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Abstract 

Few studies have attempted to operationalize metaphor or 

measure its effect on receivers. This thesis suggests that 

the language used to frame information has a powerful impact 

on receivers. The experiment following the literature review 

shows that the use of a {family, plant, biology} metaphor 

cluster produces significantly greater donations of money to 

an organization. Better, though nonsignificant, results on 

other dependent measures were also obtained using the 

{family, plant, biology} cluster rather than the {war, 

machine, death} cluster. Theoretical implications and 

organizational applications of these findings are discussed 

and new research directions are proposed. 



Introduction 

Since Aristotle, the nature of metaphor has been 

discussed and debated. In over 2000 years, few questions 

have been resolved; even the definition of metaphor is 

still at issue. Aristotle was perhaps more poetic than 

most researchers in his assertions that metaphor is like 

art: deliberately and insightfully crafted, intended to 

communicate new knowledge to its recipients (Roberts, 

1984) . 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) provide a useful point of 

departure in this regard. They define metaphor as the 

application of parts of one experience to another, which 

seems a more accurate way to describe how humans think 

and use language to get a firmer grasp on the uncertain. 

Metaphor as Communication 

O'Keefe and McCormack (1987) argue that humans as 

message producers have implicit theories of the ways in 

which verbal action can serve our ends. Those ends may 

not necessarily be explicit persuasion, but even 

"neutral" expressions can contain powerful metaphors. 

Moran (1989) argues that the values and beliefs expressed 

through metaphor can still be viewed as an implicit 

persuasion attempt. According to Moran, expression of 

values implies some compliance attempt, even if it is 

only to "see things our way." Thus metaphors often 



betray the values we hold, including how we see our place 

in the world, our personal and social identities, and our 

most fundamental values, beliefs, and opinions. 

Metaphors have the power to clarify complex concepts 

by likening one thing to an unlike, but more familiar, 

other (Deetz, 1982; Sackmann, 1989). By applying parts of 

one experience to another, we can make difficult concepts 

or changes more understandable. Moran (1989) states that 

metaphors are so involving that in the process of 

understanding the metaphors, we are compelled to believe 

in the values they represent, even if it is only for a 

moment. 

Deeply rooted values are imbedded in "ordinary" 

metaphors. Embler, as cited in Schwarz (1988) believes 

"...figurative language is the home of many a deep-

seated, unexamined belief or attitude. In our daily 

speech are reflected the outlines, at least, of our 

thoughts and attitudes" (p.33). Lakoff and Johnson (1980) 

give detailed descriptions of how everyday words are 

metaphors which provide subtle shades of meaning. 

Metaphors add another level of content to the 

information produced by a source (Kellermann & Lim, 

1989). When we convey information, we also convey our 

attitude about it. While receivers may not be able to 

explicitly state this sublevel of information, they are 



able to "speculate" about the nature of the source and 

what the quality of the interaction between themselves 

and the source would be (Moran, 1989). This is critical 

to the research being proposed: people primarily process 

the information contained in metaphor subconsciously. 

The primary interest of this study is not whether 

people recognize metaphors as metaphors. Rather, 

metaphors are more akin to clues in that they provide 

valuable information that a receiver uses to make 

judgments about the values and nature of a source. Based 

on this information, a receiver makes projections about 

the nature of a relationship or interaction with the 

source. A receiver recognizes that a statement of values 

carries with it a call to action for those who come in 

contact with the source (Moran, 1989). For example, a 

source which uses militaristic and authoritarian 

metaphors is likely to expect clients or workers to obey, 

and not question "orders." A source utilizing organic or 

plant metaphors might view the questioning of orders as 

an opportunity "branch out" into a new "field." 

Therefore, this study investigates evidence that the 

information that is contained in metaphor is understood 

by receivers. 

O'Keefe and McCormack (1987) suggest that at least 

some communicators pay careful attention to the kind of 



information conveyed by metaphors. Through the close 

examination of metaphors, we can better understand the 

cues that people are receiving from their communication 

environment. Metaphors are messages which lend themselves 

well to the interpretation of the values and character of 

the source. 

This study investigates how receivers examine 

metaphors for information about the source. Metaphors 

are information-rich and are used by receivers to discern 

the values and perceptions of those who generate them. 

It is the purpose of this study to suggest how the unique 

ability of metaphors to encapsulate the values of their 

users is used by listeners to determine these values. 

Metaphors and the Study of Organizational Culture 

Metaphors are particularly salient in the study of 

workplaces, particularly as applied to organizational 

culture. Organizational culture, as defined by Deetz 

(1982) "consists of whatever a member must know or 

believe in order to operate in a manner understandable 

and acceptable to other members and the means by which 

this knowledge is acquired" (p. 133). The study of 

organizational metaphors has shown that metaphors create 

and recreate organizational realities. Deetz and Mumby 

(1985) state that metaphors mask system contradictions, 

providing a homogeneous view of the meaning of 



organizational life and the role of employees. Embler 

(1951) demonstrates that this power is gained through 

repetition; if we insist that the city is a jungle (or 

that the organization is a battlefield), we will behave 

toward it as though the metaphor is literally true. It 

is through metaphor that collective identity is asserted 

and maintained within an organization as well as in the 

publie doma in. 

