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Metaphorical images of an organization: the power of symbolic 
constructs in reading change in higher education organizations' 

HASAN SIMSEK 
Faculty of Education, Deparntment of Educational Sciences, Middle East Technical 
University, Ankara, Turkey 

Abstract Based on interviews with 24 faculty members at a large, public university, this article 
reports the use of metaphors as a new conceptual strategy to analyze change in higher education 
organizations. Results of the study indicate that strategic choices guiding the behavior of the 
organization under study and the metaphorical images held by the faculty members about their 
organization show a high degree of congruence. Implications for change and maintenance of 
enacted realities in higher education organizations are discussed. 

Introduction 

As the base of the organization theory expands (Burrel and Morgan 1983), new 
terms, concepts, analytical and methodological tools are increasingly used in 
ways that are consistent with these emerging new themes. In particular, with 
the emergence of the symbolic or cultural perspective on organizations (Bol- 
man and Deal 1991; Smircich 1983), anthropological concepts such as myths, 
sagas, symbols, ceremonies, beliefs and values as well as some linguistic con- 
cepts such as metaphors have received a great deal of attention. Using these 
concepts, organizations are analyzed as enacted cultural realities that bind 
and hold an entire community and its membership. 

"A metaphor is a figure of speech in which a term or a phrase with a literal 
meaning is applied to a different context in order to suggest a resemblance" 
(Sackmann 1989, p. 465). Besides its transformative power as a language 
form, metaphor also denotes a way of knowing: For example, scientists view 
the world metaphorically in developing their framework for analysis (Morgan 
1980, p. 61 1). Furthermore, Lakoff and Johnson argued that less concrete and 
inherently more vague concepts are restructured in terms of more concrete 
concepts that have clear meanings, understanding and familiarity in our daily 
life. Thus, through metaphor, the unknown is explained by known experiences 
(Lakoff and Johnson 1982, p. 112; reported in Sackmann 1989, p. 465). 

According to Morgan, "the creative potential of metaphor depends upon 
there being a degree of difference between the subjects involved in the 
metaphorical process" (Morgan 1980, p. 611), one being more concrete than 
the other when used to explain the target phenomenon. In most cases, while 
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the commonalties are emphasized, differences are suppressed in a selective 
comparison (Morgan 1980, p. 611). On the other hand, metaphors transmit 
entire systems or domains of meaning by under-emphasizing individual and 
isolated concepts or phenomena. They create a mental picture which substi- 
tutes for thousands of words in describing an entire situation. This makes 
metaphors very powerful communication tools with their picture-like nature 
since they transmit a complete story visually using only one image (Sackmann 
1989, pp. 467-68). 

Metaphors transfer schema from one area to another, they filter and define 
reality in a simple fashion such as "Richard is a lion," "the brain is a com- 
puter," "capitalist economies are markets" (Sterman 1985, p. 98), or "orga- 
nizations are machines," "organizations are organisms," "organizations are 
flux and transformation," etc. (Morgan 1986). Metaphors are very powerful 
in describing the most important features of a complex array of variables in 
a simple form, but they only provide part of a whole picture (Morgan 1980; 
Sterman 1985). 

It is useful in the following ways to employ metaphors to explain tacit 
background assumptions in organizations: 
(1) to clarify the enacted reality in organization which emphasizes common- 

alities between the nature of organization and of the used metaphor, 
(2) to draw an approximate visual picture of the organization in terms of the 

dominant strategic orientation guided by the underlying enacted reality, 
(3) to provide somewhat detailed information about the organization by con- 

taining certain linguistic components, specifically adjectives and adverbs 
used in a metaphorical description (Simsek 1992). 

Thus, metaphor is an expressive (language-related) form that facilitates 
communication in understanding the tacit assumptions widely shared in an 
organization. These tacit assumptions in turn define the mode and direction 
of behavior in organizations. 

A growing literature has examined the use of metaphors in a variety of 
social settings ranging from the process of theory construction in science, 
to the behavior of firms, to procedures by which children in grade school 
classroom learn (Morgan 1986; Sackmann 1989; Sterman 1985). The value 
of metaphors come from their rich linguistic character and their relationship 
with explication of reality: "All languages have deeply embedded metaphor- 
ical structures that are reflective of and influential in the meaning of real- 
ity...become[ing] vehicles of vernacular for expressing one's understanding 
of one's environment within a specific cultural, historic context" (Bredes- 
on 1985, p. 30). The important reflection of a cultural and historic context 
through metaphorical linguistic forms has been widely recognized in studies 
explaining construction and perception of reality in organizational settings 
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(Lakoff and Johnson 1982; Sackmann 1989; Bredeson 1985; Simsek and 
Louis 1991; Louis and Simsek 1994). 

Several authors emphasize the importance of metaphors in knowledge cre- 
ation and defining ways of knowing the world through a process of interpre- 
tation (Smircich 1983; Morgan 1986). By using metaphors, Morgan (1986), 
for example reinterpreted mainstream organization theories by identifying 
their metaphorical imagery. Similarly, Sackmann (1989) demonstrated how 
metaphors were used by executives in a private firm's restructuring process 
to redefine their changing reality. Her results showed that the metaphors of 
"gardening" (cutting, pruning, gathering, nurturing) were effectively used to 
change the firm's overall identity. 

Bredeson (1985), on the other band, analyzed the bases of three metaphor- 
ical images held by a number of school principals about their jobs: mainte- 
nance, survival and vision. The maintenance metaphor was represented by 
an image of caretaker or overseer who keeps the school doors open and the 
process going. The metaphor of survival was depicted by an image of a con- 
stant flow of day-to-day and immediate activities. The metaphor of vision, 
on the other hand, reflected their broad understanding of the future on certain 
educational issues concerning their schools, surrounding community and the 
state at large. 

This discussion proves two powerful uses of metaphors in organizational 
analysis: First, there is enough evidence of the uses of metaphorical analysis 
in reading the present nature of organization. It is like taking the picture 
of an often implicit and tacit world view that overwhelmingly defines the 
behavior of an organization. Thus, in this mode of inquiry, metaphors are 
tools to read the situation. Second, some scholars use metaphors not as a 
reading tool but as a catalyst for change as reported in Sackmann's study 
(1989). Sackmann argued that metaphors may be used to inject a particular 
vision in the organization. Since metaphors have picture-like qualities, they 
may potentially constitute a powerful medium for communication of an often 
abstract and tacit future orientation. A simple metaphor may substitute a 
thousand-word document in prescribing particular actions to be taken or a 
particular path to be followed. In this study, metaphorical analysis was used 
in the first sense, that is, in reading the organization. 

