
4/7/2016

1

Using Metaphor as a Vision for 

Change:Communication Strategy for Stakeholder 

Buy-in

E.C. Ricketts, Ph.D., SPHR, SHRM-SCP

Director of Organizational Development

Tennessee Department of Human Resources

TN SHRM Strategic 
Leadership Conference

Change Initiative Success Rate

• 70% failure rate

• 25% meet objectives

• 44% failure rate

Heraclitus said…
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Change has been around a while…

There is no 
permanent reality 

except the reality of 
change…
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“Pocahontas”…

What I love most about the river is:

You can't step in the same river twice

The water's always changing, always flowing

But people, I guess can't live like that

We all must pay a price

To be safe, we lose our chance

of ever knowing

What's around the river bend

Waiting just around the river bend

Even Disney…

Why do Change Initiatives Fail?

Change Initiatives Failures…

• Incomplete change models

• Capacity is widely overlooked

• Leadership not fully prepared

• Employees not involved enough

• Lack of effective communication

• Unclear objectives

• Underestimating emotions

• Etc…
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Common Theme = Communication

Metaphor

• A figure of speech containing an implied comparison, in which a word or 

phrase ordinarily and primarily used for one thing is applied to another.

– All the world’s a stage

– Boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past

– The test was a piece of cake

– Finishing that task is a load off of my back

– A momentary difficulty is a speed bump

Metaphor and Cognitive 

Conceptualization 

• A means to understand and express abstract, affective, and/or intuitive 

experience.

• Keys to the structure of thought.

• Primary metaphors: the connection is not conscious. 
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Examples of Metaphorical 

Constructions

Argument is War

 She won the argument

 Her criticisms were right on target

 He couldn’t defend his claims

 She attacked every weak point in his argument

 She shot down all of his arguments

Examples of Metaphorical 

Constructions

Time is Money

 That project cost me a lot of time.

 I can’t give you that much time.

 He spent a lot of time researching that topic.

 I’ve invested a lot of time in that project.

 You're wasting my time.

 This gadget will save you hours. 

 How do you spend your time these days? 

 That flat tire cost me an hour.

 You need to budget your time.

 Is that worth your while?

 He's living on I borrowed time.

 You don't use your time profitably.

Orientational Metaphors

SICKNESS AND DEATH ARE DOWN

• He's at the peak of health. 

• He's in top shape.

• He fell ill. 

• He's sinking fast.

• He came down with the flu. 

• His health is declining. 

Physical basis: Serious illness forces us to lie down physically. When you're 

dead, you are physically down.
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Guess the metaphor…

• What he said left a bad taste in my mouth.

• All this presentation has in it is raw facts, half-baked ideas, and warmed-

over theories.

• There are too many facts for me to digest them all.

• I simply can’t swallow that claim.

• Let me stew over these thoughts for a while.

• It is a theory you can sink your teeth into.

• Let’s let the concept simmer for a while.

• This idea has been fermenting for years.
IDEAS 
ARE 

FOOD

Reframing via Metaphor

Bombing
Medical 

Procedure
Surgical 
Strike

Metaphor and Change: Change is 

Motion

Change

Machine 
Metaphor

Change is 
Motion

Fix it
What is broken
Things are out of sync
Need right tools to fix it
Change agents are 
repair people, 
maintenance workers…

May psychologically 
imply that someone has 
done something wrong, 
or broken something 
that needs to now be 
fixed.
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An example of being stuck in Machine 

Metaphor thinking…

The following taken from Managing the Metaphors of Change, Marshak.

Other common change metaphors

• Developmental: change builds on the past and leads to better 

performance over time.

– The organization is a building under construction.

– Change often perceived as positive, getting bigger, better…

– Change agents often referred to as trainers, coaches, or developers.

The following taken from Managing the Metaphors of Change, Marshak.

Other common change metaphors

• Transitional: change involves a move from one state or condition to 

another, e.g., from manual to automated operations.

– Imagery analogous to relocating and/or moving from one place to another place.

– Moving forward, knowing the right path, taking the best route, leaving the old behind, 

etc.

– Change agents viewed as planners, guides, or explorers.

The following taken from Managing the Metaphors of Change, Marshak.
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Other common change metaphors

• Transformational: change implies the transfiguration from one state of 

being to a fundamentally different state of being, e.g., from a regulated 

monopoly to a market-driven competitive business.

– Imagery is not geographical movement but an alteration in the state of being.

– A fundamental alteration in who or what the organization is.

– A need to wake up, remove the blinders, get out of the box, see the light, recreate 

ourselves anew.

– Change agents are viewed as liberators, visionaries, or creators, who can help unlock 

the situation, see new possibilities, or give birth to a new organization.

The following taken from Managing the Metaphors of Change, Marshak.

Performance Management and Metaphor

• Moved from a numerical rating system to a verbal

1, 2, 3, 4, 5

unacceptable, 
marginal, valued, 

advanced, 
outstanding

Training and Metaphor

• Training

– Way to get out of work

– Not important

– Been there, done that

– Check the box

Learning/development

• Life-long process
• Occurs more than once
• Part of development
• Process oriented



4/7/2016

8

• Assess current change metaphors in the existing culture
• Ascertain that the change metaphor used reflects the 

intended outcome
 Fix and maintain/build and develop/etc.

• Align the change metaphor throughout all levels of the 
organization

• Test it out first, then change the metaphor to reframe how 
change is conceptualized in the organization

Sources

• Metaphors We Live By – Lakoff and Johnson

• When It Comes to Social Change, The Machine Metaphor Has Limits –

Virginia Lacayo

• The Art of Making Change Initiatives Stick – Roberto and Levesque

• Managing the Metaphors of Change – Marshak

• Changing the Language of Change: how new contexts and concepts are 

challenging the ways we think and talk about organizational change –

Marshak

• Metaphor as the Foundation of Organizational Studies: Images of 

Organization and Beyond - Jermier
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