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Within the last decades, language and discourse have entered the conception of organizing, meant 
as a process of sense-making where discursively based interpretations define agents, purposes, and or-
ganizations. The aim of the present paper was to connect sense-making theory with the study of me-
taphor, being the latter one of the most valuable and multifaceted linguistic tools, useful to catch, de-
scribe, and shape organizational identity. To this purpose, the focus of the investigation was on the sen-
se-making processes used by employees to figure out their organization, analysing the metaphors they 
use when talking about it. Participants to the study were 115 employees working in a medium-sized 
company operating in the automotive sector and located in the south of Italy. At the time of data collec-
tion, the company was experiencing a great change due to a recent process of commercial expansion. 
Consequently, employees were engaged in managing great transformations of the organization, both re-
lated to its cultural vision and to the tasks and working modalities. Therefore, in-depth individual inter-
views were used to collect discursive data about the way employees perceived this transformation. The 
study was intended as an action-research intervention aimed at collecting data to support the HR func-
tion in dealing with these organizational changes. Practical implications for the development of work 
and organizational (W&O) psychology are also discussed. 
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research. 
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Recent developments in the field of work and organizational (W&O) psychology have showed a 

renewed interest for the study of the sense-making processes, that concretely guide organizational behavior 

(Clark & Geppert, 2011; Cornelissen, 2012; Hernes & Maitlis, 2010; Monin et al., 2013; Rudolph et al., 

2009; Sonenshein, 2007; Whiteman & Cooper, 2011). Sense-making processes have been studied for their 

impact on several key organizational processes, such as change management and strategic decision making 

(Gioia & Thomas, 1996; Rerup & Feldman, 2011), innovation and creativity (Drazin et al., 1999; Hill & 

Levenhagen, 1995), organizational learning (Catino & Patriotta, 2013; Christianson et al., 2009).  

Originally developed by Karl Weick (1979, 1988, 1989), sense-making theory has greatly impact-

ed on organization studies, inspiring the advancement of the social-constructionist, interpretative, and phe-

nomenological perspectives in the field (Anderson, 2006; Colville et al., 2012; Colville et al., 1999; Coutu, 

2003; Hodgkinson & Healey, 2008; Holt & Sandberg, 2011; Langley et al., 2013; Maitlis & Christianson, 

2014; Miner, 2003; Oswick et al., 2011; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001).  
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According to Weick (2005) the “organization” is the outcome of an evolutionary process of organ-

izing. Adopting a process-based language, he proposed a new way of thinking about how organizations are 

constituted and directed attention to the sense-making roots of this process (Taylor & Van Every, 2000). 

Weick argued that organizing is a process in which individuals interactively enact, they make sense of the 

context they live in, and retrospectively organize their experience into meaningful chunks, labelling them, 

and connecting them to behavior. By this, individuals tend to retain experience in their minds in the form 

of cognitive maps, indicating what is crucial for their role and for their performance. Through the routine 

of daily interactions, individuals pattern their behavior over time, and, in so doing, they manage ambiguity, 

negotiating a consensus about their task, and how to handle with it.  

A first elaboration of the sense-making theory emphasized the prominence of cognitive processes 

on the social ones, as long as “organizations exist largely in the mind, and their existence takes the form of 

cognitive maps. Thus, what ties an organization together is what ties thoughts together” (Weick & Bougon, 

1986, pp. 102-103). However, further development of the theory led Weick to gradually shift from this 

cognitivist perspective to a more explicitly social constructivist one, maintaining that, rather than cogni-

tion, language is the locus of sense-making (Colville et al., 2012; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, 

2012). According to this view, sense-making is conceived as an ongoing constructive practice, engaging 

people in extracting cues and making plausible sense about events retrospectively, while enacting their 

identity (Weick, 2001).  

Therefore, the process of sense-making is marked by some distinctive features: it is retrospective, 

social, grounded on identity, narrative, and enactive. Arguing for the retrospective nature of sense-making, 

Weick maintained that “people can know what they are doing only after they have done it” (Weick, 1995, 

p. 26). Differently posed, this assumption can be exemplified by one of Weick’s most recurrent question: 

“How can I know what I think until I see what I say?” (Weick, 1979, p. 133; 1995, p. 18; 2009, p. 143), 

meaning that sense-making is also a comparative process. In order to give meaning to the “present” indi-

viduals tend to compare it to a similar or familiar event from the past and to rely on it to make sense. 

