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ABSTRACT

[T9TETE Figurative language is a fundamental component of linguistic—cognitive abilities that plays a
critical role in the comprehension of indirect meanings, abstract thinking, and everyday communicative
interactions. It pertains to an individual’s capacity to interpret implied meanings and is inherently context-
dependent. The comprehension of figurative language requires advanced linguistic and cognitive skills. In
Persian, no comprehensive tool currently exists that can systematically assess various types of figurative
language. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop the Persian receptive figurative language test
(P-RFLT) and evaluate its psychometric properties in healthy Persian-speaking adults.
This is a methodological study with a cross-sectional design conducted during
2023-2024. Test items were developed based on theoretical frameworks of figurative language
drawn from cognitive linguistics and pragmatics, encompassing four components: metaphors, idioms,
proverbs, and similes. A panel of linguistics experts evaluated face and content validity. Following item
development and a pilot study, the final version of the test was administered to 337 healthy Persian-
speaking adults aged 25-65 years. Construct validity was assessed by exploratory factor analysis (EFA).
Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s a coefficient, and test re-test reliability using the
intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC).
5T The items for all four components of the P-RFLT demonstrated adequate face and content validity.
Construct validity was confirmed by EFA, with the Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin (KMO) measure and factor
loadings indicating that each component was independently measured and capable of discriminating
among participants. Cronbach’s a coefficients ranged from 0.75 to 0.80, and the ICC ranged from 0.71 to
: 0.81, demonstrating acceptable reliability of the instrument.
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Introduction

igurative language is a cognitive and discur-

sive tool that operates beyond literal mean-

ing and depends on an individual’s ability

to interpret implied meanings in a context-

dependent manner. Understanding figurative
language requires advanced linguistic and cognitive skills
[1]. According to the lexical concepts and cognitive mod-
els theory (LCCM), figurative language processing results
from the simultaneous interaction of linguistic knowledge
and cognitive structures, whereby individuals interpret the
non-literal meaning of utterances by drawing upon lexical
items, syntactic structures, and prior experiential knowl-
edge. In this framework, metaphors, idioms, proverbs, and
similes are considered a shared cognitive-linguistic con-
struct [1, 2]. According to Giora, the comprehension of
figurative language depends more on the salience degree
of meaning, which is shaped by an individual’s experience,
rather than on the distinction between literal and non-literal
meaning. This salience [3]. Similarly, Lakoff and Johnson
considered figurative language to be an inseparable part of
everyday language and thought, arguing that humans rely
on it to express abstract concepts [4].

Metaphor is one of the most prominent topics in cogni-
tive semantics and is defined as the understanding of one
conceptual domain in terms of another. For instance, in the
metaphor “Love is a journey”, the abstract concept of love
is understood through the concrete concept of a journey
[5]. Metaphors are systematic mappings between a source
domain and a target domain and, beyond the linguistic lev-
el, play a pivotal role in organizing the mind’s conceptual
structures. They vary in terms of the degree of familiarity
and novelty [6]. Conventional metaphors, such as “Time
is gold”, are more frequent and processed more rapidly,
while novel or unconventional metaphors, such as “Zeal
is lava”, require more extensive cognitive processing [7,
8]. Moreover, although many conceptual metaphors are
shared across cultures, language and culture play a signifi-
cant role in their formation and interpretation [9, 10].

Idioms are another important manifestation of figura-
tive language [11]. Phrases such as “Ab-ghureh nagir”
(in Persian) carry a meaning that extends beyond the
sum of their constituent words [12]. Research has dem-
onstrated that an individual’s familiarity with idioms
plays a fundamental role in the speed and accuracy of
comprehension, such that familiar idioms are under-
stood more quickly and with greater ease [13].
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Proverbs are another form of figurative language that,
compared to idioms, have a more fixed syntactic struc-
ture and are employed as completely fixed expressions.
In contrast, idioms can be used in terms of person and
tense [14]. Proverbs reflect metaphorical structures as
well as cultural and collective knowledge and are con-
sidered a type of “compressed knowledge” that con-
veys abstract and empirical concepts in a metaphorical
form [15, 16]. Understanding familiar proverbs usually
requires less cognitive processing, whereas unfamiliar
proverbs require greater inferential effort [17]. Proverb-
based tests can serve as effective tools for assessing cog-
nitive and linguistic functioning [18].

