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Abstract

The present paper treats the metaphors in business language in the theoretical 
frame of functional cognitive linguistics. The early theories in metaphor research 
have already convincingly demonstrated that metaphor, as a cognitive structure 
that strongly influences human thinking, attitudes and activities, plays an impor-
tant role in cognitive linguistics but relatively little attention has been devoted 
to the topic of metaphors in business language. Through the analysis of several 
Hungarian, German and English metaphors the paper demonstrates the opera-
tion of conceptual metaphors focusing primarily on the mapping between source 
domain and target domain. Based on the examples presented in the paper, the 
following ideas can be concluded: metaphors are frequently applied and play an 
important role in the language of business. Within the metaphors of everyday lan-
guage it would be productive to devote attention to the metaphors of business 
language. This would entail research and would result in benefits on different lev-
els of teaching. A practical outcome of studying metaphors is that they can direct-
ly influence the choice of our workplace, the choice of services, the relationship 
between different colleagues at workplaces etc. Furthermore, consciously and ad-
equately chosen metaphors help communication within the company, enhance 
efficient marketing strategies and shape corporate identity. Linguistic arguments 
also justify further research in the field of metaphors of business language as they 
involve newer contexts in the research thus broadening the field of cognitive met-
aphor studies. 
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1.	 Introduction: the role of conceptual metaphors in human 
thinking, attitude and activity

Before proceeding with the development of the topic defined in the title, it 
seems reasonable to briefly present the theoretical frame within which the 
statements relating to the role of metaphors in the language of business can 
be interpreted. This frame is the functional cognitive linguistics, a theory which 
can be characterized as follows (cf. Tolcsvai Nagy 2001, 2006, Geeraerts – Cuy-
ckens (eds.) 2007, Langacker 2008):

1	 The present study was made with the support of OTKA (National Scientific Research Basic Pro-
grammes) Research Grant, within the project “Cognitive Stylistic Research” (Nr. 81315).
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•	 The methodological approach is the functional description of langua-
ge, that is, cognitive linguists wish to describe and analyse language in 
natural (and bigger) structural units.

•	 Language production and perception is the inherent part of the linguis-
tic system.

•	 Language is understood as a dynamic system where meanings are 
flexible and are conditioned by the changing contexts.

•	 The application of the prototype theory, according to which linguistic 
phenomena belong to certain categories representing grades; and the 
borderline among the categories are not necessarily sharp.

Within cognitive linguistics, the analysis of metaphors has always been a central 
area of research from the beginnings up to the present (cf. the comprehensive 
study of Lakoff–Johnson 1980; Kövecses 2010; Grady 2010). These studies richly 
apply and demonstrate the above mentioned principles and theories. 

The early theories in metaphor research have already convincingly demon-
strated that metaphor, as a cognitive structure that strongly influences human 
thinking, attitudes and activities, should be the object of linguistic research. 
This is proved by an early and ever since much quoted example of the analysis 
of cognitive metaphor of argument is war. (Lakoff–Johnson 1980, 4). This concep-
tual metaphor appears in the following English expressions: Your claims are in-
defensible. He attacked every weak point in my argument. His criticism were right 
on target. If you use that strategy, he’ll wipe you out. In argument is war metaphor 
the attitude of the language user to argument is created in a cognitive frame 
related to war. The basis of conceptual metaphor is that the understanding of 
a notion takes place through another notion, and afterwards, the newly under-
stood concept is treated according to the previous one. Lakoff and Johnson 
(Lakoff–Johnson 1980, 4–5) in their previously quoted example invites the read-
er to imagine another culture where the notion of argument is metaphorically 
represented differently, thus understood and viewed differently. The parties 
having an argument are not parties at war against each other, they are not im-
agined offenders and defenders, but two parties who are in mutual balance and 
harmony, who are involved in an activity achieving mutual goals. This approach 
presupposes a different attitude and engenders a different action strategy. 

From the above results that the conscious and planned use of metaphors 
can be an effective factor in every field of life. This has been proved by research-
es done on various aspects of language use. George Lakoff (1992) for example 
studied the role of metaphors in political communication, revealing the meta-
phoric background of the political propaganda during the Gulf War. Olaf Jäkel 
(2003) studied the conceptual background of the metaphors used in business 
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communication and texts on economics. But studies treating the effect of met-
aphors occur in the field of gender linguistics, which borders on social-psychol-
ogy (Weinreich-Haste 1993).

In the following part of the present paper the metaphors occurring in busi-
ness language and the language of economics will be studied. Focusing on 
conceptual metaphors in business English, as part of everyday language use, is 
also motivated by the fact that till the present day relatively little attention has 
been devoted to the topic. 

