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An Experimental Cross-cultural Approach
to Multimodal Metaphor and Metonymy
in Advertising

Jeannette Littlemore, Paula Pérez-Sobrino

Abstract
Metaphor and metonymy are key tools in communication, particularly 
when abstract ideas or emotions are discussed. While studies have 
explored the role played by metaphor and metonymy in language and 
images, and in the ways they are understood, few studies have investigated 
the combination of metaphor and metonymy in the multimodal context of 
advertising. Our study investigates the nature of figurative complexity (i.e., 
the ways metaphor and metonymy combine) in advertisements containing 
both words and images, and explores the relationship between figurative 
complexity and comprehension, accuracy of interpretation and advertising 
effectiveness. Through a mixed-methods approach of lab experiments 
and qualitative inquiry we assess the speed and depth of comprehension, 
the perceived appeal, and the physiological effect of advertisements on 
participants from three linguistic and cultural backgrounds (English, 
Spanish, and Chinese). 

Keywords: advertising, cross-culturality, metaphor.

. Introduction

In a globalised market place there is an increasing need for 
European companies to develop sophisticated advertising strategies 
in order to increase their market share and compete successfully. 
To be effective, advertisements need to capture attention, be 
emotionally engaging and persuasive. One way that advertisements 
achieve these aims is through the use of verbal and visual metaphor. 
Metaphor is a highly noticeable, persuasive and powerful form of 
communication for a number of reasons. First, metaphor provokes 
mental images, which can be used to package and convey a large 
amount of information in an efficient manner. Second, metaphor 
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allows indirect expression. Third, metaphor is a natural component 
of thought, and is thus evident beyond language. Intangible 
entities are often described metaphorically. For example, positive 
experiences are metaphorically ‘up’, and negative experiences are 
metaphorically ‘down’; emotional closeness can be construed as 
‘warmth’ and emotional distance as ‘coldness’. Metaphor is thus 
‘embodied’ and provides direct access to sensory-motor experiences 
(Johnson ). In other words, humans experience a ‘gut’ reaction 
to metaphor, which is not experienced with more literal forms of 
communication. Fourth, due to its embodied nature, metaphor has 
been shown to be more likely to provoke an emotional response 
than literal forms of expression (Citron and Goldberg ), and 
this may help the recipient to develop a personal relationship 
with an advertisement (Chang and Yen ). Advertisements can 
contain a single metaphor in written or graphical format, or both – 
a combination is described as ‘multimodal metaphor’ – (Forceville 
: ). 

Other advertisements contain an interaction of metaphor and 
metonymy (Hidalgo and Kraljevic ). Metonymy is a cognitive 
and linguistic process whereby one term is used to refer to another 
related phenomenon. For example, the word ‘Hollywood’ can be 
used to refer to mainstream US films. Metaphor usually involves 
a comparison between unrelated entities (or entities that are 
construed as being unrelated in a particular context), whereas in 
metonymy the relationship between a term and its referent is closer. 
These two cognitive mechanisms can be combined in both words 
and images, in increasingly complex ways. As the combination of 
metaphor and metonymy increases in complexity, one might expect 
the persuasive power of the advertisement to increase. However, 
this relationship has never been tested and little is known about 
the depth to which audiences process metaphor and metonymy 
when they appear in multimodal format in advertisements, or 
how long it takes them to do so. Speed of processing is important, 
as advertisements often appear in locations where short viewing 
periods are natural, e.g., driving past billboards or browsing 
webpages with banner adverts. 

Finally, in the development of advertisements it is necessary to 
consider an international audience. There is likely to be a degree of 
cross-cultural variation in the amount of time required to understand 
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the multimodal metaphors and metonymies, the ways in which 
they are understood, and their appeal. Moreover, studies suggest 
differences between Western and Chinese participants in terms of 
the ways in which they respond to emotions as expressed through 
metaphor (Jolley and Thomas ). This line of investigation has 
never been extended to the field of advertising. The aim of the study 
described in this paper is to explore these issues.

