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In this paper, we explore how supply chain theorists can engage with
metaphorical imagination to develop supply chain theory. Our main pur-
pose was to provide additional useful guidance on how scholars can
approach the method of metaphoric transfer. To do this, we build on pre-
vious work on the metaphoric transfer method and develop the Metapho-
ric Transfer Pathways framework. The framework offers two novel
approaches to working with metaphors that will help theorists to best
leverage the theorizing potential of metaphors in their work. We also
develop a set of evaluation criteria which can help scholars to choose
which approach to metaphoric transfer to adopt and to maximize the pro-
ductivity of metaphors used within their theorizing efforts. Our paper syn-
thesizes the existing literature on metaphorical imagination in a novel
way to provide accessible guidance for those looking to work with meta-
phor and to maximize their contribution toward developing novel supply
chain theory.
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INTRODUCTION
There have been a number of calls for the field of

supply chain management (SCM) to enter the matura-
tion stage of development and become less dependent
on theories borrowed from other fields (Carter, 2011;
Carter, Rogers & Choi, 2015; Flynn, 2020; Flynn
et al., 2020). To develop indigenous supply chain the-
ories, we will need to reimagine supply chain phe-
nomena and what is currently considered to be a
supply chain phenomenon. To do this, we need to
step outside of the theories we have traditionally used
and, perhaps most challenging of all, question many
of our assumptions. For some supply chain scholars,

this will involve rethinking the theorization process
itself and to see theory building as a creative, imagina-
tive process (Shoemaker et al., 2004; Weick, 1989).
Working with metaphors has long been valued as a

means to stimulate creativity and imagination within
the theorizing process, both within the humanities
and social sciences generally (Boyd, 1993; Swedberg,
2020) and the field of business and management in
particular (Andriessen & Van Den Boom, 2007; Cor-
nelissen, 2005; Morgan, 1997), including the fields of
operations management (Foropin & McLachlin, 2013;
Garud & Kotha, 1994) and supply chain management
(Chen et al., 2013). But, as of yet, there are too few
examples of metaphors being explicitly and rigorously
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adopted to support supply chain theorization. This
may be due to a lack of accessible guidance on how
supply chain scholars can identify and maximize the
value of metaphors in their theorizing activities.
In this paper, we present metaphorical imagination

as a creative methodology that offers supply chain
theorists the opportunity to be more consciously and
consistently creative in their theorizing activities (Cor-
nelissen & Durand, 2014; Weick, 1989; Weick, 1995).
Metaphors have been deemed powerful tools that
“propel thoughts” and “catalyze ideas” and thus keep
scholarly thoughts moving forward (Cornelissen &
Durand, 2014: 1002). There is a long, but rarely
acknowledged history of working with metaphors
within the field of supply chain management (Foro-
pin & McLachlin, 2013): indeed, the metaphor of a
chain is present in the very name of the field. The
methodology of metaphorical imagination is a means
for supply chain scholars to build on this tradition
and increase the productivity of metaphors used
within their theorization.
There are a wide variety of methods for working

with metaphors (Inns, 2002), but in this paper, we
focus on the method of metaphoric transfer (Cornelis-
sen, 2002; Montuschi, 1995), which has previously
been used in supply chain management to theorize
buyer–supplier relationship dissolution using the
metaphor of divorce (Chen et al., 2013). Our paper
aimed to build on and extend previous work on the
metaphoric transfer process to show how metaphors
can contribute toward novel supply chain theoriza-
tion. We shape our discussion specifically in terms of
the idea of a metaphor’s productivity, defined as its
ability to produce novel insights.
Unfortunately, for supply chain theorists interested

in working with metaphor, there is a lack of process-
based guidance on how to engage with metaphoric
transfer, both in the literature on metaphor in general
and in the literature on supply chain theorizing in
particular. This is the gap that this paper seeks to
address. We do this through the development of the
Metaphoric Transfer Pathways framework, which is
the main contribution of the paper. This framework
builds on Chen et al.’s (2013) supply chain paper on
metaphoric transfer by presenting two novel
approaches to working with metaphor that will help
theorists to best leverage the theorizing potential of
metaphors in their work. The two novel approaches
are “re-enlivening of dormant or dead metaphors”
and “searching for novel metaphors from distant
domains,” and we provide evaluation criteria that will
help supply chain theorists choose which approach
metaphoric transfer to adopt. Our paper synthesizes
the existing literature on metaphorical imagination in
a novel way to provide accessible guidance for those
looking to work with metaphor and to maximize their

contribution toward developing novel supply chain
theory.

THEORY BUILDING AS “METAPHORICAL
IMAGINATION”

Metaphorical imagination is the often messy process
through which scholars consciously work with meta-
phors within their theorization efforts and is based on
the process rather than the product view of theorizing
(Halldorsson, Hsuan & Kotzab, 2015; Rindova,
2011). It is grounded in an epistemology that sees
metaphors as cognitively fundamental because meta-
phors are central to how we make sense of the world
(Alajoutsijarvi, Eriksson, & Tikkanen, 2001; Lakoff &
Johnson, 1999; Schon, 1993). The process of
metaphorical thinking is often unconscious and lack-
ing in rigor, which is unsatisfactory from the perspec-
tive of the supply chain scholar. Thus, the key
question for this paper is how we can more effectively
work with metaphors to produce novel supply chain
theory.
Metaphors are images taken from one domain (the

“source” domain) and used in another domain (the
“target” domain), with domain defined as a field of
thought or activity (Tsoukas, 1993). The value of
introducing new metaphors into supply chain theo-
rization relates to the metaphor’s ability to generate
new insights, and not simply to offer new terminol-
ogy for existing supply chain phenomena (Cornelis-
sen, Kafouros & Lock, 2005). An example of using
metaphor to produce novel insights is Tate et al.’s
(2019) recent paper on business ecosystems and bio-
mimicry within the circular economy. They took the
metaphor of mycorrhizal (root-fungus) networks
within forest ecosystems from the source domain of
biology and applied it to the target domain of busi-
ness ecosystems. In so doing, they produced counter-
intuitive conjectures concerning the importance of
organizations which have “scavenging” and “decom-
posing” capabilities within circular industrial supply
networks.
In order to be able to maximize the productivity of

metaphors in supply chain theorizing, it is important
to acknowledge that metaphors have a life cycle. The
life cycle of a metaphor consists of the following
stages (Van den Bulte, 1994): live, dormant, and
dead. A live metaphor is an image that is easily identi-
fiable as a metaphor. Typically, these are new or novel
metaphors that have an obvious semantic anomaly,
for example, Tate et al.’s (2019) mycorrhizal networks
metaphor. By contrast, dead metaphors are those con-
cepts that have become so familiar and are so habitu-
ally used in our theoretical vocabulary that they are
no longer easily recognized as metaphors, and have
become taken for granted as literal terms (Cornelissen,
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2002) (e.g., supply chain transparency). Therefore,
between live and dead a metaphor can be dormant. A
dormant metaphor can either progress toward death
over time or, as we will argue, be re-enlivened
through conscious reconnection with the original
source domain.