Sense-making is also social and grounded in identity: it is influenced by the real or imagined pres-

ence of others as well as by a person’s sense of self. Who people are and the most meaningful factors that 

have shaped their lives influence how they see the world. Thus, identity construction is about making sense 

of the sense-maker.  

This construction is narrative because it accounts for experience and is enactive because it arises 

from the need to undertake actions that could make sense of an experience within our environment.  

In light with these assumptions, sense-making and organization are mutually constituted phenom-

ena (Weick et al., 2005), being the organization a construction coming out from the sense-making process-

es that become concrete through language: “to make sense is to organize, and sensemaking refers to pro-

cesses of organizing using the technology of language — processes of labelling and categorizing for in-

stance — to identify, regularize and routinize memories into plausible explanations [...]” (Brown et al., 

2008, p. 1055).  

Accordingly, instead of focusing on organizational outcomes, sense-making provides insights into 

how individuals and organizations give meaning to events. The essence of sense-making is to provide an un-

derstanding of how meaning and artefacts are produced and reproduced collectively. At the same time, Weick 

pointed out organizational contexts and practices, where sense-making most probably manifests itself (i.e., in 

policy making, socialization, training), methodologies that could better contribute to catch and analyse sense-

making (preferring qualitative methodologies to quantitative surveys), and “language that allows us to grasp 

the essence of sense-making as it unfolds (i.e., threats, opportunities)” (Weick, 1995, pp. 172-173).  
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This perspective largely inspired the theoretical debate about the relationship between organiza-

tion and discourse. An “object orientation,” where organizations are conceived as containers of human ac-

tion and discourse an artefact located inside or outside the container, opposed to a “becoming orientation,” 

arguing that organizing emerges as language in use and as an interaction process and finally achieved “a 

grounded-in-action orientation,” affirming that organizations are discursive forms grounded in action 

(Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004). According to this view, “organizations are socially constructed through acts of 

languaging which create situations, objects of knowledge, social identities of and relations between people 

and groups of people” (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997, p. 258). Therefore, individual and collective identities 

are linguistic accomplishments constituted within discursive regimes providing social actors with important 

symbolic resources for identity negotiation (Read & Bartkowski, 2000). Organizations are conceived as 

textual identities that is social spaces where a thick network of narrations and discourses are informally 

produced, thus shaping and featuring the most authentic dimension of organizational identity (Boje, 1995, 

2000; Czarniawska-Joerges, 1994; Gabriel, 2000). Rather than being independent entities, organizations 

are fluid discursive constructions constantly made and re-made in the several forms of communication 

(Coupland & Brown, 2004). 

Moving from these evidences, the aim of the present study was to propose metaphors as a linguis-

tic privileged tool to investigate the complexity of organizational sense-making.  

Actually, after initial neglect, over the last two decades, the study of metaphor has attracted the at-

tention of several scholars interested in investigating how language and metaphor might represent organi-

zational life (Hernes & Maitlis, 2010; Monin et al., 2013; Rudolph et al., 2009; Whiteman & Cooper, 

2011). Overcoming a limited view of metaphors as mere rhetorical devices, inexact, and potentially mis-

leading, Weick (1989) and Morgan (1980, 1986), among others, greatly contributed to show how metaphor 

analysis could fruitfully ally with organizational theory. The two authors outlined the complexity, the va-

lidity, and the creativity that images convey about organizations. 

Weick recognized that metaphors have an important heuristic role in theory construction, because 

they allow the process by which new perspectives on the world come into existence and this quality is par-

ticularly important when tracking the organizational sense-making processes. Metaphors are a “magnifying 

glass” (Van Engen, 2008, p. 41) since they allow to “enlarge the pictures so that small details are clear” 

(Weick, 1979, p. 252). According to Weick (1979): “Organizations deal with streams of materials, people, 

money, time, solutions, problems, and choices. Streams can be a useful metaphor to portray the continuous 

flux associated with organizations (…)” (p. 42). 

