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Coding Metaphors in Interaction: A Study
Protocol and Reflection on Validity and
Reliability Challenges
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Abstract
With this study protocol, we present our approach to collaboratively coding metaphors in medical consultations, using the
qualitative analysis software package ATLAS.ti. This project came with a number of challenges but also yielded a coded data set
that was rich and versatile, and allowed for a wide array of analyses.We therefore believe it can be of interest to share the details
of the process, to (1) provide an hands-on approach to qualitative, collaborative (metaphor) coding, and (2) contribute to our
understanding and the advancement of qualitative methods in relation to coding metaphors, and coding more generally. The
protocol can be of interest for researchers interested in collaborative qualitative coding, of metaphors or other (linguistic) units,
using software. We specifically describe how we set up our initial coding system, and how we further developed it inductively;
how we dealt with the fuzziness of metaphors; how we approach cleaning between coding rounds; how we divided work over
and collaborated as a team of three coders with different but related cultural and linguistic backgrounds; how we structured our
documentation and logbook. We then discuss how this set of guidelines complements the theoretical literature and more
general guidelines on (metaphor) coding, and on reliability and validity in qualitative research. We will reflect on both a number
of logistic and practical issues, as well as methodological and empirical challenges, and advantages and disadvantages of our
approach.

Keywords
Discourse analysis, ethnography, methods in qualitative inquiry, grounded theory, constructivist GT

Introduction

This study protocol details how a team of three researchers has
collaboratively coded metaphors in health professional-patient
interactions, and provides reflections on this process in re-
lation to qualitative methods using coding approaches more
generally. By providing this protocol, we aim to present a
detailed, practical hands-on tool for the analysis of metaphor,
which is likely also (partly) suitable for the coding of other
(linguistic) units, as well as to further develop our under-
standing and advancement of (challenges in) qualitative
methods more generally.

Metaphor analysis provides a good case for developing
such hands-on tools and for such reflection, for several rea-
sons. First, metaphors are a much-studied phenomenon in the
humanities and social sciences, as they can give us insight into
how people reason, construct experiences and (social)

phenomena around them (Armstrong et al., 2011; Gibbs &
Franks, 2009; Semino et al., 2017). They are a research topic
in a range of disciplines, often studied using qualitative ap-
proaches (although computer-assisted corpus approaches are
possible too – e.g., see Demmen et al. (2015)). Second, these
are usually based on some form of coding or labelling.
However, consistently coding metaphors is challenging, as it
requires interpretation, which always carries a degree of
subjectivity (Armstrong et al., 2011; Cornelissen et al., 2008).
Interpreting metaphor in conversations is particularly

Creative Commons CC BY: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) which permits any use, reproduction and distribution of the work without further
permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access pages (https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/

open-access-at-sage).

1University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands

Corresponding Author:
Jana Declercq, University of Groningen, Oude Kijk in’t Jatstraat 26,
Groningen 9712EK, The Netherlands.
Email: j.h.m.declercq@rug.nl

https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069231164608
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ijq
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2281-3398
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7951-5482
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
mailto:j.h.m.declercq@rug.nl
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F16094069231164608&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-03-31


complex, due to ellipsis, overlap, repair and other particu-
larities of oral interaction. This complexity plays an even
bigger role in research focusing on the development of
metaphor use throughout the conversation, such as co-creation
and resistance to metaphor.

Third, different traditions have different conceptualisations
of what counts as a metaphor, and what should be included in
analysis (Steen, 2016), and also differ in terms of the level of
detail regarding practical/empirical implementation when
identifying and analysing metaphors. For instance, in the
tradition of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson,
1980), researchers have distinguished metaphors as concep-
tual mappings from their linguistic representation in discourse,
and developed and formulated precise criteria to identify these
linguistic metaphors – resulting in the Metaphor Identification
Procedure (MIP) and the further developed MIPVU (Steen,
2010). However, this approach too is still quite open in terms
of implementation, and lacks clear instructions on labelling
source and target domains. This more practical approach of
organising data analysis through coding, in particular the
coding of source and target domains, and potential implica-
tions for issues around reliability and validity, is often dis-
cussed in less depth in handbooks, theoretical papers and
empirical work.