Approaches to Metaphoric Transfer: “Searching
for Live Metaphors from Distant Domains” and
“Re-enlivening Dormant or Dead Metaphors”
Metaphoric transfer is one method of metaphorical

imagination that has been used within supply chain
scholarship to consciously leverage a metaphor within
the theorization process (Chen et al., 2013). Metapho-
ric transfer is a formal method of theorizing consist-
ing of four activities: transposition, interpretation,
correction, and spelling out (Cornelissen, 2002; Mon-
tuschi, 1995; Sch€on, 1965). The identified metaphor
is transposed to the new target domain (transposi-
tion) where interpretative work is done to produce
novel conjectures (interpretation). These conjectures
are then corrected through being tested empirically
(correction), and finally, the theoretical implications
of the metaphor are spelled out to complete the meta-
phoric transfer process (spelling out). The literature
on how to conduct metaphoric transfer is reasonably
well developed, but it is less clear how theorists
should identify the metaphors to be transposed in the
first place. More clarity is also needed on how the
metaphoric transfer method can be adapted to theo-
rists working with metaphors that have previously
been transposed but have not yet been fully exploited.
These are significant gaps in the literature that we will
address in the rest of the paper. We start by presenting
two novel approaches to metaphoric transfer, “search-
ing for live metaphors from distant domains” and “re-
enlivening dormant or dead metaphors.”

Searching for Live Metaphors from Distant
Domains
Live metaphors are new images that offer novel

lenses for theorizing supply chain phenomena. As
they represent unconventional representations of sup-
ply chain phenomena, live metaphors are useful to
supply chain scholars looking to theorize novel and
previously unexamined supply chain phenomena or
to theorists looking to theorize supply chain phenom-
ena from a novel perspective and see them with fresh
eyes. Theorists may be tempted to work with live
metaphors that seem to have high levels of verisimili-
tude to supply chain phenomena as currently theo-
rized (Chen et al., 2013), but these may not be the
best source of novel conjectures. Live metaphors are
more likely to produce novel theoretical conjectures if
they come from distant source domains, that is,
domains that are perceived to be conceptually very

different to the target domain (Cornelissen, 2005;
Morgan, 1980). We therefore propose that supply
chain scholars consciously seek out metaphors from
domains which are perceived to be more distant from
the field of supply chain management. Distant
domains that have been used in supply chain man-
agement include the domains of biology, as seen in
the work of Tate et al. (2019), theater (Stuart & Tax,
2004), geology (Lamming et al., 2001), and evolu-
tionary biology (Matos & Hall, 2007). We believe
these articles should be used as exemplars by theorists
looking to work with distant metaphors.
The ideal result is that the new metaphor will

become the basis of programmatic supply chain schol-
arship. However, this requires the metaphor to be
accepted by the supply chain community and this can
be difficult to achieve. As Ketokivi, Mantere, and Cor-
nelissen (2017: 644) suggest, “most novel analogies
never gain currency, . . . [only a] few become part of
the institutional foundation of an entire research pro-
gram.” An example of a metaphor that has gained cur-
rency within the supply chain is that of marriage. The
metaphor was fundamental to the paradigm shifts
within the fields of marketing and purchasing that led
to buyer–supplier interactions being theorized using
novel (for the time) concepts, such as trust, commit-
ment, and sharing (Ambrose, Marshall & Lynch,
2010; Morgan & Hunt, 1994).
Novel metaphors from distant domains can also

support problematization approaches to theorization.
A number of recent papers in the Journal of Supply
Chain Management have argued for supply chain
scholars to incorporate problematization within their
theorization processes in order to build novel theories
(Hardy, Bhakoo & Maguire, 2020; Matthews et al.,
2016; Touboulic, McCarthy & Matthews, 2020). Theo-
ries are constrained by the assumptions upon which
they are based (Bacharach, 1989) and theorists
engaged in problematization seek to identify and criti-
cally evaluate those assumptions in order to stimulate
novel research questions and conceptual approaches
(Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011). Problematization
requires scholars to adopt a counterstance to their pre-
ferred theoretical positions, but this can be a challeng-
ing process. Novel metaphors from distant source
domains have the potential to help supply chain
scholars to create a counterstance by helping them to
step outside of their habitual ways of theorizing sup-
ply chains.
An example of a live metaphor that has been trans-

ferred from a distant domain to the study of supply
chains is that of dancing. Wilkinson and Young
(1994) believed that the dancing metaphor was better
able to capture the mix of cooperation and competi-
tion within buyer–supplier interactions than the more
commonly used metaphor of marriage. Using the
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dancing metaphor, they presented a typology of eight
dances that captured differing mixes of cooperative
and competitive interactions, such as line dancing
(low cooperation, low competition), ballet (high com-
petition, high cooperation), and cha-cha-cha (high
cooperation, low competition). Needless to say, the
dancing metaphor has not gained saliency within sup-
ply chain theorizing, which speaks to the difficulties
of gaining community acceptance for a new metaphor
within a field, especially if introduced from a distant
domain.
This does not mean that such novel metaphors

have nothing to contribute toward building novel
supply chain theories, however. The dancing meta-
phor is potentially of use to theorists taking a prob-
lematization approach to the theorization of supply
chain linkages using the metaphor of marriage. The
dancing metaphor helps to expose some of the
problematic assumptions that have been smuggled
into strategic relationships literature, such as the
assumption that all supply chain linkages do (and
should) progress toward a mature, stable state of
long-term commitment that supposedly characterizes
happy marriages (Wilkinson & Young, 1994). Ramsay
and Caldwell (2004: 81) argued that metaphors of
cooperation and partnership in the context of buyer–
supplier interactions are imbued with inherently pos-
itive connotations which lend them an “unwar-
ranted, intrinsic approval.” By providing a
counterstance to the relationships metaphor, the
dancing metaphor shows the role that novel meta-
phors can play in problematizing dominant meta-
phors and creating new assumption grounds for
further theorization.

