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The Comprehension of Proverb in Patients with Right-hemisphere
Damage: The Role of Familiarity and Context
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Department of Neurology, Konkuk University School of Medicine, Seoul; Department of Neurology*,
Asan Medical Center, University of Ulsan College of Medicine, Seoul; Department of Speech-
Language Pathology', Ewha Womans University, Seoul, Korea

Background: Proverb is representative metaphoric language used in a daily life. It has been
suggested that the metaphor comprehension ability is controlled by right hemisphere in which
a range of meanings of a word are activated. Therefore the right-hemisphere-damaged (RHD)
patients have difficulty in appreciating the connotative relations between words. The goal of
this study was to identify the ability of proverb comprehension in the RHD patients focused on
the effects of familiarity and context. Methods: We investigated proverb comprehension ability
of 12 RHD subjects and 12 normal control (NC) subjects using explanation task and multiple
choice task. Twenty proverbs were selected and allocated into 4 conditions: familiar proverbs-
isolation, familiar proverbs-context, unfamiliar proverbs-isolation, and unfamiliar proverbs-con-
text. Results: The ability of proverb comprehension in NC group was generally higher than RHD
group. In explanation task, both groups comprehended familiar proverbs better than unfamiliar
proverbs. With the context, comprehension ability for the unfamiliar proverb significantly improved
compared to one without the context in NC group, which is not observed in the RHD group. In
choice task, there was no familiarity effect in the RHD group and context effect was not signifi-
cant in both groups. Conclusions: Familiarity effects on proverb comprehension were observed
in both RHD and NC group in explanation task. However, the familiarity effects were not found in
RHD on multiple choice tasks. It may be due to frontal lobe dysfunction such as reduced sup-
pression function or reduced attention ability. On the other hand, when the subjects failed to fig-
ure out the meaning of unfamiliar proverbs, NC group used context effectively to interpret unfa-
miliar proverb, which was not observed in RHD group. The impairment of inference and integra-
tion ability of RHD group may affects utilizing contexts for comprehending unfamiliar proverbs.
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Table 1. The characteristics of the subjects

RHD (n=12)  NC(n=12) pvalue
Age (yr) 63.17+1340 66.58+10.43
Sex (maleffemale) 8/4 57
Education (yr) 10.256+£331 112537
Auditory comprehension (10) ~ 9.5+0.38 9.56+0.4
S-K-BNT (15) 10+2.15 125+117 0.019*
MoCA-K (30) 21.36+4.13 26.17+133 0.003"
*p<0.05.

RHD, right hemisphere damaged patients; NC, normal control subjects;
S-K-BNT, Korean version Boston Naming Test short form; MoCA-K, Kore-
an version Montreal Cognitive Assessment.
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Table 2. An example of unfamiliar proverb with context in choice
task
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Table 3. Results of the proverb test

RHD (n=12) NC (n=12)

Task

Isolation Context Isolation Context

Explanation task (total score 10)
Familiar 483+286 442+264 7.33%£192 725+1.82
Unfamilar ~ 367+257 325+245 458+284 6.58+2.11

Choice task (total score 5)
Familiar 358+1.44
Unfamilar 3.17+1.49

4+113 467+0.65 4.58+0.67
35+1.17 45+067 4.42+0.79

RHD, right hemisphere damaged patients; NC, normal control subjects.

Table 4. Analysis of familiarity and context effects in explanation
task
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Fig. 1. The interaction effect between familiarity and context in
explanation task.

RHD, Right hemisphere damaged patients; NC, normal control
subjects.

Table 5. Analysis of familiarity and context effects in choice task

RHD (n=12) NC (n=12) RHD (n=12) NC (n=12)
Factor Factor
F pvalue F pvalue F pvalue F pvalue
Familiarity 16.090 0.002* 5.646 0.037* Familiarity 2.584 0.136 5.500 0.039*
Context 0.753 0.404 2.680 0.130 Context 2.829 0.121 0.155 0.701
Familiarity X context 0.000 1 4.900 0.049* Familiarity x context 0.028 0.870 0.000 1.000
*p<0.05. *p<0.05.

RHD, right hemisphere damaged patients; NC, normal control subjects.

RHD, right hemisphere damaged patients; NC, normal control subjects.
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