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Computational Linguistics



Figurative Language vs. Literal Language
Figurative Language: The use of words to convey meaning 
indirectly, extending beyond their literal interpretation.

I hear you loud and 
clear. I went through 
the same thing a few 
months back, and it 
hit me like a truck.

I totally understand 
you. I had a similar 
issue a few months ago 
and it was very hard.

(Figurative) (Literal)

vs.



Research Question

When does figurative 
language motivate 
people?



Motivation



Our Dataset (patient.info/forums)



Detecting Figurative Language

1. Tool must be versatile over different types of text

2. Figurative language detection is based on 
context

3. Tool must be able to output a classification



Large Language Models

1. Pre-trained on large amounts of data

2. Contextual Understanding

3. Fine-tuning for Specific Tasks



Detecting Figurative Language with LLMs

1. Must be versatile over different types of 
text

2. Figurative language detection is based on 
context

3. Must be able to output a classification



Using Large Language Models

Input Text Tokenized Text Contextualized Embeddings Classification
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Word_3
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Word_2 
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0.1, 0.8, -0.3, -0.9 …

0.7, -0.2, -0.1, 0.1  …

-0.3, 0.6, 0.5, -0.8 …
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Literal

Tokenizer 
(BERT_Tokenizer)

Transformer 
(BERT)

Classification Layer



BERT: Our LLM of Choice

1. Bidirectional Conext
a. Ex. “He broke the ice at the 

meeting.”
2. Masked Language Modelling 

(pre-training)
a. Ex. “He broke the [MASK] at 

the meeting.”



Training Data: FLUTE

7,534 Literal 
Language Sentences

7,534 Figurative 
Language Sentences



Accuracy of our Model

Accuracy Number of Test 
Sentences (FLUTE)

Literal and Figurative 
Sentences

94.2% 3012

Literal Sentences 96.5% 1506

Figurative Sentences 91.9% 1506



Study 1: Dataset Text Analysis 

Figurative language 
score: percent of 
sentences classified 
as figurative

Motivation to 
respond: number 
of replies



Study 1 Results



Study 2: Experimental
Figurative Literal

At first, I thought it was just 
caffeine withdrawal, but 
after a couple of weeks in 
a coffee drought, like 
magic, the headaches 
vanished. So, looks like 
coffee and I are parting 
ways for good.

Initially, it appeared to be 
caffeine withdrawal, but 
after just a couple of weeks 
without coffee, the 
headaches stopped. So, no 
more coffee for me, it 
seems.

How likely are you to follow the advice (1-Definitely Not… 
7-Definitely Yes)



Study 2 
Results



Future Work

1. Further fine-tune our model to more unstructured 
data

2. Examine the correlation between figurative 
language in posts where the original poster 
responds to a response

3. Investigate measurable variables that reveal the 
mobilization to action of a response



Conclusion
1. We developed a tool that can classify a sentence 

as figurative or literal with 94% accuracy
2. We discovered a positive correlation between 

figurative language and the response for posts 
about more severe conditions  

3. We discovered a negative correlation between 
figurative language and the response for posts 
about less severe conditions  
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