. Background to the Study

Advertisers often employ figurative language and images to 
communicate a positive message about their products. Often these 
images can be quite complex, involving different combinations of 
metaphor and metonymy. In the context of advertising, metaphor 
has been found to be more effective than literal language, and 
visual messages have been found to be more effective than verbal 
messages (Morgan and Reichert ; McQuarrie and Phillips ; 
Ang and Lim ; Jeong ; Phillips and McQuarrie ; 
Gkiouzepas and Hogg ; Chang and Yen ). Additionally, 
brands using metaphors have been found to be generally perceived 
to be more sophisticated and exciting, but also less ‘sincere’ and less 
‘competent’, than brands using literal words and pictures (Ang and 
Lim ). As regards the mode of representation, advertisements 
containing visual metaphors have been shown to be more effective 
at eliciting positive outcomes (i.e. sales) than both advertisements 
containing non-metaphorical verbal messages (Mitchell and Olson’s 
), and advertisements containing verbal metaphors (McQuarrie 
and Mick ; McQuarrie and Phillips ).

Although the findings from these studies are informative, one 
shortcoming is their lack of attention to the variables that may 
affect metaphor comprehension. An exception is provided in 
Phillips and McQuarrie (), who give evidence that only highly 
figurative metaphors (that is, metaphors that were particularly 
artful and clever) were able to alter specific consumer beliefs 
under conditions of incidental ad exposure. Additionally, Jeong 
() found that advertisements that used metaphorical images 
without verbal explanations had a stronger persuasive effect than 
literal product images with straightforward arguments. Other 
studies have focused on the ways in which people understand 
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metaphors in advertising. Inspired by a previous study carried 
out by Mick and Politi (), Forceville () investigated how 
individuals identified and interpreted verbo-pictorial metaphors 
in three related IBM billboards. He concluded that, whereas 
most participants identified and interpreted the metaphors in 
similar ways, it was highly probable that some of the differences in 
interpretations were group-specific, e.g. according to nationality or 
professional background. Unfortunately, there were no additional 
studies to further investigate this issue. 

As evidenced by this brief review of the literature, researchers 
are only just beginning to investigate the ways in which people 
actually process metaphors in advertisements, and how long it takes 
them to do so. Speed of processing can be important in cases, for 
example, where advertisements are on billboards that people drive 
past quickly, or where they appear on websites that people view 
rapidly while browsing the Internet. Even less is known about the 
extent to which audiences actually process multimodal metaphor or 
combinations of metaphor and metonymy in advertisements. As the 
combination of metaphor and metonymy increases in complexity 
in an advertisement, one might expect the persuasive power of the 
advertisement to intensify. However, we do not know how much of 
this information is actually picked up by viewers, how they process 
the information, and whether processing styles vary from one person 
to another.

As mentioned above, another issue of concern to anyone 
involved in the production of advertisements is the fact that they 
must often appeal to an international audience, particularly when 
the advertisements are posted on the Internet. Metaphor has 
been shown to present significant difficulties to speakers of other 
languages (Littlemore ), but we do not know whether this is 
also the case for metaphor when it occurs in multimodal settings 
or in combination with metonymy. Furthermore, many of the 
metaphorical meanings that are intended may be closely tied to 
specific cultures, and thus fail to communicate to a global audience 
(even when rendered through visuals). We do not know whether 
speakers of different languages find complex combinations of 
metaphor even more difficult to interpret than single metaphors or 
metonymies. There is likely to be a degree of cross-linguistic and 
cross-cultural variation in terms of the amount of time required to 
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understand the multimodal metaphors and metonymies, the ways in 
which they are understood, and their appeal.

. Aims of the Study

The aims of the study described in this paper are to address the 
issues raised above by seeking answers to the following research 
questions:
a)  Does speed of comprehension relate to figurative complexity?
b) Does speed of comprehension relate to perceived effectiveness?
c) Does figurative complexity relate to the complexity of one’s 
understanding?
d) Does figurative complexity relate to the perceived effectiveness 
of the advertisement? 
e) How do the above variables, along with the actual interpretations 
provided, vary according to the linguistic and cultural background 
of the reader?