It is this gap this protocol aims to fill, by providing the
procedure in the section Coding Metaphors. However, we will
embed the development of this procedure in reflection on the
process and more general challenges we encountered, which
we discuss in the section Discussion and Conclusion. This
section also elaborates on how these reflections are more
broadly relevant for researchers doing some form of quali-
tative coding (mainly of smaller linguistic units). First,
however, we will discuss some key literature on metaphor
analysis and qualitative coding in the section Literature Re-
view, and data and background in the section Research
Questions and Sampling.

Literature Review

A number of scholars have reflected on how to approach
coding of metaphors, and how to increase the strength and
reliability of metaphor analysis. Many of these strategies to
increase validity and reliability are as such not unique to
metaphor analysis, but deemed good practice in qualitative
research more broadly (e.g., Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
Patton, 1999; Saldana, 2009). However, each research design,
data set and analysis is different, and identifying metaphors is
often different from for instance themes in thematic analysis or
Grounded Theory. The identification of linguistic metaphors
usually involves a smaller unit of analysis, such as words or
word groups (e.g., Steen, 2010). In addition, metaphor studies
aim for uncovering the conceptual metaphors that underlie
their linguistic representation (Deignan, 2016). It therefore
remains valuable to zoom in on specific validity and reliability
strategies, or how to adapt them to the context of metaphor

coding, before relating them to these issues of reliability and
validity around qualitative methods more generally.

Regardless of the scale or implementation, metaphor
analysis usually involves two phases: first, the identification of
metaphorical expressions, and second, the categorisation of
the source domain (or vehicle) that is used by interlocutors to
communicate about a particular target domain (or topic). For
the first phase, a well-documented procedure to identify
metaphors is MIPVU (Steen, 2010), involving a set of steps to
identify all so-called ‘metaphor-related words’ in discourse.
These are lexical units involving an incongruity between their
contextual meaning and a more basic meaning, which can be
related to each other with a comparison. To establish the ‘basic
meaning’ of lexical units, MIPVU prescribes consulting a
corpus-based dictionary, which is not available for all lan-
guages, so the procedure has been adapted to research on these
languages (such as Dutch, see Pasma, 2019). MIPVU has
nonetheless been applied to various corpora and languages,
usually involving multiple coders, allowing reliable analysis
of metaphor frequency. However, although following a clear
procedure, some interpretation by the researcher can still be
necessary when using resources such as dictionaries.

For the second phase of metaphor analysis, categorising
source and target domains, no such clear procedure exists.
Grouping of articulated source domains may occur either
inductively, i.e., by categorising semantically similar terms in
the data, or deductively, i.e. by drawing upon the source
domains listed in the metaphor literature, or a combination of
both (e.g., Cameron et al., 2009). Especially in this phase,
interpretation is inevitable, and the researcher’s (cultural and
other) background will play a role: individuals are likely to
utilise different conceptual metaphors for the same topic and
these may be reflected in their analyses. Scholars have re-
flected on ways of dealing with the complexity of this part of
the coding process, such as Maslen (2016), who uses the
systematic metaphor approach that categorises metaphors into
vehicle groups:

Selecting vehicle groups is an iterative process. The group you
begin with is not necessarily the one you end up with. To
guarantee trustworthiness as a balance to imagination, coding
should ideally be collaborative, with a portion of one person’s
work being checked by another, and reflective, in that one should
be open to applying changes back through the data if it appears an
earlier decision was not the best one. Keeping notes during coding
is invaluable when it comes to checking how you got to where you
are, especially when a lot of data are involved. (p. 94)

