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A metaphor can be defined as “a figure of speech in which a word or phrase that ordinarily designates one thing is used to designate another, thus making an implicit comparison” (dictionary.com).  We use metaphors in our everyday language more than most people realize.  But metaphors are also vital in the field of Information Systems, especially in the design of user interfaces.  To the “Average Joes” of the world, or those people who have difficulty understanding the complicated concepts of digital storage, information transmission, and processing, metaphors provide them with relevant concepts to which they can easily relate.  Therefore, metaphors allow a significantly larger amount of the worldly population to use many of the common technologies that we take for granted today. 
Common and Field Metaphors
Metaphors “Right Under Our Nose”

Every person in that worldly population can relate to the use of metaphors in everyday speech, no matter what their language.  It is not uncommon for someone to encounter metaphors multiple times in one day, though many times they go unnoticed even if they are “right under our nose.”  These metaphorical phrases are not meant to be taken literally.  For example, when someone tells you to “bite the bullet,” they are not requesting that you actually put a bullet in between your teeth.  In fact, they are asking you to bravely face up to something unpleasant just as many soldiers were asked to clench a bullet in between their teeth (in lieu of anesthetics) to transfer the pain of the amputation or surgery (something very unpleasant indeed) that they were about to undergo (“Expressions and Sayings”).

You may also hear someone refer to a person as “blowing their own trumpet.”  Again, this is not to mean that they are playing a brass instrument, but that they are boasting about themselves, as if they were providing their own fanfare for their arrival (“Expressions and Sayings”).

If anyone were to claim that such phrases were to be taken literally, they would be “pulling your leg.”  In other words, they would be teasing you and not telling the truth.  This particular metaphorical phrase originates in Scotland, where someone may have “withdrawn the legs” from under someone in order to put the person at a disadvantage, perhaps to rob him (“Expressions and Sayings”).  The saying is used in a much lighter sense today, but still remains a very common metaphor.      
The Metaphorical Office

Not only are metaphors very common and useful in our everyday lives, but they are also important in technology.  In fact, the use of metaphors in Information Technology has shaped the industry of today.  Without metaphors, computers would not be as widely understood, and therefore not as widely used which would be a tragic misuse of valuable technology.  
The most common technology metaphor appears in the system of organization of information or data on the computer.  In order for the organization to be comprehended by laypersons, the familiar filing system of the office filing cabinet was used.  The majority of the population knew the basics of how filing cabinets organize information.  So the software industry capitalized on that fact and created filing systems that mimicked such organization (Lawler).  Documents on the computer can be “filed” in “folders” just as they would be in physical form. 

Perhaps the most famous and successful metaphor utilized in computers is the “desktop” metaphor, developed by Apple for its Macintosh (Wilson, Paige, and Rauch). You can leave “files” and “folders” on your virtual desktop in order to access them more easily.  This metaphor is losing its relevance to real-world desktops because many items that are stored on a computer “desktop” would not be found on a real-world desktop (such as a trash can) (“Desktop Metaphor”). 

That brings up another famous metaphor used in interfaces: the “trash can.”  The icon that can be found on any computer desktop is currently more commonly known as a “recycling bin.”  This term brings more relevance to the metaphor because a “file” that is put in the “recycling bin” does not get thrown away or deleted, but in actuality, the space is just used in a different way; it is recycled (“Usability Glossary”).  All of the office metaphors were widely received and therefore allowed the general public to participate in and define the personal computer craze.  
Changing the World: One Metaphor at a Time

Without the use of metaphors in technology, the world would truly be a different place.  The thought seems very extreme, but if there were no metaphors used in the logic and design of personal computer interfaces, the number of people who would not only comprehend the complexity of the technology, but actually choose to utilize it would be drastically smaller.  Therefore, there would exist an extremely useful technology that would remain unused, which would in turn result in a much more divided and uninformed population.  Fortunately, early computer scientists used the genius of metaphors in their technology and therefore allowed a much larger number of people to reap its benefits.  
The authors of Generating Metaphors for Graphical Interfaces describe technological metaphors as a “tool to link your product to the user’s mental model (Wilson, Paige, and Rauch).”   Hence the reasoning behind the use of metaphors in computer logic and interface design.  After all, what’s easier to understand and work with than your own mental model?
Audience Analysis:

The audience of this particular paper consists of my fellow UMBC classmates, both male and female, who are a number of different majors.  Although there are metaphors included in this paper of examples specifically dealing with the Information Systems field, one does not need to specialize in that field to identify with the examples.  The majority of the audience has enough technological background to be able to recognize the metaphors that are used as examples.  The audience can expect to be presented with a comprehensive explanation of the use of metaphors in writing and speech in both everyday as well as in the Information Systems field.  It will be made available to anyone with an interest in such a topic.  
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