
If all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail: The risks of casual trope usage in purchasing discourse

This is a pre-publication version of a paper co-written with Nigel Caldwell of Bath University that we submitted to the 2001 IPSERA conference. 

Metaphors can (literally) kill

In recent years, driven by successive governments enamoured of 'market-based solutions' to the 'problem' of the need for taxation and public spending, the British armed forces, have embraced the metaphor of army-as-a-business. The combination of this metaphor with an ideological distaste for expenditure has produced a focus on the subcontracting of logistic support services (Moore, 2001, p. 939) and an enthusiasm for cost cutting. In 'genuine' businesses, the worst that is likely to happen if sub-contracting and cost cutting are carried out incompetently is that companies may be bankrupted and people lose their jobs. If an army makes the same mistakes however, people may lose their lives:

The defence procurement and logistics environment is now more commercial. Commercial approaches, particularly the purchase of services, may work well in a benign (home base) environment. However, when on deployed operations, whilst there is a business imperative for the purchase of services or more accurately service providers, there are also operations imperatives that cannot be compromised.

Moore, 2001, p. 947 

It is only possible to talk about 'business imperatives' in this way, after you have accepted the validity of the army-as-a-business metaphor. If you reject the metaphor, then there can be no relevant 'imperatives'. Thus the choice of language employed in describing purchasing phenomena can have profound and, in this case, potentially life-threatening, consequences. 

The nature and structure of metaphor

Much of the language used in Purchasing is of a metaphorical nature but we are largely unaware of this fact. An extract from Bailey & Farmer's (1987) introductory purchasing text illustrates this clearly. This source is neither a magic realist novel nor a work of poetry, and its dry, undemonstrative academic style would appear to be an unpromising source of metaphorical purchasing imagery: 

Our view is that purchasing is a management function. It has to manage the interface between the company system which it represents and the large number of individual systems represented by its suppliers, It has to evaluate markets and suppliers and weigh up the risks involved. Increasingly it operates worldwide, with all the problems and opportunities which that presents to purchasing-decision-makers. It is a function that should be considered as important, not in itself, but a vital part of the system which is the business, a key member of the management team. 

Bailey & Farmer, 1987, p. 3

Appearances can be deceptive. 'Management' comes from the Latin manus -the hand, and originally compared dealing with people with manual manipulation. 'Function', according to Dionysius, referred to the hierarchy of angels, archangels et al emanating from the Divine. An 'interface' was a chemical term referring to the surface between two substances; there is no literal, physical interface between companies and suppliers. 'Evaluation' was the process of fixing the monetary value of something or estimating its force, originally referring to physical or monetary phenomena. A 'market' was, and remains, a geographical term for a place where things are bought and sold. As employed in business it is a metaphor referring to the abstract process of buying and selling. Risks have no weight and so cannot be, literally, 'weighed up'. 'Key' members are not keys. The word 'member' itself originally referred to physical extremities such as arms and legs. Finally, the source for the word 'team' was a group of horses or oxen in primitive agricultural practices. 

Since a metaphor is:

…a set of linguistic processes whereby aspects of one object are "carried over" or transferred to another object so that the second object is spoken of as if it were the first. 

Hawkes, 1972, p.1

the etymological exercise above shows that many of the most important terms used to convey meaning in the relevant paragraph are indeed metaphorical in nature. Consequently, if the metaphors were to be removed, little meaning would remain.

Metaphors, such as: 'that supplier is dead in the water' are made up of two parts variously designated as 'principal subject' and 'modifier' (Alvesson, 1994) or 'source' [alternatively 'base' (Gentner, 1983)] and 'target' domains. Some of the characteristics of the source domain (in this example a broken down boat) are transferred to the target domain (the supplier). Moreover, most of the metaphors we routinely use in describing purchasing phenomena are either dead or extinct. Dead metaphors have become so familiar that their metaphorical nature has been forgotten and they are used as literal descriptions of the phenomena to which they refer. The phrase 'bottom line', for example, came from accounting theory where it may have referred to the last (physical) line that is used as the location for net profit on a company's profit and loss account. In the purchasing field, the source is now forgotten and the phrase is routinely used as a literal description of, for example, a supplier's lowest possible offer in a negotiation. The source domains of extinct metaphors meanwhile, lie so far back in the past that not only have we forgotten their metaphorical nature, but we have also no longer even recognise the source. Thus although buyers, for example, do not literally chase after the things they buy, the verb to 'purchase' has ancient roots in the Old French porchacier meaning to pursue. Finally, we may deduce from the definition of a dead metaphor that the source domains of live metaphors are readily accessible to their users, and there is no danger of them being mistaken for literal terms. In the purchasing sphere live metaphors are few and far between, but one might offer, for example, de Boer and Pop Sitar's (2001) recent use of the term 'horizontal frictions' to refer to the resistance from other functions in an organisation to Purchasing's involvement. 