It is the understanding (probably subconscious) of 

these organizational functions of metaphor that enables 

people to make evaluations about an organization based on 

the language it uses to describe itself. Metaphors 

express the values and beliefs of the source, the 

environment (work or other), and/or the role of the 

source within the relationship or organization (Moran, 

1989) . Moran also states 

When a metaphor is "right," it is not only for what 

it gets one to notice, but also for its adequacy in 

expressing what has already been noticed. The speaker 

or writer has certain beliefs about wolves and about 

human behavior, and he is thinking about one in terms 

of the other... [This] comparison... determines which 

aspects of that relation the comparison is meant to 

illuminate. The effort to formulate a particular 

metaphor is initially guided by and in the service of 



these beliefs...There seems little motivation left 

for denying that these beliefs... are at least part of 

what the speaker means to communicate (p. 107-108). 

Additionally, metaphors are used in clusters. 

Metaphors compatible with each other are used by a source 

as a way to express or make sense of a wider variety of 

experiences or values (Hirsch, 1986; Ivie, 1987; Koch & 

Deetz, 1981; Osborn, 1967; Sackmann, 1989). That is, one 

metaphor alone will not be used, for example, to describe 

the organization. Instead, compatible clusters of 

metaphors will be used to describe a given experience. It 

is unlikely that we would find the relationship between 

an organization and its clients or employees expressed in 

terms of both "death" and "family." ("This guy's a real 

killer" vs. "Our clients are like family.") 

A quick look in the business section of any 

bookstore will reveal a strong orientation toward war or 

military metaphors when describing "successful" business 

practices. Though very common in usage, it is easy to 

imagine that not everyone would feel comfortable working 

in an environment where military metaphors were used to 

describe all facets of business life. However, not all 

businesses orient themselves toward military metaphors. 

Smith and Eisenberg's (1987) study explores the many 

family metaphors used in the organizational culture used 



at Disneyland. It is this "family atmosphere" that many 

believe makes Disneyland such a desirable place to work 

(Martinez, 1992) . Military metaphors were not reported 

as being used by any of the Disneyland managers or staff. 

Since family and military metaphors represent two 

distinct set of values which do not seem to readily 

overlap, these metaphors were used as the basis for the 

two metaphor clusters used in this study. 

Since receivers evaluate messages before taking 

action, metaphors need to be thought of in terms of how 

they will be evaluated. Deeply conflicting values will 

lead to lower levels of anticipated satisfaction in 

future interactions with the organization. Even if a 

member of the public has never had any interaction with 

representatives of a company or visited the site of the 

organization, s/he will sense from all official 

communications (brochures, memos, etc.) that his or her 

values are not those of the company. 

Several studies have focused on the metaphors which 

are used in organizations experiencing conflict of some 

kind (Hirsch, 1986; Morrill, 1991a; Morrill, 1991b). 

Hirsch (1986) details the language featured in hostile 

takeovers. As one might expect, the metaphors used 

center mostly around war, rape, sports, and games. These 

are all metaphors which require a "winner" and a "loser" 



and the winner can assume superiority of some kind. 

Morrill (1991b) likewise demonstrates that the use of 

metaphors of war, sports, westerns, or chivalry are 

associated with a context which is characterized by 

social distance. It thus seems unlikely that these types 

of metaphors, metaphors which can be found in contexts of 

great social distance, would be found in more egalitarian 

organizations, or in organizations where close working 

relations and interdependence were necessary. 

It is important to note that the Hirsch (1986) and 

Morrill (1991a, 1991b) studies are ethnographic, rather 

than experimental. In spite of their purely descriptive 

data, these studies make implicit causal inferences. 

These studies imply that the conditions and contexts of 

organizations have an effect on the language which is 

used, though this has yet to be proven empirically. This 

thesis goes beyond description to examine and manipulate 

language variables and their effect on receivers. There 

seems to be a widely held assumption that the effects of 

metaphoric language on the perceptions and behaviors of 

receivers cannot be measured or quantified. Perhaps it 

is this assumption which is responsible for the total 

lack of effort toward establishing true causal 

relationships between metaphor usage and dependent 



variables of interest, such as perceptions of 

organizations and individual altruism. 

Metaphors as Frames 

Metaphors used by a company in projecting its 

mission, products, services and identity, are actively 

interpreted by members of the public to assess a frame 

alignment. Goffman (1974) conceptualizes frame as a 

"schemata of interpretation, (p. 21)." Snow, Rochford, 

Worden, & Benford (1986) build on the notion of frames to 

posit that in order for individuals to want to join an 

organization or social movement, an alignment between the 

interpretive frames of the organization and the 

individual must be achieved. 

Metaphors can act as frames (Morgan, 1992) which may 

be aligned between individuals and organizations. 

Barrett and Cooperrider (1992) state "metaphor acts as a 

way of organizing perceptions and provides a way of 

selecting and naming characteristics of an object or 

experience" (p. 222). Since individuals are seeking 

information about a source, presumably to assess how 

beneficial or similar to themselves, and since metaphors 

communicate the values of the source, metaphors provide 

an efficient way for organizations to communicate their 

most salient values to the public to maximize the 

achievement of their primary objectives. 