In a similar vein, Morgan (1993, 1998) conceived metaphors as devices precious to understand 

and to extend applications of organizational development. He argued for the value of metaphor that illus-

trates behaviors that in turn shape the organizational culture by presenting reality in a creative way, by cre-

ating new ideas, and by shaping vision (Morgan, 2011, 2016). Therefore, Morgan introduced eight differ-

ent metaphors, namely images, of the organization, to explore how managers and employees think and talk 

about their organization, especially in times of change, thus encouraging new ways to cope with uncertain-

ty and transitions.  

Morgan’s eight metaphors mirror the main organizational theories and unveil the interpretation of 

the dominant sense-making processes that guide organizational behavior. These vivid conceptualizations 

are described below: 

1. The machine metaphor encompasses theories as Taylor’s scientific management, Weber’s bureau-

cracy, and views of organizations that emphasize closed systems, efficiency, and mechanical fea-

tures of organizations.  
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2. The organism metaphor depicts organizations as open systems that focus on the human relations 

and contingency theories.  

3. The brain metaphor focuses on the cognitive features of organizations and encompasses learning 

theories and cybernetics.  

4. The culture metaphor emphasizes symbolic and informal aspects of organizations as well as the 

creation of shared meanings among actors.  

5. The political system metaphor encompasses stakeholder theories, diversity of interests, and con-

flict and power in organizations.  

6. The psychic prison metaphor draws from psycho-analytical theories examining the unconscious 

processes used by the organizations to entrap their members.  

7. The flux and transformation metaphor emphasize the unpredictable and fluid nature of organiza-

tions exposed to constant change and transformations; this metaphor recalls theories of complexity 

in organizations.  

8. The instrument of domination metaphor draws on Marxist critical theories highlighting exploita-

tion, control, and unequal distribution of power performed in and by organizations. 

This authoritative classification has the merit to incorporate different theoretical perspectives and 

different ways of making sense of organizations. Moreover, it contributed to show how to treat metaphors 

as “practical tools for diagnosing and addressing organizational problems and gaining a ‘comprehensive 

understanding [of what is] possible’ for any particular organization” (Morgan, 2006, p. 349). Indeed, Mor-

gan’s work awakened the interest in the role played by metaphors in general, showing how these linguistic 

devices can be fruitfully used to conceptualize organizations. 

Many other scholars in the field of organization theory have followed the route traced by these 

two giant scholars highlighting the benefits that metaphors could perform in organizations (Cornelissen, 

2005; Cornelissen & Kafouros, 2008; Cornelissen et al., 2008; Inns, 2002; Oswick et al., 2002).  

Yet, “metaphors help constitute the realities we live in (…) they give groups and organizations a 

sense of direction, history, and values” (Gerritsen, 2006, p. 12). Accordingly, metaphors could be benefi-

cial in outlining a plan for action, giving clarity and direction especially in times of uncertainty and change. 

Metaphors could provide shared meaning to individual and collective behaviors, guiding them to common 

goals. Metaphors could also contribute to explain the organization’s history. The story of the organization’s 

life is disseminated in memories, texts, and in language. Therefore, metaphors are crucial because they 

catch the past and help individuals in organizing the future. Finally, metaphors are useful to clarify values. 

Metaphor shapes values and connects them to reality both inside and outside the organization.  

Based on these assumptions, metaphors undoubtedly represent a sense-making tool to know and to 

understand organizations, because as a figurative language device they connect people, develop memories, 

stories, and relationships, and if properly connected with a coherent human resource management (HRM) 

plan could also produce organizational quality. 