Re-enlivening Dormant or Dead Metaphors
While live metaphors from distant domains may

provide the most significant opportunities for devel-
oping novel conjectures, the most common type of
metaphor that supply chain theorists are likely to
work with are dead or dormant metaphors. To
increase the productivity of these metaphors for sup-
ply chain theorizing, theorists need to make these
metaphors live once again, that is, see them as meta-
phors once again. Theorists will thus require a
method of re-enlivening metaphors. Given the diffi-
culty of finding novel metaphors that will gain wide
acceptance by scholars within the supply chain com-
munity, re-enlivening existing metaphors may be one
of the most effective ways in which supply chain
scholars can leverage metaphorical imagination within
their theorizing activities.
A fruitful approach for re-enlivening metaphors is

for supply chain scholars to reconnect with the origi-
nal source domain from which the metaphor was
taken (Schoeneborn, Blaschke, & Kaufmann, 2012).

This involves actively identifying and exploring the
source domain for underutilized or newly developed
knowledge that may stimulate new, or update existing,
supply chain conjectures. To illustrate how re-enliven-
ing metaphor can contribute toward theorization with
supply chain management, we present the example of
infidelity, which has been used to re-enliven the meta-
phor of interpersonal relationships.
The relationships metaphor has been the basis of

programmatic research in supply chain management
since the 1990s. Over the decades, it has facilitated
the transfer of concepts and theories from the knowl-
edge domains of sociology, interpersonal relation-
ships, and marital studies. But it has been so
successful as a metaphor that it has become normal-
ized in the theorization of supply chain linkages, with
many supply chain scholars scarcely seeing it as a
metaphor. It can thus be characterized as a dormant
metaphor.
By re-enlivening the supply chain relationships

metaphor through actively reconnecting it with its
source domain of interpersonal relationships, new or
underexplored supply chain phenomena are high-
lighted, opening up new pathways for theory develop-
ment. An example of re-enlivening the interpersonal
relationships metaphor is the work done on theoriz-
ing buyer–supplier interactions in terms of infidelity
(Leonidou et al., 2017). Leonidou et al. (2017) drew
on the concept of infidelity from the field of marital
studies, particularly the work done by social psycholo-
gists. In so doing, they were able to conduct empirical
work on buyer–supplier interactions based on scales
developed for the study of dating (Mattingly et al.,
2010), marriages (Atkins & Kessel, 2008), and mate
retention (Shackelford, Goetz & Buss, 2005). The
empirical work conducted led to new insights about
infidelity within supply chains, such as that infidelity
can lead to punishment through punitive actions or
can be resolved constructively through reassessment
measures, which include conflict management and
even forgiveness (Leonidou et al., 2017). Through
work such as this, the metaphor of interpersonal rela-
tionships becomes live once again, and new insights
can be produced.
“Searching for novel metaphors from distant

domains” and “re-enlivening dormant or dead meta-
phors” are alternative approaches to the metaphoric
transfer process. However, it will be difficult for sup-
ply chain scholars who are new to working with
metaphor to determine which of the approaches
should be taken. The choice of metaphoric transfer
approach will ultimately depend on the productivity
of the metaphor, that is, its potential for producing
novel conjectures. We thus present a set of criteria
by which to evaluate the (potential) productivity of
a metaphor.
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CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING THE
PRODUCTIVITY OF METAPHORS

A metaphor is considered productive if it can con-
tribute toward the production of novel conjectures.
However, for supply chain scholars who are new to
working with metaphors, or scholars who are looking
to work with metaphor more rigorously, establishing
the productivity of a metaphor will be a challenging
process. Drawing on the considerable body of knowl-
edge about the use of metaphors in organization and
management theorizing, we articulate a set of three
evaluation criteria that can guide supply chain theo-
rists’ work with metaphors.

1. Aptness—is the metaphor believable?

The first criterion is that the source metaphor is
deemed to be sufficiently apt for the study of the supply
chain topic under investigation. Chen et al. (2013)
articulated the concept of aptness in terms of three
levels of similarity—ontology, analogy, and identity.
Ontology is the similarity between the features of the
source concept and the supply chain phenomenon
being theorized. Analogy concerns the similarity of the
relations that exist among the ontological features of
both the source and target concepts. Through establish-
ing isomorphism in terms of ontology and analogy, it
becomes possible to establish a common identity
between the two concepts, which subsequently enables
the creation of relevant propositions that apply equally
to both domains (Chen et al., 2013). Assuring these
similarities can increase the likelihood that the
metaphorical insight is meaningful (Cornelissen, 2003)
and thus usefully helps the theorist to construct predic-
tions and explanations about supply chain phenomena
through the terminology, concepts, and theories
accessed through the source domain (Chen et al.,
2013). More specifically, Chen et al.’s (2013: 580)
demonstration of metaphoric transfer emphasized the
formal and systematic process of mapping isomor-
phisms because it helps to assure the “proper” borrow-
ing and testing of theories which have been sourced
from outside the supply chain discipline.
Chen et al. (2013) demonstrate a systematic map-

ping of equivalences between divorce and strategic
buyer–supplier relationship dissolution phenomena.
For example, spousal maintenance/alimony maps to
breach of contract payments as ontological equiva-
lences. Also, the causal relationship between the rela-
tional stress caused by the search for a new partner (a
new source of supply, or a new sexual partner) and
the act of divorce represents an example of an analog-
ical equivalence. This contrasts with dancing as a
metaphor for supply chain linkages, which has insuffi-
cient similarity in terms of ontology, analogy, or iden-
tity, rendering it less productive for a supply chain

theorist (Cornelissen, 2004). This evaluation has
seemingly been sanctioned by its limited uptake, and
its limited effects on stimulating new investigation in
supply chain linkages.
It is a necessary precondition for the construction of

theoretical frameworks through metaphorical imagina-
tion that the chosen metaphors are deemed suffi-
ciently apt in reflecting the empirical world
(Cornelissen, 2002). However, the aptness of the
metaphor can be considered a necessary but not suffi-
cient condition for a metaphor to be considered pro-
ductive (Cornelissen, 2003). In addition to being apt,
metaphors also must be rich and interesting in order
to be productive.