2.	 Conceptual metaphors and the “organizational ideal” of 
corporations

Kövecses (2010, 25) noticed that economy is usually comprehended via meta-
phor:
“Its most commonly used source domains include building, plants, and journey 
(movement, direction), as shown by the examples:

Germany built a strong economy.
the growth of the economy
They pruned the budget.
China’s economy is galloping ahead.”

The basic function of metaphors, that is to guide and purposefully shape hu-
man cognition and activity, consciously appears in economic and business life. 
A paper on economics for example states the following about the role of met-
aphors: “People need to be involved and made enthusiastic! We have to make 
people want to work for us. Metaphors and generally language can be incred-
ibly powerful tool. Language can form and restructure our environment (Rid-
derstrale–Kjell 2011, 191). Obviously language can serve other purposes than 
persuade people to work with a certain company. It can also be used to serve 
other economic-business purposes. It can present a company in a positive con-
text for example and can persuade people to buy the products or the services 
of the respective company, etc.

Based on some examples by Huber–Heineken (2006) let us have a closer 
look at how certain companies typically express their profile and operation 
through metaphors:

company is a family (das unternehmen ist eine familie)
company is a network (das unternehmen ist ein netzwerk)
company is a barrack (das unternehmen ist eine kasernr)
company is a cathedral (das unternehmen ist eine katherdale)
company is an orchestra (das unternehmen ist ein orchester)
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The German authors (e.g. Huber–Heineken 2006) describe similar meta-
phors as an organizational ideal (Leitbild) and believe that they have strong 
effect. Huber (2008) in his work entitled Metaphorik und Handeln, based on ex-
tensive empirical research examines three types of conceptual metaphors in 
details. das unternehmen ist ein team (mannschaft), that is company is a team, 
das unternehmen ist eine machine that is company is a machine, das unternehmen 
ist ein garten that is company is a garden. In his study Hubert managed to prove 
that these conceptual metaphors have an important influence on how certain 
situations are understood and consequently dealt with in the company. 

Several similar conceptual metaphors can be found in English as well in con-
ceptualizing businesses:

the company is an organism
the company is a racing team
the company is a forest

Let us have a closer look at the two latter metaphors. The operation of the met-
aphor the company is a racing team is presented by Bob Roitblat, founder and 
principal business consultant of Mainsail Consulting Group as a yacht compe-
tition: 

As a metaphor for managing a business, yacht racing is strong and effective. 
Both share common, fundamental elements: a team of people using speed, tac-
tics, strategy, timing and multiple resources to reach a destination and achieve 
a goal while facing a fleet of opponents. Yacht racing is different from all other 
types of racing because each of the boats in the race sails a unique course. The 
race […] has a defined beginning and end, but in between, each boat can sail a 
widely different route and distance. A business may have a defined beginning 
and a goal, but its race is on-going and often over multiple racecourses simul-
taneously. The environment that each operates in is constantly changing – the 
physical environment of wind, waves and weather; the competitive environment; 
and the economic and regulatory environment. Both the business owner and 
boat skipper must exercise choice and control over some elements and adjust 
to those elements over which they have no control. Good business managers, 
like good sailors anticipate when conditions are about to change. The skipper 
best able to anticipate changing conditions and effectively adjust for them is the 
one that comes out ahead. Company and crew each have to develop a short-
term strategy for each individual race, a medium-term strategy for a weekend 
regatta, and a long-term strategy for the entire season of racing. Without a cle-
arly articulated strategy, a boat or business merely reacts to whatever comes 
along. Businesses and race boats also require leadership, teamwork and rapid 
decision-making to be successful. Innovative problem-solving, clear goals and 
effective communications are also necessary.2 

2	 Source: http://www.mainsailcg.com/about.html). Retrieved: July 20, 2015.
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Similarly, a Hungarian p2m Consulting Company Ltd. uses another target 
domain, namely car racing, to build its own metaphor. This company conceives 
its potential customer, the company as a car racer, and considers itself as a team 
who helps the company:

Race with time, race with demands and other competitors on the market. The 
road seems to be an endless and lonely ordeal. The race, however, is not merely 
a struggle, it is also a constant improvement, the assessment of one’s capacities 
and skills, the widening of one’s potentials. And why do you have to be a lonely 
racer in coping with the difficulties as long as a team is available to help you 
cope with the challenges? Although the racer drives his car alone, there can be a 
well-qualified team behind him, who ensures the driver to get over the difficulties 
in front of him. Thus the driver is able to concentrate solely on driving and to do 
is best.3 

