ready for use.
In order to be palatable, table olives must be cured.
Similarly, knowledge needs to be processed properly before it
can be adequately applied. KM forms a very important part of
this method. In addition KM itself has to be modified and
adapted to the specific environment in which it is implemented.

USES

MANY PURPOSES

Besides being a very nutritional culinary delicatessen,
olives have many other purposes. Olive oil serves as fuel
for lamps and can also be used as a medicine to anoint
wounds – both internally and externally. Olive wood is very
hard, and beautifully grained. It is very desirable in the
manufacture of smaller wooden objects, pieces of furniture,
and ornaments.
Likewise KM can be implemented for various purposes i.e.
more informed decision making, locating relevant
information and resources, reusing ideas, documents, and
expertise and avoiding repeating the same mistakes.

THREATS

TACKLE & PROTECT

Various hazards can affect olives. The most serious pest is
the olive fruit fly. The grubs eat the olives and reduce the
yield but they also allow mould to enter and this can give
the oil a mouldy taste. The other great hazard is hail and
there is not much one can do to avoid it.
KM also has many barriers ranging between technologies,
culture, economy and time. Although some of these barriers
are easier to address than others, it is necessary to tackle
them before they become too much of an obstruction.
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LONGEVITY

SYMBOLISM

The olive tree is very hardy: drought, disease
and fireresistant and can live to a ripe age. Its
root system is robust and capable of
regenerating the tree even if the aboveground
structure is destroyed. Olive trees are known
for their tenacity. They grow in almost any
condition: on terraced hills or in valleys, in
rocky or fertile soil. They can thrive in heat with
a minimum of water, and are virtually
indestructible.
It is difficult to kill an olive tree; even if hacked
to the ground it will sprout new life and growth.
The same can be said for KM as it has
survived many onslaughts in many
organisations. KM is invasive whether it goes
by another name, or only exists within certain
organisational subcultures. Once it has been
successfully deployed, with people realising its
value, it is difficult to discard.

The olive was one of the most valuable trees to
the ancient Hebrews. It is first mentioned in
Scripture when the dove returned to Noah’s ark
carrying an olive branch in its beak (Gen.8:11).
Since that time, the olive branch has been a
symbol of “peace” to the world, and we often
hear the expression, “extending an olive
branch” to another person as a desire for
peace.
It is probably also time for KM to extend an
olive branch to all the disciplines it disagrees
with from time to time, such as IT and HR, and
to embrace them as the partners we need.

SOURCES: http://www.triumphpro.com/olivetreemystery.htm | https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Olive

The olive tree as a metaphor for Knowledge Management originated at the 2015 Southern African
Knowledge Management Summit. We were challenged by Sonja Blignaut from More Beyond to reauthor
our KM story. She led us to discover the alternative stories that were already present in our experiences.
We were then given the opportunity to identify metaphors for KM from these stories. A metaphor invites
inquiry into our identity and introduces new language to express our identity.
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