2. Richness—is the source domain theoretically rich?

Closely related to the suggestion that a metaphor
must satisfy requirements of isomorphism is the
requirement that the theoretical body of knowledge
from which the source concept is drawn must be suffi-
ciently established as a rich source of terminology,
concepts, and theories that can be used to study sup-
ply chain phenomena (Hunt & Menon, 1995). The
method of metaphoric transfer is based on the
assumption that there is value in leveraging scientific
knowledge from other domains (Tsoukas, 1991).
Therefore, it is essential that supply chain scholars
should identify metaphors that connect the supply
chain phenomenon under investigation with a rich
conceptual domain that has well-established concepts
and theories. The greater the richness of knowledge
within the source domain, the more likely it will be
to structure, guide, and prompt a significant program
of research by the research community (Hunt &
Menon, 1995). Specifically, this criterion is character-
ized in terms of the “number of substantive con-
cepts”, as well as “the body of models and theories”
that can usefully be translated into the field of supply
chain and the study of the supply chain topic (Hunt
& Menon, 1995: 85–86).
Importantly, the richness criterion emphasizes the

differences between metaphors which may underpin
truly programmatic efforts and other metaphors which
have been deemed simply literary metaphors (Hunt &
Menon, 1995; Chen et al., 2013). Unlike rich meta-
phors, such as marriage, metaphors such as chain
(Foropin & McLachlin, 2013; Frohlich & Westbrook,
2001) do not connect the supply chain theorist with a
rich body of knowledge that can be leveraged for the-
orizing supply chain phenomena.
The richness criterion can be illustrated through the

example of infidelity. Research and theory regarding
marital infidelity represent a rich and established body
of knowledge (Blow & Hartnett, 2007; Hertlein, Wetch-
ler & Piercy, 2005; Tsapelas, Fisher & Aron, 2010),
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offering numerous frameworks in terms of typologies
of infidelity (Hertlein, Wetchler & Piercy, 2005); antece-
dents of infidelity (Fye & Mims, 2018; Russell, Baker &
McNulty, 2013); and recovery and treatment processes
to restore relational trust and stability after infidelity
has occurred (Fife, Weeks & Stellberg-Filbert, 2013),
including forgiveness (Fife, Weeks & Stellberg-Filbert,
2013; Fincham, Hall & Beach, 2006).
Moreover, theoretical explanations for infidelity have

drawn from a range of theoretical traditions, some of
which resonate with existing theoretical traditions in
supply chain literature, for example, social exchange
theory (Leonidou et al., 2019) and others which offer
novel theoretical lenses to explain and predict inci-
dences of infidelity. For example, Fye and Mims
(2018) use the theory of protective factors to explain
the avoidance of infidelity in terms of partners’ consis-
tent efforts to build and maintain a secure and satisfy-
ing emotional attachment, a commitment to sex in
marriage, and each partner’s individual coping skills.
Alternatively, attachment theory has been used to pre-
dict a partner’s unfaithful behavior in terms of the
mental representations that a partner develops of the
availability of the other partner, where availability is
defined in terms of responsiveness to a partner’s need
for security, support, and satisfaction (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2003; Russell, Baker & McNulty, 2013).
The first two criteria we have presented are comple-

mentary. Together, they emphasize the importance of
assuring the similarity of the metaphoric source image
and supply chain phenomenon under investigation in
order to meaningfully leverage a rich body of knowl-
edge to facilitate supply chain theory development.
However, for metaphor to facilitate the development
of novel supply chain theory, it must also be per-
ceived to be interesting in some way (Cornelissen,
2005). We thus present interestingness as the third
and final criterion.

3. Interestingness—is the metaphor a source of sur-
prising conjectures?

It is widely agreed that a theory needs to be interesting
if it is to have an impact upon scholarship within a field
and that interestingness is dependent upon the ability
of a theory to surprise through the production of coun-
terintuitive conjectures “which deny rather than affirm
certain assumptions of their audience” (Davis, 1971:
309). The most productive metaphors will therefore be
those that not only satisfy the criteria of aptness and
richness, but which are also surprising or counterintu-
itive in some way (Cornelissen, 2004, 2005, 2006). An
exclusive focus on aptness for evaluating the value of
metaphor within supply chain theorizing (Chen et al.,
2013) can lead us to ignore one of the productive fea-
tures of a metaphor, which is their dissonance (Oswick,

Fleming & Hanlon, 2011). A defining quality of meta-
phor is literal falsity. Metaphors are “denotatively false”
but (potentially) “connotatively true” (Hunt & Menon,
1995: 88). It is through encountering the ways in which
the source domain or subject is ostensibly not like the
supply chain phenomenon being studied that meta-
phors encourage scholars to rearrange their view of the
target phenomenon, which may lead to new insights
(Cornelissen, 2006).
The previously mentioned metaphor of dancing is an

example of a metaphor that meets the criterion of literal
falsity and therefore has the potential to produce inter-
esting insights within the field of supply chain manage-
ment. While it has not gained currency for the study of
supply chain linkages, Wieland (2020) recently pro-
posed dancing as a metaphor for theorizing transforma-
tive approaches to the management of supply chains.
The dancing metaphor is used to problematize tradi-
tional assumptions about the management of the sup-
ply chain which are grounded in the modernist
discourse of scientific management that emphasizes
planning, control, and optimization. In contrast, the
dancing metaphor enables us to focus on the underthe-
orized transformative processes of improvisation and
experimentation within supply chain management. It
may be objected that supply chains are not literally
dancing but this falsity is precisely the source of its
potential interestingness and led to the adoption of
novel theoretical lenses. In the case of the Wieland
(2020) paper, the dancing metaphor led to the adop-
tion of the lens of panarchy, an evolutionary theory of
social–ecological systems that emphasizes adaptation
through cycles of renewal (Gunderson & Holling,
2002), which is similarly indebted to the dancing meta-
phor (Gunderson, 2003).
A metaphor which satisfies the criteria of interesting-

ness can stimulate novel theorization. Interestingness
is essential for assuring the productivity of metaphors
in developing novel supply chain theory, but we cau-
tion that dissimilarity is only really valuable to schol-
ars if the metaphor has sufficient aptness (our first
criterion) in the first place (Cornelissen, 2002). The
most productive metaphors for supply chain theorizing
will therefore be those that sufficiently satisfy all three
(Cornelissen, 2002; Cornelissen, 2006).