The process of frame alignment will determine how 

(or if) people see their own potential role in 

contributing to the organization through use or purchase 

of its services or in volunteering to further the mission 

of the organization. As part of this "goodness of fit" 

assessment, subjects are likely prefer information framed 

in metaphors compatible with their own values and will 

thus be more likely to contribute to the organization. 

While every receiver will evaluate metaphors differently, 

it is likely that the receiver will evaluate metaphors in 

accordance with their own values. 

HYPOTHESES 

HI. Organizations which use the metaphor cluster 

{family, biology, plant} will project more favorable 

impressions when compared to subjects' ideal 

organization than organizations using the {military, 

machine, death} cluster. 

H2. Organizations framing information in the 

{family, biology, plant} cluster will receive 

reports of greater altruism (donations of money and 

time) than organizations using the {military, 

machine, death} cluster. 

In an effort to demonstrate the connection between 

metaphor, the information it provides, and the 

impressions receivers have of the source, this study will 



attempt to confirm the above hypotheses as well as answer 

the following research questions: 

Research Questions 

RQ1. Will those respondents who expect information 

about a particular organization to be framed in the 

{military, machine, death} cluster demonstrate 

greater altruism toward the organization when its 

information is framed in the {military, machine, 

death} cluster? 

RQ2. Will respondents who expect information about 

a particular organization to be framed in the 

{family, biology, plant} cluster demonstrate greater 

altruism toward the organization when its 

information is framed in the {family, biology, 

plant} cluster? 

R3: Are preferences for certain metaphors a function 

of the type of organization or context in which they 

appear? 

It is possible that effects of metaphors will vary 

from one source to another and that expectations about 

how a source will frame its information may alter how 

people evaluate an organization and how willing they 

would be to participate in or contribute to the 

organization. It is for this reason that receiver 

expectations of the source were examined. 



Assessments of the relationship the evaluator would 

have with the source is only one result of the 

interpretation process that begins with metaphor. Most 

research into this available information has been limited 

to what researchers could explicate from source 

communication. Those who are interested in metaphor have 

little but case studies and literary explications to work 

from. Certainly, no study has attempted to 

operationalize metaphor or demonstrate its power. While 

we know that people use metaphors of their own 

construction, we do not know if those who receive our 

metaphors understand or interpret their meaning. 

Intuitively, this seems to make sense but there is little 

concrete evidence to support such a claim. Koch and Deetz 

(1981) propose procedures of metaphorical analysis of an 

organization. Presumably, these procedures provide us 

with a "richer image of the communication in 

relationships—especially when combined with thematic 

interpretation" (Owen, 1985, p. 10). In a similar vein, 

Krefting and Frost (1985) describe a number of metaphors 

and myths found in organizations, stating that metaphors 

can be used to "explore and release the potential of an 

organization,... to use them to explore the unknown" (p. 

168). These kinds of analyses begin and end with 

description. We may come away with more knowledge about 



what sorts of terms organizations use to describe 

themselves, whether in terms of "machine" or "organism" 

or "coach," but we have no proof that these metaphors 

affect or change the relationships within the 

organization. 



METHOD 

Design 

Design for this study was a 2 x 2 x 4 mixed 

factorial, with subjects' expectancies and the two 

metaphor clusters as fixed factors and replications as 

represented by the various organizations as a random 

factor. In discussing the proposed hypotheses, this 

design will generally collapse as a treatment x 

replication design. 

Respondents 

One hundred and ninety-nine subjects were chosen 

from the available student populations at the University 

of Arizona. Respondents were enrolled in Communication 

classes, and ranged in age from 18 to mid-50's. 

Procedures 

Respondents were told that they were participating 

in an impression formation study of organizations and 

that they would be asked to give their impressions of an 

organization based on a brief brochure. Respondents were 

first asked about their expectations for certain types of 

organizations. The range of expectations were listed in 

a multiple choice format and represented the metaphor 

clusters used in the stimuli (see Appendix A). This was 

collected as soon as it was completed to prevent subjects 

from referring back to it when completing the scales on 



the organization whose stimulus they received. 

Respondents then completed an assessment of their 

ideal organization. Items in the evaluation were adapted 

from Burgoon and Hale's (1984) relational topoi, and were 

chosen for their representations of dimensions such as 

character, competence, and power. Traditional assessment 

measures of organizations were considered inappropriate, 

since respondents' impressions of the match between their 

values and those of the organization were of the most 

interest. Obtaining a projection of "goodness of fit" 

with respondents' ideal relationship with the 

organization (represented by the stimulus) was the 

objective in the adaptation process. Items were 

converted to five-point semantic differential scales. 

This evaluation provided the basis for assessing their 

impressions of the organization, (see Appendix B). 

Respondents were told that the stimulus was part of 

a brochure for an organization. Each received one of 

eight possible stimuli (see Appendix C). After reading 

the stimulus, respondents were asked to complete an 

evaluation similar to the assessment of their ideal 

organization (see Appendix D). This measure was 

compared, item by item, to obtain a deviation score from 

respondents' ideal organization measure. In other words, 

since the two sets of scales corresponded point by point, 



calculating the absolute difference between the items and 

then calculating the sum of all of the differences 

yielded a "impression score;" this is simply a measure 

of how close or how far subjects thought the organization 

would be from their ideal. 