Similes are another form of figurative expression char-
acterized by an explicit comparison. In Persian, these ex-
pressions are considered a subcategory of proverbs with a
culturally established, fixed structure. Unlike many prov-
erbs, similes often create an explicit comparison between
two phenomena by using words such as “like”, “as”, or
“than”. For instance, “A teacher is like a lantern in a dark
night” is a simile [19]. Despite the greater structural clar-
ity of similes, their comprehension remains dependent on
inferential processes, particularly when the similarity be-
tween the two concepts is not obvious [20].

Studies in cognitive neuroscience have demonstrated
that the brain hemispheres play different roles in pro-
cessing figurative language. The left hemisphere is pre-
dominantly engaged in processing familiar metaphors,
whereas the right hemisphere plays a more prominent
role in processing novel and complex metaphors [21,
22]. This distinction is more closely related to factors
such as novelty, difficulty, and the need to integrate in-
formation, rather than to the metaphorical nature of lan-
guage per se [23]. The investigation of these processes is
also clinically important and can help distinguish healthy
individuals from those with cognitive disorders [24].

Given the critical role of figurative language in ab-
stract thinking and human communication, its assess-
ment in both research and clinical settings is essential.
In this regard, the figurative language interpretation test
(FLIT) was designed to measure the comprehension
of metaphors, similes, proverbs, and personification
[25]. Also, the assessment of pragmatic abilities and
cognitive substrates (APACS) was developed in 2016
to evaluate pragmatic skills and figurative language,
including metaphor and irony, in Italian adults [26]. In
Iran, several instruments have also been designed to as-
sess certain aspects of figurative language. Nejati and
Ramesh developed a proverb test to assess executive
functions and language abilities in school-aged children
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[27]. Ghavami et al. prepared the Persian version of the
Delis—Kaplan executive function system (D-KEFS) test
battery for ages 16-40 [28]. Rahimifar et al. also de-
signed the High-Level Language Skills Test for neuro-
logical patients and adults, which comprises seven sub-
tests for repeating long sentences, sentence construction,
inference, comprehension of complex grammatical sen-
tences, comprehension of ambiguous sentences, word
definitions, and proverbs [29].

Despite the availability of the aforementioned instru-
ments, there is still a lack of comprehensive, standard-
ized tests for the simultaneous assessment of metaphors,
idioms, proverbs, and similes in the Persian language.
This gap has limited the precise evaluation of figurative
language abilities, particularly in patients with schizo-
phrenia, traumatic brain injury, and neurological dis-
eases such as frontotemporal dementia and amyotrophic
lateral sclerosis [30, 31]. Accordingly, the present study
aimed to develop and evaluate the psychometric proper-
ties of the Persian receptive figurative language test (P-
RFLT) for healthy Persian-speaking adults aged 25-65
years. This age range was selected due to the influence of
developmental changes prior to age 25 and the effects of
the aging process after age 65 on figurative language pro-
cessing [32]. By providing a comprehensive instrument
for assessing figurative language, this study has broad
applicability in clinical evaluations and future research.

Materials & Methods

This is a methodological study with a cross-sectional
design. To develop the P-RFLT, figurative language
items were first generated across four domains—meta-
phor, proverb, idiom, and simile—and then their psy-
chometric properties were evaluated. The study was car-
ried out in three phases: item development, content and
face validity assessment, and final test administration.