On the other hand, organization theory in higher education is based on five 
powerful models: the bureaucratic or structural frame, the collegial or human 
resource frame, the political frame, the organized anarchy frame and the sym- 
bolic frame. The bureaucratic or structural frame involves a hierarchical, rule- 
based administrative scheme in which change is explained as structural recon- 
figuration of organizational apparatus as the environment demands (Emery 
1969; Katz and Kahn 1978; Lawrence and Lorsch 1967). The collegial or 

This content downloaded from 193.255.85.129 on Thu, 4 Jul 2013 09:44:57 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


286 

human resource frame considers higher education institutions as a collegium 
"where differences in status are deemphasized, people interact as equals in 
a system that stresses consensus, shared power and participation in gover- 
nance, and common commitments and aspirations" (Bensimon, Neumann 
and Birnbaum 1989, p. 54). In this frame, change is through community- 
wide consensus and participative decision-making. The political frame sees 
the higher education institutions as essentially political entities where there 
exists more than one interest group or coalition. Change, under the political 
frame, is a dynamic politicking process among various groups struggling for 
more control and influence (Baldridge et.al. 1978). The organized anarchy 
frame (Cohen and March 1974), on the other hand, explains higher education 
organizations as essentially unpredictable entities where change is random 
because of "politicized nature of the involvement of different actors with 
different agendas and interests" (Simsek and Louis 1994, p. 671). 

Of the symbolic frame, one of the least utilized perspectives to higher edu- 
cation organizations as part of a general trend in the organization theory is 
that "the symbolic side of modem organizations has been vastly understat- 
ed in research" (Clark 1983, p. 73). However, starting with Clark's seminal 
work on organizational sagas (Clark 1972), scholars have devoted attention 
to the symbolic side of academic organizations in terms of beliefs, ideologies, 
stories, legends and sagas. In a recent study, for example, Simsek and Louis 
argued that changes in organizational structure and procedures in higher edu- 
cation institutions may not produce much change in behavior unless there is a 
genuine shift in the underlying organizational paradigm, namely assumptions 
and values (Simsek and Louis 1994, p. 690). 

Departing from a symbolic orientation, and, by using a case study design, 
the purpose of this article is to present how metaphors as symbolic constructs 
can be used in the analysis of change in higher education organizations. 

Statement of the problem 

The following questions guided the data collection and analysis process: 

1. Before the Commitment to Focus Plan 
la. What metaphor, image or analogy were used by the faculty members to 
describe the University before the Commitment to Focus Plan? 

lb. What institutional strategies or policies were perceived by the faculty to 
describe the University before the Commitment to Focus Plan? 

ic. Is there any relationship or contextual congruence between the metaphors, 
images or analogies and institutional policies or strategies from the perspec- 

This content downloaded from 193.255.85.129 on Thu, 4 Jul 2013 09:44:57 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


287 

tives of faculty members concerning the period before the Commitment to 
Focus Plan? 

2. After the Commitment to Focus Plan 
2a. What metaphor, image or analogy were used by the faculty members to 
describe the University after the Commitment to Focus Plan? 

2b. What institutional strategies or policies were perceived by the faculty to 
describe the University after the Commitment to Focus Plan? 

2c. Is there any relationship or contextual congruence between the metaphors, 
images or analogies and institutional policies or strategies from the perspec- 
tives of faculty members concerning the period after the Commitment to 
Focus Plan? 

Before describing the method of study, it would be relevant to provide 
background information about the planning and change at the University of 
Minnesota. 

The case: strategic planning in the University of Minnesota 

According to Foster (1989-90), the University of Minnesota has a number of 
unique roles that distinguish it from other higher education institutions in the 
United States: 

* It is the land-grant university for a state that is a center for both agricul- 
ture and technology, so that education in 'agriculture and the mechanic 
arts' is an important responsibility; it is the state's only source for higher 
education in agriculture and related fields and, until 1983, its only source 
of engineering education. The university maintains the strong commit- 
ment to public service and statewide outreach that such a combination 
implies. 
* The university's Twin Cities campus serves as the urban university for 
the Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area, with a population of 2.5 mil- 
lion; its evening extension classes serve 37,000 students per year. 
* It is the state's only research university (Foster 1989-90, p. 26) 

A number of internal and external calamities forced the university to under- 
take a strategic planning process. Externally, the reasons laid within the state's 
financial difficulties in the late 1970s and the early 1980s. Internally, on the 
other hand, many observed an erosion of quality over the previous forty 
years as a number of departments' national reputation declined. Especially, 
the university's undergraduate education was criticized in several areas: an 

This content downloaded from 193.255.85.129 on Thu, 4 Jul 2013 09:44:57 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


288 

impersonal campus climate, large classes, long lines, bureaucratic rules, and 
very few faculty who showed interest in their students (Foster 1989-90, p. 26). 

Although a strong planning orientation was started in the early 1980s, the 
planning process at the University of Minnesota dates back to the mid 1970s. 
Clugston (1987, p. 91), for example, divided the strategic planning process 
of the University into four phases. During the period between 1974-79, the 
structure and framework for planning was started with the appointment of 
a planning council by the president. Following this preparation phase, the 
first cycle of planning occurred between the spring of 1979 and the spring of 
1982. Following a centrally developed planning statement, all units, including 
colleges, were required to submit their goals and objectives under the direction 
of guidelines defined by the central planning document for the 1980s. 

The second cycle covered the period between 1982-84. A severe budget 
shortfall in the state economy in the early 1980s (1981-83) resulted in a 
four percent cut in the state's allocation for the university. This unexpected 
development forced the university to immediately link the already-in-process 
program prioritization with the budget decisions in terms of internal resource 
allocation (Clugston 1987, p. 95). 