We expected that more complex advertisements would take 
longer to process than less complex ones, and that participants would 
provide more interpretations for the advertisements containing 
complex metaphors. We did not know whether they would 
appreciate the advertisements containing the complex metaphors 
or the more simple ones, and we expected a degree of linguistic 
and cultural variation in terms of the reaction times, complexity of 
responses, and appreciation of the advertisements but we did not 
know the exact form that this would take. 

. Selection and Coding of the Advertisements

We originally selected fifty authentic advertisements, at random, 
from the corpus of advertisements gathered by Perez-Sobrino 
(a). We rated these independently for figurative complexity using 
a - classification scheme ( = metonymy,  = chain of metonymies, 
 = metaphor,  = metaphtonymy, and  = metaphoric amalgam). 
Examples of advertisements in each of these categories are shown 
in Figure . The rating was conducted independently by two raters 
who then met to discuss their ratings. Cases of disagreement (which 
constituted approximately % of the total number of ratings) were 
resolved through discussion and % agreement was reached.
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FIGURE 
Examples of advertisements in each category of figurative complexity

�. Metonymy: 
Grand Canyon for Arizona.

A������
. Metonymic complex: 
‘sh’ stands for noise of drink and 
silence; also chain of metonymies, 
standing for sex in adult films.  

S !"#$$#%
. Metaphor: 
The tree is a person.

 
WW&

. Metaphtonomy: 
The woman’s skin is like an animal’s 
skin; role reversal; animal is wearing 
it like a woman wears an animal; 
defiant look a metonymy for 
uncaring attitude to animals.

A�'�(&)� *�+$��,�
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. Metaphoric complex: 
The bars are going up but also the 
pictures in the bars are changing 
colour and going from dark land to 
blue sky; finally there is an explosion 
of creativity.

I-.

From these fifty, we selected twenty-four advertisements for use in 
the study plus two advertisements that were used in the training 
phase. Our criteria for selection were that the advertisements 
selected should display a wide range of figurative complexity, that 
the selection should be as heterogeneous as possible in terms of 
product type, and that the amount of text was kept to a minimum, 
in order to reduce the impact of English for non-native participants 
(especially in the reaction time experiment).

. Selection of participants 

For our study, we chose a group of  participants ( male and  
female) whose countries of origin were the United Kingdom, Spain, 
and China ( participants per nationality). % of the participants 
were male and % female and their ages ranged from  to . 
English and Chinese participants were enrolled in undergraduate 
and masters courses at the University of Birmingham (UK). Spanish 
participants were recruited in Spain and were either master’s degree 
students or young professionals studying and working in Logroño, 
Spain. Interviews took place in Birmingham and in Spain. The 
participants were recruited by a public announcement, and were 
paid  GBP for taking part in the experiment. The language 
throughout the experiment was English for all the participants. 

. Data collection

The data were collected individually for each participant with 
each data collection session lasting approximately - minutes. 
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The initial part of the session consisted of a reaction time study, 
developed using DMDX software. In this part of the study, the 
participants were shown the advertisements one after the other on 
a computer screen and were asked to press the mouse button as 
soon as they understood the advertisement. In order to minimise the 
chance that they would click the button before having identified the 
meaning, they were informed that they would need to explain what 
the advertisements meant at the end of the session. After the reaction 
time study, the participants were asked to rate the ‘effectiveness’ of 
each advertisement on a scale from  (not very effective) to  (highly 
effective), and to say what they thought it meant. They were allowed 
to look at the advertisement (shown in a Powerpoint presentation) 
and were encouraged to answer freely with no time constraints. The 
interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed.

. Data annotation and processing

Once transcribed, we annotated the corpus of interviews using 
UAM Corpus Tool textual annotation software. This program 
enables the manual annotation of texts in several layers and 
sublayers. In this study, we set up layers for “nationality”, “gender”, 
and “interpretation” (Figure ). 