 

 

THE STUDY 

 

At the time of the study, the company was experiencing a great change due to a recent process of 

commercial expansion. Consequently, employees were engaged in managing great transformations of the 

organization, both related to its cultural vision and to the tasks and working modalities that concretely give 

meaning to their daily job.  
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The study was part of a wider action-research intervention aimed at supporting the HRM function 

in dealing with these organizational changes. Action-research is one of the most popular qualitative ap-

proach in organizational analysis. With special reference to W&O psychology, this perspective is widely 

preferred by researchers and practitioners who wish to make organizational interventions aimed at impact-

ing on employees’ attitudes and behaviors. Therefore, the main assumption of action-research is the active 

participation of the workforce to the whole process of intervention: from the identification of the critical 

aspects that need to be considered to the conjoint definition of a strategic plan of intervention aimed at 

managing the process of change. To this purpose, action-research is generally aimed to collect employees’ 

perceptions, representations, stories about the organization, in order to point out their critical experience 

and start from them to make concrete proposals about future developments (Greenwood et al., 1992; Kris-

tiansen & Bloch-Poulsen, 2018; McIntyre, 2008; Reason & Bradbury, 2008). Action-research adopts many 

different qualitative tools to pursue these goals: in-depth interviews, focus groups, and ethnographic obser-

vations being the main ones. Moreover, the use of storytelling and of organizational metaphors is widely 

considered a support to help employees in figuring out events and challenges and in proposing new unex-

pected solutions. 

In view of the above, the present study reported only a part of the whole action-research interven-

tion conducted in this organizational context, namely the analysis of the organizational metaphors that was 

a first step to understand how employees where experiencing change and how did they make sense of it in 

their ordinary professional life. 

Participants to the study were 115 employees working in McTronic,1 a medium-sized company 

operating in the automotive sector and located in the South of Italy. They represent the entire organization-

al population except for the top management. Employees were informed about the aims, the phases, and the 

steps of the action-research through their organizational email. Accordingly, they were invited to voluntary 

take part to an individual interview focused on the organizational change they were experiencing. The 

company provided a dedicated room where the research team met the participants assuring a protected and 

private space. Before beginning the interview, participants were also invited to sign an informed consent 

form explaining details about data processing for research purposes. 

A first description of the main features of the group of participants showed that the 86.9% of them 

were men while only a 13.1% of them was composed by women with an average age of 40.1 years. The 

distribution of the levels of education confirmed the company’s high-level technical expertise, which is its 

most distinctive feature strictly related to its core business. Yet, more than half of participants had a degree 

(51%), 46% got a bachelor, and only 3% had middle school diploma. As for their roles, participants be-

longed to different operative units: production, design, assembly, software, quality, administration, infor-

mation technology, goods receiving, warehouse, commercial, purchasing, biomedical, human resources, 

and research & development.  

The production unit was the most populated one in terms of workforces (65.4%), while the others 

were quite equally distributed. Finally, almost all employees had a long-term contract (97.7%) and only 

2.3% had a fixed term contract. 

In-depth individual interviews were used as a tool to collect data about the way employees per-

ceived this transformation.  

For the purposes of the study, the interview outline was articulated into three sections:  

• Employees’ perceptions about the organization: the questions of this area were aimed at to inves-

tigate the employee representation of the company. Participants were invited to choose and to ex-

plain a metaphor, that could describe how they saw the organization during this transition. They 
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were also asked to comment on the company’s strengths and weaknesses in order to understand 

their knowledge of it. 

• Employees’ perceptions about their work experience: the questions of this area were aimed to ana-

lyse employees’ job satisfaction, person/work/organization relationship, and their expectations 

about career development. 

• Employees’ perceptions about organizational climate and well-being: this area was related to in-

vestigate if and to what extent employees had a clear representation of the company’s mission and 

vision, of what was expected from their roles, how did they consider the employee/leader relation-

ship, the quality of organizational communication, of conflict, and stress management, and in gen-

eral how did they think that the organization took care of their well-being at work.  

For the sake of the present paper, data analysis focused solely on the metaphors used by employ-

ees to define their company which were chosen as a sense-making tool used by participants to manage and 

to cope with organizational change.  

Data collection lasted approximately one month, because each individual interview took almost 

one hour. Participants were involved in interviews during their working hours. A first draft of the results 

was discussed with the management and was useful to plan further steps of the research intervention ad-

dressed to support the change management process. 

 

 

THE METHODOLOGY 

 

Individual interviews were audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed. The textual data collect-

ed were then analysed adopting the paper and pencil diatextual methodology. Actually, diatextual analysis 

is a qualitative discursive methodology precious to penetrate “how” did participants discursively construct-

ed their experience with special reference to the focused topics of the study (Manuti et al., 2012; Mininni & 

Manuti, 2017; Mininni et al., 2014).  