The third cycle, covering the period between 1984-85, let each unit find 
ways or develop strategies in order to implement set targets in program prior- 
itization. The fourth cycle, on the other hand, was designed to give feedback 
to the first cycle through which each unit would re-examine its mission in 
light of the second and third cycles of the planning process (Clugston 1987, 
p. 96). During this planning process at least seven university committees were 
dealing with different issues confronting the university [-such as undergrad- 
uate and graduate education, research, outreach and technology transfer, and 
improving the management of the university-]. The result of this commit- 
tee work was a vast array of diagnoses, prescriptions and recommendations 
(Foster 1989-90, p. 26). 

By the time the university was busy with the planning and committee work, 
an incidental event occurred which sparked a series of momentous events in 
the planning and change process of the university: 

In late 1984, while the university was attempting to digest the many 
committee recommendations and to set a direction for concerted action, 
an activist governor visited to tell the interim president that the university 
was trying to do too much and should focus its activities if it hoped 
for support in the governor's budget recommendations to the legislature 
(Foster 1989-90, pp. 26-27). 

The response to this challenge came from Kenneth Keller, vice president 
for academic affairs, then interim president and subsequently president. His 
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"Commitment to Focus" proposal announced in 1985 was largely based on 
the previous committee recommendations, although it was a personal inter- 
pretation of those recommendations. The proposal gained the support of the 
majority of the faculty as well as the governing board (Foster 1989-90, p. 27). 

In the report, the foundation of the Commitment to Focus plan was described 
as the governing board's mission statement and the institution-wide planning 
activities. The Commitment to Focus plan was put forth as an effort to make 
the university one of the five top public universities in the nation with empha- 
sis on being an international research university, a land-grant institution, a 
metropolitan university carrying out the functions of research, teaching and 
service, and, fundamentally serving a clientele composed of professional, 
graduate and undergraduate students (Keller 1985). 

The commitment to focus plan: a vision for change 

The plan was basically laid out on the following dimensions: 
1. Efforts of higher education institutions in the state should be coordinated, 

or duplication of efforts should be minimized. 
2. Faculty should be released from certain involvements such as heavy load 

of teaching. 
3. The university is out of balance in terms of ratio of undergraduates to 

graduates. 
4. Quality should not be sacrificed in order to preserve the breadth of pro- 

grams. 
5. Various campuses in the system should be coordinated through a number 

of rearrangements (Keller 1985). 
To release faculty from certain involvements and to reduce the undergrad- 
uate/graduate ratio, the plan recommended that undergraduate enrollments 
should be reduced (which would lead to reduced undergraduate class sizes) 
and the number of graduates should be increased. The cuts in the undergrad- 
uate numbers could easily be absorbed by other higher education institutions 
in the state. By doing so, the principle of equal educational opportunity would 
not be harmed. 

In order to reduce the breadth of programs which had resulted in increasing 
financial burden and declining quality, the plan proposed eliminating and 
reducing a number of programs and units. 

Of the declining quality, it was proposed that the admission requirements 
should be increased to recruit high-ability undergraduates, and the quality 
of undergraduate programs should be improved through increased admission 
standards and reduced class sizes. 
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On the issue of coordinating campuses, the plan proposed that the mission 
of each campus should be focused and sharpened. The University's attention 
should be focused on the Twin Cities campus, and entrance standards should 
be increased and unified across all undergraduate colleges on this campus 
(Keller 1985). 

The plan received wide support from inside and outside the university. By 
the time the plan was announced, the university was in search of its new 
president. Then, Kenneth Keller was appointed as president by the governing 
board in 1986, no doubt owing to his Commitment to Focus plan. This was a 
"green light" signaling the approval to implement the strategies developed in 
the plan. Described by many as an intelligent and visionary leader, he managed 
to convince the legislature on the funding issues. The state's support for the 
University was going to remain the same even as enrollment declined. This 
was an unusual and impressive success for the university in general and for 
the new president in particular. On the other hand, a considerable amount 
of private funding was provided through a series of successful fund raising 
campaigns. 

However, the president resigned in March 1988 as a result of a public 
controversy due to alleged financial mismanagement of the University (Foster 
1989-90, p. 35). The new president, inaugurated in October 1989, had served 
on numerous university committees since the initial phases of the strategic 
planning process. In his inauguration address, he laid out his plan for the 
University demonstrating his strong commitment to the fundamental spirit of 
the Commitment to Focus plan. However, the name of the plan was changed to 
"Access to Excellence" in order to overcome charges of elitism levied against 
the original plan. Additionally, he emphasized his priority as upgrading the 
quality of undergraduate education. 

Data collection and analysis 

The interview schedule 

The interviews were held in the summer of 1992, seven years after the Com- 
mitment to Focus proposal was announced. In order to elicit the metaphors 
that describe the University after and before the Commitment to Focus initia- 
tive and their relation to most cited strategic choices with which the University 
was identified, four types of open-ended interview questions were designed: 

Before Commitment to Focus: 
* What metaphor, image or analogy would best describe the University as a 
higher education institution before the Commitment to Focus Plan?2 
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* What particular policies, strategies or organizational actions could best 
describe the University before the Commitment to Focus Plan? 

After Commitment to Focus: 
* What metaphor, image or analogy would best describe the University as a 
higher education institution after the Commitment to Focus Plan? 
* What particular policies, strategies or organizational actions could best 
describe the University after the Commitment to Focus Plan? 

Pilot test, sampling and interview 

The interview schedule was initially pilot-tested on six randomly selected 
faculty members representing six departments from different colleges. Then, 
a "multiple embedded case design" (Ym 1984 pp. 447) was used to form the 
sample which involved five departments from the four largest colleges. These 
departments and colleges were chosen after the researcher's consultations 
with knowledgeable members of the faculty. Of particular concern was that 
the selected departments should not be involved in similar professional circles 
which might yield a routine interaction as a result of overlapping responsibili- 
ties or similar professional and intellectual backgrounds. The sample involved 
the following departments: Strategic Management (School of Management), 
Political Science and English (College of Liberal Arts), Mathematics (Insti- 
tute of Technology), and Food Science (College of Agriculture). In each 
department, a list of faculty members was obtained. Since the researcher was 
interested in exploring the degree of shared understanding in terms of sym- 
bolic images and subjective perceptions held by the faculty members about 
their institution, professional experience and length of tenure in the institution 
was used as a sampling criterion rather than the academic ranks of the faculty. 
For this, the researcher decided that the faculty member should have been in 
the institution for at least ten years to ensure that the perception of faculty 
would reflect the differences (if any) between the two phases of the change 
process in the institution. 