A final assessment focusing on respondents' 

perceived satisfaction with the organization and their 

willingness to donate time and money was completed (see 

Appendix E). Finally, respondents completed a brief 

profile consisting of demographic data (see Appendix F). 

Messages 

Messages used in this study were constructed with 

certain principles and limitations in mind: First, 

messages were carefully designed to keep message meaning 

constant insofar as possible. Second, four different 

sets of materials were used as independent replications 

of the treatment. Jackson (1991) and Jackson and Jacobs 

(1983) caution against using a single message to 

represent an entire category of message variables because 

of the opportunities this creates for confounding. 

Therefore, the metaphors of interest were used in 

multiple messages. Second, messages have been carefully 

designed to keep the message meaning constant. Each of 

the eight messages in this study are based on a set of 

four "kernel" messages, each kernel representing a 



hypothetical organization. Two sets of metaphor clusters 

were applied to each kernel messages, resulting in four 

applications of each of the metaphor clusters. This 

should control for "gestalt effects" (Jackson, 1991, p. 

4) and other forms of confounding in the context of the 

kernel message. The four "kernel" messages were pleas 

for support from four different types of human services 

organizations: an AIDS education organization, a family 

services organization, the Fraternal Order of Police, and 

a youth services organization. Organizations varied in 

their stated mission, but all messages were consistent in 

length, type of appeal (a general call for the public's 

"help"), and type of organization (nonprofit). 

Metaphors were separated into the metaphor sets of 

{war, machine, and death) and {family, biology, plant}. 

While some metaphors overlap, they do so only within the 

metaphor set; that is, metaphors are mutually exclusive 

to the sets, but not necessarily to the clusters. For 

example, the 'head of the household' may fall into both 

the "family" and "biology" categories, but in no way 

overlap with the opposing set of "machine", "military" or 

"death". For example, the AIDS education organization 

had two versions; one used the popular "war against AIDS" 

slogan and spoke of "battling" the "deadly" virus through 

education. The other version talked about meeting the 



crisis "head on" by "cultivating" knowledge of the virus. 

All messages were designed to first, keep message content 

constant, and second, to use language that was 

appropriate for one metaphor cluster for each version. 

Each of the kernel messages had two versions: the 

{war} version and the {family} version. In all cases, 

the content of the two versions was kept constant. Only 

the language used to convey the content changed. 
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RESULTS 

Analysis 

ANOVA procedures were used to analyze the effects of 

the independent variables on the dependent measures. 

MANOVA analyses were also performed to assess the 

organization by kernel by cluster effects. The alpha 

error rate was held at the .05 level. 

Hypothesis 1 

Hypothesis 1 posited that the {family, biology, plant} 

metaphor cluster will produce more favorable impressions of 

an organization than the {war, machine, death} cluster. 

TABLE 1 

Respondents' Mean Impressions of Organizations Expressed as a 

Deviance from Respondents' Ideal Organization 

Metaphor Cluster 

War Family E df E> 

AIDS Education 20.44 > 14, . 96 7.35 1,48 .01 

Fraternal Order 

of Police 18. 60 < 21, .44 . 97 1,48 .33 

Family Services 16.76 > 15, .56 .32 1,48 .57 

Teen Services 17.56 > 16, ,20 .55 1,47 .55 

(Note: lower scores represent more favorable impressions.) 
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This hypothesis was not supported, £ (1,3) = 2.45 £ = 

.22. For three of the four kernels, the {family} cluster 

yielded somewhat better impressions than the {war} 

cluster, but for the Fraternal Order of Police, the {war} 

cluster was better. There was no consistent advantage in 

using one cluster rather than the other. 

HYPOTHESIS 2 

Hypothesis 2 concerned the effect of metaphor cluster on 

altruism toward the organization. This hypothesis was 

partially supported. For contributions of money, the 

{family} metaphor cluster was consistently and 

significantly advantageous, £ (1,3) = 13.96, £> = .033. 

This pattern held for all four organizations, though the 

advantage of the {family} cluster was not always 

significant. 

TABLE 2 
Respondents' Mean Donations to Organizations in Dollars 

Metaphor Cluster 

War Family E df 

AIDS Education $ 46.00 $164.60 6.41 1,48 .015 

Fraternal Order 

of Police $ 78.60 $266.40 5.20 1,48 .027 

Family Services $142.80 $192.40 0.43 1,48 .514 

Teen Services $ 50.60 $115.83 2.08 1,47 .156 



For donations of time, the overall effect was 

nonsignificant, E (1,3) = 1.60, p. = .295. However, each 

organization individually showed a significant advantage 

for one cluster or the other. Three of the four 

organizations received more favorable results using the 

{family} metaphor cluster, while one organization 

received better results using the {war} cluster. 