Participants

The study population comprised 418 adults aged 25-65
years, of whom 41 participated in the item familiarity
rating phase, 40 in the pilot study, and 337 in the final
phase. The sample size was determined based on Mor-
gan’s table [33]. Convenience sampling was conducted
over six months during 2023-2024 by attending various
locations in Tehran Province, including parks, work-
places, shopping centers, and companies. The inclusion
criteria were as follows: age 25-65 years, being a mono-
lingual Persian speaker, at least a primary school educa-
tion to ensure the ability to respond to the test items, and
no uncorrectable visual or auditory impairments—all of
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which were ascertained through self-report. Addition-
ally, participants’ cognitive health was confirmed using
the Persian version of the clinical dementia rating scale
(CDR-P) [34].

Procedure
Phase 1: Test item development

The P-RFLT items were developed based on Cieslicka
et al.’s test, which encompasses four main components
of figurative language: metaphor, idiom, proverb, and
simile [35]. In the initial phase, expressions pertaining
to these components were extensively extracted from
various sources and texts using a deductive approach.
To control for confounding linguistic variables, the
structural features of the items (word count, sentence
length, and grammatical pattern) were kept as similar as
possible, such that all items were formulated in the form
of short and simple sentences with 4-7 words. Given that
the number of items should ideally be 2-3 times the final
required number [36], a total of 86 metaphors, 112 idi-
oms, 48 proverbs, and 48 similes were initially selected.
Metaphors and idioms constitute an extensive and fun-
damental part of the conceptual and lexical system of
language; hence, a larger number of items were selected
for these two categories [4].

Phase 2: Content and face validity assessment

In this phase, the items were submitted to 10 doctoral
students in cognitive linguistics, of whom 5 were uni-
versity lecturers, 3 had experience at various research
institutes, and 2 had clinical experience in speech-lan-
guage pathology. The panelists evaluated the items for
relevance, clarity, representativeness, and alignment
with the test objectives. Subsequently, the content valid-
ity ratio (CVR) was calculated using Lawshe’s method,
and items with a CVR below 0.62 were eliminated. Ad-
ditionally, the face validity of the items was assessed
with respect to clarity, comprehensibility, simplicity of
wording, readability, layout, and overall organization.
Based on the feedback received, modifications were
made, including disambiguation, sentence simplifica-
tion, and structural rearrangement of certain items. After
content and face validity assessment, 28 metaphors, 27
proverbs, 31 similes, and 59 idioms were retained as test
items. Subsequently, to prevent ceiling and floor effects,
item difficulty was controlled for familiarity level [37].
To assess familiarity, the initial draft of the test was ad-
ministered to 41 eligible adults, who were asked to rate
their degree of familiarity with each item on a five-point
Likert scale from “very low” to “very high”. Items with
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a mean score >3 were classified as familiar, and those
with a mean score <3 were classified as unfamiliar [35].
Finally, based on the results of the familiarity analysis
and the research team’s judgment, the test was com-
piled, comprising 18 metaphors, 32 idioms, 15 proverbs,
and 15 similes, organized sequentially from easy to dif-
ficult levels.

To assess the cognitive processing of figurative lan-
guage, test items were designed in two formats:

Multiple-choice format (three options): In this format,
each item was designed as a unit consisting of a stimulus
sentence (containing a figurative expression) and three
response options: Relevant (reflecting the figurative or
expected meaning), a literal-meaning distractor, and ir-
relevant. Participants were required to select the correct
option. Scoring was conducted on a dichotomous basis
(0-1). This format was employed to assess the comprehen-
sion of metaphors, idioms, and a subset of proverbs and
similes. For example, for the Persian item “Amoye man az
donya raft” [My uncle left the world], the correct response
was “Amoye man mord” [My uncle passed away].

Sentence completion format: A subset of items related
to proverbs and similes was designed in a sentence-com-
pletion format. In this format, an incomplete sentence is
given, and participants are asked to complete it with one
or two words. This format was employed to assess deeper
semantic processing, access to meanings stored in long-
term memory, and the ability to infer semantic relation-
ships [38]. Scoring in this section was also dichotomous
(0-1), and orthographic errors were disregarded in the
evaluation. For example, for the Persian proverb ‘“Payane
shabe siah...” [The end of the dark night...], the expected
response was “sepid ast” [Is white] (the proverb means
every cloud has a silver lining).