From each department, a list of five primary and three substitute faculty 
members were selected through a random sampling procedure. As a result, 
the sample involved faculty members from various academic ranks who were 
actively teaching. Potential respondents were contacted first by letter and 
then by telephone. Disinterested or unavailable respondents were substituted 
by others through similar stages. A total of 24 faculty members from five 
departments were interviewed. All interviews were tape-recorded and later 
transcribed verbatim by a professional typist. 
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Although the researcher is aware of the fact that the universities involve var- 
ious levels, this study only deals with the perceptions of the faculty members. 
As was explained elsewhere, "we focused on faculty as informants, because 
they are viewed as carrying a special status of responsibility for conserving 
the university and typically have a longer time perspective that administrators, 
who, at least at the University of Minnesota, often occupy their positions for 
five or fewer years" (Simsek and Louis 1994, p. 678). 

Qualitative data analysis and reporting 

To analyze the data, a qualitative method was followed. Particularly, in iden- 
tifying the strategic choices that the university was most engaged in before 
and after the Commitment to Focus initiation, the interview transcripts were 
content analyzed to find out themes and patterns (Patton 1987, p. 149). By 
using a word processing program, each interview transcript was sorted under 
four question categories by cutting and pasting without changing the original 
word structure or phrasing used by respondents, so each piece of information 
could be accurately grouped under a related category. The procedure was 
carefully constructed in an effort to avoid any distortion of the information 
at the primary level of analysis. Then, each pasted item in each category 
was given a name or a tag describing each intact sentence. Finally, the tags 
under each category were compared across five interview transcripts for each 
department, and then they were grouped in their contextual similarity. This 
analysis procedure is called "open coding" by Strauss and Corbin (1990, 
pp. 61-74). 

Qualitative analysis and reporting may range from pure narrative to statis- 
tical forms and graphic presentations (Wolcott 1994, pp. 17-32). The nature 
of data at hand and the nature of the problem posed may dictate different 
analysis and reporting strategies, but, in many cases, the same data can be 
treated in both ways based on the priorites identified by the researcher. In this 
study, extensive interview data were reduced to thematic categories based on 
the general categories stated in the research problems. The purpose in doing 
so was to compare two phases of organizational change at the University of 
Minnesota from the perspectives of the faculty members, to relate these find- 
ings to the planning efforts of the university administration, and to explore 
the likelihood of any congruence between the metaphorical images and orga- 
nizational strategies generated by the faculty members. So, an analysis and 
reporting strategy which was more categorical based on simple frequencies, 
and less narrative (see Exhibit 2 and Exhibit 4) seemed appropriate for this 
purpose. 
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The following points should be made for better understanding of the find- 
ings which will be presented later: 

1. As mentioned earlier, Nils Hasselmo, the new president replacing Ken- 
neth Keller, who designed the Commitment to Focus Plan, did not alter 
the fundamental spirit of the Commitment to Focus Plan other than chang- 
ing the name of the plan to Access to Excellence to overcome negative 
charges against the original plan and to emphasize the quality of the 
undergraduate education. For these reasons, interviewees were asked to 
generate metaphors/images/analogies as well as institutional strategies 
and policies only about the periods before and after the Commitment 
to Focus Plan. Since Access to Excellence can not be called a radically 
different plan per se, the findings that will be presented later only concern 
two distinct institutional phases, namely pre-1985 (before the Commit- 
ment to Focus initiation), and post-1985 (after the Commitment to Focus 
initiation). 

2. Since the interviews were held in the summer of 1992, the post 1985 
period covers a seven year time span during which most of the proposed 
strategies in the Commitment to Focus Plan were already put into action 
(e.g. program closures to solve the problems of duplication and of quality 
deterioration, reduction in the undergraduate student population in favor 
of an increase in the graduate student number). Because of this, and of the 
way the research questions were designed, the following findings reflect 
the faculty's perception of the changes at the University of Minnesota in 
reference to the Commitment to Focus Plan. 

3. Although the sampling design was carefully constructed to ensure diver- 
sity and representation of the general faculty population, one generic 
weakness of qualitative research holds true in this study as well: "...a lone 
qualitative researcher, working with inevitable limitations of time and 
resources..." (Wolcott 1994, p. 183) studying large organizations such as 
the University of Minnesota. In this respect, findings of this study should 
be considered more of an exploratory effort to bring forth an new ana- 
lytical tool in higher education organization research such as metaphors 
rather than to make generalizable descriptive inferences to the larger 
population. 

Findings 

QL. Results reading the period before the Commitment to Focus Plan 

la. Metaphorical images 
A total of 32 metaphors were produced by 22 respondents (Exhibit 1). More 
than one-third of them were match: Octopus=5, elephant=3, 
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[Exhibit 1] 
METAPHORS DESCRIBING THE UNIVERSITY BEFORE COMMITMENT 

TO FOCUS PLAN 

STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT 
1. A grazing cow = sturdy, big, dependable, very slow 

A tangled up ball of twine 
A highly departmentalized hierarchy 

2. A great, big multi-limbed, stumbling animal 
(A cross btw centipede & elephant) 
An octopus 

3. A big, non-thinking bureaucracy 
An elephant 
An octopus 
"Communiversity" 

4. A dog = takes resources, but returns something to environment 
A good quality, faculty run, democratic inst 

5. An enormous size, Chinese menu catalog of offerings 

POLITICAL SCIENCE 
1. Amoeba = constantly dividing, 

"U of Lake Wabegon" = decentralized, unwilling to make hard decisions 
Unruly group of school children, all going & doing separate things 

2. An octopus= with all eight arms embracing different constituencies and concerns 
3. A ship = sailing in the smoother waters 
4. A healthy octopus 

ENGLISH 
1. Amoeba 

A free enterprise 
2. An octopus 
3. A coral reef 
4. A feudal-medieval landscape 
5. A wildly growing vegetable 

FOOD SCIENCE 
1. A free enterprise 

A wagon tain = going different directions for different purposes 
2. A healthy buffalo 
3. A beehive = going different directions, doing their own separate jobs 
4. A kitten = sits there & loves to be petted 