After coding all the interpretations provided, we were able to 
identify differences in the types of interpretations offered by the 
English, Spanish and Chinese participants. In order to reduce the 
subjectivity in rating the responses, both researchers participated 
in the annotation process. The first researcher identified a number 
of possible interpretations that came up during the annotation of 
the first half of the corpus. The second researcher began with these 
categories but added subsequent categories in cases where new 
interpretations were identified, and the data did not fit the initial set 
of categories. Once the annotation was complete, the researchers 
went through the categories together and merged similar labels in 
order to avoid the proliferation of similar categories (Figure ).

The use of this software allowed us to explore the data from 
qualitative and quantitative angles. An additional feature of the 
software is that it provides a subjective positivity rating, which 

 UAM Corpus Tool: http://www.wagsoft.com/CorpusTool/
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allowed us to assess whether English, Spanish or Chinese participants 
responded more positively to the advertisements.

FIGURE 
Layers and sublayers of annotation in UAM Corpus Tool

FIGURE 
Manual annotation of the corpus with UAM Corpus Tool
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The UAM Corpus Tool makes use of the Subjectivity Lexicon made 
available by University of Pittsburgh. Subjective strength indicates, 
from  to , the degree of tokens found in the Subjectivity Lexicon 
that are “strong” or significantly present in the data being studied. 
Subjective positivity looks at each open-class word in the text and, 
if it is in the Subjectivity Lexicon, records a value (. for positive, 
 for neutral, -. for negative, etc.), depending on how it is rating 
in the Subjectivity Lexicon. Subsequently, UAM Corpus Tool finds 
the mean of these values (. very positive,  is neutral, -. very 
negative). Through this data collection and analysis procedure, we 
were able to obtain the following measures for each participant for 
each advertisement:
– figurative complexity of the advertisement (independent of 
participant;
– perceived effectiveness of the advert;
– speed of comprehension;
– complexity of understanding.

We were able to identify differences between the responses 
produced by participants with different linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds in terms of the average perceived effectiveness ratings, 
the average speed of comprehension, the complexity and number of 
interpretations, and the average subjective positivity ratings.

. Findings and discussion

In this section we discuss our findings in relation to each of our 
research questions.

.. Does speed of comprehension relate to figurative complexity?

Our first research question asked whether the figurative complexity 
of the advertisements was related to the speed of comprehension 
by the participants. We anticipated that reaction times would 
increase along a continuum based on figurative complexity 
from metonymy, through metonymic chains, metaphor, and 
metaphtonymy, to metaphorical complexes. However, we found 
no statistically significant relationship between the amount of 

 http://mpqa.cs.pitt.edu/lexicons/subj_lexicon/
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figurative complexity and time of processing. This means that 
the variations in reaction times taken by our participants must 
have been dependent on factors other than the levels of figurative 
complexity of the advertisements. 

.. Does speed of comprehension relate to perceived effectiveness?

We found a statistically significant negative relationship between 
the time taken to find meaning and the perceived effectiveness of 
the advertisements (p<.). That is to say, the participants were 
quicker to understand those advertisements that they perceived 
to be effective. It is difficult to locate the cause-effect relationship 
here. It could be that they perceived them to be effective because 
they understood them quickly or they understood them quickly 
because they perceived them to be effective. One reason why 
some advertisements took longer to process may have been 
because they led to some sort of cognitive dissonance. Given 
that humans strive for conceptual consistency, exposure to such 
a contradiction may have led them to perceive the advertisement 
as being less effective. 

This observation provides interesting feedback on Relevance 
Theory (RT), which has only made broad predictions (experimentally 
supported by Gibbs ) relating to the effort-effect balance. Our 
experiment introduces a degree of refinement into the notion of 
“effect” by considering “perceived persuasive power” as part of this 
broader communicative criterion. 

.. Does figurative complexity relate to the complexity of one’s 
understanding?