The developed sample items were administered in a pi-
lot study to 40 eligible participants. Prior to administra-
tion, participants were asked to provide feedback on font
size, font type, and line spacing to optimize the word
readability. All participants approved the prepared draft.

Following the pilot study, the frequency and percent-
age of selection for each option were calculated, and
the attractiveness of the distractors was evaluated. Fur-
thermore, the correlation between the selection of each
option and the total test score was examined to deter-
mine the discriminative validity of the options. Options
that exhibited very low selection frequency, inadequate
discriminative power, or were indistinguishable from
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the distractors were identified and revised, and the final
draft of the test was prepared.

Phase 3: Test administration

The final draft of the test was administered to 337 par-
ticipants who met the inclusion criteria to examine in-
ternal consistency, test re-test reliability, and construct
validity. Test administration was conducted in a quiet
environment. Initially, the purpose of the study was ex-
plained verbally to the participants, and upon agreement,
they completed an informed consent form, followed by a
demographic form and the CDR-P test. The prepared test
was then provided to participants in a paper-and-pencil,
self-administered form. To familiarize participants with
how to respond, two sample items (one with a multiple-
choice format and one with a sentence completion for-
mat) were placed at the beginning of each section of the
test. To mitigate the participants’ fatigue, the items were
divided into two equal sections, with a brief rest interval
between them. Upon completion of test administration,
item scoring was conducted by an independent rater with
no involvement in the sampling process. To examine test
re-test reliability, the test was re-administered to 67 par-
ticipants at a two-week interval.

Data analysis

Data entry into SPSS software, version 20 was per-
formed by a person unaware of the sampling and scoring
processes to enhance data accuracy. For data analysis,
both descriptive and inferential statistics were employed.
Descriptive statistics, including the Mean+SD, and me-
dian, were used to present participants’ performance
across the subtests. Internal consistency was assessed
using Cronbach’s a. Test re-test reliability was assessed
by calculating the intraclass correlation coefficient
(ICC), and construct validity was examined by explor-
atory factor analysis (EFA).

Results

Participants were 418 healthy adults aged 25-65, in-
cluding 293 females (70%) and 125 males (30%). In
terms of age, 18% were in the 25-34 age group, 51.6%
in the 35-44 age group, 23% in the 45-54 age group, and
7.4% in the 55-65 age group. Regarding education level,
1% had lower than high school education, 16.6% had a
high school diploma, 7.4% had a postgraduate degree,
47.4% had a bachelor’s degree, 22.6% had a master’s
degree, and 5% had a PhD degree.
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Table 1. The number of test items based on CVR and familiarity
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No.
Components
Items with Familiar Items Unfamiliar Items Familiar Items  Unfamiliar Items Final Items
CVR20.62 (Mean 23) (Mean <3) Selected Selected Selected
Idioms 59 39 20 17 15 32
Metaphors 28 12 16 9 9 18
Proverbs 27 17 10 10 5 15
Similes 31 22 9 10 5 15

After determining the test’s content validity based on
expert opinions and the calculation of the CVR, famil-
iarity of items was assessed, and the final items were
selected (Table 1).

The internal consistency of the subtests, measured us-
ing Cronbach’s a coefficient, is presented in Table 2,
indicating that each subtest of the P-RFLT had adequate
internal consistency (0>0.7).

To evaluate test re-test reliability, the ICC at a 95%
confidence interval was calculated using a two-way
mixed model with absolute agreement (Table 3). The
ICC values for the four subtests ranged from 0.71 to
0.81, reflecting adequate test re-test reliability.

