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This article reports on the role pragmatic inferencing plays in accounting for the ways
in which native speakers perceive and interpret the semantic transparency of idioms.
Although previous studies have suggested that semantic transparency intuitions of idioms
are partly motivated by the conceptual metaphors that underlie them (Gibbs 1992;
Gibbs et al. 1997), findings from other studies (Keysar & Bly 1995, 1999) have raised
questions concerning the arbitrariness of such intuitions. This study seeks to further
address the discussion on the nature of semantic transparency by examining the role of
pragmatic inferencing and encyclopedic world knowledge for understanding how native
speakers interpret the relationship between the literal parts and figurative meanings of
metaphorical idioms. To this end, semantic transparency ratings were elicited among
fifteen native speakers of English for 222 metaphorical English idioms. Furthermore,
raters provided qualitative support by justifying their ratings for a smaller subset of 30
idioms. These initial results were then triangulated by a follow-up exploratory study sur-
veying etymological notes from a number of idiom dictionaries. The findings suggest that
pragmatic inferencing via encyclopedic world knowledge plays an important role for the
non-arbitrary way in which native speakers perceive the semantic transparency of idioms.

Keywords: semantic transparency, metaphorical idioms, pragmatic inferencing,
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1 Introduction

Idioms, as a class of lexica, have long held the status of being non-compositional,
which refers to the fact that the literal parts of idioms do not cumulatively contribute
to what they mean figuratively. Stated simply, idioms cannot be understood solely
via a literal interpretation. As some scholars (Nunberg et al. 1994; Moon 1998) have
rightly pointed out, however, idioms are only non-compositional in the strictest literal
sense, and such a view of non-compositionality does not take into consideration the
ability of native speakers to decompose (see Gibbs & Nayak 1989) and metaphorically
analyze the literal parts of an idiom in order to make sense of its figurative meaning.
Though the terminology used in the literature to describe the degree to which an
idiom lends itself to metaphorical analysis varies (e.g. decomposable/transparent;
abnormally decomposable/semi-transparent; unanalyzable/opaque), I will refer to this
as levels of semantic transparency (high, mid and low), as I believe this terminology
better reflects the scalable nature of transparency and therefore is more suited to what
is under investigation here.

As it relates specifically to metaphorical idioms, semantic transparency could be
defined as the degree to which the literal parts of an idiom are collectively perceived to
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contribute to that idiom’s figurative meaning. Thus, when a native speaker analyzes an
idiom such as skating on thin ice, the relative transparency of its figurative meaning,
to do something risky, is a positive function of how well the literal parts taken together
metaphorically or metonymically elucidate said meaning. But what factors underlie
how semantic transparency is perceived by native speakers? The role of conceptual
metaphor in idiom comprehension has largely driven the discussion, evidenced by the
plethora of studies (e.g. Lakoff & Kovecses 1987; Gibbs et al. 1997; Boers 2000)
examining commonly cited conceptual metaphors and their linguistic instantiations,
such as anger is heat and anger is heated fluid in a container to account for
how metaphorical idioms such as he was breathing fire and he flipped his lid are
understood. However, the strong version of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT)
(Lakoff & Johnson 1980) based on embodied experience has not been without its fair
share of critics (Murphy 1997; Rakova 2002; McGlone 2007; Howe 2008; Steen 2011),
and, importantly, some studies (Keysar & Bly 1995, 1999) have found that semantic
transparency intuitions are more arbitrary than cognitive linguists would perhaps be
inclined to believe.

1.1 Semantic transparency intuitions and arbitrariness

Keysar & Bly (1995, 1999) contend that native speakers impose their own arbitrary
interpretations based on the stipulated meaning of idioms in hindsight. In one study
(Keysar & Bly 1995), the researchers selected a number of idioms that were no longer
used in modern English to ensure no prior knowledge, and taught either the actual
figurative meaning or its conceptual opposite to the native speakers. Following this,
the native speakers tried to make sense of the relationship between the literal parts
and the figurative meaning they received. The results showed that the native speakers
tended to ascribe a meaning that made sense to them based on which type of figurative
meaning they were given (actual or conceptual opposite). In other words, irrespective
of whether they were exposed to the true figurative meaning, or its conceptual opposite,
they tended to derive their own interpretation that led them to perceive the expression
as being more semantically transparent.

Keysar & Bly (1995) argue that these findings suggest that even for very
semantically transparent idioms, individuals unaware of the true stipulated meaning
could produce a range of interpretations, suggesting an arbitrariness that CMT does
not address. While the authors did not discount the claims of CMT, they emphasized
the need to consider the fact that prior knowledge of the stipulated meaning of idioms
could influence the perceived semantic transparency, and it should therefore be part of
any discussion relating to semantic transparency intuitions.

