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COGNITIVE AND CONTEXTUAL FACTORS INFLUENCING
IDIOM COMPREHENSION
Abstract

Idiom comprehension represents a complex cognitive and linguistic process
that requires the integration of stored semantic knowledge, contextual interpretation,
and inferential reasoning. This paper examines how cognitive and contextual factors
jointly influence the comprehension of idiomatic expressions in both native and non-
native speakers. Drawing on insights from psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics, and
cognitive linguistics, the study explores the roles of memory, attention, processing
speed, and executive functions in retrieving and interpreting idiomatic meanings.
Contextual elements—Iinguistic, social, and cultural—are shown to significantly
modulate comprehension, guiding listeners and readers toward figurative
interpretation and reducing processing load. Neurolinguistic findings reveal bilateral
hemispheric engagement, reflecting the interplay between semantic access and
contextual integration, while individual cognitive differences further shape
interpretive outcomes. The discussion also highlights age-related and cross-linguistic
variations, emphasizing that older adults and second-language learners rely more on
contextual cues due to limited idiomatic familiarity. Educational implications suggest
that explicit instruction, contextualized practice, and multimedia-based learning
enhance idiom acquisition and retention. Overall, the paper argues that idiom
comprehension is best understood as an interactive process in which cognitive
resources and contextual information operate in tandem to achieve pragmatic
understanding and communicative efficiency.

Keywords: idiom comprehension, cognitive processing, context,
neurolinguistics, metaphor theory, second-language acquisition

Introduction. Idioms represent one of the most intricate aspects of language,
as their meanings often transcend the literal interpretations of their component
words. Understanding idiomatic expressions requires more than lexical knowledge; it
involves higher-order cognitive processing and sensitivity to contextual cues.
Previous research has demonstrated that idiom comprehension is influenced by both
internal cognitive mechanisms, such as memory and attention, and external
contextual factors, including discourse and culture (Gibbs, 1994). The challenge of
interpreting idioms lies in distinguishing between literal and figurative meanings
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while maintaining coherence with the communicative situation. Native speakers
often process idioms holistically through stored lexical representations, whereas
second-language learners rely more heavily on contextual support. Neurolinguistic
evidence further reveals that idiom processing engages distributed neural networks
responsible for semantic access, inference, and pragmatic reasoning (Cacciari &
Tabossi, 1988). These findings suggest that idiom comprehension involves an
interaction between automatic retrieval and controlled inferential processing.
Moreover, individual cognitive differences, such as working memory capacity and
executive control, significantly affect comprehension accuracy and speed. As a
result, studying idiom comprehension provides valuable insight into the relationship
between cognition, language, and context. The present study aims to analyze how
cognitive and contextual factors interact to influence the interpretation and
understanding of idiomatic expressions across different linguistic and cognitive
conditions.

Research Methods. This study employed a qualitative-analytical approach
based on the synthesis of existing empirical and theoretical literature on idiom
comprehension. Peer-reviewed studies from psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics, and
second-language acquisition were systematically examined to identify common
cognitive and contextual determinants of idiom understanding. Particular attention
was given to research exploring working memory, attentional control, semantic
access, and contextual integration. Experimental findings, including those based on
event-related potentials (ERP) and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI),
were analyzed to reveal neurocognitive patterns underlying figurative language
processing. The study also compared cross-linguistic and age-related evidence to
highlight individual differences in idiom comprehension strategies. Data were
interpreted through a cognitive-pragmatic framework, allowing for the integration of
linguistic, cognitive, and contextual dimensions in understanding idiom processing.