Construct validity, assessed using the EFA, demon-
strated that the data for each subtest independently sup-
ported the intended structure. The Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin
(KMO) values for each subtest were 0.739, 0.778, 0.740,
and 0.804, respectively. Bartlett’s test of sphericity yield-
ed a significance level for all components (P<0.05).
Given that the factor loadings for each item within its
respective domain were above or close to 0.4, the items
for each domain were adequate. Furthermore, to estab-
lish normative reference ranges for the healthy sample,

Table 2. Cronbach’s alpha of the P-RFLT subtests
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the minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation
were calculated, as shown in Table 4. Based on the ob-
tained mean and median values, the normative reference
scores were as follows: 26 for the 32-item idioms sub-
test, 15 for the 18-item metaphors subtest, 9 for the 10-
item proverbs subtest, 9 for the 10-item similes subtest, 4
for the 5-item proverb sentence completion subtest, and
3 for the 5-item simile sentence completion subtest.

Discussion

In the present study, we developed and validated the
P-RFLT, comprising four components—metaphors,
idioms, proverbs, and similes—for Persian-speaking
adults. The findings demonstrated that the developed
test had adequate content validity, face validity, and con-
struct validity, with satisfactory internal consistency and
test-retest reliability.

The analyses indicated that the test items coherently
covered various types of figurative language and that the
four-factor structure obtained after EFA was consistent
with cognitive and pragmatic theoretical frameworks,
although differed at the linguistic level. The types of fig-
urative language depend on shared semantic processing
networks at the cognitive level. The congruence of the

Subtest Cronbach’s a
Idioms 0.80
Metaphors 0.78
Proverbs 0.75
Similes 0.78
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Table 3. The ICC values for test-retest reliability of the P-RFLT subtests

Variables MeaniSD 1CC (95% Cl)
Baseline 66.1+5.7
Overall test 0.68 (0.60, 0.75)
Two weeks later 65.9+4.8
Baseline 26.94+2.38
Idioms 0.71(0.67,0.83)
Two weeks later 26.23+2.69
Baseline 14.63+1.96
Metaphors 0.79 (0.69, 0.88)
Two weeks later 15+1.59
Baseline 9.1610.93
Proverbs 0.77 (0.71, 0.85)
Two weeks later 9+1.26
Baseline 10.94+0.87
Similes 0.81(0.65,0.93)
Two weeks later 11.22+0.98

factor structure with the theoretical framework indicat-
ed that the empirical data support the conceptual model
of figurative language within cognitive linguistics and
pragmatics [4, 5].

A comparison of the present test with the FLIT [25]
revealed that both instruments directly assess figurative
language types, including metaphor, simile, and prov-
erb, and are aligned in terms of design. Both tests have
acceptable face and content validity, confirmed by ex-
perts, and comparable psychometric properties, includ-
ing internal consistency. However, the FLIT primarily
focuses on the global assessment of the ability to process
metaphorical and indirect items, with results presented
as a total score or on a limited set of subscales, while
in the P-RFLT, figurative language was delineated as a

Table 4. Score ranges for the P-RFLT subtests
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multi-component construct, with each component sub-
jected to independent psychometric analysis.

The findings of the present study are consistent with
the results reported by Arcara and Bambini [26] for the
APACS regarding reliability. Moreover, from a struc-
tural standpoint, the factor analysis results are consistent
with those of the APACS, in which figurative language
types were similarly reported as measurable compo-
nents. This suggests that the cognitive organization of
figurative language in both instruments is amenable to
structural modeling. Nevertheless, the APACS study
employed more advanced psychometric models as part
of instrument standardization in English. In contrast, we
used EFA to yield a four-component structure in Persian.
In comparison with the study by Ghavami et al. on the
Persian D-KEFS test battery [28], both studies empha-

Subtest Minimum Maximum Median MeanzSD
Idioms 16 32 26.23 26.09+2.7
Metaphors 8 18 15 14.92+2.1
Proverbs 4 10 8.95 8.9+1.01
Similes 3 10 8.66 8.5+1.4
Total 39 76 66.24 66.1+5.7
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sized the importance of figurative language and the role
of cultural context in its comprehension. However, their
study focused on a specific dimension of figurative lan-
guage and pragmatic analyses, whereas we examined
figurative language as a multi-component construct
within a structured psychometric instrument.