Diatextual analysis can be conceived as a special address of textual analysis, whose main aim is to 

reveal the relationship between subjectivities, texts, and contexts of talk. Accordingly, the term diatext 

(from the Greek “dia” namely “through”) refers to “the context as it is perceived by the enunciators of the 

text, as it is imagined and considered by them” (Mininni, 1992, p. 63). According to this methodological 

perspective, sense is a dynamic and fluid entity that does not reside permanently within a text rather it goes 

through. Therefore, to study and to penetrate the sense that animates texts, scholars need to focus on some 

textual and discursive traces that concretely refer to three main analytical categories: subjectivity, argumen-

tation, and modality. The acronym of these categories determines the S.A.M. model, a pragmatical support 

of diatextual analysis allowing to approach to texts by answering to some basic questions (Who is saying 

that? Why does he/she say that? How does he/she say that?) and consequently to organize the results ac-

cording to some specific patterns of sensemaking associated to the extreme variability of actors, contexts, 

and topics of talk. 

The first question (Who?) aims at clarifying how the interlocutor conveys his/her identity through 

discourse. Accordingly, with reference to the “subjectivity” dimension, diatextual analysis allows to trace 

back discursive markers of agency, affect, and the enunciative strategies adopted to signal his/her position 

toward the discursive context and toward the interlocutors (embrayage/debrayage strategies).  

The second question (Why?) points out how the enunciator organizes the “meanings why,” that is 

the reasons that are shaped through discourse and that concretely guide stances and claims about the topic 
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debated. Some discursive examples that could be found within this analytical category are stake markers 

(discursive markers signalling the aims and interests that animate texts), narrative markers (e.g., discursive 

cues referred to scenes, characters, models of action), and the network of logoi and antilogoi activated 

within the narrative and/or argumentative programmes featuring texts. 

Finally, the third question (How?) focuses on the discursive modalities through which the meaning 

is shaped, namely it focuses on the stylistic and rhetorical options that make clearer the position and the 

subjectivity of the interlocutor. Typical traits of modality are meta-discursive markers (namely expressions 

of comment and reformulation), discourse genre markers (references to the typology of text and intertextu-

al references), opacity markers (use of rhetorical figures, frame metaphors, etc.).  

The present contribution is aimed at showing only some of the procedures of the diatextual ap-

proach that are those with a greater metaphorical pertinence. Accordingly, metaphor is one of the most sa-

lient discursive resources of diatextual analysis when scholars are interested in investigating “how,” that is, 

in analysing the modalities through which meaning is exchanged and delivered. 

 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 

Morgan’s classification of the organizational metaphors described above was used to analyse the 

discursive data collected. Five out of eight images were recurrent in participants discourses. Being a quali-

tative analysis, the occurrence of each metaphor was not considered as a quantitative index. However, it 

could be relevant to note that metaphors referred to the machine and to the family domain were among 

those that participants evoked most. Furthermore, some participants used more than one metaphor domain 

in his/her interview, thus highlighting the richness and the plurality of facets composing individual organi-

zational experience. 

 

 

The Organization as a Machine 

 

A typical metaphorical frame used by participants to describe the organization was “the machine.” 

This metaphor is traditionally adopted to refer to organizational efficacy and efficiency (Örtenblad et al., 

2016). From a pragmatic point of view, participants chose different “objects” to convey this image of their 

organization. A trait common to all of them was the robustness and the strength as well as the perfection of 

the output or of the performance. However, a very interesting feature was the emphasis given to the indispen-

sable role played by coordination, participation, involvement of all the partners/members for the attainment of 

the final goal: without the contribution of every single organizational member the organization could never be 

a perfect machine. Team group, support, commitment, and hard work were the main thematic networks that 

discursively shaped this metaphor, animating employees’ experience. These were more than simple key-

words; they are values inspiring individual and organizational behavior. Very meaningful to this purpose was 

the image of the organization as a ship that survived the storm (concretely the experience of change) thanks to 

the commitment and work of every single worker as well as the image of the orchestra composed by solo tal-

ents, who chose to collaborate to produce a unique melody.  

