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Metaphors are commonly considered as cognitive and linguistic tools making the acquisition of
new knowledge possible (Ortony 1975; Cameron 2002; Hesse 1966). Recently, metaphors have
been investigated as tools to improve patient understanding and foster their self-management
skills (Semino et al. 2018; Naik et al. 2011; Bleakley 2017). However, the conditions under
which such communicative effects of metaphors are carried out are still controversial. The goal
of this paper is to present the results of a study devoted to investigating the effectiveness of
metaphors in medical interviews. More specifically, their communicative effectiveness has been
determined by a) quantifying the number of misunderstanding due to metaphors, and 2) the
correlation between metaphors and misunderstanding. From this analysis emerges that (1)
metaphors – especially conventional metaphors – are positively correlated to misunderstanding;
and (2) metaphors – especially creative metaphors – are used as argumentative instruments to
foster patient understanding and patient self-management abilities but without a careful
monitoring of their communicative effects in terms of patient understanding. Implications on the
use of metaphors in medical setting will be discussed and criteria to design guidelines for health
providers will be proposed.
References
Bleakley, Alan. 2017. Thinking with Metaphors in Medicine: The State of the Art. New York:
Routledge.
Cameron, Lynne. 2002. Metaphors in the learning of science: A discourse focus. British
Educational Research Journal 28(5). Taylor & Francis. 673–688.
Casarett, David, Amy Pickard, Jessica M Fishman, Stewart C Alexander, Robert M Arnold,
Kathryn I Pollak & James A Tulsky. 2010. Can metaphors and analogies improve
communication with seriously ill patients? Journal of palliative medicine 13(3). United
States. 255–260. doi:10.1089/jpm.2009.0221.
Hesse, Mary. 1966. Models and analogies in science. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press.
Naik, Aanand D, Cayla R Teal, Elisa Rodriguez & Paul Haidet. 2011. Knowing the ABCs: a
comparative effectiveness study of two methods of diabetes education. Patient education
and counseling 85(3). Ireland. 383–389. doi:10.1016/j.pec.2011.01.010.
Ortony, Andrew. 1975. Why Metaphors Are Necessary and Not Just Nice. Educational Theory
25(1). 45–53. doi:10.1111/j.1741-5446.1975.tb00666.x.
http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/j.1741-5446.1975.tb00666.x.
Semino, Elena, Zsofia Demjen, Andrew Hardie, Sheila Alison Payne & Paul Edward Rayson.
2018. Metaphor, Cancer and the End of Life: A Corpus-based Study. Routledge.