Materials and Discussions. Idioms are widely recognized as fixed
expressions whose meanings are not entirely predictable from the literal meanings of
their components (Cacciari & Tabossi, 1988). Understanding idioms requires not
only linguistic knowledge but also cognitive processing and contextual awareness
(Gibbs, 1994). Studies have shown that understanding idiomatic expressions is not
merely a matter of knowing the words themselves but involves a sophisticated
interplay between one’s lexical knowledge and the ability to draw pragmatic
inferences. This means that comprehension depends on both recognizing the idiom as
a fixed expression and interpreting the speaker’s intended meaning within a given
communicative context. Cognitive capacities, such as working memory and
processing speed, play a critical role in this process, as they determine how
efficiently individuals can retrieve idiomatic meanings from memory and integrate
them with contextual information Moreover, prior familiarity with specific idioms
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facilitates faster and more accurate comprehension, reducing cognitive effort and
allowing for smoother integration into ongoing discourse In contrast, idioms that are
less familiar or novel often place greater demands on cognitive resources, requiring
individuals to rely more heavily on contextual cues, pragmatic reasoning, and
sometimes inferential strategies to arrive at the intended figurative meaning This
suggests that idiom comprehension is a dynamic process influenced not only by
stored linguistic knowledge but also by real-time cognitive processing and the
richness of the surrounding context. Additionally, research indicates that repeated
exposure and active engagement with idiomatic expressions can strengthen mental
representations, making them easier to access and interpret in future encounters,
particularly in second-language learning or cross-cultural communication settings.
Contextual information provides essential cues that guide the interpretation of
idiomatic. For instance, the surrounding discourse, speaker intention, and cultural
background all shape how idioms are understood When idioms are presented in
supportive contexts, comprehension is faster and more accurate. Conversely, idioms
presented in ambiguous or neutral contexts can lead to misinterpretation or literal
decoding. Eye-tracking studies show that readers spend more time processing idioms
in incongruent contexts than in congruent ones (Hulk & Cieslicka, 2007). This
suggests that context modulates cognitive effort in idiom comprehension.

Neurolinguistic studies reveal that processing idiomatic expressions recruits
neural activity across both cerebral hemispheres, reflecting the intricate cognitive
demands involved. The left hemisphere predominantly facilitates access to the
semantic representations of words, enabling recognition of the idiom as a stored
lexical unit, while the right hemisphere plays a crucial role in integrating this
semantic knowledge with contextual and pragmatic information to derive the
intended figurative meaning. This coordinated hemispheric activity highlights the
multifaceted nature of idiom comprehension, which requires simultaneous
engagement of memory, language, and inferential reasoning systems. In addition to
these neural mechanisms, individual differences in cognitive capacities—such as
executive functions, working memory, and attentional control—have been shown to
influence how efficiently and accurately idioms are understood. For example,
individuals with stronger executive control are better able to suppress irrelevant
literal interpretations and focus on the figurative meaning, particularly in contexts
where the idiom is novel or semantically ambiguous. These findings suggest that
idiom comprehension is not only a linguistic task but also a cognitively demanding
process, shaped by both neural organization and the unique cognitive profile of the
individual. Children and second-language learners often rely heavily on context due
to limited idiom familiarity (Boers & Lindstromberg, 2008).

Contextual factors go beyond language itself, encompassing social and
situational elements that influence interpretation. Pragmatic competence allows
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listeners to infer the speaker’s intended meaning, which is especially important when
idioms are used metaphorically or in non-literal ways. Cultural schemas influence
how idiomatic meanings are accessed and interpreted, as certain expressions may not
have direct equivalents across languages (Kecskes, 2008). Cross-linguistic research
indicates that non-native speakers face higher cognitive demands when processing
culturally specific idioms, as their meanings are often not directly translatable.
Learners must rely on context and inferential reasoning to interpret these expressions
accurately. Instruction that combines idiomatic teaching with contextual exposure
can improve comprehension, helping learners associate figurative meanings with
situational cues and reducing reliance on literal interpretation.

Memory processes are central to idiom comprehension, as idioms stored as
single, holistic units in long-term memory can be retrieved more quickly than novel
or newly encountered metaphorical expressions. This efficient access reduces
cognitive effort and facilitates smoother integration into ongoing language
processing. Repeated exposure strengthens these mental representations, making
retrieval faster and less effortful (Conklin & Schmitt, 2008). Limitations in working
memory can make it difficult to integrate literal and figurative meanings
simultaneously, especially when comprehension must occur quickly. Additionally,
cognitive load increases with syntactic complexity, as idioms embedded in longer or
more intricate sentences demand greater processing resources.

Contextual predictability interacts with cognitive resources to facilitate
comprehension. Predictive contexts allow the listener or reader to anticipate
idiomatic meaning before full exposure (Gibbs et al., 1997). This aligns with the
constraint-based model of idiom processing, which emphasizes the role of multiple
probabilistic cues, including context, frequency, and syntax (Tabossi et al., 2009).
Computational modeling supports the view that idiom comprehension is a dynamic
process influenced by cognitive and contextual constraints (Siyanova-Chanturia et
al., 2015).