TABLE 3 

Respondents' Mean Contributions to Organizations in Hours 

Metaphor Cluster 

War Family £ df £ 

AIDS Education 4.44 < 8.44 4 .43 1,197 .037 

Fraternal Order 

of Police 5. 68 < 8.00 4 , .43 1,197 .037 

Family Services 10.52 > 7.60 4 , .43 1,197 .037 

Teen Services 4.80 < 10.75 4 , .43 1,197 .037 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Research question 1 asked whether metaphor clusters 

were dependent on prior expectations. Prior expectations 

do not appear to offer a plausible rival explanation of 

cluster on altruism. Expectations had nonsignificant 



effects on money and time, £ (1,3) = 4.91, £ = .11, and £ 

(1,3) = 0.91, £ = .41, respectively. However, matching 

stimuli to expectations does consistently account for 

variations in respondents' impressions of how greatly the 

organizations will deviate from their ideals, E (1,3) = 

14.62, £ = .031. 

Research question 2 concerned whether cluster 

effects were dependent on the type of organization, or 

whether the effects were consistent across organizations. 

This was answered by looking at the cluster by kernel 

interaction. The effects of cluster on money were 

consistent, indicated by the nonsignificant E (3,164) = 

.73, & = .534. Effects of cluster on time were 

inconsistent, indicated by a significant cluster x kernel 

interaction, E = 4.14, n = .007. Three of the 

organizations received significantly more time using the 

{family} metaphor cluster, and the fourth (family 

services) received significantly higher donations of time 

using the {war} cluster. This exception is not 

explainable in terms of prior expectations, nor in terms 

of any other feature of the stimuli themselves. 



DISCUSSION 

This study's central objective was to investigate 

how metaphors function as a communication phenomena in 

organizational contexts. While it has long been asserted 

that metaphors are powerful, questions remained as to 

whether the effects of metaphors could be measured. At 

the very least, no empirical study has attempted to 

manipulate metaphorical language to see if metaphors 

would make any difference to people receiving messages. 

Furthermore, hypotheses regarding how metaphors would 

affect the attitudes and behaviors of receivers have been 

advanced in the literature on metaphor only in 

theoretical terms (Embler, 1951; Ivie, 1987; Koch & 

Deetz, 1981; Krefting & Frost, 1985; Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980; Moran, 1989; Owen, 1985; Sackmann, 1989; Schwarz, 

1989; Smith & Eisenberg, 1987). 

This study suggest that metaphors can be manipulated 

and the effects upon receivers measured, and the 

differences between metaphors can likewise be quantified. 

Although only one of the two proposed hypotheses was 

partially confirmed, this study found that respondents 

reacted most favorably to appeals which are framed in the 

{family} metaphor cluster. When an organization framed 

its mission statement and appeal for help in the {family} 

cluster, respondents reported being significantly more 



willing to donate money to the organization, and in most 

cases, were also willing to donate more time. 

When an organization used the {war} cluster to 

describe itself and make its appeal for help, respondents 

donated an average of 6.36 hours to the organization. 

There was an increase in the amount of time respondents 

were willing to donate to organizations when information 

was framed in the {family} metaphor cluster. Respondents 

were willing to donate an average 8.68 hours to those 

using the {family} cluster. This effect was consistent 

for three of the four organization types; the number of 

hours subjects were willing to donate to a family 

services organization that used the {war} metaphor 

cluster were an average of 10.52 hours versus 7.6 hours 

for the {family} cluster. This reversal was especially 

surprising, since subjects expected that family services 

organizations would be framed in family metaphors. The 

appeal was for subjects to help in the provision of 

services to poor families. It may have been that 

subjects perceived the organization using the {war} 

cluster as more assertive in this particular case, and 

more capable of carrying out its stated mission. 

On the average, organizations using the {war} 

cluster garnered $79.50 in donations, while organizations 

using the {family} cluster received an average of 



$185.51. Regardless of organization type, subjects 

reported being willing to donate more money to 

organizations framing appeals in the {family} metaphor 

cluster. For some organization types, the increase in 

projected giving was especially dramatic when information 

was framed in the {family} metaphor cluster; for the AIDS 

education organization, respondents were willing to 

donate more than three times as much as when the 

information was framed in the {war} cluster ($46.00 vs. 

$164.60). Whether the dramatic increase for this type of 

organization has to do with the organization type or the 

message itself remains to be seen. 

The same organizations framing the same information 

in the {family} cluster were thought of more highly than 

those framing information in the {war} cluster. While 

not statistically significant, these results represent a 

trend that needs further exploration. Subjects rated 

organizations that used the {war} metaphor cluster as 

being an average of 18.34 points away from their ideal 

organization, while organizations using the {family} 

cluster were rated as deviating 17.05 points from the 

ideal. This pattern held for three of the four 

organization types. The message representing the 

Fraternal Order of the Police charity was the only 

exception; subjects rated the FOP using the family 



cluster as being further away from their ideal than when 

it used the war cluster. This may be explained by 

subjects' general expectations for the FOP; since most 

people expected a militaristic organization, framing the 

organization as family-like may constitute a violation of 

expectations, or perhaps talking about the Fraternal 

Order of Police as a family was simply less believable. 

Results addressing the effects of matching the 

stimulus to subjects' expectations of the organizations 

(HI) can be best explained by the main effects of 

metaphor cluster on subjects' response to organizations. 