The variation in psychometric tests, particularly reli-
ability tests, across components can be explained in
terms of semantic processing and cognitive load. Differ-
ent types of figurative language vary in semantic trans-
parency and the degree of cognitive inference required.
Specifically, similes, due to the presence of explicit com-
parative markers, have greater semantic transparency
and are associated with lower executive demand and
more direct processing; conversely, metaphors—particu-
larly when unfamilia—require inferential processing
and more complex conceptual mappings. Furthermore,
the degree of cultural familiarity with items plays a sig-
nificant role in participant performance, such that famil-
iar items (especially common idioms and proverbs) are
processed more automatically and with a lower cogni-
tive load. In contrast, unfamiliar items impose a greater
executive demand on the cognitive system [7, 20]. From
a neurological perspective, these differences may also
be associated with the degree of engagement of classical
language networks in the left hemisphere, abstract se-
mantic processing networks in the right hemisphere, and
executive networks in the frontal-parietal lobe. Accord-
ingly, variations in familiarity, semantic transparency,
and the type of linguistic structure can lead to differences
in item difficulty and, consequently, changes in reliabil-
ity indices and response patterns, which partially account
for the discrepancies observed across studies [21].

In the present study, the primary focus was on the test’s
psychometric properties rather than its diagnostic func-
tion. Therefore, rather than establishing a cutoff score,
the mean score of healthy individuals was used as a nor-
mative reference. This approach is consistent with the
initial stages of instrument development, as the primary
objective at this stage was to examine construct validity
and reliability, and to provide a framework for the rela-
tive interpretation of performance, rather than definitive
diagnosis. Using the mean scores of healthy individuals
enables comparison of individual performance against
normative patterns and can inform clinicians in language
rehabilitation, without yielding a definitive diagnosis.

The present study, similar to comparable studies, had
some limitations. Its administration among samples from
Tehran city may limit the generalizability of the results
to other cities with different cultures and geographic re-
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gions. Furthermore, the participants’ age range (25-65
years) limits the applicability of the findings to this age
group. Higher percentage of female participants was an-
other limitation, due to women’s greater willingness to
participate in psychological and linguistic research, as
well as their greater accessibility and cooperativeness
during the sampling process. Although research evidence
does not indicate a significant difference between men
and women in the comprehension of figurative language,
the difference in male to female ratio may exert a mar-
ginal effect on certain responses. Therefore, the general-
izability of the results should be done with caution. Ad-
ditionally, in evaluating the instrument’s face and content
validity, doctoral students were employed as panelists,
and clinicians with clinical experience did not participate
in this process, which may be a methodological limita-
tion of the study. Another limitation was the absence of a
clinical sample for the determination of a diagnostic cut-
off score. Consequently, score interpretation was based
solely on the performance of healthy individuals, which,
although appropriate for the initial stages of instrument
development, cannot substitute for definitive diagnostic
criteria derived from comparisons with clinical groups.

It is recommended that future studies calculate addi-
tional validity and reliability indices, including criterion
validity and discriminant validity, for the test. Further-
more, administering the P-RFLT to clinical cases, such
as patients with aphasia or neurocognitive disorders, may
facilitate the assessment of its sensitivity and clinical util-
ity, as well as the establishment of cutoff scores. Addi-
tionally, evaluating the test across diverse age and gender
groups, and in other geographic regions, can enhance the
instrument’s generalizability and external validity.

Conclusion

The P-RFLT is a valid and reliable tool with a coherent
and measurable four-factor structure that can be used for
assessing figurative language comprehension in Persian-
speaking adults in both educational and clinical settings.
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