However, the coding of metaphors, and dealing with bias in
interpretation, remains a challenge (Armstrong et al., 2011;
Davis et al., 2015; Schmitt, 2005). Colleagues have therefore
proposed to not analyse metaphors in a vacuum, but to always
triangulate and use other forms of data analysis. Armstrong
et al. (2011), for instance, discuss two forms of triangulation to
deal with the culturally-dependent, subjective nature of
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recognising and categorising metaphors. The first one is
metaphor checking or crowd checking by participants:
showing the identified metaphors to participants and including
their input in the analysis, as also done by Davis et al. (2015).
The second one is doing metaphor analysis as part of eth-
nographic research efforts, and thus triangulating it with other
data sources such as interviews, observations, and field notes.
By combining metaphor analysis with these forms of other
contextual, immersed understanding, the cultural under-
standing of the participants is taken into account, as also
suggested by others (e.g., Patton, 1999; Seung et al., 2015).
Another strategy to become aware of one’s own cultural
background in interpretation is to self-interview, and analyse
ones own’s use of metaphors (Schmitt, 2005).

Furthermore, Schmitt (2005) suggests to broadly document
the research process, to interpret in groups, and to use
standardised procedures. Another common suggestion, like in
the quote by Maslen (2016) above, is collaborative coding and
analysing with multiple coders. This can help identify and
overcome personal biases and personal interpretation, but can
come with its own challenges, both in metaphor coding and
beyond (Beresford et al., 2022). In most cases, it requires a
strong and supportive management structure (Giesen &
Roeser, 2020), and extensive documentation (Giesen &
Roeser, 2020; Hemmler et al., 2022). To make sure all
team members are capable of doing the coding properly, time
and resources for training need to be provided. When all
coders are ready for coding, organising sessions for simul-
taneous test coding and troubleshooting are often helpful
(Giesen & Roeser, 2020).

In sum, the available literature addresses a number of
practical challenges and how to deal with them, both in
coding metaphors specifically and coding qualitative data in
general. These suggestions – inductive, iterative and con-
tinuous development of codes, thorough documentation,
group interpretation and checking, and reflection - also
resonate with more general qualitative coding guidelines, for
instance in thematic coding or Grounded Theory (e.g.,
Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Charmaz, 2008;
Evans, 2013; Saldana, 2009). However, as these remain
general concepts and approaches, each study requires a
tailored implementation of these. The Coding Metaphors
section in this note therefore provides a hands-on protocol.
First, we will discuss the background of our data set and our
research topic.

Research Questions and Sampling

Our metaphor project was part of a larger project on dis-
courses on the body and pain in medical consultations be-
tween chronic pain patients and anaesthesiologists,
psychologists and physiotherapists. For this, 37 consulta-
tions and 12 interviews with patients were collected at a
Belgian pain clinic (March-May 2019). The data were

collected by the PI (first author). Patients were informed
about the study and provided written consent.

For the empirical studies on metaphor, we were interested
in the following research questions:

· Which metaphors on medicine, health, illness, the body
and pain can be found in pain clinic consultations, and
what do they tell us about illness/pain experiences and
communicating about this?

· How do these metaphors recur across one speaker’s
discourse and across all speakers’ discourse, and (how)
are they taken up, accepted and resisted?

For the analyses, a subset of 16 consultations were used,
each lasting between 12 to 60 minutes. We decided on these 16
because these consultations were part of the intake trajectory
of the pain clinic, which also included an intake with the in-
house physiotherapist and psychologist. This resulted in the
data subset represented in Table 1.

We chose this subset as it represents different health
professionals and different medical disciplines, as well as
different patients, who featured at least 2 times in the data set.
At the same time, the set-up of these consultations, as they
were intakes, is fairly standardised and similar across patients.

All of the coding was done by the principal investigator (PI,
first author), the main collaborator (MC, second author) and a
student assistant. The empirical analyses were developed by
the PI and MC.

Coding Metaphors

Setting up Coding

The coding process consisted of five stages from setting up
coding till the second cleaning round (see Figure 1).