DEPARTMENT OF MATHEMATICS 
I. Amoeba = if something comes along that you haven't planned for, just go out and 

grab it 
= if you push it one place, it pops out in another place 

2. An elephant = large, sloppy, slow, ponderous, eats large amounts 
3. A garden without strict gardeners 

Octopus = 5, Elephant= 3, Amoeba= 3, 
A wildly growing garden/vegetable = 2 
Sturdy, big, very slow, departmentalized, multi-limbed, stumbling, dividing, decentralized, 
opportunist, unplanned, sloppy, large, ponderous, unruly. 
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amoeba=3, and a wildly growing garden or vegetable=2. Some of the images 
can still be grouped under these four broad categories in terms of their contex- 
tual similarity.3 For example, "cow" and "buffalo" metaphors can be added 
to the "elephant" metaphor, since all three metaphors emphasize the mas- 
sive size of the institution. By their contextual similarities, other metaphors 
such as the following can be grouped together, and linked to the metaphor 
of "a wildly growing garden or vegetable:" "a tangled up ball of twine," "an 
enormous size, Chinese menu catalog of offerings," "unruly group of school 
children," "a feudal-medieval landscape containing many fiefdoms with their 
own princes and princesses," "a wagon train going different directions for 
different purposes" and "a beehive going different directions, doing their 
own separate jobs." From an organizational perspective, these metaphorical 
images can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand, they may confirm an 
organized anarchy in terms of lack of control, lack of coordination and col- 
laboration, and uncontrolled growth in organizational activities. On the other 
hand, they may simply confirm the fact that the University of Minnesota is 
one of the largest and most complex universities in the U.S. Both of these 
interpretations seem to confirm the organization change literature that there is 
a positive association between the size of the organization, and differentiation 
and structural complexity, as well as more decentralization (Hage and Aiken 
1967; Pugh et.al. 1969; Blau and Schoenherr 1971; Scott 1992). 

Thus, by combining the metaphorical images in terms of their contextual 
similarities, we reach the following picture: 

Amoeba=3, Octopus=5, Elephant and related metaphors=5, A wildly 
growing garden and related metaphors=8 

lb. Institutional strategies 
Faculty members identified four clusters of dominant strategic behaviors that 
identified the University before the Commitment to Focus Plan (Exhibit 2): 

1. Growth and expansion in program areas, and in program diversity, variety 
of offerings, opening and creating many small departments and programs. 

2. Teaching and service emphasis as rewarded and praised faculty behavior. 
3. Large student population and emphasis on quantity, open access and 

guaranteed admission, and low admission standards. 
4. Independent unit activities, freedom to develop programs; autonomy and 

decentralized/collegial decision making granted to colleges, units and 
departments. 

I c. The match between metaphors and institutional strategies 
The following interpretation can be drawn from these four central metaphors 
in relation to the four clusters of institutional strategies: 
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[Exhibit 2] 
DOMINANT POLICIES, STRATEGIES OR ORGANIZATIONAL ACTIONS BY 

THE UNIVERSITY BEFORE COMMITMENT TO FOCUS PLAN 

1. Growth/expansion in program areas, 
Variety/many offerings, 
Growth in program diversity, 
Opening/creating many small departments/programs 
Diverse/too many programs 

StrMan PolSci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

4/4 3/5 4/5 4/5 3/4 18/23(78%) 

2. Teaching emphasized, praised, rewarded 

StrMan PolSci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

3/4 3/5 3/5 1/5 1/3 11/22(50%) 

3. Large student population 
Emphasis on quantity 
Open access 
Too many admissions 
Large/guaranteed admission 
Low admission standards 

StrMan PolSci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

2/4 1/5 3/5 1/5 2/3 9/22(41%) 

4. Independent activities, 
Freedom to develop programs 
Autonomous, collegial decision making 
Unit autonomy 
Decentralized decision making 

StrMan PolSci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

0/4 3/5 2/5 3/5 0/3 8/22(36%) 

5. Service emphasized, praised, rewarded 

StrMan PolSci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

4/4 0/5 0/5 0/5 0/3 4/20(20%) 

1. The amoeba metaphor represented an image of the University as a land 
grant institution that lacked a solid/strong identity. Many referred to the 
University as an institution "being all things for all people." Additionally, 
it was in a constant process of growth similar to the amoeba's multipli- 
cation by fission. 
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2. The elephant and related metaphors (cow and buffalo) provided an image 
that is significant by its size and massive body. They refer to the institution 
that has traditionally been one of the largest public universities in the 
nation. 

3. The octopus, however, is easily identified with eight arms on a single body. 
As several faculty members remarked "the university was like an octopus 
with its eight arms embracing different constituencies simultaneously." 
The organization was explained as a single body attempting to satisfy the 
demands of many constituencies at the same time. 

4. The metaphors of "wildly growing garden or vegetable," and other related 
images listed above, characterize an uncontrolled and continuous growth 
and expansion in the program areas and activities in the University. As a 
result, the metaphorical images used by the faculty in describing the most 
noticeable features of their organization are strikingly linked to the most 
salient institutional strategies, with each metaphor representing a group 
of central institutional strategies. 

Q2. Results reading the period after the Commitment to Focus Plan 

2a. Metaphorical images 
A total of 24 metaphors were produced by 21 faculty members (Exhibit 3). In 
this case, there is considerable diversity and less consensus over the metaphors 
chosen compared to the metaphors used for describing the period before 
Commitment to Focus, except the "lion" metaphor which was repeated three 
times. However, respondents see the current organization as being different 
than the prior one in terms of being more directed, focused, powerful and 
purposeful in its strategic orientation, smaller and trimmed down in size and 
structure, and more coordinated in its internal decision making. 