Cognitive approaches to idiom processing emphasize the importance of
mental imagery and metaphorical mapping in understanding figurative language.
According to metaphor theory, idioms often reflect conceptual metaphors grounded
in bodily and experiential knowledge, allowing speakers and listeners to access
meaning through familiar physical and social experiences. Idioms that evoke vivid
mental images are typically comprehended more quickly and accurately, a benefit
that is particularly pronounced for second-language learners who may rely on visual
and contextual cues to infer meaning. The framework of embodied cognition further
suggests that sensorimotor systems actively contribute to figurative language
processing by linking linguistic input to perceptual and experiential simulations,
thereby enhancing comprehension. Neurocognitive studies using event-related
potentials (ERP) demonstrate that idioms elicit distinct neural responses compared to
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literal sentences, with the N400 component indexing semantic integration difficulty,
which is influenced by both contextual fit and the familiarity of the idiom. Functional
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) research shows that processing idioms engages
frontotemporal regions of the brain, highlighting the interaction between stored
semantic knowledge and ongoing contextual interpretation. These findings indicate
that idiom comprehension is not solely a linguistic task but a dynamic process that
integrates memory, perception, and context, illustrating how cognitive and contextual
factors jointly determine the efficiency and accuracy of understanding figurative
expressions in both native and non-native speakers.

Age-related differences provide further insight into the cognitive mechanisms
underlying idiom comprehension. Older adults often demonstrate slower processing
speeds and a greater dependence on contextual information, which reflects age-
related declines in working memory capacity and inhibitory control. In contrast,
younger adults, who generally exhibit higher cognitive flexibility, are better able to
alternate between literal and figurative interpretations, allowing them to understand
idioms more efficiently across varying contexts. Similarly, individuals with language
impairments, such as aphasia, frequently experience difficulties in comprehending
idioms, particularly when understanding requires inferential reasoning or integration
of broader contextual cues. These findings carry important educational implications,
emphasizing the need to integrate both cognitive and contextual strategies in teaching
idiomatic language. Pedagogical approaches that combine explicit instruction with
practice in meaningful, contextualized settings have been shown to enhance idiom
acquisition and retention. Additionally, the use of multimedia resources—such as
videos, interactive texts, and dialogues—provides learners with rich, varied
contextual cues, facilitating comprehension and helping learners internalize idiomatic
expressions in ways that extend beyond rote memorization. Task-based learning
encourages learners to infer idiomatic meaning from context, enhancing both
pragmatic competence and cognitive engagement (Ellis, 2003).

Contextual diversity also plays a role in the transfer of idiomatic knowledge
across languages. Exposure to idioms in multiple contexts strengthens the ability to
generalize meaning (Conklin & Schmitt, 2012). Conversely, over-reliance on
dictionary definitions without context often leads to misinterpretation or literal
translation errors. Cognitive linguistics emphasizes that idioms are processed as
conceptual wholes, shaped by experience, culture, and situational cues (Langlotz,
2006).

In  conclusion, idiom comprehension represents a complex and
multidimensional cognitive process that draws on a wide range of mental and
contextual resources. It depends not only on cognitive mechanisms such as memory
capacity, attentional control, and processing speed but also on the ability to interpret
contextual information that spans linguistic, social, and cultural dimensions. Efficient
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comprehension of idioms requires the integration of stored lexical and semantic
knowledge with real-time inferencing based on situational and discourse context
(Titone & Connine, 1999). Empirical evidence from psycholinguistic,
neurolinguistic, and second-language acquisition research consistently supports the
view that neither cognitive nor contextual factors alone are sufficient to explain
idiom processing; rather, it is their dynamic interaction that determines interpretive
accuracy and speed. Future studies should focus on developing dynamic models that
account for individual cognitive differences, cross-linguistic variability, and the
influence of multimodal cues such as gesture, tone, and visual context. Furthermore,
advances in computational modeling hold promise for simulating how humans
integrate long-term memory representations, contextual expectations, and inferential
reasoning during idiom comprehension. Such interdisciplinary approaches can
deepen our understanding of figurative language processing and contribute to the
refinement of teaching practices. Integrating insights from cognitive psychology,
theoretical linguistics, and educational research can also lead to the development of
targeted pedagogical interventions aimed at improving idiom comprehension in both
native and second-language speakers, fostering not only linguistic proficiency but
also pragmatic and cultural competence (Kecskes, 2008; Boers et al., 2017).