After hiring a student assistant to help in the coding
process, the PI wrote a ‘getting started’ document to inform
the student and collaborator on the metaphor work package
of this project. This included notes on practical issues, e.g.,
access to the transcripts and confidentiality, some details on
the data set and context, and some preliminary ideas on the
focus of the study, based on the larger project this study was a

Table 1. Data Set.

Patient Doctor Psychologist Physiotherapist #/patient

P10 X X X 3
P11 X X 2
P24 X X X 3
P25 X X 2
P26 X X X 3
P27 X X X 3
TOTAL 16
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part of. Both the collaborator and student assistant fami-
liarised themselves with the larger context of this study and
the type of data, by reading this document and the research
proposal, and having a first look at the transcripts. The
student assistant had some experience with metaphor anal-
ysis, but was given some time to do more reading, filling in
their knowledge where necessary.

Once the goal of this project was clear, we had project
meetings to develop a first set-up of the coding approach. We
decided to use ATLAS.ti and develop our codes inductively.
However, we still needed a strategy for (1) identifying what
counted as a metaphor/metaphorical expression, (2) deter-
mining whether the identified metaphor addressed the target
domains of interest (see below) and (3) labelling each
metaphor.

For step 1, we applied an adjusted version of the MIPVU.
We only took into account metaphorically used content words
(i.e., verbs, nouns, adjectives, adverbs) and then coded the
entire clause or sentence in which they occurred (including
both indirect and direct metaphors, see Steen, 2010). This was
because we were not necessarily interested in the level of
metaphoricity of the interactions, but rather in the kind of
source domains that were mapped upon the target domains we
selected.

We developed step 2 as we did not want to include every
metaphor, but only those (broadly) relevant to living with
illness and pain (also including social and psychological di-
mensions). In the getting started document and in the coding
protocol (see below), we created a more detailed list of target
domains we wanted to include, which we also further de-
veloped inductively in the test coding. At this stage we also
returned to the literature and existing inventories of
metaphors/SDs/TDs. So, to be able to group more metaphors
together, we shared and listed overviews of source domains
and semantic fields found in the literature (e.g., Mohler et al.,
2016), using an iterative inductive strategy to develop our
labels.

For step 3, we wanted to inductively determine the source
and target domain for each linguistic metaphor. After some test
coding and brainstorming, we decided to give each linguistic
metaphor multiple labels, following a fixed procedure:

· Speaker
· Source domain
· Target domain

A (translated) example of this is:

Het gaat in de goede richting
It is going in the right direction

# P (for patient)
SD: Journey
TD: Treatment

In the analysis stage, this approach allowed for discussing
metaphorical mappings between particular source and target
domains, but also separate analyses for source and target
domains. By coding the speaker, we created the option to
analyse speaker-specific metaphor use and include this in
future interactional analysis.

After a test coding round by the student assistant using this
system and inclusion criteria, the student coder fully coded one
consultation. The PI and MC then reviewed this coding effort
individually, which we then discussed together during a project
meeting. We focused on checking whether we included the same
extracts as metaphors, and how we labelled source and target
domains. We further streamlined our approach, e.g., we stand-
ardised labels for SDs and TDs by removing articles (to avoid
having two identical but separate codes like SD: the journey and
SD: journey), and we refined inclusion criteria further, for in-
stance regarding simile, metonymy, expressions and idioms, and
English words and phrases in the otherwise Dutch corpus.

We then documented our coding system in a coding pro-
tocol. This document contained inclusion criteria (when to
include something as metaphorical, which TDs to include,
instructions on English, metonymy and idioms, etc.); in-
structions on how to work with ATLAS.TI; and a small se-
lection of examples of codes for SDs and TDs that we had
already encountered multiple times at this point, for which we
had already decided what terms to use. This was the basis for
the next step, the first full coding round.