This metaphor is also embodied in the visual representation (see Figure 1 and 
Figure 1 2) of the company:

Figure 1

3	 Source: http://www.p2m.hu/cegunkrol. Retrieved: July 20, 2015. 
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Figure 2

Let us examine the operation of the metaphor the company is a forest. This meta-
phor is examined in a semantic analysis produced by Benczes (2006, 131–135), 
which seems to be productive in our case as well. Benczes, in her analysis of 
the expression chainsaw consultant (’consultant hired specifically to reduce 
employee headcount, thus allowing the company’s top executives to remain 
blameless’) sets off to develop a metaphor theory based on blending.

In the case of the chainsaw consultant the mapping between the source 
and target domains is the following:

Source domain Target domain
forest company
tree employee
reason for felling trees reason for reducing workforce
tree felling sending employees away 
people cutting down the trees executives
means by which tree-felling is carried out (chainsaw) consultant

Figure 3

(Based on Benczes 2006, 133)
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Several studies highlight that the Hungarian literature on economics is 
about to realize the importance of conceptual metaphors, although compre-
hensive studies have not yet dealt with the issue of conceptual metaphors in 
this field. A study written by Károly Barakonyi (2007), among other ideas, pre-
sents the importance of the “Darwinian metaphor” in building corporate strat-
egy. According to the principle of business is natural selection “Those products 
and companies will survive who are able to meet the consumer’s needs better!” 
In building corporate strategy, this metaphor focuses on the ability to adapt 
to the ever changing social and economic environment. (…) Those companies 
which are unable to react in a right way and to the right extent to new challeng-
es sooner or later will go bankrupt or will merge into stronger companies. So 
those companies whose philosophy is based on the Darwinian metaphor are 
ready to face challenges, and in their long-term and short-term strategy willing 
to adjust to the changing business environment (Barakonyi 2007, 2–3).

Based on Yoffie and Cusumano, Barakonyi (2007) presents the way how the 
judo metaphor structures the elements of business strategy. The source do-
main consists of the following basic characteristics and activities:

•	 Speed: meaning to avoid the hits of your adversary by being swift, thus 
avoiding direct arguments.

•	 Flexibility: meaning to be ready to make temporary retreat if necessary.

•	 Harness the power and the energy of your adversary so that they should 
be contra-productive.

In the target domain, in economy, these metaphors mean the following prin-
ciples:

•	 Penetrate into those sectors where there is not yet competition in order 
to avoid direct clash.

•	 Be flexible; in case of attack avoid the clash with stronger companies.

•	 Use transmission; ensure that the weight and power of your adversaries 
will turn against them.

In order to prove the operation of metaphors, I propose the analysis of a short 
text from the website of Develor Consulting Joint stock company, a “perfor-
mance management consulting” company. The text offers a training course for 
companies on the European Union economy. 

	 With Hungary’s accession to the EU, Hungarian companies have to prove 
their vitality in such a field where experienced, swift forwarders and strong 
defenders safeguard their position. It would be an illusion to think that at 
the moment of our accession the old EU-members would politely step back 
to give way to our wobbling steps. 
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	 The countdown has already started. (…) Undoubtedly, in order to meet the 
desirable same timing, besides the circle of top executives, the preparation 
of the middle corporate leaders is also necessary. Only those companies are 
off to a good start which are able to integrate in their company culture the 
skills, knowledge, attitudes, capacity to action expected by the membership.

	 DEVELOR Consulting Joint stock company, a leading training and consul-
ting company in Middle-Europe in the past 10 years, considers its major task 
and mission to support its partner-companies in the preparation phase. The 
product developer team of DEVELOR joint stock company consisting of EU 
experts and EU lawyers, was the first who has devised an EU – training pac-
kage for domestic training market.

	 The trainings will provide the answer to the following questions related to 
your company:

	 •	 In what ways will your corporate management be affected by the stren-
gthening economic competition?

	 •	 How shall we analyse the new market and the position of the new compe-
titors?4

In constructing meanings, the above text makes use of the following concep-
tual metaphors: business is competition, company is a sport team.5 These met-
aphors unfold in the whole text; however, certain phrases are obvious in this 
respect: field, experienced, swift forwarders and strong defenders, count down has 
already started. In the conceptual frame described by the above expressions, 
business activity is conceived in the conceptual frame of team sports. 

The detailed presentation of the intended mental and psychical effects are 
beyond the scope of the present paper, but obviously concepts belonging to 
the frame of sports are activated such as dynamism, success-oriented, solidarity.