These findings do, in fact, suggest that knowing the stipulated meaning of idioms
a priori can influence how they are decomposed and analyzed in terms of semantic
transparency. Yet there are some caveats about the design and claims that need to be
pointed out so that the overall gravity of these findings can be weighed and assessed.
The authors caution that even ‘the most transparent idioms’ (1995: 103) are susceptible
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to the effect of prior knowledge. However, as Skoufaki (2009: 32) noted, Keysar &
Bly’s (1995) study employed ‘highly biasing contexts’ and many of the idioms used
in their study were later revealed to be perceived as low transparency (e.g. the goose
hangs high [fig. things are looking good], to lay out in lavender [fig. chastise harshly
and in no uncertain terms]). It therefore does not necessarily follow that the same
would be true of idioms that have been categorized as transparent in the literature,
such as skating on thin ice (Moon 1998) and add fuel to the fire (Fernando & Flavell
1981). In light of this, and given the finding that semantically opaque idioms tend to
be rare (Vega Moreno 2005), it is unclear whether prior knowledge of the stipulated
meaning of idioms impacts the perceived semantic transparency for all or even most
metaphorical idioms. Semantic transparency intuitions, however, are subjective (Moon
1998), and can therefore be difficult to measure. This is perhaps one of the reasons why
this issue over the nature of semantic transparency remains unsettled.

1.2 Motivated semantic transparency intuitions of idioms

In addition to the methodological caveats mentioned above, evidence has been reported
that shows that the figurative meaning of unknown, semantically transparent idioms
can be correctly predicted (Irujo 1993; Kovecses & Szabo 1996; Boers & Demecheleer
2001; Bortfeld 2002). This further implies that the degree of arbitrariness Keysar &
Bly (1995) found for semantic transparency intuitions might be limited to very opaque
idioms. Better understanding of the extent to which Keysar & Bly’s findings apply to
idioms of greater and lesser degrees of semantic transparency, however, will aid in
informing the debate on the nature of semantic transparency intuitions. Although there
is little doubt that conceptual metaphors play a role in some idiom comprehension
and by extension semantic transparency intuitions, not all metaphors are conceptual
(Steen 2008; see also Steen 2014), and there are other, less examined accounts
of how metaphor can be interpreted and therefore contribute to understanding the
figurative meaning of idioms. The studies presented here focus on one such account,
which is how native speakers can draw upon their general world knowledge (termed
here as encyclopedic world knowledge) to pragmatically infer how metaphorical and
metonymical elements in idioms elucidate their figurative meanings.

1.3 Pragmatic inferencing via encyclopedic world knowledge

Cognitive Linguistics offers a tenable theoretical framework to account for how
encyclopedic world knowledge and pragmatic inferencing can influence how
metaphors and metonymies in idioms are interpreted. Essentially, encyclopedic world
knowledge, as defined within the context of the two studies reported here, is the
sum of explicit general knowledge a speaker has about the world around him
or her. The process by which this knowledge is consciously acted upon in an
effort to interpret the meaning of a figurative expression is pragmatic inferencing
(see Vega Moreno 2005). Viewed through the lens of the cognitivist, encyclopedic
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world knowledge can be informed and bolstered by repeated schematicity judgments
between related superordinate and subordinate categories (see Langacker 1987). What
this means is that speakers, as a fundamental cognitive exercise, continually make
mental comparisons between categories that range in specificity. Similarities between
categories over time become entrenched and thus the activation of one category can
likewise activate corresponding superordinate or subordinate categories. As it relates
to the studies presented here, these categories of knowledge can be drawn upon to aid
speakers when they are interpreting literal and figurative relationships in language.

To better understand how this might operate in practice, consider the idiom give
someone the green light (fig. give someone permission to do something). A speaker’s
encyclopedic world knowledge of traffic regulations and associated subordinate
categories can motivate how he or she interprets the figurative meaning of said idiom
in the following way:

traffic regulations → traffic light rules → green light

A green light, which universally indicates a kind of permission to drive through or
walk across an intersection or crosswalk, is an elaboration of traffic light rules, which
in turn is an elaboration of traffic regulations. Green light considered in isolation may
carry very little semantic value. Yet when analyzed in the domain of transportation
and in conjunction with its superordinate categories, it could be that speakers can
pragmatically infer that green light is a kind of metonymy for permission, thereby
potentially shaping how they perceive the relationship between the literal words and
the figurative meaning (further examples of encyclopedic world knowledge and its
possible relationship with CMT is explored in sections 3.3 and 3.4).