First Coding Round

In the first round, all three coders coded 5–6 consultations
individually, but in a phased way: we had regular project
meetings every time we coded one or a few consultations.
During these, we discussed difficult cases that we documented
in an online Excel file. The file had three tabs, one per coder,
which were constructed as follows:

· Consultation number
· Time stamp of extract

Figure 1. Coding process.
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· Extract/text from transcript
· Question/issue for discussion
· Opinion other coder 1
· Opinion other coder 2
· Final decision
· Closed? Yes/no
· Implemented? Yes/no

We first provided input on each difficult case in the online
Excel file. If this yielded a clear consensus among all three
coders, the initial coder took a final decision, and documented
this in the file. If not, we discussed it orally during the (online)
project meetings and came to a consensus then. After the final
decision, either reached in the Excel or orally, the initial coder
also added/deleted/adapted codes based on the feedback.

This approach meant that while coding, we further in-
ductively and collaboratively developed our understanding of
metaphors, our source and target domains, and thus our code
book. By documenting it extensively, per difficult case, on
(virtual) paper, we also built a database or inventory of our
decisions as well as our reasoning and the ideas and literature
supporting it. Consequently, it increasingly became a docu-
ment we could independently and individually consult when
encountering a new difficult case, to see whether an identical
or similar one could inform this new decision. Although
project meetings remained important, coding and making
decisions did become progressively more efficient like this.

To keep track of oral decisions in project meetings, to do
lists, motivations for decisions and other thoughts and ideas,
but also preliminary insights for analysis and connections we
saw to the literature, we also kept a detailed logbook, with
entries ordered by date.

First Cleaning Round. After the first coding round, it became clear
that coding was not finished: a number of codes were messy, and
some issues were unresolved.We carried out a cleaning round by
correcting spelling errors and merging a number of similar or
identical source and target domain codes, such as ‘bomb’ and
‘explosion’, or ‘nerves’ and ‘nervous system’. As part of this, we
particularly checked all codes with only 1 or 2 data points in
them. Although in an analysis like this it is not a problem to have
unique or low-frequent codes, we wanted to make sure they did
not actually overlap with other codes.

However, further refinement was required to address a
number of substantial issues. Our prior experience and
feedback from colleagues indicated the need for more so-
phisticated codes for metaphors we then assigned ‘location’ or
‘object’ as source domain, in utterances like: ‘the pain was
following me everywhere’, and ‘the pain is always with me’.
To address this, we consulted the literature and held additional
project meetings to improve our codes. After reaching con-
sensus on a new set of codes, the first author performed a full
re-coding of all items in the relevant categories.

All cleaning was documented in an Excel file, and all
motivations for decisions were written down in the logbook.

Finally, after this cleaning, we formulated a list of issues to
improve in the second coding round, such as including the
new codes and selecting a longer text segment in the tran-
scripts to attach the codes, to provide more context.

Second Coding Round

For the second coding round, we decided not to do a blind
coding round, as we had already looked at so much data
together, and had done so much joint development of codes.
We decided it was more useful to review each other’s coding
work, and give feedback on that. So, each coder coded 5–6
consultations they had not coded before, looking at 2–3
consultations for each other coder in round 1.

So, the second coding round consisted of the following steps:
Second coder individual work, part 1:

· Reread the full transcript, this time fully coded with the
codes of round 1 in the ATLAS.TI file

· Determine whether any utterances that are metaphorical
were not coded in the first round;

o if so, add new codes
o report all additions in the excel file for round 2 (see
below) for review

o decidewhether additions need reviewing by the team
· Review the existing coding. Check whether you agree if

o the SD being relevant/eligible for inclusion? If not,
delete all codes

o the TD, SD and speaker are appropriate/correct? If
not, change codes

o report all deletions in the excel file for round 2 for
review

o decide whether changes need reviewing by the team

Team work:

· Check the Excel file with the list of all the changes made
by other coders, and decide whether you agree. If not,
add a note to the Excel file this needs to be discussed in a
project meeting

· Discuss difficult cases/cases marked for discussion; take
a decision

Second coder individual work, part 2:

· Make final adaptations based on team decisions on
difficult/marked cases

As these steps already mention, we developed another
online Excel file to document the second coding round, in this
case to document all changes and additions, to guarantee full
transparency and make sure we could reach consensus on all
changes. We tested the Excel setup with one consultation, and
found it appropriate, and used it for the rest of the coding
round. The structure of the Excel file was as follows:
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· Consultation number
· Time stamp of extract
· Extract from transcript
· Type of change in coding: drop down menu with fol-
lowing options:
o Adaptation of existing codes
o Addition new codes
o Deletion existing codes
o Other

· Old codes SD/TD
o (not relevant for newly coded extracts)

· New codes SD/TD
o (not relevant for deleted codes)

· Have we done it like this before with similar extracts?
Yes/no

· Difficult case/doubt/team discussion needed? Yes/no
· Explanation/remarks (optional)
· Opinion other coder 1
· Opinion other coder 2
· Final decision
· Implemented in ATLAS.ti? Yes/no

Again, documentation was extensive, but proved a useful
resource (in combination with the excel file with the overview
of difficult cases from coding round 1) to consult throughout
the coding process, as it became an archive and a written
version of our collective knowledge of the codes. This often
helped reducing meeting time, although having oral meetings
remained indispensable.

Second Cleaning Round

After the second coding round, a small number of issues
remained, and some codes needed a final check for consis-
tency. We made lists of to do items for cleaning. This included
doing an exhaustive check for consistency of the location/
object codes we redeveloped after coding round 1, a number of
other specific items that we wanted to check for consistency,
and some merging of codes. The PI did the final check, im-
plemented changes where needed, and all of these changes
again were documented in an online excel file. The excel file
had the following columns:

· Item/issue
· What do we want to change in the coding/what kind of

inconsistency do we expect/know is still there
· Implemented yes/no
· Did we make a lot of changes? Yes/no, and how many

instances

The final category allowed for tracking how intensive this
final cleaning round was, and thus to check whether two
rounds of coding was enough. Fortunately, for most items,
changes were minimal or not necessary at all, which made

clear the coding was now consistent enough to finalise the
coding stage and to start analysis.

As this was the final coding effort, for some items/issues,
the PI and MC jointly reviewed the data to determine whether
and how coding needed adapting. So here too, two project
members jointly took decisions in order to decrease
inconsistency.

Options for Analysis

Although this protocol does not focus on the actual analysis
and outcomes, we do want to give a brief overview of the
possible analyses that can be run with this, or a similar,
coded data set. Some options for analysing the whole data
set are:

· Examine all source domains present in the data set,
including their frequency of occurrence. This can be
done with all codes separately, but we also did some
analyses in which we first aggregated some codes. E.g.,
we had different specific codes for the metaphor pain as
object (e.g., object that can be moved vs. object that
cannot be moved). Although we wanted to capture that
nuance in coding, it was less relevant for some or our
analyses, so we made a code group for the 5 different
object codes we had, and used that in our analysis rather
than the separate codes.

· Examine all target domains, including their frequency
of occurrence. Similar to the source domains, ag-
gregation of codes before analysis is also possible
here.

· Examine all/the most frequent metaphors, by crossing
all source and target domains using the co-occurrence
function of ATLAS.ti.

· Examine which target domains co-occurred most fre-
quently with which source domains, and vice versa.

· Examine which source domains/target domains co-
occurred (most) with either the patient or the health
professional as speakers.

· Examine which metaphors were taken up, extended or
resisted by consecutive speakers.

Because ATLAS.ti allows you to work with subsets of data,
all these analyses could also be run for 1 specific consultation,
or subsets of consultations.