Findings. The analysis revealed that idiom comprehension is governed by a
delicate balance between cognitive efficiency and contextual sensitivity. Participants
and studies consistently indicated that familiarity and frequency significantly
enhance retrieval speed and reduce cognitive load during interpretation. Idioms
encountered in predictable or supportive contexts were processed faster than those
presented in ambiguous settings. Neuroimaging data demonstrated activation in both
hemispheres, confirming that figurative language processing engages widespread
neural circuits beyond traditional language areas. Working memory limitations were
found to constrain the simultaneous activation of literal and figurative meanings,
particularly under time pressure. Cross-linguistic comparisons highlighted that non-
native speakers rely more heavily on pragmatic and visual cues when decoding
idioms. Age-related patterns suggested that older adults compensate for slower
processing by drawing on contextual predictability and accumulated linguistic
experience. Embodied cognition emerged as a strong explanatory factor, as idioms
evoking sensory or motor experiences were comprehended more effectively.
Furthermore, studies demonstrated that multimodal exposure, such as through
audiovisual materials, significantly enhances retention of idiomatic meaning.
Overall, the findings underscore that idiom comprehension is an adaptive process
shaped by the interplay of memory, attention, context, and experience.

Conclusion. The present study confirms that idiom comprehension cannot be
fully understood through either cognitive or contextual perspectives alone. Instead, it
reflects an integrated system where mental representations, inferential reasoning, and
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environmental cues operate in synchrony. The results emphasize that idioms are

processed not as isolated linguistic units but as conceptually grounded expressions

embedded in cultural and communicative frameworks. Cognitive capacities such as
memory span and executive control determine how efficiently individuals access
stored idiomatic knowledge. Contextual richness, on the other hand, guides
interpretation and minimizes potential ambiguity. The findings suggest that effective
idiom understanding requires dynamic coordination between bottom-up lexical
retrieval and top-down contextual inference. For second-language learners, exposure
to idioms within authentic communicative contexts enhances both comprehension
and pragmatic competence. Pedagogical interventions that integrate cognitive
awareness with contextualized practice are likely to yield the most sustainable
learning outcomes. Future research should further investigate multimodal influences,
individual variability, and neurocognitive adaptability in figurative processing. In
essence, idiom comprehension exemplifies the broader principle that language
understanding emerges from the continual interaction between mind, experience, and
social context.
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IDIOMLARIN ANLASILMASINA TOSIR EDON KOGNITIV VO
KONTEKSTUAL AMILLOR
R.H.KORIMOVA
Xiilasa
Acar sozlar: idiomlarin anlasilmasi, kognitiv emal, kontekst, neyrolinqvistika,
metafor nazariyyasi, ikinci dilin monimsanilmasi

Idiomlarm anlasilmasi — yaddasda movcud olan semantik biliklorin,
kontekstual tofsirin vo noticogixarma proseslorinin inteqrasiyasini tolob edon
miirokkab kognitiv vo dil prosesidir. Bu moagalods ham ana dili, ham do xarici dil
dasiyicilarinda idiomlarin monasinin basa diisiilmasine kognitiv vo kontekstual
amillorin birge tosiri arasdirilir. Psixolinqvistika, neyrolingvistika vo kognitiv
dil¢ilikdan olda edilon naticalora asaslanaraq, yaddasin, diggatin, emal siiratinin vo
icraedici funksiyalarin idiomatik monalarin tapilmasi vo sorh edilmosindoki rolu
tadqiq olunur.

Linqvistik, sosial vo madani kontekst elementlarinin — dinlayici vo oxucular
mocazi monanin diizglin interpretasiyasina yonlondirmoklo yanasi, emal yiikiini
azaltdigr gostorilir. Neyrolingvistik todqiqatlar beyin yarimkiralorinin hor ikisinin
aktiv istirak etdiyini askar edir ki, bu da semantik molumatin aldo olunmasi vo
kontekstual inteqrasiyanin qarsiliqli alagesini oks etdirir. Eyni zamanda fordi
kognitiv forglor do monanin interpretasiyasina tosir gostarir.

Miizakirads yasa vo dilloraras: forglora do diggot yetirilir: yasli soxslor va ikinci
dil 6yrananlor idiomlarla tanigligin mohdudlugu soabobindon kontekstual ipuclarina
daha c¢ox arxalanirlar. Todris baximindan, mogalo gostorir ki, aciq izah,
kontekstlogdirilmis maoasgalalor vo multimediaya osaslanan Gyronmsa isullar
idiomlarin manimsanilmasini vo yadda saxlanilmasini artirir.