METAPHORIC TRANSFER PATHWAYS
WITHIN SUPPLY CHAIN THEORIZATION
In this section, we present an original framework for

guiding scholars’ approaches to metaphoric transfer.
The framework synthesizes the paper’s previous dis-
cussions to produce a practical guide for supply chain
scholars. The Metaphoric Transfer Pathways frame-
work, presented in Figure 1, illustrates the two distinct
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KEY

Evaluation Criteria: A=Aptness. R=Richness

FIGURE 1
Metaphoric Transfer Pathways framework [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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pathways we have presented and shows how our eval-
uation criteria can be used to inform the theorist’s
choice of approach to metaphoric transfer. In Fig-
ure 1, the use of the evaluation criteria is represented
by a triangle. We would like to highlight here that
there are several triangles within the figure, which
indicates that evaluation is an ongoing process within
the method of metaphoric transfer.

Starting Point: Identification and Evaluation of
Metaphors within the Topic
A logical starting point is to identify and evaluate

the key metaphors and/or theoretical assumptions
that inform the supply chain topic under investiga-
tion. This can be done at the problem definition and/
or literature review stages of the research. The evalua-
tion will use the evaluation criteria of aptness, rich-
ness, and interestingness presented in this paper. The
initial evaluation of the metaphor will determine
which approach is taken toward the metaphoric trans-
fer process. If the metaphor receives a high evaluation
on all three criteria (aptness, richness, and interesting-
ness), a logical goal would be to “to re-enliven meta-
phor” (pathway 1). If the metaphor does not receive a
positive evaluation for richness and/or interestingness,
the metaphor is not a productive metaphor for novel
theorization and the goal should be to “search for
novel metaphors” (pathway 2).

Pathway 1: Re-enlivening Metaphor through
Reconnection with the Source Domain
The first pathway shows the processes required to

re-enliven dormant or dead metaphors through recon-
nection with the source domain. On the basis of suffi-
cient aptness and interestingness, the key criterion for
maximizing productivity is the richness of the source
domain for providing well-established and expansive
concepts that may highlight or give structure to under-
explored facets of the supply chain phenomenon
being theorized. The task for the scholar thus becomes
a conscious re-engagement with the knowledge of the
source domain as a potential source of new theories
or conceptual raw material, and ultimately inspiration
and creativity in updating and extending existing sup-
ply chain theory. If the criterion of richness is not suf-
ficiently justified, the metaphor may still be apt, but
its potential for providing the foundation of an
extended program of research may be more limited.
This method is applicable for dormant metaphors
within supply chain theory, or indeed live metaphors
that have not been fully explored.
To illustrate how pathway 1 supports theorization,

we will consider the topic of supply chain linkages.
The first stage is to identify and evaluate the relevant
metaphor(s) for this topic. The marriage metaphor
would likely be identified as the most important

metaphor at this stage as it has influenced the theo-
rization of interfirm linkages in general, and supply
chain linkages in particular, for decades. The meta-
phor then needs to be evaluated using the criteria of
aptness, richness, and interestingness.
The likely result of this evaluation would be that the

marriage metaphor satisfies the three criteria and is still
a valuable metaphor for the purposes of theorizing sup-
ply chain linkages, which undoubtedly explains why it
has proved to be so enduring as a root metaphor for
supply chain scholarship. It is sufficiently apt in identi-
fying buyer–supplier interactions as analogous to mar-
riages and its isomorphism has been substantiated
through a substantial body of empirical research. The
marriage metaphor is sufficiently rich as it provides
access to a rich body of knowledge that continues to
evolve within the domain of marital studies and related
fields, such as social psychology and sociology. Much
of the knowledge in these fields represents an extensive
source of untapped and potentially useful knowledge
with which to theorize buyer–supplier interactions.
Finally, despite the longevity of this metaphor within
supply chain scholarship, it continues to be evaluated
as interesting as it still has the potential to produce
novel conjectures about linkages within the supply
chain. The image of buyers and suppliers as marital
partners represents sufficient conceptual distance from
the supply chain domain to be still be considered coun-
terintuitive and thus produce surprising insights.
Our evaluation suggests that the metaphor of mari-

tal relationships for buyer–supplier linkages remains
productive and useful, and therefore suggests that a
valid approach for supply chain theorizing is to re-en-
liven the metaphor in the supply chain literature for
the benefit of further metaphoric transfer and theoriz-
ing activities. This corresponds to the “re-engage with
source domain(s) for latest developments” stage
within pathway 1. The field of marital studies has
developed significantly since the marriage metaphor
was first transposed to the phenomenon of supply
chain linkages. There is thus an untapped source of
theoretical raw material for re-enlivening the marriage
metaphor to creatively theorize buyer–supplier
linkages.
Possibilities for re-enlivening the metaphor of mar-

riage include engaging with the latest research into
satisfaction in marital relationships and the emergent
knowledge on open relationships. Drivers of marital
satisfaction could be used to explore satisfaction in
buyer–supplier relationships. For example, the latest
research emphasizes the influence of individual level
factors, such as mindfulness (Karremans, Schellekens
& Kappen, 2017), emotional intelligence (Zarch, Mar-
ashi & Raji, 2014), levels of optimism (Assad et al.,
2007), personality (Abbasi, 2017), and conscientious-
ness (Claxton et al., 2012). Each of these factors offers
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supply chain theorist potential opportunities for novel
theorization.
The emergent literature on open relationships

emphasizes their increasing prevalence and viability
(Fairbrother et al., 2019). The concept of openness
offers the potential to reframe the concept of infi-
delity, which is perceived negatively from the domi-
nant heterocentric view of monogamy (Cohen, 2016).
Instead, the latest research emphasizes that extradya-
dic relations occur because of the strength of the pri-
mary relationship, not its failure.
There are of course many more opportunities to re-

enliven the marriage metaphor, and the two examples
presented are only meant to be illustrative examples
of re-engaging with the source domain. Following this
re-engagement with the latest developments in the
source domain, it becomes possible to enter the for-
mal metaphoric transfer process at the interpretation
stage.