“a ship attempting to survive to the storm (…) relying on the support of each member of the crew 

since everyone has a fundamental role and everyone is responsible for success” (AC22). 

“a huge gear that keeps on moving efficiently thanks to individuals” (IT1). 
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“a robot almost substituting men at work” (B5). 

“an orchestra where all musicians give a relevant contribution to the melody, but could be also gift-

ed solo artists” (B7). 

“a football team, where everyone has its roles, and everything works unless egoism prevails” (B9). 

“Masmec is like a beehive where people are hard-working, and are committed to a common goal” 

(B10). 

“a sharp chronograph, beautiful as a Rolex, with sophisticated mechanisms that works perfectly giv-

en that they are always attended to” (S10). 

 

 

The Organization as an Organism 

 

The metaphor of the “family” was the most recurrent one within this domain, being it also a most 

traditional representation of the organizational identity (Gioia et al., 2000). In this case, it contributed to 

highlight the importance attributed by all organizational members to the “human” dimension the working 

context. The metaphorical domain of the “family” was discursively constructed around the thematic net-

works of the home and of life, that concretely referred to a sense of belonging and to identification with the 

company, both considered a prerogative for success and performance. Like in a family, where members are 

led to share values, responsibilities, and practices, most participants declared that they were engaged in 

working in order to manage the company’s public image and reputation. Like in a family they enjoyed 

good times and also coped with the bad times, keeping together and striving for the same goal.        

“it like my home, I cannot live without McTronic. I am attached to McTronic and I care about its 

image therefore I am committed to settle up everything so that when clients come, they can appre-

ciate our company” (RU1). 

“McTronic is my second family, here is my life” (A1). 

“a second home, a huge family” (A4). 

“a family since even if there are discussions between us, they serve to grow up, we are a family for 

the better and for the worse” (RM1). 

“it is like my family” (B8). 

 

 

The Organization as a Culture 

 

The “cultural” metaphors are addressed to convey a highly symbolical sense of the organization. 

These representations contributed to create and to share meanings and behavioral patterns oriented by very 

clear organizational values (Alvesson & Berg, 1992). In this case, participants used very powerful “ob-

jects” to describe their organization and to paraphrase Schein (1985) “the way they do things around here.” 

Accordingly, each of the image chosen contributed to focus on values and basic assumptions that concrete-

ly shaped the vision and mission of the company. Values such as stability, equity, solidity, and sense of 

sacrifice emerged as a meaningful and shared cultural code for employees, inspiring their organizational 

behavior.   

“an anchor representing stability. I see McTronic as a company that is fast growing up and that 

even in this moment of instability could be a safe harbour where we can dock the ship” (A2). 

“a balance, symbol of equity, justice and respect of rules” (A3). 
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“McTronic is a colour, it is blue: blue because it is in the middle between a dark colour, symbol 

for sacrifice (because working is always a fatigue) and a light colour, the light blue of the sky in a 

sunny day that is something nice” (M8). 

“an olive tree like tradition, robustness, our land” (B2). 

“a constellation that keeps you on the course” (B11). 

 

 

The Organization as an Instrument of Domination 

 

Beside the positive images of the organizations that contributed to focus on the consensual dimen-

sions of the relationship with the company, there was also a group of metaphors addressed to frame this 

relationship in terms of conflict between the organization and its employees (Giroux, 1993). Therefore, 

these metaphors underlined the existence of a different perspective between employees’ and organization 

about some core aspects of the organizational life. According to this view, the organization is meant as a 

context where the person/organization relationship could be differently shaped according to the reciprocal 

perceptions and expectations, producing different forms of organizational adjustment and different behav-

ioral outcomes (Taris et al., 2006). The figurative domains that emerged with reference to this metaphor 

aimed at stressing the opposition of two groups of workers (an ingroup and an outgroup): those who work 

for the organizational goals (those who were interviewed), and those who profited from the situation and 

are protected (“the parasites”). The result is confusion about the criteria used to evaluate human resources 

and a sense of unfair consideration about employees’ performance from some managers (“the puppets”). 