This research question addressed the extent to which figurative 
complexity of the advertisement corresponded to the complexity 
of the participant’s own interpretation of the advertisement. We 
hypothesised that more complex operations would lead to greater 
inferential activity, and therefore we expected more possible 
interpretations of the advertisements addressing the increasing 
number of available conceptual mappings as we move along the 
continuum. This hypothesis is consistent with the relevance-
theoretic approach to effort-effect relationships in optimally relevant 
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communication. This approach argues that people will only put in 
the amount of effort required to reach an understanding that fulfils 
their expectations of relevance. This is why any act of interpretation 
is optimally (and not maximally) relevant (Sperber and Wilson : 
). 

In order to answer this question, we must turn to the findings 
from the interview data. Here we looked at the number of different 
responses that the participants provided for the different items. In 
line with our prediction, we found that figurative complexity was 
significantly related to the number of different types of responses 
(p<.). 

FIGURE 
Graphic overview of the relationship between figurative operations and the number 
of triggered interpretations

In other words, our participants produced more elaborated 
interpretations for advertisements that exhibited higher levels 
of figurative complexity. This finding lends broad support to 
our postulated figurative continuum, except for the case of 
metaphtonymy. Interestingly enough, as we can see in Figure , 
metaphor was found to be more productive than metaphtonymy 
in terms of inferential activity. This is possibly due to the degree 
of conventionalisation of an interpretive route. Metaphtonymy 
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has been found to be a highly conventional conceptual operation 
in advertising (Pérez-Sobrino a). Moreover, it often forms the 
basis of idiomatic expressions (Goossens , Ruiz de Mendoza 
and Galera ). Even though it is apparently more complex than 
metaphor, the presence of metonymy in a metaphtonymy provides 
the viewer with a shortcut to the metaphor.

.. Does figurative complexity relate to perceived effectiveness?

We had expected to find a significant relationship between the 
figurative complexity of the advertisement and its perceived 
effectiveness, with more figuratively complex advertisements being 
perceived as effective. Somewhat surprisingly, the relationship was 
negative (p<.), with participants perceiving adverts with lower 
levels of figurative complexity to be more effective than those with 
higher levels of complexity. Although unexpected, this finding 
corresponds to the finding referred to above, where we showed 
that speed of processing was significantly and positively related to 
the perceived effectiveness of the advertisements. In other words, 
adverts that were figuratively less complex were perceived to be more 
effective and took less time to process. Again, processing efficiency 
appears to have been a key factor in shaping the participants’ 
responses.

.. How do the above variables vary according to the linguistic and 
cultural background of the reader?

Finally, our fifth research question looked into the linguistic and 
cultural background of the participants in order to investigate 
whether such a background had any effect on the variables studied 
above. 

(a) Speed of comprehension
We found a significant effect of the linguistic/cultural background on 
the time taken to process the advertisements. By means of an ANOVA 
with an LSD post hoc test, we found that Spanish participants were 
significantly faster at making sense of the advertisements than the 
English participants, who were in turn significantly faster than the 
Chinese (p<.). This is an interesting result as we had expected 
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the English–speaking participants to respond more quickly, given 
that the advertisements were in English. 

(b) The complexity and nature of the interpretations
English participants produced a significantly higher amount of 
interpretations (each participant produced an average of . 
different interpretations throughout the experiment) in comparison 
to the Spanish (.), and Chinese participants (.) who reported 
significant lower inferential activity. We also found significant 
variation in the content of the responses provided by the participants 
according to their country of origin. By way of illustration, let us 
consider four pertinent examples. 

Example : Boddingtons 
In this advertisement, the metaphtonymic chain (FOAM FOR) 
BODDINGTONS IS (QUIFF FOR) ELVIS, QUIFF IS (CREAM FOR) MILK helps us 
to reason about the quality of Boddingtons beer in quite a complex 
way: on the one hand, the notion of a high quality beer is activated 
by the cream, which is, for many people, the ‘best’ part of the milk; 
on the other hand, Elvis characterises the taste of Boddingtons as 
authentic and vintage. 