Some authors are dissatisfied with this simple live/dead dichotomy and stress further differences between metaphors. van Den Bulte (1994), for example, seeks to identify the ability of some live metaphors to do more than remain identifiable figures of speech. He argues that they have the power to surprise us with the shock of the comparison between their source and target domains, and that this shock is capable of generating creative activity in the reader's brain:

The new metaphor paints an unusual image, shocking us into considering the imaginative conjectures it generates. The butterfly effect in chaos theory, technological trajectories and path dependencies in evolutionary economics and the network-organisation in marketing are such new metaphors that we still experience as odd. Therefore, they are very lively.  One is well aware of their metaphorical as-if nature.

van Den Bulte, 1994, pp 409-411

Lively metaphors are extremely rare in purchasing, however, the 2001 IPSERA conference did produce one potential candidate in the form of Kammann & Bakker's (2001) 'contagion process' that they used to describe the way ideas spread through supply networks. This seems more likely to spark new insights than the dusty skeletons of metaphors such as 'members of the purchasing team'. Unfortunately however, a close reading of the relevant paper indicates that the contagion process has actually escaped to infect purchasing from its host body in organisation theory. 

Most live metaphors eventually die, users forget their metaphorical roots, and they are used as if they were literal descriptions of empirical phenomena.
 For many purposes and in most situations, this process is of no consequence. Occasionally, however, problems may arise as a result of the way in which the structure of metaphors, even after death, emphasise some aspects of the phenomena to which they refer whilst suppressing the users' awareness others. Metaphors act as selective filters on our attention, directing or controlling our perceptions and the way we understand the world. They impose a 'distortion' or 'bias' in the way we regard phenomena. Hawkes' definition of a metaphor above, with its description of the process whereby characteristics of the source object are transferred to the target object, provides a key to understanding this distorting process. Bias arises because the transfer of source domain characteristics is only partial. For example, imagine that in the course of conducting some research into the causes of buyer effectiveness in negotiations, an interview with a participant in a group negotiation, in which he was describing the behaviour of the lead negotiator, uncovered the phrase: 'She was a rock in that last negotiation.' In this metaphor, some, but not all, of the characteristics of the source domain – a rock – are transferred to the target – a buyer. Thus the buyer's behaviour in the negotiation may, perhaps, have been rock-like, inter alia, in her firmness and refusal to give ground. As with any metaphor, the precise selection of characteristics that were in the mind of the metaphor's author would not be known to the researcher. However it seems reasonable to suppose that the selection would indeed be partial and thus unlikely to include such things as a complete absence of arms, legs or facial features. More significantly, by focusing our attention on some rock-like characteristics of the buyer's behaviour, the metaphor suppresses our awareness of, or distracts our attention from, other characteristics of the target domain that might be extremely important in understanding what happened in the negotiation. The buyer may, for example, have possessed an overwhelming power surplus
 over the other parties to the negotiation. The use of the rock metaphor might divert the researcher's attention away from this potentially important characteristic. 

Critics may argue that this example is not only contrived and trivial but also misleading. In a real interview the researcher would have been able to ask follow-up questions that would have clarified what the author of the metaphor had meant by the use of the rock analogy, and might well have uncovered all of the other relevant characteristics of the buyer in question. However, it is important to remember that, as was illustrated in the extract from Baily & Farmer above, we routinely use metaphors at all times without any conscious knowledge. Moreover, the 'distortion' effect caused by the partial transfer of characteristics between domains and the narrowing of the focus of our perceptions on to a small sub-set of the characteristics of the target phenomenon, is common to all metaphors. Hence our physical perceptions of the world are subject to continual, routine and unnoticed linguistic filtering. This is another way of expressing Weick's incisive insight that:

We don't describe the world we see; we see the world we can describe.