The “objects” used to animate this metaphor are eloquent with respect to these perceptions. The company 

was considered a promised land for those who were not willing to work and at the same time are under the 

company’s protection like chicks under their mother hen. Further, the company was described as a cart 

which was too heavy to be pulled because only some contributed to this aim. Finally, the company was al-

so compared to Italy, namely a country where according to a widespread populist view manifested by the 

same Italians, it is difficult to point out a vision of the future, things are generally confused, and few people 

take the responsibility of one’s own actions. Therefore, participants used this metaphor to underline their 

perception of a biased HRM.  

“the promised land for most parasites. Many people working in McTronic criticize with the compa-

ny but they do not know how lucky they are because they do not know what’s outside” (M5). 

“a cart pulled by all employees that however sometimes is arrested by the weird attitudes and be-

haviors of some managers” (B3). 

“I see McTronic as Italy since there is confusion, managers who are puppets and managers who 

have biases” (B6). 

“McTronic is a mother hen because sometimes there are too many protections toward some em-

ployees …we would need a more careful and objective evaluation of our work” (B14). 

 

 

The Organization as a Flux and Transformation 

 

A final frame metaphor recurrent within the corpus of data collected was the one that compared 

the organization to a living organism, which is therefore constantly in change. Because of the special mo-

ment of the organizational life, being the company engaged in a change management process at the time of 
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the interviews, this metaphor emphasized employees’ trust toward the potentialities of the organization that 

provided a warrant for a flourishing future. Transformation and change were framed by positive images 

such as the caterpillar becoming a butterfly, the flower blooming or the bread rising that encouraged indi-

vidual and collective behaviors such as commitment to change and proactive coping with change (Weick & 

Sutcliffe, 2001). The company was also described as an erupting volcano, that is as a magmatic and thus 

generative context for all the employees as well as a cruise ship, a huge and sound vehicle that goes around 

the world, taking and offering opportunities, meeting people, and capitalising encounters, and always reno-

vating itself.  

This metaphor is particularly useful to collect employees’ perceptions about change and to analyse 

their eventual responses to some organizational plans for development. The images used by the workers 

interviewed were encouraging because they mostly showed trust and reliance, that could be both positive 

predictors of positive adjustment.  

“a caterpillar becoming a butterfly: we are experiencing a transformation therefore we can fly 

higher becoming butterflies” (AC3). 

“a huge cruise ship travelling around the world. We stop in every harbour to meet people and to tell 

them about us. Someone takes the tender and goes alone but then we go and pick him up” (C2). 

“a volcano continuously erupting” (C5). 

“a flower that is not completely bloomed. It has many potentials that are still unexpressed” (RM1). 

“it is like bread rising, it is becoming bigger and more important” (P2). 

 

 

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR W&O PSYCHOLOGY AND HRM INTERVENTIONS 

 

The analysis of the metaphors collected in the study highlighted some interesting conclusions useful 

both to further theoretical developments in the field of applied W&O psychology as well as to improve the 

potentials of HRM practices as a strategic tool for organizations to manage change and competitiveness.  

From a theoretical point of view, results contributed to “enlarge the paradigm” showing how met-

aphors and most generally qualitative methodologies could integrate mainstream quantitative organization 

analysis, providing “powerful tools” (Gummesson, 2000, p. 1) for the management and for the organization 

researcher. Metaphors could help scholars in the field of W&O psychology in going deeper into some or-

ganizational processes adopting the employees’ perspective and in understanding which are the cognitive 

and affective variables that might impact on desirable organizational outcomes in terms of performance, 

extra-role behavior, innovation, engagement, and commitment. In this vein, diatextual analysis and meta-

phor analysis specifically could allow a “journey” inside the sense-making processes employees use to fig-

ure out their organization. More simply the way they talk about their organization could be suggestive 

about the way they think about their organization and thus predictive about the way they behave. Yet, met-

aphors have a huge cognitive power, they contribute to shape meanings, in this case corporate identity, and 

consequently could differently impact on organizational behavior (Bhati et al., 2014; Cassell & Bishop, 

2019; Cassell & Symon, 2006; Gummesson, 2006).  