4	 Source: http://www.archive-hu-2013.com/hu/d/2013-02-26_1511090_78/Develor-Sz%C3%B3 
viv%C5%91-tr%C3%A9ning/. Retrieved: July 2, 2015.

5	 From the point of view of the receiver, it can be somewhat embarrassing that the writer switch-
es among different sub-domain of sports. At the beginning of the quotation the source domain 
refers to sports in general and soccer in particular (field, experienced, swift forwarders and strong 
defenders), later on athletics and car race form the frame of the source domain (count down has 
already started).
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3. Conclusion
In my paper I tried to formulate some ideas in connection with a relatively new 
and so far little investigated field of linguistics. Based on the examples present-
ed in the paper, the following ideas can be concluded: Metaphors are frequent-
ly applied and play an important role in the language of business and economy. 
Within the metaphors of everyday language it would be productive to devote 
attention to the metaphors of business language. This would entail research 
and would result in benefits on different levels of language teaching. A practical 
outcome of studying metaphors is that they can directly influence the choice 
of our workplace, the choice of services, the relationship between different col-
leagues at workplaces, etc. Furthermore, consciously and adequately chosen 
metaphors help communication within the company, enhance efficient mar-
keting strategies and shape corporate identity.

A linguistic argument also justifies further research in the field of the met-
aphors of business language as it involves newer contexts in the research thus 
broadening the field of cognitive metaphor studies. 

Sources
Barakonyi, Károly (2007): Metaforák a stratégiaalkotásban. Vezetéstudomány 38/1, 2–10. p.

Benczes, Réka (2006): Creative Compounding in English: The Semantics of Metaphorical 
and Metonymical Noun-Noun Combinations. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benja-
mins.

Geeraerts, Dirk–Cuyckens, Herbert eds. (2007): The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Linguis-
tics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Lakoff, George (1992): Metaphors and War: The Metaphor System Used to Justify the 
War in the Gulf. In Thirty Years of Linguistic Evolution. Ed.: Pütz, Martin. Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins, 463–481. p.

Grady, Joseph E. (2010): Metaphor. In The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics. Eds.: 
Geeraerts, Dirk – Cuyckens, Herbert. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 188–213. p.

Huber, Andreas–Heineken, Edgar (2006): Leitbilder und Handeln: Eine experimentelle 
Untersuchung zum metaphorischen Priming der Vorgesetzten-Mitarbeiter-Kommunika-
tion. In Kooperation und Effizienz in der Unternehmenskommunikation. Eds.: Crijns, Rogier 
– Thalheim, Janine. Wiesbaden: Deutscher Universitäts-Verlag, 276–290. p.

Huber, Andreas (2008): Metaphorik und Handeln. Einfluss von Metaphern auf Denken, Spre-
chen und Verhalten am Beispiel der Vorgesetzten-Mitarbeiter-Kommunikation. Saarbrüc-
ken: Verlag Dr. Müller.

Jäkel, Olaf (2003): Wie Metaphern Wissen schaffen: Die kognitive Metapherntheorie und 
ihre Anwendung in Modell-Analysen der Diskursbereiche Geistestätigkeit, Wirtschaft, Wis-
senschaft und Religion. Hamburg: Dr. Kovac.

Kövecses, Zoltán (2010): Metaphor. A Practical Introduction. Oxford, New York etc.: Oxford 
University Press.

EE_2015_3_belivek.indd   75 9. 12. 2015   21:54:25



76 |  Pethő, József 

Lakoff, George–Johnson, Mark (1980): Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press. 

Langacker, Ronald W. (2008): Cognitive Grammar. Oxford: University Press.

Ridderstråle, Jonas–Nordström A., Kjell (2001): Funky business. A tehetség táncoltatja 
a tőkét. Budapest: KJK-KERSZÖV Jogi és Üzleti Kiadó. 

Tolcsvai Nagy, Gábor (2001): A magyar nyelv szövegtana. Budapest: Nemzeti Tankönyv-
kiadó.

Tolcsvai Nagy Gábor (2006): A szövegtipológia megalapozása kognitív nyelvészeti 
keretben. In Szöveg és típus. Szövegtipológiai tanulmányok. Szerk.: Tolcsvai Nagy Gábor. 
Budapest: Tinta Könyvkiadó, 64–90. p.

Weinreich-Haste, Helen (1993): The Sexual Metaphor. New York, London etc.: Harvester 
Wheatsheaf.

EE_2015_3_belivek.indd   76 9. 12. 2015   21:54:25