In spite of the potential relevance pragmatic inferencing and encyclopedic world
knowledge have for shedding light on how metaphor and metonymy are interpreted and
understood in idioms, there is a noticeable lack of experimental research investigating
this as it relates to semantic transparency (for an overview of pragmatic inferencing
and figurative language, see Vega Moreno 2007). It is not inconceivable that pragmatic
inferencing via encyclopedic world knowledge plays a key role, perhaps even more so
than do conceptual metaphors, in contributing to elucidating the figurative meaning
of idioms, both before and after the fact. Stated differently, semantic transparency
could be connected to the degree to which encyclopedic world knowledge of the literal
constituent parts informs the overall interpretation of an idiom’s figurative meaning.

1.4 Research questions

In sum, there is a good deal of controversy surrounding semantic transparency
intuitions. First and foremost, it is important to determine the extent to which semantic
transparency intuitions are consistent among raters, both in terms of rating data
and qualitative support. A high degree of quantitative and qualitative convergence
among native-speaker semantic transparency intuitions would further cast doubt on
the strong claims of arbitrariness made by Keysar & Bly (1995, 1999). Furthermore,
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there remains the issue of how varying degrees of semantic transparency affect rater
interpretations. It could be the case that idioms that elicit higher semantic transparency
ratings also elicit more similar interpretations among the raters, since higher-
transparency idioms would presumably have a more narrow scope for interpretation.
These two considerations underlie the motivation for the first research question:

To what extent do raters agree in their semantic transparency ratings?

Furthermore, aside from conceptual metaphors, it is important to determine in what
ways and to what extent pragmatic inferencing via encyclopedic world knowledge
can account for how native speakers interpret metaphors and metonymies in
metaphorical idioms. I hypothesize that metaphorical idioms that are perceived to be
of higher transparency should provide comparatively more instantiations motivated by
encyclopedic world knowledge, as such knowledge will be readily available to raters
and thus aid in elucidating the relationship between the literal parts and figurative
meaning. This prompted the second research question:

What characteristics of idioms lead raters to rate them as being of higher or lower
transparency?

2 Study 1 method

2.1 Participants

Fifteen (13 male and 2 female) university-level native-speaker English teachers
participated as raters in the study. The raters had lived in Japan from 4 to 24 years,
with 11.5 years being the median. All of them were experienced teachers of English.

2.2 Materials

The rater questionnaire comprised four sections, including participant background,
literature background and rating instructions, qualitative rating of idioms, and,
importantly, quantitative rating of idioms. The background and rating instructions
provided basic information related to semantic transparency and idioms. In the
qualitative section, a total of 30 idioms were spread out over three different versions of
the questionnaire, which participants had to rate and then write out a justification for
their rating. In the last section, the remaining of the 222 idioms was listed for rating
(see appendix I for the full list of rated idioms).

2.3 Procedures

One of the transparency rater questionnaire’s purposes was to create a semantic
transparency scale to which metaphorical idioms could correspond. As semantic
transparency intuitions may vary from individual to individual, it was important to

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1360674317000284
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 119.24.136.23, on 01 Feb 2019 at 23:10:46, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1360674317000284
https://www.cambridge.org/core


36 KRIS RAMONDA

Table 1. Semantic transparency rating scale

Highly opaque Highly transparent

1 2 3 4 5 6

The words
that make
up the
idiom have
no
apparent
semantic
relation-
ship at all
to its
figurative
meaning

The words
that make
up the
idiom have
only a
very
vague
semantic
relation-
ship to its
figurative
meaning

The words
that make
up the
idiom have
only a
vague
semantic
relation-
ship to its
figurative
meaning

The words
that make
up the
idiom
have a
somewhat
clear
semantic
relation-
ship to its
figurative
meaning

The words
that make
up the
idiom have
a clear
semantic
relation-
ship to its
figurative
meaning

The words
that make
up the
idiom have
a very
clear
semantic
relation-
ship to its
figurative
meaning

elicit ratings from a sufficient number of raters for a sizable amount of metaphorical
idioms to have a clearer sense of the scale’s precision and reliability. The semantic
transparency ratings were based on a 6-point Likert scale, with 1 being highly opaque
and 6 being highly transparent. Descriptors for each number were written in parallel
structure across the scale with 3–1 being progressively more opaque and 4–6 being
progressively more transparent (see table 1).