Weick, 1969, p. 135

It should also be noted that the 'power' or 'effectiveness' of the filtering effect may be increased if the metaphor contains value judgements. Thus when an interaction between a buyer and supplier is described as 'a co-operative relationship', the word 'co-operative' brings with it positive connotations and these lend the metaphor an unwarranted, intrinsic approval. In contrast 'an adversarial relationship' has negative, undesirable overtones. 

The distorting influence of all metaphors has important implications for both the way in which academics approach empirical research and practitioners make decisions. People's lives may not be under threat, but the efficacy of research efforts and the effectiveness of purchasing functions are undoubtedly affected. This may be illustrated by a consideration of the over-arching metaphors currently used to describe buyer-supplier interactions in the purchasing field – supply chains, dyads, partnerships and networks.

Supply Chains

To the casual reader at the beginning of the 21st century the 'supply chain' metaphor may appear simple, unambiguous and stable. The original source of the metaphor is now lost, but may have been the concept of the food chain, or perhaps a human bucket chain used in putting out fires, with goods and services symbolised by buckets of water moving along from hand to hand. Wherever the source, it has been in use for so long that it is close to death in the minds of many and becoming a literal reference to some thing or process. However, closer inspection reveals that any appearance of clarity and stability is imaginary. If one tracks the development of the metaphor over time, it becomes clear that it has no settled meaning. 
The term began life as a reference to the movement of materials between different departments within a single firm (Oliver & Webber, 1992 p. 66 and Houlihan, 1992, p.145
). It followed the development of ideas concerning company-wide material flows such as Business Logistics Management (Ballou, 1973) and Materials Management (Tersine & Campbell 1977, Baily & Farmer 1982 and Baily 1987) in the 1970s and '80s and was employed by consultants in an effort to change the focus within companies from the pursuit of the interests of individual functions to a more holistic view of the company-wide flow of goods and services. It was subsequently extended by some authors to include suppliers. The metaphor's meaning varies from author to author, with many focusing on a company's internal functions and extending the 'chain' forward to customers and back through the company's immediate suppliers only.
 Christopher (1992, p. 12) is one of a few authors who envisaged a 'chain' extending out to connect with a buyer's suppliers' suppliers. This has been named an 'extended supply chain' by Mentzer (2001, p. 6) Finally, during the e-bubble at the end of the 1990s the concept was tweaked to incorporate this passing fad and took on a virtual sheen (Yeh, Pearlson & Kozmetsky, 2000, pp. 5-6). The full dizzying range of possible meanings associated with the metaphor is illustrated in the literature review of Rainer & Vanharanta's (2001) paper. The supply chain appears capable of being all things to all people.


One might argue that it is unreasonable to accuse a metaphor with no established meaning of having a distorting influence on the perceptions of academics and practitioners. While it is true that the ability of the metaphor to produce a consistent distortion of the perceptions of its users is much reduced by the terminological free-for-all in the literature, some features of the concept (in its 'management' role) are shared by all, viz.: 

· One may liken the movement of materials into and through a company to movement along a chain. 

· The more the different links in this chain are integrated, the better the performance of the company is likely to be. 

· Attempting to manage and control the chain is likely to be beneficial to the company. 