Thus, the statistical results of tests to this hypothesis 

may belie the real cause of their significance. The 

results seem to be an artifact of a 3:1 split on the 

expectations of the organizations; subjects expected 

three of the four organizations to have attributes of the 

{family, plant, biology} cluster. Overall preferences 

for information framed in the {family} cluster seems to 

explain the results best. For example, contrasting an 

expectation for {war} metaphors with a stimulus framed in 

{family} metaphors produced greater altruism for the 

Fraternal Order of Police. This organization received 

more than double the amount of money when the metaphor 

cluster was mismatched ($100.50 vs. $243.64) . Thus, 

metaphor cluster alone accounts for increased giving. 



A research question addressing the possibility of 

differences in reactions to metaphor cluster according to 

organization type was included to ensure that each of the 

organizations acted only as a replication. The effects 

of organization type on any of the dependent measures was 

not significant. The results overall indicate that there 

is a generally positive effect for organizations using 

family metaphor clusters, but this effect does shift in a 

couple of cases from organization to organization. The 

effects are not consistent for all dependent variables. 

However, there are a number of implications of this 

research. For the communication field, this study gives 

theorists firmer ground to stand on when making claims 

about the power of metaphor. This study should also 

encourage those researchers interested in metaphor to 

construct more studies to attempt to prove their claims 

empirically. Metaphor seems to be yet another 

communication variable which can be manipulated to obtain 

measurable results on dependent variables of interest. 

Having at least some confirmation that metaphor does 

indeed cause receivers to perceive an organization 

differently has important implications for the study of 

organizational culture. Those who believe that the 

language used to frame important communications to their 

employees is an insignificant variable may want to 



reconsider. Employees may be processing a "sub-level" of 

information about the underlying values of the 

organization in the subconscious examination of the 

language being used. They may be making attributions as 

to whether the organization is caring, efficient, 

trustworthy, or unconcerned with employee welfare. There 

is ample evidence that language plays an important role 

in the socialization process of new employees (Downs, 

Clampitt & Pfeiffer, 1988; Falcione & Wilson, 1988) . 

This study may convince researchers and practioners alike 

that language is worth paying attention to when 

communicating. 

It seems unlikely that any organization would use 

the kind of "pure" metaphors in the exclusive clusters 

that were constructed for this research (except perhaps 

those with extremely strong cultures). While this may 

increase ambiguity in an organization, Eisenberg (1984) 

points out that ambiguity serves an important function in 

helping to incorporate diverse viewpoints, which may in 

turn, foster creativity. The ambiguity that multiple 

metaphors may incur in an organization may thus be useful 

in internal communication, but external communication may 

call for more specific language when it produces dramatic 

results in an area of interest. A specific target 

market, for example, may respond very favorably to a 



certain type of metaphor, though this will probably only 

be determined through further research. 

Discovering the most salient values of their 

constituency may be a wise strategy for organizations to 

employ when deciding how to frame information. This 

study, for example, demonstrates quite clearly that 

university students respond more favorably to information 

framed in family and plant metaphors, rather than war and 

machine metaphors. Regardless of what values subjects 

expected the organization to represent, the effect of 

framing information in the family metaphor cluster was 

highly effective in getting donations and creating 

favorable impressions of the organization. This should 

be of particular interest to public relations specialists 

and copywriters who often find creating positive images 

of organizations problematic. 

Metaphor clusters have a consistently significant 

effect on subjects' assessments of organizations and 

their willingness to donate both time and money to those 

organizations. However, which metaphor cluster should be 

used to frame their appeals to the public may depend on 

the ultimate purpose of the appeal. 

For public relations purposes, recruiting new 

employees, or any other purpose where a high evaluation 

of the organization is of paramount importance language 



does have a powerful impact on our perceptions of the 

character of the organization. 

If an organization is trying to solicit money for 

organizational purposes, framing their appeals in 

family/plant metaphors should significantly improve the 

results of their efforts. This effect remains strong 

whether metaphors are matched or mismatched with 

expectations. The effect is also consiatent among all 

organization types used in this experiment. 

This study should also be of interest to health 

educators; since language makes a difference, we may also 

infer that information framed in certain metaphors may be 

more effective in persuading people to adopt (or 

relinquish) specific behaviors. The question remains, of 

course, whether some groups respond better (or 

differently) to certain metaphors. AIDS-education 

groups, for example, have long wondered how best to reach 

certain subcultural and ethnic groups. Framing 

information in metaphor clusters which reflect the values 

and priorities of one's desired audience may prove to be 

an effective influence strategy. 



CONCLUSION 

Perhaps with more quantifiable research, we can 

confirm the nature and power of metaphor and settle at 

least a few of the disputes centering around metaphor. A 

study on the effects metaphors have on their receivers is 

long overdue. However, this study is not about the ways 

in which words and symbols influence people; this is 

about how people actively interpret the word symbols in 

their environment. Certainly, this study may help to 

address questions of the possibilities and procedures for 

how organizations should manage their symbolic 

environments. When certain metaphors are used 

consistently by a source, these metaphors are examined by 

receivers for the values and messages contained within 

those metaphors. This task cannot be accomplished by 

relying on descriptive research. Once the information 

bearing qualities of metaphor have been operationalized 

and explored, and the connection between the values 

metaphors convey and the "culture" projected by an 

organization has been established, we will be in a 

position to predict the effects of certain metaphors on 

the relationships between an organization and its 

constituent public. This may even lead to more conscious 

choices in establishing the types of corporate cultures 

that will more closely meet our objectives and goals. 