A careful examination of metaphors reveals that almost half of the metaphors 
generated by the faculty in describing the university after the Commitment 
to Focus plan show a metaphoric continuity. Although a minority, some fac- 
ulty were not convinced that a real change was evident in the university. 
Rather, the situation was worsened as revealed by such metaphors as "a great, 
big, multi-limbed, stumbling animal," "an enormous Chinese menu catalog 
of offerings," "a sick octopus," "a jungle," "a wounded buffalo," "an amoe- 
ba." On the other hand, a number of faculty added a qualitative improvement 
(often in a positive manner) in the university's overall image. "A grazing bull" 
implies a still large body but it is more powerful and aggressive to go after 
things, "a hippopotamus" but little faster, smaller, more trimmed down and 
directed, "a rhinoceros" but a self sufficient organism, still "an octopus" but 
smaller in size, still a wagon train but more coordinated, "a large bear" which 
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(Exhibit 31 
METAPHORS DESCRIBING THE UNIVERSITY AFTER COMMITMENT 

TO FOCUS PLAN 

STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT 
1. A grazing bull = more powerful & aggressive to go after things & to do things 
2. A great, big, multi-limbed, stumbling animal. A cross b/w a centipede & an elephant 
3. A hippopotamus= little bit faster, smaller, more trimmed down, more directed 
4. A lion = grabs resources from the environment, but contributes little 
5. An enormous, Chinese menu catalog of offerings 

POLITICAL SCIENCE 
1. A rhinoceros = a self sufficient organism 
2. A lion = better hunter, a bit ruthless, the head triumph over the heart 
3. A fox clever, devious, operate w/o being seen, moves faster 
4. A centipede 

A sick octopus 
A jungle 

ENGLISH 
1. A fish = more focused movement, but still darting around 
2. A smaller octopus 
3. A stabilized coral reef 
4. 19th Century German Uni. model = research, publication, graduate studies oriented 
5. A pruned tree 

FOOD SCIENCE 
1. A coordinated wagon train= wagons rounding up into a circle 

A lion = aggressive, not easy to prey on 
2. An ant colony = busy, working hard, focused on a task 
3. A wounded buffalo 
4. A hunting dog= seeks, searches and finds 

DEPARTMENT OF MATHEMATICS 
1. Amoeba = no change in the image 
2. A large bear = smaller than elephant, scaled down, but still an indiscriminate eater 
3. A neatly set up garden 

Lion= 3 
More (powerful, aggressive, trimmed down, directed, focused, stabilized), faster, 
smaller, self sufficient, better hunter, bit ruthless, clever, pruned, coordinated, 
seeks, searches, scaled down. 

is still a large body but smaller than an elephant, scaled down, however, still 
an indiscriminate eater (Exhibit 3). 

On the other hand, a third group of metaphors reveal a rather sharp change 
in the overall image of the university that might be ascribed to the Commit- 
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ment to Focus plan. The "lion" metaphor which was repeated three times by 
three faculty members who had quite different disciplinary or departmental 
orientations indicate a rather focused and powerful image for the university. 
Perhaps the content of the image was best described by a faculty member 
from political science: "a better hunter, a bit ruthless, and the head triumph 
over the heart" which explains a focused and selective attention for vision 
and organizational goals, a rational and logical emphasis on organizational 
structure, process and commitments. 

Other images such as "fox;" "fish," "a pruned tree," "an ant colony," "a 
hunting dog;' and, "a neatly set up garden" describe a context which is close 
to the qualitative richness of the "lion" metaphor. Various qualities of these 
metaphors ascribed to the used images by the faculty members provide rich 
insights into the nature of this new strategic orientation at the university such 
as clever and faster, more focused movement, but still darting around, focused 
on a task, seeks, searches and finds (Exhibit 3). 

Compared to the images that described the university before the Com- 
mitment to Focus plan, the sort of fuzziness and diversity in the content of 
provided metaphors can be explained in three ways: (1) if an organization is 
identified with incremental and slow change, metaphorical images may pro- 
vide a rather strong picture of the organization. Change, on the other hand, 
distorts this continuity and clarity of the images like taking of picture of a 
moving target. Thus, fuzziness and diversity in the metaphorical images may 
prove that change is in order in the organization. (2) Metaphorical fuzziness 
may, however, also be due to people being able to judge the past more clearly 
than the present. 

2b. Institutional strategies 
Results show that 7 groups of emerging strategies were identified by the 
interviewed faculty. The first policy or action, the reallocation plan which 
was originally defined in the Commitment to Focus proposal, was designed to 
distribute resources differentially. Following the identification of the priority 
areas among the programs, the plan proposed that the available resources 
should be shifted from low-priority to high-priority programs. It seems that 
this strategy directly addresses an immediate need to remedy the declining 
resources of the University by offering an internal solution to the problem. 

The second group of strategies concerns access issues or reduction in size 
of the University. As the interviewed faculty perceived, enrollment and class 
size are reduced by raising admission and preparation standards. 

The third group of strategies focused on certain activities designed to reduce 
already-expanded units, programs and campus diversity in the university. 
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To do this, certain departments, units or programs have either been closed, 
merged or their budgets cut. 

According to the results concerning the fourth policy, there appears to be 
an emphasis on quality, especially at the levels of teaching and undergraduate 
education. 

Along with the quality concern, there seems to be a tendency towards more 
emphasis on research and publication expected from the faculty, and more 
priority has been given to graduate level education. 

The sixth strategy indicates, as reported by the faculty, that there is a trend 
towards more centralization in the internal affairs of the university through 
planned activities and an emphasis on collaborative work among the units. 

The seventh group of policies show that the university has more aggressively 
sought outside funding by creating endowed chairs, increasing fund raising 
activities and applying for more research grants. 

Regarding these results, first, if a comparison is made between the periods 
before and after the Commitment to Focus, the new or proposed policies 
seem to be constructed to reverse the trend. For example, while the previous 
policy was praising the quantity that ended up in an inflated size, the new 
one attempts to reduce it. In order to overcome the financially problematic 
situation, the new set of policies were created to generate a partial solution by 
distributing the resources differentially as well as finding ways of generating 
external funding. In order to solve the problem of massive program diversity, 
complexity and expansion or a "diseconomized scale," the new policies and 
strategies are developed to streamline the institutional and program complex- 
ity. To do all these, central administration gained more control in the internal 
affairs. Lastly, as a response to eroding or declining quality, upgrading quality 
especially in the undergraduate education was given the highest priority after 
the Commitment to Focus. 

These findings lend some support to Miller and Friesen's discussion that 
revolution in the strategy and structural variables in organizations first attempts 
to reverse the excesses of the period preceding any discontinuous change ini- 
tiative (Miller and Friesen 1980). 