These three shared characteristics are enough to produce in the metaphor's users a common narrowing of attention focus on to a small sub-set of the characteristics of the target domain. In the first place, in the purchasing sphere attention is focused on suppliers and internal company departments only. Those who favour the supply network metaphor argue that inter-company interactions are more complex than the chain allows. To optimise performance the company should also be considering supplier's other customers and their suppliers and so on.  Secondly, the intrinsic distortion tends to direct management attention towards current suppliers. Part of the chain source domain includes for some readers, strong links holding organisations and departments together. Thus there is a tendency to focus on the firm's existing suppliers and to devote resources to 'developing' them
 in order to strengthen the linkages in the chain. This, it can be argued, may tend to reduce the amount of resources devoted to exploring supply markets and using new suppliers. Hence the bias may cut firms off from potential innovations and cost savings, and wider society may suffer through the damage inflicted by the development of monopoly power.
 Thirdly, some might argue that the chain metaphor directs attention away from those parts of the purchasing function's working environment over which it has the most influence. In many larger organisations, other departments are jealous of Purchasing's spending authority and possessive of their own specifying authority and relations are, as a result, strained. Energies devoted to attempts to integrate such departments into a harmonious whole with purchasing might be better spent on identifying new suppliers and persuading existing ones to perform better. Fourthly, those authors who favour the extended supply chain may be accused of deflecting scarce management attention away from a company's immediate suppliers where a buyer's power and influence, and thus ability to persuade suppliers to behave in any desired manner, is likely to be at its greatest. The assumption that companies can influence their suppliers' suppliers has been severely challenged (Lamming, 1996). From this perspective, the chain metaphor produces an unhelpful deflection of management attention that would be avoided if buyer-supplier dyads were the metaphor of choice. 
For SMEs, for whom purchasing is more like shopping than a separate management function, the chain metaphor will not help them to better understand their world, and exhorting them to try to 'manage' their supply chains is likely to be met with at best scorn, and at worst a misallocation of management resources. Chains can only be 'managed' if buyers can affect the behaviour of the links in the chain. In many markets suppliers further down any given 'chain' may be unaware of its existence. They may have a variety of customers taking their output, modifying it and selling the results on to other customers, the vast majority of whom may be entirely unknown to any given supplier. The process of companies passing goods and services from one to another certainly exists and can be compared to an extended chain, but increasing awareness of this process by comparing it with a chain may well be of little value to the performance of many companies living in the links. 

Note that it is not being argued that the distortions accompanying the extended chain metaphor render it entirely without value. Some extremely powerful companies have successfully projected their power up supply chains in an effort to improve their overall performance. In the 1980s for example, Ford in the UK expended considerable effort, and had some success, in getting its major suppliers to pass on training in statistical process control techniques to their suppliers' suppliers. The argument is not that the metaphor should be abandoned, merely that we should not allow it to die, but should instead keep it live and remain aware of the distortions it brings and the limited nature of its applicability.

Finally, although the source domain of this dead metaphor is uncertain, it has taken on the machine-like 'systems' overtones of many of the metaphors used in the business field.
 Users may thus find that the image of metallic links rather than human hands is now conjured up by the phrase. However, with the exception of a few transactions maintained primarily by digital machine interactions between a few global multinationals, buyer-supplier relations are managed and conducted by human buyers communicating with human sales staff. References to mechanical linkages seems unlikely to enhance understanding of such social phenomena. There is insufficient space in this paper to explore in detail the precise balance of the proportion of matephors that are entirely emergent as opposed to those that are primarily tools of wider management aims. However, the metallic, impersonal qualities mentioned above may lend more credence in this case to a management parentage than a series of coincidental individual usages.   
 


Having established the main thrust of the argument by discussing the implications of the supply chain metaphor in some detail, it should now be possible to deal with the other four interaction metaphors with some despatch. 

Dyads

In many cases where the chain metaphor is of little interest, the 'older' extinct metaphor of the dyad (developed from the Greek word for the number two) may be more useful. It is possible that the overwhelming majority of the interactions between human buyers and suppliers take place in circumstances where the wider context stressed by chains and (as we shall see) networks is irrelevant. These may usefully be described as dyadic encounters. Companies routinely interact on a one-to-one basis to deal over a host of operational purchasing matters such as quality issues, prices, specifications and so on and so forth. The nuts and bolts of buyer-supplier exchange interactions are thus overwhelmingly dyadic in nature. Looked at from this perspective, interactions between companies that could be likened to chains 'exist' but are rather exotic concepts of limited, specialised interest. It is possible that the chain metaphor become more helpful once the purchasing function becomes large enough and powerful enough to begin to think about strategic concerns. Until that time the dyad tends to be the operational and most useful metaphor. The distortion the dyad brings is clearly to focus management attention on immediate suppliers, and to deflect it away, not only from supplier's suppliers, but also interaction with the other functions within the company that the supply chain metaphor was designed to draw attention to, and finally the other actors in markets alluded to by the network metaphor. In discussing some of the shortcomings of ideas based on Kraljic's (1983) portfolio model, two Scandinavian authors have recently emphasised this point:  

By limiting the analysis to concern only 'given' products in a purely dyadic context, purchasing portfolio models may obscure great potential for increasing productivity and innovativity (sic). Our point is that these potentials can only be identified through increasing awareness of the firm's network and can only be captured through successful co-operation with its various counterparts.