2.3.1 Qualitative rating of idioms
This section of the questionnaire served three purposes: (i) to act as an activation and
priming task by having raters explain and justify qualitatively a small subset of idioms
before proceeding to the quantitative section; (ii) to serve as a means of identifying
raters who were not following the procedures laid out in the instructions (which would
also call into question their ratings on the subsequent, more important quantitative
section); and (iii) to collect qualitative data on a mix of higher- and lower-transparency
idioms to be later analyzed in order to aid in answering the research questions. These
30 idioms that comprised the qualitative section were drawn directly from the original
222 idioms. As my intention was to have a balance of transparency levels, I selected
10 high-, 10 mid- and 10 low-transparency-level idioms based on ratings from a pilot
study I had previously carried out. Within each transparency level, the majority of the
idioms were selected at random, though I intentionally selected the highest- (skating on
thin ice) and lowest-rated (go cold turkey) idioms, as well as two idioms with literary
references (an Achilles heel and have your pound of flesh).

2.3.2 Quantitative rating of idioms
In this section of the questionnaire, raters, utilizing the same 6-point Likert scale shown
in table 1, rated the complete set of 222 English idioms. If an idiom was known, the
rater would circle the number corresponding to the ratings in the semantic transparency
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scale. Due to the large number of items that the raters were asked to rate, there was no
qualitative aspect to this section. In fact, part of the reason for including the previous
section was to encourage raters, through written output, to think about and consider
the transparency more carefully, so as to prime them for assessing the longer complete
list in this quantitative section.

3 Study 1 results and discussion

Analysis of the semantic transparency ratings revealed a high level of agreement
among the 15 native-speaker raters. A Cronbach’s Alpha measure of inter-rater
reliability was at .914, which indicates an ‘excellent’ degree of internal consistency
(George & Mallery 2003) among the raters. A strong degree of internal consistency is
not only critical to support the remainder of this study, but it also provides evidence
in line with a Cognitive Linguistics view of semantic transparency. That is, semantic
transparency of idioms is not arbitrary to the degree suggested by previous studies
(Keysar & Bly 1995, 1999), but rather is motivated by factors such as underlying
conceptual metaphors and widely understood encyclopedic world knowledge (see
sections 3.3 and 3.4 for additional qualitative support for these claims). Insofar as
the rating questionnaire is valid as an instrument to measure semantic transparency,
the high inter-rater reliability corroborates to a certain extent this non-arbitrary
relationship between semantic transparency and some idioms.

For this study, rater consistency, as a scalable phenomenon, can provide tentative
insights into the possible scope and delimitations of interpreting idioms via their literal
constituent parts. If, for instance, the ratings for one particular idiom show a much
smaller degree of variance when compared to a different idiom, this could indicate a
more constrained interpretation for that idiom (be it transparent or opaque) relative
to the other. Conversely, an idiom that has been rated more erratically could imply a
stronger degree of arbitrariness and a larger scope for interpretation. Naturally, other
confounding variables can unfortunately muddle the data, and for this reason, it is
essential to compare ratings of individual idioms and also draw from qualitative data
gleaned from the priming task in the rating questionnaire in order to have a clearer
understanding and more informed discussion about what can account for differences
in ratings.

3.1 Rater consistency for individual idioms

Closer inspection shows a substantial range of standard deviations among the semantic
transparency ratings of individual idioms ranging from 0.3 for go cold turkey to 1.9 for
an Achilles heel. This suggests that despite overall high agreement among raters, some
idioms elicited far more erratic ratings than others. By grouping idioms according to
how consistently they were rated, it might be possible to tease out some group-wide
features or commonalities that contributed to the greater or lesser degree of agreement.
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Table 2. Upper 10 percent of idiom rating consistency

Idiom Semantic transparency Std.

1. Go cold turkey 1.1 0.3
2. For the hell of it 1.5 0.5
3. Not cut the mustard 1.2 0.5
4. Blood, sweat and tears 4.6 0.7
5. Be a big fish in a small pond 4.6 0.7
6. Free as a bird 5.1 0.7
7. Be skating on thin ice 5.5 0.7
8. Be skin and bones 5.0 0.7
9. Smooth sailing 4.8 0.7
10. A drop in the bucket 4.9 0.8
11. Kick the bucket 1.3 0.8
12. Walk into the lion’s den 4.7 0.8
13. Not beat around the bush 1.6 0.8
14. A piece of cake 1.4 0.8
15. Not be rocket science 4.6 0.8
16. Spill the beans 1.9 0.8
17. The jury is still out 4.5 0.8
18. Have something under your belt 2.1 0.8
19. Kill two birds with one stone 5.0 0.8
20. The end of the road 5.0 0.8
21. The rat race 2.2 0.8
22. The tip of the iceberg 5.2 0.8

In order to do this, I will first examine idioms from the extremes of both ends of the
standard deviation range in tables 2 and 3.