However, further research still needs to be done on 

which metaphors are best suited to certain objectives. 

It may also be possible that certain demographic groups 

respond differently to certain metaphors (years of work 

experience, age, ethnic groups)• If metaphors do indeed 

encapsulate the values of the source, then it stands to 

reason that those with well engrained values (especially 

if those values are contradictory) will have particularly 

strong reactions to certain metaphors. However, such 

conclusions may be drawn only from future research. 

While the significant results of this study are 

encouraging, it is unclear whether these results are due 

to the characteristics of the subject pool: young, with 

relatively few years of work experience. However, if an 

organization were trying to reach this audience, it would 

do well to frame its information and appeals in family 

metaphor clusters rather than the often-used war 

metaphors. 
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Appendix A: 

GENERAL IMPRESSIONS OF ORGANIZATION TYPES 

People often form impressions of organizations based on how 

these organizations compare to their expectations of what 

they believe they should be like. Please tell us about your 

general impressions of the following types of organizations 

by checking the item closest to what you believe. 

1. I would expect that Human Services organizations 

(companies that provide some service to a group of people or 

the community at large) would be: 

like families: very close and caring. 

like the military: efficient and powerful. 

like a plant: always growing and changing. 

like a machine: with a distinct purpose and function to 

be carried out. 

2. I think that an organization that does AIDS education 

would be: 

like families: very close and caring. 

like the military: efficient and powerful. 

like a plant: always growing and changing. 

like a machine: with a distinct purpose and function to 

be carried out. 
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3. I would expect that the Fraternal Order of Police would 

be: 

like families: very close and caring. 

like the military: efficient and powerful. 

like a plant: always growing and changing. 

like a machine: with a distinct purpose and function to 

be carried out. 

4. I would expect that a family services organization or 

crisis intervention organization would be like: 

like families: very close and caring. 

like the military: efficient and powerful. 

like a plant: always growing and changing. 

like a machine: with a distinct purpose and function to 

be carried out. 
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Appendix B: 

IDEAL ORGANIZATION SCALE 

We are interested in your general preferences for 

organizations that you might consider for employment. Please 

indicate how important each item would be to you when 

considering your ideal organization. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 

1. I would have a very good relationship with my ideal 

organization. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

2. My ideal organization communicates coldness rather than 

warmth. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

3. My ideal organization cares what I think. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

4. My ideal organization would probably have values similar 

to mine. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

5. My ideal organization wants to keep relationships task-

oriented. 
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Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

6. My ideal organization is trustworthy.. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

7. My ideal organization would be open to suggestions or 

change. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

8. My ideal organization is honest. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

9. My ideal organization is a calm place to work. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

10. My ideal organization is highly competent in its field. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

11. My ideal organization would be powerful. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

12. My ideal organization considers me the equal of others. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

13. My ideal organization is cooperative with employees and 

volunteers. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

14. My ideal organization is a place I could be friends with 

co-workers. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

15. My ideal organization is mostly female. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

16. My ideal organization is mostly male. 
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Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

17. My ideal organization would be most like a family: very 

close and caring. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

18. My ideal organization would be most like the military: 

efficient and powerful. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

19. My ideal organization would be most like a plant: always 

growing and changing. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

20. My ideal organization would be most like a machine: with 

a distinct purpose and function to be carried out. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 
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Appendix C: 

STIMULI 

Al 

Help us wage the war against AIDS. We are battling the 

deadly virus by providing education of young people. Our 

mission is to attack this deadly threat directly by battling 

ignorance of AIDS. Our campaign strategies include targeting 

youth and at-risk populations before they join the ranks of 

those infected with virus. With your help, we can pull the 

plug on this disease and defeat it before AIDS kills more 

young Americans. 

A2 

Help us suppress the growing threat of AIDS. We are 

meeting this crisis head on by providing education for young 

people. Our family of services include cultivating knowledge 

of the HIV among youth and at-risk populations so they can 

survive the growing threat of HIV infection. With your help, 

we can recognize the relationship between ignorance and 

illness, and make a commitment to breathe new life into AIDS 

education for young Americans. 

B1 

The loss of a parent can be fatal to the hopes and 

ambitions of any young person. It is doubly tragic when that 
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loss is the massacre of a police officer on the front lines 

of the city streets defending law and order. Our aim is two

fold: to provide counseling for families experiencing such a 

loss, and to financially support the future education of the 

children in the family. You can help demonstrate to families 

of police officers that you appreciate their contribution to 

the defense of everyone in the community. 

B2 

The loss of a parent can wound the hopes and ambitions 

of any young person. It is doubly tragic when that loss is 

that of a father and police officer who dies while protecting 

the families of others. Our organization is the offspring of 

two primary objectives: to provide counseling for families 

experiencing such a loss, and to provide for the future 

education of the children in the family. You can help 

demonstrate to the families of police officers that you 

appreciate their contribution to the protection of everyone's 

family. 