Dubois & Pederesen, 2001, p. 322  

Being based on a word for a number, the dyad metaphor avoids the machine connotations now attached to chains, but in the light of the brief discussion above of the source of metaphors, the dyad shares with the chain a similar, and possibly misleading, non-human bias.     

Partnerships

The 1980s saw the development of 'partnerships' that take the form of what Alvesson (1994) has called a 'second-level' metaphor built on top of the (first-level) dyad metaphor.
 As is so often the case, the first sightings of the new metaphor in the early 1990s
 make no explicit reference to the source domain that the authors were drawing upon. They may have been thinking of the legal meaning of 'partnerships', but since the relevant papers tend to share references to trust, co-operation, collaboration, commitment, and, most tellingly of all, 'relationships', it seems reasonable to infer that long-term human social relationships is the intended source
. Having the same root, the partnership metaphor shares the same attention narrowing effects as the dyad metaphor. It brings in addition an emphasis on co-operation rather than competition that, if adopted, will necessarily produce sharp reductions in a buyer's purchasing power.
 Some might regard that effect as undesirable. The metaphor also brings a focus on the human social aspects of business interactions, and critics might argue that those aspects are the cause of much financial corruption and concomitant loss of profitability. From this point of view, losses might be reduced by the suppression rather than encouragement of social processes in intercompany interactions. 

Supply Networks

The approach adopted with the other three metaphors used in relation to buyer-supplier interactions has been to explore some of the characteristics transferred from the source top the target domains. This is particularly difficult with the network concept because to many of its proponents it is a dead metaphor and they have forgotten where it came from. This is well illustrated in the recent comments of Jan Johansson, one of the originators of the network concept in Scandinavia 
 who found it 'difficult to give a clear answer' when asked what concrete analogy they were thinking when they chose the metaphor of a network:

…we tried several different concepts that could be used as a basis for the book. We tried 'manufacturing chains', 'value chains' and 'distribution chains', but these were all too vertical for our purposes, and insufficiently focused on the specific relationships. We also tried 'systems' and 'industrial complex', but these were too general and vague, whilst 'development bloc' was too specific. After some time we reached a compromise around networks - some of us [Forsgren et al] had a background in distribution networks - which had the great advantage that it allowed us to have interfirm relationships as the basic element, and upon that could be built both interaction (exchange) processes and system interdependencies. This resulted in the conception of networks as systems of interconnected exchange relationships between firms. We did not borrow the concept from anthropology, although we did examine its use in that field at a later date. At no time did we relate it to physical networks such as telecom or other physical systems.

 

Johansson, 2001

It would appear that the analogy was with 'distribution networks'. One way of interpreting this response is to conclude that these authors regarded the 'networks' they had experienced in distribution channels as literal terms. The network metaphor was thus already dead (or at least very nearly dead) to them. Alajoutsijarvi et al in a paper dealing directly with the use of metaphors in 'the IMP network discourse', indicate that they are aware that the concept is a metaphor:

…the network metaphor has been transferred from the very general notion of "webs" or "nets"...

Alajoutsijarvi et al, (1998), p.15

However, the source they offer for this claim of awareness (Hakansson and Snehota, 1995, p.42) makes no reference to the roots of the metaphor. Moreover, Alajoutsijarvi et al's own paper focuses on two second-level metaphors of networks-as-a-marriage and networks-as-a-business-system. At no stage is it made clear what the precise nature of the source domain might be. Are the webs animal?  Are the nets man-made? Unpack the network metaphor and all that is left are a few words like 'interconnectedness', 'interdependency', 'exchange' and 'integration'.  The IMP has concluded:

A business network is not something that is imposed on the companies in it, nor is it something that can be designed or managed by any one of them. No-one manages the network, but many have to try to manage in it.