The first notable observation is that only high- (4.1–6.0) and low- (1.0–2.9)
semantic-transparency idioms are instantiated in table 2, while table 3 is almost
entirely composed of mid- (3.0–4.0) transparency idioms. This is unsurprising, as
average ratings that fall at either extreme of the semantic transparency scale must
necessarily have relatively high agreement among raters. This is because the stronger
the disagreement among raters, the more likely it is that there will be ratings from both
ends of the scale, yielding an average that falls closer to a middle rating. This suggests
that, as a whole, idioms falling into the high- and low-transparency groups enjoy
stronger internal consistency than do their mid-transparency counterparts. Indeed, the
average standard deviations according to transparency level in table 4 substantiate this
claim. A one-way ANOVA also showed that the standard deviations were statistically
different for different levels of semantic transparency, F (2,219) = 28.065, p < .001.

3.2 Accounting for disagreement in ratings

Another possible explanation to account for greater or lesser degrees of internal
consistency found in the data could be linked to the raters’ background knowledge.
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Table 3. Bottom 10 percent of idiom rating consistency

Idiom Semantic transparency Std.

201. God’s gift to women 3.9 1.5
202. Puppy love 3.3 1.5
203. Throw down the gauntlet 2.6 1.5
204. Be someone’s guinea pig 3.4 1.5
205. Stand a chance 3.1 1.5
206. A reality check 3.5 1.5
207. Like a bat out of hell 3.0 1.5
208. Blood is thicker than water 3.0 1.5
209. Between a rock and a hard place 3.7 1.5
210. Lose your mojo 2.4 1.5
211. Be back to square one 3.2 1.6
212. Money talks 3.3 1.6
213. Leave no stone unturned 3.7 1.6
214. Hit the sack 3.3 1.6
215. Be pushing up daisies 2.5 1.6
216. A rude awakening 3.7 1.7
217. Strike while the iron is hot 3.5 1.7
218. The black sheep 3.5 1.7
219. Drink like a fish 4.0 1.7
220. Play devil’s advocate 3.1 1.7
221. Throw in the towel 3.9 1.8
222. An Achilles heel 3.5 1.9

Table 4. Average standard deviations by transparency level

Transparency level Low transparency Mid transparency High transparency

Sample size (N = 59) (N = 95) (N = 68)
Average std. 1.05 1.27 1.03

In the rater instructions, raters were told that they could draw from their background
knowledge while rating. Given that background knowledge varies among speakers, it
is unsurprising that idioms with highly specific historical or cultural references elicited
greatly different ratings, such as an Achilles heel (std. 1.9). As I was aware from the
outset that this was a possibility, I included this idiom in the priming task in one form
of the rater questionnaire. Table 5 gives the four qualitative responses for an Achilles
heel.

As can be seen, there seems to be a consensus among these four raters in terms of
their understanding that this idiom is historically based. Yet, as Rater 4 acknowledges,
lack of this historical knowledge would render the literal–figurative relationship
completely opaque, which could have been the source of disagreement (it elicited the
most disagreement of all 222 idioms in the study).
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Table 5. Qualitative responses for an Achilles heel

Rater Justification for rating on priming task

Rater 1 This is really difficult to explain. I guess this is based on the story of ‘Achilles’, but I
don’t think semantically the relationship is clear. It requires cultural knowledge.

Rater 2 You would need to know the history of this phrase to know its meaning.
Rater 3 No verb to help reveal the meaning and it requires some knowledge of ancient

history.
Rater 4 Cultural knowledge is everything here. This is utterly opaque without it.

Table 6. Qualitative responses for ruffle feathers

Rater Justification for rating on priming task

Rater 5 This compares dissatisfied acquaintances to birds, who, through insensitive
handling, have had their feathers disjointed.

Rater 6 I can visualize feathers out of place on a bird (or something) as that animal was
disturbed by something.

Rater 7 This is possibly clearer depending on how the listener knows birds / can picture how
a bird might feel if its feathers were ruffled.

Rater 8 I can clearly imagine an animal/bird being unhappy/disgruntled when you move its
feathers just like we don’t like people touching our hair.

Similarly, background knowledge of somewhat common etymologies possibly
impacted the ratings as well because raters who were familiar with an idiom’s
etymology would have more context to discern a relationship between the literal parts
and the figurative meaning. The idiom throw in the towel (std. 1.8) is a good example
of this because an informal survey of rater participants revealed that many but not all
of them were aware of the connection between this idiom and the source domain of
boxing. In boxing, when a boxer is badly losing a match, his or her coach can signal to
stop the fight by throwing a towel into the boxing ring. Since the meaning of the idiom
is to admit failure or defeat, knowing the etymological origin would clearly elucidate
the meaning of the idiom via its literal constituent parts. Given that the etymology for
this particular idiom seemed to be familiar with many but not all of the raters, it is
unsurprising that the ratings for this idiom were not consistent.