Pathway 2: Searching for Novel Metaphors from
Distant Domains
The second pathway shows the processes required to

search for novel metaphors. This becomes a relevant
pathway if the existing metaphors used to study the
topic of interest are evaluated to be lacking in richness
and/or interestingness. Through this pathway, the scho-
lar engages in a conscious effort to identify novel but
apt metaphors that will give access to a rich domain of
knowledge and which will have the potential to pro-
duce interesting conjectures. In Figure 1, pathway 2 is
depicted by a two-headed arrow to demonstrate the
interactive exploration of novel metaphors in compar-
ison with existing metaphors and salient theory.
There are two potential outputs of pathway two.

Firstly, engaging with novel metaphors for the pur-
poses of creatively problematizing the assumptions of
existing theory will help scholars to ask new research
questions and develop novel theoretical constructs.
These new theoretical components may be the pro-
duct of the “searching for novel metaphors” process
but may bear no trace of the metaphors that
prompted them. The metaphor therefore functions as
scaffolding to support the theorization process but is
not incorporated in the final presentation of the the-
ory. This will be likely for novel metaphors that are
lacking in aptness and/or richness. Secondly, novel
metaphors which are evaluated as interesting may also
be evaluated as sufficiently satisfying the other two cri-
teria—aptness and richness—and thus can be selected
for a formal process of metaphoric transfer (Cornelis-
sen, 2002; Montuschi, 1995). If the metaphor contin-
ues to be evaluated as apt, rich, and interesting, this
may mean that it represents a metaphor that has the
potential to become a foundational metaphor for a
research program.

To illustrate how pathway 2 supports theorization,
we will consider the metaphor of friendship. Like
marriage, the friendship metaphor has been used to
theorize supply chain linkages (Drake & Schlachter,
2008) but has not gained the same currency. Drake
and Schlachter (2008) make a case for the aptness of
the metaphor by demonstrating that theoretical con-
structions of supply chain collaboration reflect attri-
butes found in Aristotelian characterizations of
friendship. For example, although exchange relation-
ships are based on utility (reflecting Aristotelian
friendships of utility), collaborative forms of exchange
relationships are characterized by additional condi-
tions of incentive alignment, communication, and
trust. The authors suggest that these conditions reflect
characteristics of Aristotle’s friendships of the good
(also known as perfect friendships), which are charac-
terized by virtuous agents who engage in the relation-
ship for the good of the other (Drake & Schlachter,
2008).
Although a case for aptness may be made, the

friendship metaphor lacks sufficient interestingness to
underpin programmatic research of supply chain link-
ages or warrant re-enlivenment through pathway 1.
This evaluation is partly made in light of the evalua-
tion of the productivity of the existing metaphor of
marriage which also captures the virtue ethics perspec-
tive within its theorization of successful romantic rela-
tionships or marriages (e.g., Novak et al., 2018;
Powers, 2001; Veldorale-Brogan et al., 2013) and
broader family networks (e.g., Goodsell & Whiting,
2016). In light of our evaluation of the marriage
metaphor as rich, interesting as well as apt, the friend-
ship metaphor does not offer significant value in
terms of interestingness beyond what is already avail-
able to supply chain theorists through the re-en-
livened marriage metaphor.
This evaluation of the friendship metaphor triggers

pathway 2 and the search for novel metaphors. Like
any metaphor, the marriage metaphor is not unilater-
ally sufficient for theorizing buyer–supplier linkages
(Morgan, 1997) and there is thus a need to search for
novel metaphors from novel source domains which
will also question our dominant assumptions about
buyer–supplier interactions. This corresponds to the
“identify novel, dissonant metaphor” stage within path-
way 2. The two metaphors we have considered in our
discussion of supply chain linkages are both drawn
from the discipline of the social sciences, and it may be
more productive to search within domains in alterna-
tive disciplines, for example, the natural sciences. One
such domain that has already proven to be productive
for supply chain management is that of biology (Tate
et al., 2019). The study of interspecific interactions is a
major research area within biology and concerns the
interactions between species within an ecosystem.
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Parasitism, mutualism, commensalism, and amensal-
ism are four interspecific interactions that could be used
within the Metaphoric Transfer process to produce
novel insights about interactions within supply chains.
Parasitism is a well-known phenomenon, not least

because it poses a major health risk to humans and
represents a one-sided interaction in which one spe-
cies benefits at the expense of the other (Sorci & Gar-
nier, 2019). In contrast to parasitism, mutualism is
the process through which interacting species mutu-
ally benefit from the interaction (Hoeksema & Bruna,
2000). An important distinction is between obligate
and facultative mutualism. In obligate mutualism, the
survival of the interacting species depends on the
interaction, which is not the case in facultative mutu-
alisms (Chomicki, Kiers & Renner, 2020). Commen-
salism and amensalism are less well-known forms of
interspecific interaction. Commensalism occurs when
one species benefits from the interaction, but this is
neither at the expense of the other organism, as in
parasitism, or to the benefit of the other organism, as
in mutualism (Hedayat & Lapraz, 2019), while amen-
salism occurs when one species is harmed but the
other species is unaffected (Kitching & Harmsen,
2008).
An important concept for understanding interspeci-

fic interactions is conditionality, which is the process
through which changes in the context of the interac-
tion changes the nature of the interaction. For exam-
ple, in the context of high predation, the protection
services that ants provide to treehoppers in exchange
for food is a form of mutualism, but in the absence
of predation, the interaction becomes parasitic as the
treehoppers still provide the ants with food but no
longer received the service of protection (Bronstein,
2015). Interspecific interactions can also be studied in
terms of the relationship between the different types
of interaction. For example, Hedayat and Lapraz
(2019) show that the flora within the human micro-
biome interact within their human host on the basis
of commensalism but that one of the specific benefits
they provide for their host is to repel amensal organ-
isms, that is, organisms that could harm the human
host system.
These four types of interspecific interaction appear

to meet the criterion of aptness as the focus on bene-
fits and harm will be familiar to supply chain schol-
ars. They will also likely be evaluated as meeting the
criterion of richness as there is a rich literature on
interspecific interaction within the domain of biology
that is available to supply chain scholars (Hoeksema
& Bruna, 2000; Lee & Inouye, 2010; Lee, Kim & Choe,
2009). Scholars looking to apply the method of Meta-
phoric Transfer to the concept of interspecific interac-
tion will need to decide whether to work with one or
multiple interaction types.