There appears another important point concerning the order of the proposed 
policies (Exhibit 4). It seems that the order of strategic choices with respect 
to their percentage ratios from high to low define the level of concreteness, as 
perceived by the respondents. The highly-rated ones are those in which the 
university administration is actively promoting the resolution of the problems 
inherited by the previous policies. 
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[Exhibit 4] 
DOMINANT POLICIES, STRATEGIES OR ORGANIZATIONAL ACTIONS 

BY THE UNIVERSITY AFTER COMMITMENT TO FOCUS PLAN 

1. Reallocation Plan 

StrMan PolSci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

4/5 4/5 4/5 1/5 3/4 16/24(67%) 

2. Reduced/limited enrollment 
Higher preparation/admission standards 
Limited course offerings 
Smaller classes 

StrMan PoISci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

2/5 3/5 4/5 3/5 4/4 16/24(67%) 

3. Program/campus closings 
Program consolidation 
Program/unit mergers/cuts 

StrMan PoISci English FoodSci Math Tot.# 

3/5 3/5 4/5 2/5 3/4 15/24(63%) 

4. Emphasis on quality 
Quality teaching 
Quality undergraduate education 

StrMan PoISci English FoodSci Math Tot.# 

2/5 2/5 1/5 2/5 3/4 10/24(42%) 

5. More emphasis on research, publication, graduate level 

StrMan PoISci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

4/5 1/5 0/5 0/5 3/4 8/24(33%) 

6. Planned/coordinated/collaborative activities 
More central direction 
Planned activities for setting priorities, defining areas of strengths 

StrMan PoISci English FoodSci Math Tot. # 

1/5 1/5 2/5 3/5 1/4 8/24(33%) 

7. Endowed chairs 
Fund raising activities 
Orientation towards externalfuinding 

StrMan PolSci English FoodSci Math Tot.# 

2/5 2/5 1/5 1/5 0/3 6/24(25%) 
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2c. The match between metaphors and emerging institutional strategies 
Although the congruence between the provided images and the emerging 
institutional strategies is not as strong as in the case of the period prior to 
Commitment to Focus, the images are, however, rich in context in terms of 
describing the university's overall strategic direction. 

1. As discussed earlier in relation to the metaphors describing the period 
after the Commitment to Focus, whereas the same images were used by the 
faculty, we observed some qualitative differences in each image. Although 
the emerging images did not sharply contrast with the previous images, a 
qualitative improvement was evident as in the following examples: from "a 
grazing cow" to "a grazing bull,' from "an elephant" to "a hippopotamus" 
(faster, smaller, trimmed down and more directed), from "a coral reefs' to "a 
stabilized coral reef," from a free-flowing "wagon train" to "a coordinated 
wagon train," from "a kitten" (sits there and loves to be petted) to "a hunting 
dog" (seeks, searches and finds), from "a wildly growing vegetable" to "a 
pruned tree," from "a garden without strict gardeners" to "a neatly set up 
garden." 

These metaphors indicate a strategic continuity or an incremental change 
in the strategic orientation of the university. Change was not seen as radical or 
discontinuous, rather as focused on trimming the extremities of the previous 
institutional strategies. This analysis was supported through the analysis of 
the strategic choices that the new strategies were designed to treat the ills of 
the prior period. Metaphorical images clearly showed this connection as the 
faculty members used the same metaphors, but in the second case, with more 
positive attributes. 

2. On the other hand, some metaphorical images sharply contrasted with 
the dominant metaphors characterizing the university's past and the present. 
The metaphorical images of bull, lion, fox, fish and hunting dog all resemble 
a different character for the university, the one that has slimmer, swifter, 
lean and focused qualities of emerging strategic inclination. For example, the 
reallocation plan, the program, campus closures and consolidations are well 
described by the image of a "lion" that is a little bit ruthless and puts the head 
over the heart. This is contrasting with the university's image of "attempting 
to satisfy everybody's willy-nilly" with a rationalistic approach of efficiency 
and effectiveness. 

Images that are related to the size of the university were clearly evident in 
the scaled down versions of the previously used metaphors: from elephant 
to hippopotamus, from octopus to smaller octopus, from elephant to a large 
bear, from a jungle to a pruned tree, etc. 

The imagery of the emerging strategic orientations related to planned, 
coordinated and collaborative activities; and, more central direction in the 
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university was hidden in the previously cited metaphors of bull, lion, fox, 
fish and hunting dog. Such organisms do have more control, coordination 
and swifter qualities in their movements compared to rather sloppy and slow 
organisms such as elephant, octopus and cow. The university is no more a 
"free enterprise, a tangled up ball of twine, an unruly group of school chil- 
dren, a feudal-medieval landscape," but moving towards a more centralized, 
coordinated and unified configuration. 

Discussion and conclusions 

Land grant universities endure on a populist image originated from an agrarian 
socialism. This populist land-grant philosophy was explained by a University 
of Minnesota faculty as follows: 

It was highly populous, a belief that the university had to be all things to 
all people, a general world view that we just serve everybody's demands 
willy nilly (Simsek and Heydinger 1993, p. 20). 

After the Second World War, this populist image transformed into an "entre- 
preneurial populism" under the influence of the growth years (late 1950s and 
early 1970s) (Simsek 1992; Simsek and Heydinger, 1993; Simsek and Louis 
1994). During these years, institutions engaged in a number of strategies that 
resulted in an uncontrolled expansion in program areas, diversity in institu- 
tional missions, growth in size and decentralization in decision making. The 
metaphorical analysis in this article shows that dominant images (metaphors) 
among faculty are matched with sets of institutional strategies provided by 
the same professionals, and verified by individuals involved in articulating 
those strategies. 

In the case of the University of Minnesota, the era of "entrepreneurial 
populism" was terminated by the 1985 Commitment to Focus plan. As the 
reported results show, the institution was trying to reverse the extremities of 
the entrepreneurial populist strategies as well as providing a vision for the 
future. 