Ford et al, 1998 p. 270

Thus, by directing management attention not only on to a company's suppliers' suppliers, but also their suppliers' customers and possibly even their suppliers' customers' suppliers, the network metaphor can be seen to share with partnerships the tendency of reducing the likelihood of management successfully converting potential into actual purchasing power.
 One might say that both metaphors encourage managers to adopt a purchasing form of what psychologists have termed 'learned helplessness'.
 

Finally, Alajoutsijarvi et al uncover further bias thus:

...both network metaphors [network as business system and network as marriage]...hide much of the emotional and experiential, as well as the messy and non-rational properties of networks. We suggest that, to an extent, this is explained by the gendered practices of management research. Masculine features and stereotypes dominate much of the present network discourse, as well as other management discourses too…Emotions and non-rationality are characteristically feminine properties. 

Alajoutsijarvi et al, 1998, p. 28

It may be argued that, to the extent that connections between entities other than buyers and their immediate suppliers self-evidently do exist, the network metaphor may contribute to our understanding of buyer-supplier relationships. However, since the majority of those connections are tenuous at best, the contribution is of limited value to buyers who might more usefully concentrate on maximising their power with immediate suppliers and trying to improve their understanding of the social components of inter-company interactions.

Conclusions - Does it matter which metaphors we use?

All four of the metaphors referring to inter-company market interactions reflect aspects of those interactions that can be observed in real buyer-supplier interactions. But each also distorts their user's view of the world in the manner outlined above. One might ask if it is possible to decide which metaphor is the best? Which is the most accurate and the least distorting? The answer to these questions is revealed, at a stroke, by the observation that all four metaphors may be applicable to different aspects of the purchasing behaviour of a single company and it suppliers at a single point in time. This can be illustrated thus:

Insert Figure 1.

If you ignore all of the other symbols and focus on the interactions between the buyer and supplier 1 only, then you have a representation of the dyad metaphor. Transfer an overlay of some of the characteristics of long-term human relationships onto that and you have the second-level 'partnership'. Extend the diagram upward to include suppliers 2, 3, and 4 and downward to include the customer, and you have a diagram of the extended supply chain metaphor. Finally, expand the diagram out in all directions to include the other suppliers and customers and you have a representation of the supply network figure of speech. It is evident that precisely the same buying company and different groupings of the same suppliers can be described at the same time using all four metaphors. Each distorts in its own way by focusing attention on specific aspects of the phenomenon as described above. Currently, because of the reification process that occurs as live metaphors die and eventually go extinct, choosing between metaphors is not undertaken in a rational manner. Network enthusiasts, for example, may begin to believe that the purchasing world is a network, and by so assuming they lose the insights that a dyadic approach can offer. In an ideal world researchers and practitioners would remain aware that all four terms are metaphorical in nature, and their understanding of the world would be enriched by all of them. The question of which is best, is entirely misleading and tempts the questioner to generalise from whichever choice is made. In this way the process of dying begins and the metaphor becomes mistaken for a literal term. Instead of asking which metaphor is best, and then constructing our world-view on that foundation and forgetting about alternatives, we should ask which of the four metaphors contributes the most to our understanding in any given set of circumstances.
It should be noted that it is not being argued that all purchasing concepts are metaphorical in nature, nor that there are no literal descriptions, or that the entire purchasing world is in a state of post-modern uncertainty and flux subject to continual, unending challenge. Whilst it is true that as Sarbin and Kitsuse put it:

Social objects are not given in the world but constructed negotiated, reformed, fashioned and organized by human beings in their efforts to make sense of happenings in the world.

Sarbin & Kitsuse, 1994, p. 3

And that:

…organizations may be seen as relational landscapes in which participants construct a common sense; a figurative understanding which embraces shared significances rather than a literal description of an external reality.