EXAMPLE 
Boddingtons: The cream of Manchester

English participants were more likely to report that the beer is for 
“fashionable people” (p<.) and that it is “creamy” (p<.), thus 
giving the same prominence to both ELVIS and CREAM as metaphorical 
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source domains. In turn, Spanish participants were more likely 
to report that “you can shape it the way you like” (p<.), thus 
focusing on the role of the cream as the provider of conceptual 
structure, and somehow disregarding Elvis as a viable source 
domain. Surprisingly enough, Chinese participants usually reported 
that the beer was “for young men” (p<.), whereas English and 
Spanish participants pointed out that it was “for old men” (p<.). 
This may be due to the fact that rock and roll music was not as 
popular in China in the fifties as it was in the UK and Spain. Here 
we see a clear case of the role played by cultural knowledge in the 
interpretation of multimodal metaphors.

Example : UP. 
We also found significant variation in the interpretation of the UP 
advertisement. English participants were significantly more likely than 
Spanish and Chinese subjects to describe UP as “healthy” (p<.), 
thereby giving prominence to the role of the metonymic chain GREEN 
FOR NATURE FOR NATURE-FRIENDLY in the understanding of the soft drink 
as natural and healthy as lemon juice. In contrast, Spanish participants 
significantly preferred to describe it as “sweet” (p<.), thus focusing 
on the metaphor UP IS A LEMON. It is not clear why Spanish participants 
regarded lemons as sweet. It may be that lemons in southern countries 
are less acid, or they may simply have been more aware of the fact that 
soft drinks are generally full of sugar, and therefore that any inherently 
bitter drink can be made sweet.

EXAMPLE  
UP: Now % natural
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Example : Audi TT
This advert for Audi displays two white speedometers without 
numbers or arrows over a black background, which is reminiscent 
of two (presumably female) eyelashes. This example is analysed in 
Pérez-Sobrino (b) in terms of metaphtonymy. The metonymies 
SPEEDOMETERS FOR CAR and EYELASHES FOR WOMEN develop the visual 
material provided in the billboard to the extent required for the 
metaphor CARS ARE WOMEN to take place. There are at least two 
possible interpretations of this advertisement: () the eyelashes 
metonymically represent an attractive woman and the car is 
therefore metaphorically construed as an attractive woman or () 
the fact that there are two speedometers means that it is twice as 
fast as other cars. Alternatively, as Pérez-Sobrino (b) suggests, 
the centrality of eyelashes to female beauty corresponds to the car’s 
unlimited power (in terms of speed and fuel consumption).

EXAMPLE 
New Audi TT: Attractive power

The advert compares the eyelashes, as the most outstanding feature 
of female beauty, with the car’s speedometers. In this interpretation 
of the advertisement, the focus shifts from the understanding of a car 
as an attractive woman towards the understanding of speedometers 
(and by extension, the information they provide regarding speed and 
fuel consumption) as the most attractive feature of the advertised 
car, which corresponds to the fact that eyelashes are one of the most 
salient attributes of female beauty.

Interestingly, Spanish participants were significantly more 
likely to report that the Audi is a ‘friendly’ car (p<.), because 
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the speedometers resembled the eyes of a smiling person. In turn, 
English speakers reported more neutral interpretations: a great deal 
of them considered that the lack of numbers indicated that drivers 
should not worry about fuel consumption (p<.). In a similar 
vein, most of the Chinese participants focused their attention on 
the absence of numbers and pointed out that they were meant to 
emphasise the ‘unlimited possibilities’ of the car (p<.). 

The findings for this advert are particularly interesting in that 
they reflect the subjective positivity ratings identified through 
the UAM corpus tool. We identified very different subjective 
positivity ratings across nationalities. As shown in Table , Spanish 
participants appeared to use significantly more positively connoted 
words (.) than English (.), and Chinese (.). These 
results are commensurate with a recent study by Dodds et al. () 
that provides empirical evidence in order to locate languages in 
a continuum of positivity bias: Spanish >Portuguese > English> 
Indonesian > French > German > Arabic > Russian > Chinese. 