CI 

Please join us in the battle to save struggling 

families from extinction. Those who have been under attack 

by poverty, violence, and hunger have few strategies for 

survival other than turning to organizations like ours. Our 
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volunteers go to the front lines to help families cope with 

their problems, providing such services as family counseling, 

food distribution, and tutoring for children. Their aim is 

to improve the life of the family unit as a whole to increase 

their likelihood of survival. 

C2 

Please join us in giving struggling families a new lease 

on life. Those who have suffered the withering effects of 

poverty, violence, and hunger have few choices but to turn to 

organizations like ours. Our volunteers provide helping 

hands with a wide range of services, including family 

counseling, food distribution, and tutoring for children. At 

the heart of our services is the desire to improve family 

life and increase their likelihood of survival. 

D1 

We are asking that you join us in the fight to save our 

nation's youth, a few at a time. We are asking that you help 

us repair broken lives, mend shattered dreams, and provide an 

environment where traditional values are not ambushed by the 

enemies of drugs, crime, broken homes, and fear. Hope, love, 

and discipline are on the wounded list for these kids. When 

their parents send them to our camp for troubled teens, they 
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are asking us to overhaul the system that made them the way 

they are; we are asking you for your help to do the same. 

D2 

We are asking you to join us in the quest to save our 

nation's youth, a few at a time. We are asking you to help 

us recreate an environment where traditional values are at 

the heart of daily life, a home-like environment where these 

values survive in spite of individual backgrounds of drugs, 

crime, fear, and divided homes. Help us nurture these young 

lives and nourish their dreams. When parents send them to 

our camp for troubled teens, they are asking us create a new 

way of life for more than just these youngsters; we are 

asking you for your help to do the same. 
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Appendix D: 

EVALUATION 1 

We believe that people form impressions of organizations 

based on the limited content of literature produced by those 

organizations. Based on the impressions you received from 

this brochure, how would you evaluate this organization? 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Neutral Strongly 

Agree Disagree 

1. If I worked for this organization, I believe I would have 

a very good relationship with this organization. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

2. I believe this organization communicates coldness rather 

than warmth. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

3. If I worked for this organization, this organization 

would care what I think. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

4. I believe this organization would probably have values 

similar to mine. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 
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5. If I worked for this organization, this organization 

would probably want to keep relationships task-oriented. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

6. I believe that this organization is trustworthy. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

7. I believe this organization would be open to suggestions 

or change. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

8. I believe this organization is honest. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

9. I believe that this organization would be a calm place to 

work. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

10. I believe that this organization is highly competent in 

its field. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

11. I believe this organization would be a powerful 

organization. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

12. If I worked for this organization, this organization 

would consider me the equal of others. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

13. I believe that this organization would be cooperative 

with employees and volunteers. 
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Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

14. I believe that this organization is a place where I could 

be friends with co-workers. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

15. I believe this organization would be mostly female. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

16. I believe this organization would be mostly male. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

17. I believe that this organization is like a family: very 

close and caring. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

18. I believe that this organization is like the military: 

efficient and rule oriented. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

19. I believe that this organization is like a plant: always 

growing and changing. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 

20. I believe that this organization is like a machine: with 

a distinct purpose and function to be carried out. 

Strongly Agree 12 3 4 5 Strongly Disagree 



Appendix E: 

EVALUATION 2 

We believe that people can tell a lot about a company from 

the information found in a brochure. Now, based on your 

impressions from the brochure you read, please tell us what 

you think about this company on the following dimensions 

using the scales below: 

1. This company treats its clients: 

Very Well 12 3 4 5 Very Poorly 

2. This company treats its employees: 

Very Well 12 3 4 5 Very Poorly 

3. This organization's interaction with the community is 

Very Positive 1 2 3 4 5 Very Negative 

4. If you worked for this organization, how satisfied would 

you be? 

Very Satisfied 12 3 4 5 Very Dissatisfied 

5. How likely would you be to USE the services offered by 

this organization? 

Very Likely 12 3 4 5 Very Unlikely 

6. HYPOTHETICALLY speaking, how much time would you donate to 

this organization? 

hours per week 

7. HYPOTHETICALLY speaking, how much money would you donate 

to this organization? 

$ annually 
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Appendix F: 

DEMOGRAPHICS QUESTIONNAIRE 

Please tell us a little about who who are. This will help us 

to organize and sort our data. Thank you! 

1. What is your gender? Female (1) Male (2) 

2. What is your age? years. 

3. What is your class at the University of Arizona? 

Freshman (1) Sophomore (2) Junior (3) 

Senior (4) 

4. What is your ethnicity: 

African-American (1) Hispanic (2) Caucasian (3) 

Native American(4) Asian/Pacific Islander (5) 

Other: (6) 

5. Years of Work Experience: 

years months 

6. Types of organizations for which you have worked: 

manufacturing 

service company (hotels, restaurants, delivery person, 

customer service, repairs, etc.) 

self-employed 

health & human services (collectives, counseling, hospitals) 

information services (education, telemarketing, etc.) 

retail companies (department stores, store clerks, etc.) 

police or military organizations 

other: 
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