Interestingly, qualitative data from the priming task were strikingly similar even for
idioms that tended to elicit a higher standard deviation in the rating. Justification for the
rating of the mid-transparency idiom, to ruffle feathers, illustrates this well in table 6.

Ruffle feathers had a semantic transparency rating of 3.2 and a standard deviation of
1.2, which was close to the average for mid-transparency idioms (1.27). In spite of the
notable standard deviation, however, all four raters who encountered this idiom on the
priming task explained their semantic transparency rating in a similar fashion by citing
birds and employing comparable descriptive language such as dissatisfied, disturbed
and disgruntled in their explanations. This qualitative convergence shown for ruffle
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feathers should highlight the fact that some measure of rater disagreement does not
necessarily entail vastly different interpretations. Importantly, this kind of qualitative
convergence is evidence for the way in which raters, through their encyclopedic world
knowledge of birds, can pragmatically infer in a very similar fashion the relationship
between the literal parts and figurative meaning.

3.3 Further evidence of qualitative convergence

In the previous sections, the ratings were shown to be highly consistent overall, and a
few representative outliers were examined to account for those ratings that were not. As
with the case of ruffle feathers, there were other examples of qualitative convergence
among those 30 idioms in the initial priming task, and it is important to draw from these
in order to observe how encyclopedic world knowledge could contribute to figurative
interpretations. To this end, I will summarize points of convergence for the idioms
come out of your shell, go bananas and skating on thin ice.

For come out of your shell (fig. become less shy in social situations; trans. 4.5),
all four raters related shell to the outer protective covering of a timid animal.
These are clear instantiations of encyclopedic world knowledge connected to animal
behavior and physiology. Animal behavior was similarly referenced for go bananas
(fig. become excited; trans. 2.0), in which three of the four raters related their
interpretation to the association between monkeys and bananas. One important
distinction between these two idioms, however, is their transparency. Though most
of the raters arrived at a similar interpretation for go bananas, the perceived low
saliency of the literal–figurative relationship could have contributed to its perceived
low semantic transparency. As one rater observed, ‘The connection between bananas
and the meaning of this idiom is very tenuous.’ This shows that encyclopedic world
knowledge in and of itself does not always lead to a perceived high transparency and
it is constrained by other factors.

With regards to skating on thin ice (fig. do something risky), three of the four
raters referenced the danger associated with this activity. Presumably, all the raters
are familiar with the basic properties of ice and what occurs when too much pressure
is applied across a thin layer of it, as well as the subsequent peril of plunging into the
icy cold waters beneath it. Owing to an increasingly globalized world, it is also not
unreasonable to presume that most speakers have at least heard of ice skating even if
they do not live in a cold climate. Thus, though this idiom is rated as high transparency,
it involves the interaction of encyclopedic world knowledge from a variety of sources,
such as the properties of ice, the danger of hypothermia and the sport of ice skating.

3.4 The relationship between encyclopedic world knowledge and conceptual
metaphors

The three idioms described above illustrate how encyclopedic world knowledge via
pragmatic inferencing can shape how speakers interpret figurative meaning in idioms.
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Yet, what relationship does encyclopedic world knowledge have with conceptual
metaphors (if any), and how might such a relationship influence semantic transparency
intuitions? Though conceptual metaphors were not the focus of the studies reported
here, it is worth briefly mentioning the rater data for be under the weather (fig. feel ill
or in low spirits), as it exemplifies how both conceptual metaphors and encyclopedic
world knowledge could work in conjunction to shape speakers’ interpretations. For
instance, one rater referred to the effect of poor weather on one’s mood or health,
which would appear to be encyclopedic world knowledge at work. Conversely,
another rater connected the word under with feeling down or depressed, which
could be an instantiation of the good is up/bad is down conceptual metaphors.
Though anecdotal, this illustrates that the role of encyclopedic world knowledge and
conceptual metaphors could be complementary, and need not be viewed as competing
models.

4 Study 1 conclusion

Based on evidence collected from both the semantic transparency ratings and priming
task, it appears that on the whole the native-speaker raters in this study rate consistently
among themselves and often draw upon similar encyclopedic world knowledge
to explain their understanding of many idioms. Furthermore, the qualitative data
tentatively suggest that conceptual metaphors could function in conjunction with
encyclopedic world knowledge in shaping how some idioms are interpreted some of
the time.