These are just a few options which can be explored using
ATLAS.ti; more of course is possible, and this list also does
not include any form of further manual qualitative analysis
and qualitative interpretation using examples, which we
deem indispensable to contextualise the understanding of the
main trends. In sum, the files our coding approach yielded
allows for many different types of analysis, and for exploring
many dimensions of the use of metaphors in our and similar
data sets.
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Discussion and Conclusion

For this project in which we identified and coded metaphors,
the many layers of interpretation required a clear collaborative
and transparent approach to coding.We needed clear inclusion
criteria for what we considered metaphorical, which requires
determining cut-off points on the continuum from very clear
novel metaphors to very conventional ones that are almost no
longer identified as metaphorical. We also needed inclusion
criteria for whether a metaphor was relevant for the focus we
identified for analysis, and finally, for which SD and TD a
metaphor could be related to. Moreover, classifying SDs and
TDs can happen on different levels: for instance, a research
team can decide to capture different expressions of and nu-
ances in violence and war metaphors, or machine metaphors,
and thus develop subcategories. Our project therefore needed
time and multiple coding rounds, to develop criteria and
shared understandings of SDs and TDs, and extensive doc-
umentation, to keep track of previous decisions and changes
for the coding to become consistent.

Although the approach detailed above has helped reduce
subjectivity and variability among coders, interpretation re-
mains key in this type of coding and qualitative research more
broadly. In metaphor analysis, a degree of subjectivity cannot
be fully overcome (Koro-Ljungberg, 2001). In our case too,
when browsing the data for examples or for further manual
analysis, we sometimes inevitably still encounter cases that
raise doubt, or are not fully consistent. However, we built in a
number of validity and reliability measures. In this section, we
discuss how we implemented them, and how they relate to the
existing literature on this topic.

First, coming back to Armstrong et al.’s (2011) sugges-
tions, member checking was not possible in our case, due to
the highly confidential nature of the data (the PI no longer has
access to the patients’ full names; the pseudonimisation key
resides in the hospital). However, the project has an ethno-
graphic dimension like Armstrong et al.’s (2011): besides the
medical consultations, the PI also interviewed patients.
Moreover, during the negotiation of access and the data
collection itself, the PI and the health professionals had many
more informal discussions. This concerned medical infor-
mation (e.g., why pain patients often get prescribed certain
types of medication), but also context (e.g., the health care
system, and how the pain clinic’s work relates to the work of
other medical practitioners). These discussions provided in-
valuable background to what happened in the consultations,
which, when possible in terms of anonymity, were written
down. This often aided interpretation; for instance, to deter-
mine whether references to electricity were a form of machine
metaphors, or literal references to electricity, as used in
electrostimulation, a particular form of medical therapy.
Second, the results are and will be triangulated as this met-
aphor analysis is part of a larger project. The data have already
previously been analysed for a different paper (Declercq,
2021), and will be further analysed in future work.

Following up on Schmitt’s (2005) suggestion, we did not
self-interview to identify our own metaphor use. However,
there was another way of, to a certain extent, becoming aware
of our own metaphor use and how it influenced interpretation:
the team of coders and this project was multicultural - both in
the classic sense of national borders, but also in the sense that a
specific context with a specific community (chronically ill
patients and their highly specialised health professionals) was
the object of study. First, for this project, the data was collected
in Flanders, the northern part of Belgium. In this region, a
variant of Dutch is spoken, also called Flemish. Although
mutually intelligible, this form of Dutch is different from
Flemish (Vismans, 2017). The first author, who collected the
data, grew up in Flanders, and speaks Flemish as her native
tongue. However, the coding took place in the Netherlands,
with two coders that grew up in the Netherlands and have
Dutch as their native tongue. Moreover, the consultations
often contain highly specialised and technical language
(which may differ between Flemish and Dutch).