TABLE  
Subjective positivity strength in the responses of the participants as for their 
nationality

Nationality Subjective positivity

English .

Chinese .

Spanish .

(c) Perceived effectiveness
Finally, we did not find any significant effect of linguistic and cultural 
background on the perceived effectiveness of the advertisements. 
All the participants were inclined to consider the advertisements 
convincing in spite of their linguistic and cultural backgrounds, with 

 In a seminar where we discussed these advertisements, one of the participants 
observed that the dials looked like ‘hairy breasts’. However, none of the 
participants in our study came up with this interpretation, and we found it to be 
rather tangential to the advert’s meaning, so we have not included it in our analysis 
of the advertisement’s complexity.
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average scores per nationality being . for English, . for Chinese, 
and . for Spanish. Therefore, differences in the way participants 
rated the effectiveness of the advertisements must be explained 
in terms other than their linguistic and cultural background. We 
saw above that both processing time and figurative simplicity were 
significantly related to effectiveness ratings. 

. Conclusion

In this study, we set out to measure the impact of varying degrees 
of figurative complexity on consumer responses to advertisements. 
Our main findings were that figurative complexity is not significantly 
related to speed of processing, but that it is significantly related to the 
participants’ complexity of the interpretation, that it is significantly 
negatively related to the advertisement’s perceived effectiveness, and 
that there is significant cross-cultural variation in the role of figurative 
complexity in the interpretation of advertisements. In particular, 
we found statistically significant cross-linguistic/cultural variation in 
(a) the time taken in processing the advertisements (where Spanish 
participants were significantly faster than English and Chinese), 
(b) depth of interpretation (where English participants produced 
a greater variety of possible interpretations), and (c) linguistic 
subjectivity (Spanish participants used significantly more positively-
connoted words than English and Chinese). However, we did not 
identify any significant effect of linguistic and cultural background 
on the perceived effectiveness of the advertisements. 

These preliminary findings have important implications for global 
marketing. As shown, the linguistic and cultural background of the 
informants appears to affect the ways in which people respond to 
advertisements, although it does not appear to affect the likelihood 
of a campaign being perceived as effective. At first sight, these 
findings might lead one to conclude that it is not worth investing 
in figurative complexity as this does not appear to be related to 
perceived effectiveness. Caution should however be exercised at 
this point. The participants in this study were asked to respond to 
the advertisements immediately after they had seen them and we 
do not know anything about the impact of these advertisements 
on their long term attitudes towards the product or indeed their 
tendency to actually purchase the product. Furthermore, it is 
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difficult to extrapolate generalisations from such as small sample of 
participants (N=).

This study does show however that figurative complexity can be 
independently assessed. Depending on their marketing strategies, 
advertisers may opt for more complex and elaborate advertisements 
that may take a little longer to process (e.g. in magazines, where 
there are no time constraints), or simpler advertisements that are 
processed more rapidly (e.g. for TV and cinema commercials, or 
road billboards). 

Besides the benefits for the linguistic research community, 
findings from this study have practical applications for the effective 
design of more culturally-sensitive advertising practices. A striking 
finding from the study was the extent to which participants from 
different linguistic backgrounds varied in their understanding of 
what the main message in the advertisement actually was. This kind 
of information sheds light on the extent to which it is possible to 
make use of shared experiential knowledge for global campaigns, 
while selecting specific cultural content for local campaigns. 

This study has addressed a number of theoretical and empirical 
issues in advertising, multimodal communication and figurative 
meaning making. Firstly, this is the first broad-scale empirical 
study of multimodal figurative language in advertising. Research 
to date that has taken a Cognitive Linguistics perspective has 
involved the use of experiments with a somewhat limited number 
of advertisements with an exclusive focus on metaphor (see Burgers 
et al. , Forceville : Chapter , Mulken et al. ), whereas 
marketing studies have only reported post-hoc results using made-
up examples which do not take full account of issues such as 
figurative complexity and/or linguistic and cultural variation (cf. 
Ang and Lim , Chang and Yen , McQuarrie and Philips 
, Morgan and Reichert ).