Cunliffe, 2001, p. 358

Nevertheless there are literal descriptions of 'real' objects and concepts. A filing cabinet in a purchasing department is a filing cabinet in a purchasing department. Or, to take a less concrete example, £200,000 spent by a buyer on a single order with a small supplier that generates purchasing power for that buyer is £200,000 spent by a buyer on a single order with a small supplier that generates purchasing power for that buyer. It matters not how these descriptions of reality are challenged, the reality that these objects and events constitute will not (pace the large problem of induction) disappear. The social constructivist view of the world only applies to social objects and concepts. It does not apply to filing cabinets and the money value of orders. Having said that, purchasing academics should never forget that the core phenomenon in their field of study – the interactions between buyers and suppliers – has a very large social component, and the way in which the human beings who work within buying and supplying organisations 'construct a common sense; a figurative understanding which embraces shared significances rather than a literal description of an external reality' is extremely important. No study of purchasing phenomena that excludes their social dimensions or the role played by language can be considered adequate or complete.  

Saunders has argued that we should accept the metaphorical nature of the tropes we use:

…"chains", "pipelines" and "networks" etc. are …useful in generating an understanding of and in operating in the business world…in contrast to regarding them, as "objects" to be discovered in that world…

Saunders, 1995, p. 483 

This paper concludes that Saunders was too gentle and that overt actio n must be taken to keep the metaphorical nature of the key terms we use permanently explicit, to prevent them being mistaken for literal objects. Academic researchers, who are ostensibly trying to make sense of purchasing phenomena, face the particularly onerous burden of responsibility for avoiding casual trope reification. Regardless of what some IMP researchers may believe, inter-company relations are not networks, and despite the enthusiastic adoption of the phrase by practitioners, although some parts of the interactions between companies share a few features with chains, there are no supply chains out there. 


Until you have been made aware the existence of an idea and the effects it may be having on your perceptions, it is impossible to develop any critical assessment of those effects. It is hoped that readers of this paper will now be in a position to use an awareness of the way metaphors work to inform their reading of the work of others and critically assess the nature of their own understanding of the world. The key academic recommendations are to avoid casual reification by becoming and remaining aware of the metaphorical nature of language, to keep key metaphors live and prevent them from dying, and finally to guard against over-reliance on any single metaphor. 
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�  Some appear to live forever – Cooper (1986), p.120 cites the example of Shakespeare's music-as-the-food-of-love. 


�  See Ramsay 1995


� A comparison of Oliver & Webber and Houlihan's papers in the 1992 edited title in which they both appear reveals one of the most startling cases of plagiarism the authors have ever encountered.


� Nix (2001) makes no mention of anything beyond a buyer's immediate suppliers'. Baily and Farmer (1987) unequivocally locate the majority of the chain within a company (p. 57) with a single link reaching out to 'suppliers'. Gattorna & Walters (1996) in a book devoted to the supply chain concept include only two paragraphs referring, in a generalised way, to suppliers.


� This is a recently deceased metaphor. What did its coiners think suppliers were like – Negatives? Children? Muscles?  


� See New & Ramsay (1997), pp. 95-8


� Alajoutsijarvi et al, (1998) discuss this particular facet of business metaphors in some detail.


�  By this Alvesson means a metaphor produced by using an existing metaphor as the source domain for application to another target domain. In this example the target domain first-level buyer-supplier dyad metaphor of buyer/supplier-interactions-as-a-group-of-two is combined with the new source domain of long-term co-operative human relationships to generate the second-level metaphor of buyer/supplier-dyad as-a- partnership.


�  See for example Badaracco (1991), Burdett (1992), Ellram (1991), Heide, & John, (1990), Leenders and Blenkhorn (1988), Lyons, Krachenberg & Henke (1990), Merli, (1991), Pilling  & Zhang (1992). 


� See Caldwell, 2001 and, for an interesting and amusing discussion of the etymological and cultural sources of the term 'relationship', albeit not in the purchasing context, see Michaels,(1990).


�  Ramsay (1996) details many of the undesirable aspects of purchasing partnerships. 


�  See Forsgren, Hagg, Hakansson, Johansson & Mattsson, (1992)


�  See Ramsay, (1995). 


� See Hiroto & Seligman (1975) and Garber & Seligman (1980).


�  There is a contradiction between their conclusions and nature of the network-as-marriage metaphor. When did marriages become phenomena devoid of emotion or experiences?
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