Therefore, the answer to the first research question would be that native-speaker
raters tend to agree substantially in their ratings of semantic transparency of idioms
in this study. These findings are consistent with the cognitive linguistic view that
the relationship between the literal constituent parts and figurative meaning of many
idioms is not completely arbitrary and as such can be exploited for both pedagogical
and research-oriented purposes. Furthermore, these results refute the strong degree of
arbitrariness of semantic transparency intuitions of idioms suggested by Keysar & Bly
(1995, 1999).

5 Study 2 method

Based on the initial findings in Study 1, I hypothesized that idioms that can be
understood via encyclopedic world knowledge would tend to elicit higher semantic
transparency ratings. This is because the motivation of such idioms would presumably
be more accessible to raters irrespective of background or country of origin. For
instance, common encyclopedic world knowledge about fire and how it interacts with
fuel might facilitate understanding, through pragmatic inferencing, of add fuel to the
fire (fig. make a bad situation worse). On the other hand, idioms with more culturally
restricted metaphors and metonymies could be more likely perceived as opaque. As an
example, consider red tape (fig. official rules and documents that seem unnecessary
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and cause delay), which alludes to the former British practice of tying together
documents with a red ribbon. If such an origin is unknown, then it is potentially
more difficult to understand the relationship between the literal parts and figurative
meaning.

5.1 Participants

Study 2 does not make use of participants per se. However, the semantic transparency
ratings obtained in Study 1 are important for informing the analysis and subsequent
discussion for Study 2.

5.2 Materials

Much of the analysis in Study 2 relied upon the etymological notes found in a number
of idiom dictionaries. In table 7, I have included all of the idiom dictionaries that I
initially consulted in compiling the data on the etymologies of the idioms concerned.
Further citation details for each can be found at the end of the reference section.

5.3 Procedures

The hypothesis underlying this research question presupposes that the way in which
raters perceive an idiom’s semantic transparency could be related, in part, to how
an idiom is motivated. Although linguists offer definitions of motivation that vary
slightly (see Radden & Panther 2004), I am defining motivation in the context of
this study as the non-arbitrary elements that exist between an idiom’s literal words
and figurative meaning, which is adapted from Hiraga’s (1994) notion of motivation
as the ‘non-arbitrary relationship between form and meaning’ (p. 8). Although
all idioms are assumed to be motivated, motivation can occur through a number
of channels: conceptual, encyclopedic and cultural to name a few. As culturally
motivated etymologies and origins of many idioms are often restricted, obscure,
forgotten, uncertain or unknown, it seems reasonable to postulate that these idioms
will more often than not be perceived as lower transparency. Conversely, conceptually
or encyclopedically motivated idioms might be perceived, on the whole, as being more
semantically transparent, as their motivation derives from cross-cultural encyclopedic
world knowledge, such as in the example of give someone the green light illustrated in
section 1.3. In Study 2, I examine how pragmatic inferencing via such knowledge can
contribute to elucidating the figurative meaning of idioms in a non-arbitrary way, thus
resulting in higher semantic transparency intuitions.

The first step I took in testing this hypothesis was to analyze the idioms falling
into the highest- and lowest-perceived semantic transparency ratings. By juxtaposing
these two groups, patterns and commonalities pertaining to each grouping (see tables 8
and 9 for details) could be explored. Furthermore, I could consider how different
motivational sources might have contributed to the idioms’ higher or lower semantic
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Table 7. Information on idiom dictionaries surveyed

Dictionary Publisher Code
Etymological

notes Comments

A Dictionary of
American
Idioms, 5th
edition

Barron’s
Educational
Series

BAI None Includes information about
part of speech and register,
and example sentences for
over 8,000 idioms.

American
Idioms
Dictionary,
4th edition

McGraw-Hill MAI None Includes information about
part of speech and register,
examples and very
occasional pictures for over
14,000 idioms.

American
Idioms
Handbook

Webster’s
New World

WAI Infrequent Over 3,500 idioms are
organized topically and
explained in more detail.

Dictionary of
American
English
Idioms and
Slang

J. D. Hunter
(self-
published)

HAI None Includes information about
part of speech and register,
and example sentences for
over 5,000 idioms.

Oxford
Dictionary of
English
Idioms

Oxford
University
Press

OAI Frequent Includes information about
register and etymology, and
historical quotations for over
6,000 idioms.

The American
Heritage
Dictionary of
Idioms

Houghton
Mifflin

HDI Very frequent Over 10,000 idioms with
etymology, dates of
origin/first use, example
sentences and register.

Dictionary of
Idioms and
Their Origins

Linda &
Roger
Flavell
(self-
published)

IORI Always Over 600 idioms with highly
detailed notes on their
origins.