Secondly, this study goes beyond traditional approaches 
to multimodal metaphor by taking into account the dynamic 
interplay of metaphor with other conceptual operations (such as 
other metaphors and metonymies); thereby leading to a refined 
understanding of the “figurative continuum” as an inventory of 
conceptual complexes displaying varying degrees of complexity, 
ranging from metonymy, through metonymic chaining, metaphor, 
and metaphtonymy, to metaphoric amalgams.
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Thirdly, this study has singled out and empirically tested different 
variables influencing the success of advertising such as figurative 
complexity and cultural/linguistic background, which may play a 
role in the time and depth of comprehension. Likewise, we have 
investigated additional variables, such as speed of processing and 
the perceived effectiveness of the advertisement.

Fourthly, this has been a genuinely interdisciplinary project, 
both in terms of the methodology employed, which combines 
theoretical with empirical (both quantitative and qualitative) and 
design-focused approaches, and in terms of its bringing together of 
cognitive linguistics and marketing theory.

Although we identified a significant relationship between 
figurative complexity of the advertisements and the number of 
interpretations offered by the participants, we do not claim that 
figurative complexity will always involve complex mental operations 
and extra cognitive effort. Following the criteria set out by Gibbs 
(: ), we do not assume that people possess the same kinds of 
complex representations in their minds, or if they do possess that 
kind of knowledge, necessarily resort to it every time they reason 
and talk on the basis of certain verbal and/or multimodal cues. 
In fact this could be highly uneconomical in terms of cognitive 
effort. Instead, our aim in this study has been to show experimental 
psychologists how their view on language and thought interactions 
could benefit from our introspective qualitative analyses, as long as 
they are based on explicit criteria, a rigorous methodology, and a 
large example base.

We acknowledge that the study has a number of limitations. 
Further studies could usefully allow informants from different 
nationalities to respond in their mother tongue. Additionally, 
this experiment should be replicated with a bigger corpus 
of examples and a greater number of participants, in order to 
confirm or refine the validity of our findings. Finally, even though 
we believe that the use of authentic examples is one of the core 
points of this study, it would be interesting to check whether the 
use of made-up examples, which would allow the researcher to 
more tightly control differing degrees of figurative complexity, 
would affect the results of the experiment. Additionally, further 
research could also explore alternative psychological variables 
(such as ‘Need for Cognition’ or other personality dimensions) 
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and/or socio-economic variables (such as education level and 
professional background). ‘Need for Cognition’ is a personality 
dimension reflecting the extent to which individuals are inclined 
towards effortful cognitive activities (Cacioppo and Petty ; 
Cacioppo et al. ). For instance, Chang and Yen () offer 
evidence supporting the fact that visual metaphors are more 
likely to be successfully interpreted by people with higher need 
for cognition, that is, people inclined towards a high elaboration 
in terms of appreciation of debate, idea evaluation, and problem 
solving. Complementarily, it would be worth examining 
the role played by the Big Five personality traits (openness, 
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism) 
(Costa and McCrae ). There is empirical work (Schacter, 
Gilbert, Wegner ) that has found consistency of the Big 
Five personality traits shown in interviews, self-descriptions and 
observations across a wide range of participants of different ages 
and of different cultures. These five personality dimensions may 
influence the involvement of the viewer in the interpretation task, 
and therefore, they may affect the speed of processing, complexity 
of his or her interpretations, and emotional inclination towards 
the promoted product.

Another interesting line of enquiry relates to the role of 
emotion in the understanding and appreciation of metaphor. 
Citron and Goldberg () have provided neurolinguistic 
evidence showing that conventional metaphors are more 
emotionally evocative than their corresponding literal 
expressions. Further research could usefully explore the role 
of emotion in individual’s responses to and appreciation of 
advertisements that contain differing combinations of metaphor 
and metonymy in multimodal settings.
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