If scholars decide to work with just one type of
interspecific interaction, the decision on which type of
interaction to adopt for the process of metaphoric
transfer will ultimately depend on a preliminary eval-
uation of their relative interestingness. To the authors,
parasitism seems to offer the most interesting possibil-
ities as it is the most distant to the dominant meta-
phor of marriage and is thus more likely to produce
counterintuitive conjectures. For example, the meta-
phor of parasitism could be used to produce novel
insights into the dark side of buyer–supplier relation-
ships (Villena, Revilla & Choi, 2011). Working with
multiple types of interspecific interaction also offers a
number of interesting possibilities. Perhaps the most
interesting possibility is to focus on the phenomenon
of conditionality in order to produce conjectures
about how supply chain interactions can shift from
one type of interaction to another, for example, from
mutualism to parasitism, as the result of changing
contexts.
Following the search for novel and dissonant meta-

phors, and the evaluation of the concept of interspeci-
fic interactions as apt, rich, and interesting, it becomes
possible to enter the formal metaphoric transfer pro-
cess at the transposition stage.

DISCUSSION
In this paper, we have built on prior work on sup-

ply chain theorizing through metaphoric transfer
(Chen et al., 2013) and developed an expanded
framework which can help scholars to identify the
most suitable way to approach metaphoric transfer
within their theorizing efforts. Unfortunately, there is
not enough space within this article to fully capture
the rich and ongoing debates about how metaphors
work and about how the value of metaphors in theo-
rizing can be maximized. Our presentation of the
Metaphoric Transfer Pathways framework has, neces-
sarily, only been able to operationalize some of the
considerable work on metaphorical imagination. We
therefore believe that the framework, and the argu-
ments it synthesizes, need to be contextualized within
the broader literature on metaphorical imagination.
We acknowledge that the tidiness of our Metaphoric

Transfer Pathways framework belies the inevitable
messiness and challenges that can accompany meta-
phoric transfer. We have imposed our own sense of
discipline on the fundamentally imaginative processes
associated with metaphoric transfer (Weick, 1989).
This is evident perhaps in our presentation of the two
approaches to metaphoric transfer (“re-enlivening
existing metaphors” and “searching for novel meta-
phors”) as distinct pathways. In reality, we suggest
that there is useful interaction between searches for
novel metaphors and efforts to re-enliven an existing
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metaphor through reconnecting with its originating
domain. For example, the anomaly encountered in a
novel metaphor, such as dancing, may help scholars
to see features of the supply chain phenomenon that
have previously been ignored or underplayed. As we
have mentioned, Wilkinson and Young (1994) sug-
gested that the dancing metaphor highlights impor-
tant features of interfirm relations which are not
captured by the marriage metaphor, such as the idea
that value is created through the quality of ongoing
firm interactions rather than the creation of formal
structure. Such features may be underplayed but not
absent in the marriage metaphor. The encounter with
the novel dancing metaphor might therefore work to
sharpen the process of re-enlivening the marriage
metaphor, by focusing the scholar’s search of the mar-
ital studies literature specifically on the latest knowl-
edge around the quality of interactions and its impact
on value creation in the relationship.
It is also important to remember that the process of

evaluating metaphors for the contribution that they
can make to theorizing activities (and therefore supply
chain theory) should be considered contingent upon
the theorist’s unique knowledge, capabilities and pre-
existing assumptions about what is or is not theoreti-
cally salient (Cornelissen, 2004). For example, an
evaluation of a metaphor’s aptness is dependent upon
the scholar’s pre-existing knowledge and assumptions
about the supply chain phenomenon under investiga-
tion. Similarly, the objective richness of the source
domain of an existing or novel metaphor is secondary
to the scholar’s knowledge of, access to, and effective
redeployment of metaphoric concepts from that
source domain. The larger the conceptual distance
between the source and target domains, the greater
this challenge may be. However, the payoffs may be
greater too. Cornelissen and Durand’s (2014) analysis
of the roots of core management theories revealed the
value of having knowledge of a broad range of topics
and literatures for stimulating novel and powerful the-
oretical insights (Smith & Hitt, 2005). Metaphoric
transfer is thus consistent with calls for more interdis-
ciplinary project teams in supply chain research (San-
ders & Wagner, 2011; Sanders, Zacharia & Fugate,
2013).
Moreover, it is important to remember that the

methodology of metaphorical imagination offers alter-
native models of how metaphors work to create cog-
nitive insight. The dominant model has been the
comparison model of metaphor, which assumes that
metaphoric transfer consists of a systematic compar-
ison of the known characteristics of two concepts.
This is the approach advocated by Chen et al. (2013)
and asserts that the theorist working with a metaphor
seeks to uncover pre-existing similarities between the
phenomenon of interest and the comparable source

concept (Tsoukas, 1991). An alternative model, ter-
med the domains interaction view, proposes that
metaphors create unique meaning for the theorist
through blending information from the target and
source domains (Cornelissen, 2005). This means that
the new insight that occurs for the theorist emerges
through imaginative blending processes (Cornelissen,
2005; Fauconnier & Turner, 1998). The insight there-
fore represents more than simply the transfer of any
pre-existing idea from the source to the target domain.
The insight created is a unique and creative blend of
information and ideas taken from both the source
and target domains.
We believe these two alternative models of how

metaphors work are better seen as complementary
rather than opposing (Oswick & Jones, 2006) and our
framework allows for accommodating both views of
metaphorical imagination. The richness criterion is
particularly pertinent in the context of the comparison
view of metaphor. On the assumption that metaphors
are useful for supply chain theorizing because meta-
phors facilitate the transfer of information from one
domain to another, then the richness of the source
domain is a prerequisite for a more fruitful transfer
process. On the alternative assumption that metaphor
is useful for supply chain theorizing because it triggers
unique and imaginative blending processes, then the
perceived distance between the supply chain phe-
nomenon and the metaphoric source concept will be
deemed particularly important. A metaphor sourced
from a more distant domain is more likely to present
the supply chain theorist with dissimilarity which
might be shocking enough to stimulate novel emer-
gent insights (Oswick, Fleming & Hanlon, 2011). In
both instances, however, the criterion of aptness is an
important constraint. The aptness criterion encourages
the theorist to establish isomorphism in order to pro-
vide the foundation for the proper borrowing of theo-
ries (Chen et al., 2013) (in line with the comparison
view) and it also provides a constraint on the extent
of conceptual distance between the source and target
domains. It is important that the perceived dissimilar-
ity between the source and target concepts are great
enough to be interesting, but not so great as to under-
mine its aptness (in line with the domains interaction
view).
The evaluation criteria we have presented in this