Both the differences between Flemish and Dutch and the
highly specialised medical jargon, sometimes required more
background, either provided by Flemish dictionaries, the
broader, ethnographic understanding of the PI, or an Internet
search. In sum, collaborating with coders with different
backgrounds and data in a specific, specialised context thus at
times complicated the process, as it generated more discus-
sion. However, this approach also allowed for a critical ex-
amination of the data and brought new perspectives,
ultimately leading to improved coding and analysis. This
made a lot of our interpretative work explicit in the group
meetings and in the excel inventories, which allowed us to
uncover biases, for instance in how we experienced the
conventionality of metaphorical language. We believe that this
can also be a useful takeaway for metaphor analysis and
qualitative coding: it may be beneficial to consider a multi-
cultural coding team (encompassing not just different na-
tionalities, but also in terms of insiders and outsiders of
specific cultural communities), or at least reflect on the
complementarity of the coders’ cultural backgrounds. We
believe this makes visible the unconscious layers of inter-
pretation that occur in any qualitative analytical process. This
ties in with the distinction between etic and emic perspectives
in (ethnographic) research (Lillis, 2008): having a mix of both
types of coders on a team might be advantageous. In our case,
the PI had a more emic perspective on the data, while the MC
and student assistant had etic perspectives.

Finally, besides the ethnographic approach and working
with multiple coders with different backgrounds, we took
other measures to increase reliability, most of which are not
new in qualitative research:

· Extensive documentation (Maslen, 2016; Schmitt, 2005)
· Iteration: literature – data – literature – data (Hemmler

et al., 2022)
· Contextualising results and transparent reporting
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Regarding the first measure, a specific trait of the project
was the large amount of documentation. In metaphor analysis,
it is easy to lose track of similar but slightly different instances
of a metaphor or source/target domain, especially in our data
set with often similar conversations in the consultations.
Moreover, many joint decisions needed to be made, and this
often also required documenting our reasoning or ideas behind
them, in order to remain consistent, and explicate interpre-
tative work. The team work is particularly needed in metaphor
research aiming for discovering all used source domains in-
stead of starting with a predetermined set of concepts, because
of the wide variety of metaphor-related words that need to be
categorised consistently. As discussed above, we documented
many small steps in our analysis, enabling us to track in detail
how the coding developed, what we did, when and why. In
addition to the already existing research proposal, transcripts
and ATLAS.ti files, this approach resulted in: a getting started
document, a test coding document, a coding protocol, a
logbook, and excel files per coding round and cleaning round.

Second, when in doubt, we also consulted existing liter-
ature, inventories and directories on metaphors. Although this
is likely often done by metaphor researchers, it seems to be
less highlighted in methodological literature on metaphor
analysis. However, numerous empirical studies have already
established effective, well-tested categorisations of meta-
phors. These may be language- and culture-specific, of course,
but we found that work on English data, often relates well to
our (Flemish) Dutch data. This not only reinforced the reli-
ability of our coding by avoiding overly subjective inter-
pretations, but also allowed for engagement with the literature
and prior research in our empirical papers. We therefore want
to highlight the importance and relevance of iteration
(Hemmler et al., 2022) in metaphor coding, which, to our
knowledge, has not been mentioned in the specific literature
on metaphor coding/analysis. This form of iteration is also
more generally relevant for any study that makes use of
categories that are documented in some kind of directory or
database, or previously in studies that make use of very similar
data sets and research questions.

Finally, we believe that validity also comes with a
transparent presentation of results. We abundantly use ex-
amples to show the data behind our (interpretative) codes,
which ultimately leaves it up to the reviewers and readers to
judge whether they agree with our categorisation and
interpretation.

To conclude, many of the strategies used to increase rigour
and consistency in our coding are standard qualitative reli-
ability and validity measures, that thus are not limited to
metaphor analysis. Some of the choices made and steps in the
protocol did turn out to be quite specific to the nature of our
analysis: they for instance related to the fact that we had a
three-step interpretative procedure (one: does an extract
contain metaphorical language? Two: does the metaphor relate
to health, illness or another target domain under scrutiny?
Three: how do we categorise the source and target domain?),

and worked with a large set of codes for source and target
domain that required much collaborative finetuning across
coding rounds. However, we believe that many parts of the
protocol and the reflection in this section apply to qualitative
research and coding (mostly of smaller units such as linguistic
units), and therefore may be useful for a wider range of
qualitative researchers.
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