From a managerial point of view, results coming out from the present study gave concrete indica-

tions to the HRM function of the organization about how to positively manage employees’ attitudes and 

behaviors toward change through dedicated development interventions. In this case, metaphors opened an 

unexpected perspective on the employees’ perceptions and attitudes toward change, encouraging the man-

agement to take this challenge counting on the support of the workforce.  
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First, the recurrent frame metaphor of the family was very significant, it signalled a strong sense 

of community diffused in the organizational context that can be strategically managed to support change 

(Spreitzer et al., 2012). Indeed, several studies confirm that the sense of community positively relate to in-

dividual, organizational, and social outcomes such as psychological well-being (Davidson & Cotter, 1991; 

Peterson et al., 2008), engagement, political participation, and civic involvement (Albanesi et al., 2007; Pe-

terson et al., 2008; Prezza et al., 2009), that in turn could be considered antecedents of social change (Omo-

to & Malsch, 2005). Therefore, the recurrence of the family metaphor could encourage the company to 

plan human resource (HR) actions and interventions that could capitalize this strong sense of belonging, 

relying upon the fact that engaged employees who share the organizational vision, its norms and values like 

in a family will be more available to share also the need to change.          

Moreover, the idea that the company is “technology, progress, and vanguard” [S3] suggested that 

employees are aware about the challenges that the company was going to face and were preparing to invest 

themselves in innovative behaviors. Furthermore, some also criticized with a too cautious attitude toward 

change. The company had difficulties in channelling its great and mostly unexpressed potentialities in a 

time of change and expansion as the one experienced during the study (e.g., “(the company is) a Ferrari 

persisting in driving like a 500” [M20]). In this case, metaphor analysis allowed to the HR function to in-

vestigate the employees’ availability to change the organizational culture and to be ready to take the chal-

lenge of change.   

Metaphors were also useful to indicate the way to follow to support change management: employ-

ees underlined the need to give the company a clear identity in terms of work organization and division of 

labour: “this is an anthill where there is confusion (….) sometimes there is no organization and those who 

are called to solve the problems transfer the problems to others” [M1]. There is also a problem with the dis-

tribution of responsibilities: “a kayak where only few row and many want to take control over (…) every-

one wants to grow in his/her career but very few area available to work hard (…) there should be more 

people interested in producing and fewer in governing over the others” [S10].  

Though a general and diffused sense of belonging emerged from data analysis, which was certain-

ly connected with a previous strong organizational culture and with an enlightened HRM, the different 

metaphors and images of the organizations provided by the employees focused different perspectives on 

organizational change and thus different perceptions and experience of it. Beside the different metaphorical 

domain, the images collected focused on a general sense of estrangement. Most participants witnessed their 

proud to be part of the organization, highlight the many successes and goals it reached within the last years 

but at the same time underlined the confusion that currently dominated the organization. Change is a pro-

cess that most participants define as a natural and necessary step to take, a process that is going on, and 

cannot be stopped (like the bread rising) however it is also experience as a jump in the unknown, as a new 

and unexpected scenario that could challenge organizational experience (e.g., in the metaphor of the volca-

no erupting). In this vein, metaphor analysis could be a useful tool also for HRM to investigate this experi-

ence, to be prepared to the employees cognitive, emotive, and behavioral responses that might emerge to 

change. This awareness could be precious to plan and conduct proper change management interventions. 

The very pragmatic perspective showed by qualitative research also through the results of the 

study presented above allowed to indicate how these methodologies could be a way to gain insights into the 

“human side” of the organization, namely its most authentic force, thus developing sustainable perfor-

mance and enhancing workers’ wellbeing and quality of life (Porath & Spreitzer, 2012; Porath et al., 2011; 

Spreitzer et al., 2012; Sonenshein et al., 2013). 
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NOTES 

 

1. For privacy’s sake we used McTronic, that is a name of fantasy, to refer to the real company where the 

study was conducted.  

2. The abbreviations quoted before each extract between the brackets refer to the different operative units 

where employees worked. The abbreviations are in Italian and stand for: AC = purchasing; B = biomed-

ical; S = software; RU = human resources; A = administration; RM = goods receiving; M = warehouse. 
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