Umumilikds, mogalodo vurgulanir ki, idiomlarm anlagilmasi — kognitiv
resurslar vo kontekstual malumatin qarsiligh tasiri naticasinds yaranan interaktiv bir
prosesdir vo bu proses praktik anlamin vo kommunikativ somoraliliyin olds
olunmasinda asas rol oynayir.
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Soh. 360-368
KOTHUTUBHBIE U KOHTEKCTYAJIBHBIE ®AKTOPBI, BJIUAIOINIUE
HA IOHUMAHUWE HAUOM
P.IT.KAPUMOBA
AHHOTANUA

KitoueBble cjioBa: MOHMMaHUE UAMOM, KOTHUTHUBHAS 00paboTKa, KOHTEKCT,
HEHPOIMHTBUCTUKA, TEOPHS MeTa(Opbl, YCBOSHHE BTOPOTO SI3bIKA

[lonnmanue uAMOM TPEACTABISIET COOOW CIOXKHBIM KOTHUTUBHBIM U
JUHTBUCTUYECKUM TMPOIECC, TPEOYIOUIUN HHTErpallMi XPAHUMBIX CEMaHTHYECKUX
3HaHWM, KOHTEKCTyaJlbHOM HWHTEPIPETAlMd U BBIBOJHOTO MbIIUIeHUS. B panHOM
CTaThe pACCMATPUBACTCS, KAaK KOTHUTUBHBIE W KOHTEKCTYAJIbHBIE (DaKTOPHI
COBMECTHO BJIMSIOT HAa NOHMMaHUE UIUOMATHYECKUX BBIPAKEHUU KaK Y HOCUTENIEeH
A3bIKa, TaK W Yy HU3YYAIOIIMX €ro KakKk WHOCTpaHHbIA. Onupasch Ha JaHHBIE
NICUXOJINHTBUCTUKY,  HEUPOJMHIBUCTUKM W  KOTHUTHUBHOW  JIMHIBUCTHUKH,
WCCJIC/IOBAHUE AaHAJIMU3UPYET POJb TMaMsITH, BHUMaHHUSA, CKOPOCTH OOpabOTKH
uHbOpMallMM U  HCIOJHUTEIBHBIX (YHKIUHA B Mpolecce W3BICUCHUS U
WHTEpIpEeTalMi WANOMATUYECKUX 3HadeHui. [loka3aHo, 4YTO KOHTEKCTyalbHBIC
3J€MEHThl — JIMHIBUCTUYECKHE, COLMAIbHBIE U KYJbTYPHbIE — CYILIECTBEHHO
BIMSIOT HAa TMOHMMAaHHWE, HANpaBisisl CIylmiareiled W uyuTarened K (UrypaTHBHON
WHTEpOpETallMM W CHUXKasi KOTHUTHBHYIO Harpy3ky. HeliponuHreucruueckue
WCCJICIOBAHMS IEMOHCTPUPYIOT ydacTHE OOOMX TOJyIMIapWid MO3ra, 4TO OTpa)kact
B3aUMOJICCTBHE MEXAY JOCTYIIOM K CEMaHTHYECKOMY COJAEpPKAaHUIO U
KOHTEKCTyaJbHOM HWHTErpalueii, Torga KakK WHAUBUAYaIbHbIE KOTHUTHBHBIE
paznuuusl JONOJHUTENBHO OINPENENSIIOT pe3yJbTaThl HHTEprperauuud. B craThe
TaK)K€ PACCMaTPUBAIOTCS BO3PACTHBIC U MEKBSI3BIKOBBIE PA3IMUUS: TTOXKHUIIBIC JTFOIN
Y W3yYarolllie BTOPOM S3bIK Yalle ONMMPAIOTCS HA KOHTEKCTYalbHbIE MOJICKa3KH U3-3a
OTPAaHWYEHHOTO 3HAKOMCTBa C HJIMOMaMd. B  memarornyeckoM  TUIaHE
MOIYEPKUBACTCS, YTO SIBHOE OOBSICHEHHE, KOHTEKCTyaJlM3WPOBAaHHAs TMpaKTUKA U
MYJIbTUMEINITHOE O0yUYeHHME CIOCOOCTBYIOT JYUYIIEMY YCBOCHHIO U 3alIOMHUHAHUIO
uauoM. B menom yTBep:kaaercs, 4To MOHMMAaHUE MJIUOM CIEAyeT pacCMaTpUBATh
KaK HMHTEPAKTUBHBIA  MPOIECC, B KOTOPOM KOTHUTHUBHBIE pECypChl H
KOHTEKCTyajbHas HWH(OpMalus AeUCTBYIOT BO B3aUMOCBSI3U [UISl JOCTHIKCHUS
MparMaTu4ecKoro MOHUMAaHUS 1 KOMMYHUKAaTUBHOU d()PEKTUBHOCTH.

Rayci: f.ii.f.d. R.C.Cafarli
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