paper represent a holistic framework for evaluation
that can accommodate a variety of views on what and
how metaphors contribute to theorizing supply
chains. Moreover, they reflect criteria that have been
tried, tested, and refined in wider organization and
management theory. Numerous linguistic-based and
perception-based research studies (Cornelissen &
Kafouros, 2008; Cornelissen, Kafouros & Lock, 2005)
have emphasized the importance of the aptness of a
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metaphor for assuring its ability to generate theoreti-
cal insight. Conceptual distance has similarly been
well supported as an important aspect of interesting
metaphors because a focus on dissimilarity rather
than similarity offers us a greater chance of seeing
supply chain phenomena differently, or seeing previ-
ously unseen aspects of supply chains (Cornelissen,
2005). These criteria also act as valuable triggers for
prompting supply chain scholars to search within
underexplored conceptual domains and fields of
knowledge that may yield useful conceptual machin-
ery for the development of supply chain theory. This
may prompt the extension of existing theoretical tool-
boxes to include theoretical lenses from much more
distant fields of knowledge. Metaphoric transfer shows
us that knowledge from dissimilar fields, such as biol-
ogy (Tate et al., 2019), need not be disregarded, so
long as the metaphor is considered apt (Chen et al.,
2013).
The evaluation criteria we have articulated can be

leveraged for immediate use by the supply chain com-
munity. However, these are not the only ways in
which the value of metaphors can be articulated or
framed. For example, Cornelissen and Kafouros
(2008) articulated a separate criterion of comprehensi-
bility, which they defined as the degree to which a
metaphor is relatively easy to understand. Interested
supply chain scholars may therefore also find it useful
to consider comprehensibility as an additional useful
criterion for the evaluation of a metaphor’s productiv-
ity for theorizing supply chain phenomena. Assuring
comprehensibility may be a particularly important
characteristic of novel metaphors that can diffuse
through, and garner extended engagement from, the
wider supply chain research community. In addition
to comprehensibility, other studies have offered even
more comprehensive sets of evaluation criteria. For
example, Cornelissen (2006) offered an exhaustive set
of eight optimality principles that determine a meta-
phor’s potential for creating value for theorizing.
Alternatively, Morgan (2011: 470) suggested that eval-
uating the value of a metaphor for theorizing can be
achieved by asking questions such as “does [this]
metaphor generate valuable insights and allow us to
understand what’s happening in a more informed
way? Does it help us to act more appropriately or
effectively in terms of what we are seeking to do?”
(Morgan, 2011: 470). These are similarly useful ques-
tions for prompting more discursive reflections on the
productivity of a metaphor for theorizing supply
chains.

CONCLUSION
In this paper, we have built on the work of Chen

et al. (2013) to further explore the contribution that

metaphoric transfer can make to supply chain theoriz-
ing activities. Specifically, we have extended existing
models of metaphoric transfer to articulate two novel
approaches by which scholars can approach and
engage with metaphoric transfer: “re-enlivening of
dormant or dead metaphors” and “searching for novel
metaphors from distant domains.” To better guide
supply chain scholars’ decision making in these
efforts, we have also presented a set of evaluation cri-
teria which can help with the search and selection of
novel or existing metaphors as an essential element of
the metaphoric transfer process. Our paper offers a
useful contribution to the supply chain literature on
the use of metaphors in supply chain theorizing for
two key reasons.
Firstly, our paper emphasizes the importance of rec-

ognizing that metaphors are not all created equal in
the value they can bring to developing novel supply
chain theory. Metaphors proceed through a life cycle,
from live to dormant to dead. Live metaphors have
the most value for theorizing, but even live metaphors
can vary in their productivity for supply chain theo-
rization. Our evaluation criteria can be used by supply
chain scholars to discern between novel metaphors
that may be used as inputs to the metaphoric transfer
process. Dormant or dead metaphors may initially
lack the capacity to provide new theoretical insights,
but may be usefully re-enlivened through a scholar’s
conscious and active engagement with the originating
source domain.
Secondly, our Metaphoric Transfer Pathways frame-

work offers accessible guidance on how supply chain
scholars can identify metaphors to use within the
metaphoric transfer process. Existing models of meta-
phoric transfer begin at the point of transposing an
already identified metaphor. We extend these models
for supply chain scholarship by identifying accessible
pathways that a scholar may take before the transposi-
tion stage. Our view is that there is a dearth of pro-
cess-based guidance on how to engage with
metaphoric transfer, both in theorizing in general and
in supply chain theorizing in particular. This acts as a
barrier to more widespread engagement with meta-
phoric transfer in theorizing supply chain phenom-
ena. Our Metaphoric Transfer Pathways framework
therefore explicitly indicates that the extent to which
existing dormant metaphors in supply chain theory
can be deemed to be apt, rich, and/or interesting trig-
gers one of two potential approaches to metaphoric
transfer. We think the Metaphoric Transfer Pathways
framework will be particularly useful to supply chain
scholars who are interested in novel approaches and
who are new to explicitly acknowledging or working
with live or dormant metaphors.
The discussion of the role of metaphors in theoriz-

ing has progressed significantly in organization and
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management theory. It has become well accepted
within organization and management theory that
metaphors are both fundamental and useful in the
theorizing process (Cornelissen, 2005). We believe the
same is true for theorizing supply chains. Through
our Metaphoric Transfer Pathways framework, we
have offered the supply chain community an accessi-
ble starting point for engaging with metaphoric trans-
fer. For interested scholars, our framework will
facilitate more and productive engagement with novel
metaphors and metaphors which are pre-existing in
supply chain theory. We hope our framework will
also stimulate further discussion about the types of
metaphors and approaches to metaphoric transfer that
are most useful for theorizing supply chains and sup-
ply chain management.
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