This article draws the following four implications from the study: 
(1) Since metaphors provide simple ways of knowing and seeing the world, 

organization members' sense of reality and their role accomplishments will 
be consistent with these implicit images. These images provide the necessary 
framework that limit or delimit the members' accomplishment of organiza- 
tional roles. According to interpretive organization theorists, "the world is, 
essentially, an ambiguous realm of experience that is made concrete by the 
people who interpret it, and who act on the basis of these interpretations. Peo- 
ple's interpretations construct reality and, through subsequent actions based 
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on those interpretations, actually shape future realities. Realities are not given; 
they are made!" (Morgan 1989, p. 93: emphasis original). From the images 
provided by the University of Minnesota faculty, a large number of images 
show an improvement in the image of the University compared to the previous 
period. A man-made, constructed reality which defines the University as more 
coordinated, focused, scaled down, and directed prescribes individual actions 
and a criterion for role accomplishments by the faculty members consistent 
with these images. Moreover, a faculty member's image of the University as 
"a sick octopus," or "a great, big, multi-limbed, stumbling animal," or "an 
enormous, Chinese menu catalog of offerings" will prescribe a different set 
of individual actions on the part of these community members. Similarly, if a 
faculty member sees the University as "a fox who is clever and devious," then 
he or she will be cynical about the University's, especially about the admin- 
istration's, agenda of change that will frame this particular faculty member's 
daily job routine. 

(2) These images are shared across a population of organization members. 
As we discussed elsewhere (Simsek 1992; Simsek and Heydinger 1993; Sim- 
sek and Louis 1994), an enacted or socially constructed reality in organization- 
al settings can be reframed as an organizational paradigm. An organizational 
paradigm is a cognitive map that guides and directs organizational activities. 
As was originally put forward by Kuhn (1970), every paradigm creates its 
own language pattern, its unique concepts and principles. This language form 
is disseminated among the members of a community, the process which is 
called the social matrix. The full use of any paradigm comes into existence 
when the social matrix is close to the maximum level of membership. At 
this phase, the image of paradigm reality is shared among the majority of 
the community members. In the University of Minnesota case, we were able 
to find out almost the same, sometimes similar, semantic approaches in the 
faculty's description of the university. Faculty members with quite dissimi- 
lar professional and departmental interests articulated similar metaphors in 
describing the university. 

On the other hand, if the shared reality is orderly, dominating images are 
strong, clear and agreed. If the constructed reality is chaotic and disorderly, 
images are correspondinglyfuzzy and weak. As you may recall, the metaphors 
describing the University of Minnesota prior to the Commitment to Focus 
plan were stronger and consensus was higher compared to the period after 
the Commitment to Focus. The diversity and relative lack of consensus on 
the metaphors related to the period after the Commitment to Focus may 
indicate that change is underway, and that it is directly reflected by the 
provided metaphors. This eventually creates a fuzzy imagery or picture of the 
organization under study. 
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(3) Changes in strategic choices create changes in members' image of 
their organization. Conversely, effective management of images may create a 
situation where certain desired strategic choices can easily be implemented. 
This was evident in the case of the University of Minnesota in such a way that 
the Commitment to Focus plan altered "the entrepreneurial populist image" 
in this public university. Any change in strategic choices that are a direct 
extension of an implicit world view may distort the image of the community 
members about their organization. Conversely, the process may work the 
other way. Any alteration in the images may create a situation where certain 
strategies can be disseminated in the organization. This second case was not 
the purpose of this study. However, as earlier reported from Sackmann's study 
(1989), creating a particular vision and articulating new strategic choices may 
be achieved through alterations of dominant images in an organization. 

(4) The results regarding the metaphorical images used by faculty members 
in describing the period prior to the Commitment to Focus plan (before 1985) 
are supportive of the three theory bases to higher education organizations 
as applied to the case under study. The study provides evidence that theo- 
ries such as "loose-coupled systems" (Weick 1976), "organized anarchies" 
(Cohen and March 1974), and "multiversities" explain the most important 
characteristics of the university organization before the 1980s. The metaphor- 
ical images of "octopus," "amoeba," and "a wildly growing garden or veg- 
etable" are able to define the most salient characteristics of the University 
of Minnesota before 1985 defined by others as a loosely-coupled system, an 
organized anarchy, or a multiversity. However, the results of this study show 
that all these descriptions of the academy of the 1970s were some essential 
components of one socially enacted image, what Simsek and Louis (1994) 
called the paradigm of "entrepreneurial populism." The imagery representing 
the University of Minnesota presented in this article describes the general 
characteristics of a large university organization of the early 1970s in which 
these theories were offered: a loosely-linked structural configuration, inde- 
pendent and decentralized decision making, multiple, sometimes conflicting, 
mission and vision in a single institution. What is important here is the fact 
that each of these three theories simply focused on only one dimension of the 
higher education institutions. At least in the University of Minnesota case, 
metaphorical images presented in this article provide a perspective that funda- 
mental aspects of these three theories are interconnected. This may lend some 
proof to the temporal dimension of theories in describing social phenomena 
of the time in which a particular theory is developed. 

On the other hand, the University of Minnesota has traditionally been one 
of the largest public universities in the U.S. Our findings of metaphorical 
imagery associated with loose-coupling and organized anarchy are equally 

This content downloaded from 193.255.85.129 on Thu, 4 Jul 2013 09:44:57 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


306 

important in confirming the findings in organization theory - when translated 
into the context of higher education organization - that growth in size leads 
to differentiation and complexity in structure of organization and decentral- 
ization in decision making (Hage and Aiken 1967; Pugh et al., 1969; Blau 
and Schoenherr 1971; Scott 1992). 

Notes 

1. An earlier version of this article was presented at the annual meeting of the University 
Council For Educational Administration (UCEA), Philadelphia, PA, USA (October, 1994). 
The author would like thank three anonymous reviewers and editor Grant Harman for their 
helpful comments. 

2. In cases where this direct question did not work in eliciting striking images, the researcher 
alternatively used the following question, which, in most cases, worked well: 'Which 
animal or living organism would best describe this institution before 1985? After 1985?" 
This method was suggested by Gareth Morgan at an informal seminar at the University of 
Minnesota. 

3. If you consult Exhibit 1 and Exhibit 3, you will see an extensive list of metaphorical 
images generated by the faculty about their institution. The discussions under la and 2a 
were limited only to cover the metaphors that are contextually similar or the ones that 
have, one way or another, relevance to the institutional strategies. The images which seem 
to be random in the responses list were left untreated. 
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