Idioms
Dictionary

Collins
COBUILD

CID Occasional Over 5,000 idioms with
information on register and
etymology, and example
sentences.

transparency rating in order to get a sense of the tendencies of each grouping.
Since it was hypothesized that the higher-transparency idioms would be more likely
to be conceptually or encyclopedically motivated than lower-transparency idioms,
I could compare idioms from both extremes of the scales to determine if there
was any evidence for this before proceeding to a more systematic and in-depth
analysis.

Following the initial approach mentioned above, I furthered the investigation more
objectively by referring to the etymological notes made available by the idiom
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Table 8. Top 10 percent of highest-perceived transparency idioms

Idiom Semantic transparency Standard deviation

1. Be skating on thin ice 5.5 0.7
2. Add fuel to the fire 5.4 0.9
3. Win the battle, but lose the war 5.3 1.1
4. Recharge your batteries 5.2 0.9
5. The tip of the iceberg 5.2 0.8
6. Free as a bird 5.1 0.7
7. Be caught in the act 5.1 1.1
8. A necessary evil 5.1 1.3
9. An accident waiting to happen 5.0 1.0
10. Stab someone in the back 5.0 1.0
11. Kill two birds with one stone 5.0 0.8
12. The end of the road 5.0 0.8
13. Be on autopilot 5.0 0.9
14. Be skin and bones 5.0 0.7
15. A drop in the bucket 4.9 0.8
16. Give someone the green light 4.9 1.1
17. A hidden agenda 4.9 1.1
18. Be alive and kicking 4.8 1.0
19. Drag sb. kicking and screaming 4.8 1.0
20. The light at the end of the tunnel 4.8 1.0
21. Be caught with your pants down 4.8 1.0
22. Smooth sailing 4.8 0.7

dictionaries listed in table 7. In such a way, I could curtail any of my own biases
by referring to the stipulated etymologies written by lexicographers. By surveying
a sufficient number of well-known idiom dictionaries, I could better determine the
frequency of etymological notes and associated origins for the idioms of interest. It
is important to note that half of the idiom dictionaries surveyed had no or very few
etymological notes, and for that reason they were not helpful in addressing the research
question for Study 2 and were therefore discarded from the analysis.

The etymologies gathered and compiled from the OAI, HDI, IORI and CID allowed
me to uncover, both quantitatively and qualitatively, evidence of the link between
motivational source and perceived semantic transparency. In the results and discussion
that follow, the findings from each stage of the analysis will be presented. This includes
(i) the initial comparison of the highest- and lowest-semantic-transparency idioms
as determined by the raters in Study 1 and (ii) the quantitative differences between
etymological frequencies and discrepancies found among the four dictionaries. In the
next section, I address these results and discuss how they aid in answering the research
question for Study 2:

What characteristics of idioms lead raters to rate them as being of higher or lower
transparency?
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Table 9. Bottom 10 percent of lowest-perceived transparency idioms

Idiom Semantic transparency Standard deviation

201. Tie the knot 2.1 1.0
202. One sandwich short of a picnic 2.1 1.0
203. Have something under your belt 2.1 0.8
204. Go bananas 2.0 1.2
205. The birds and the bees 2.0 1.2
206. Turn over a new leaf 1.9 1.0
207. Catch someone red-handed 1.9 0.9
208. Red tape 1.9 1.2
209. Be under the weather 1.9 0.9
210. Spill the beans 1.9 0.8
211. Face the music 1.9 0.9
212. Give sb. a run for their money 1.9 1.0
213. Get a kick out of something 1.8 0.9
214. Sell someone down the river 1.7 0.8
215. Tongue in cheek 1.7 0.9
216. Not beat around the bush 1.6 0.8
217. For the hell of it 1.5 0.5
218. A catch 22 1.4 1.1
219. A piece of cake 1.4 0.8
220. Kick the bucket 1.3 0.8
221. Not cut the mustard 1.2 0.5
222. Go cold turkey 1.1 0.3

6 Study 2 results and discussion

To answer this research question, it is first necessary to compare those idioms that
fell at each extreme of the semantic transparency scale. That is, those idioms that
best instantiate high- and low-transparency idioms. In this way, any emergent patterns
across each group can be identified and analyzed. Tables 8 and 9 present the upper and
lower 10 percent of idioms falling at each end of the semantic transparency scale.

6.1 Observations of quantitative data

The data generated by comparing the etymological notes for the idioms in tables 8
and 9 revealed a number of relevant considerations that should be addressed before
dissecting in detail any individual idioms. Firstly, it should be noted that a substantial
number of idioms were not listed in many of the four dictionaries used. Though this
was expected since these dictionaries varied greatly in the total number of entries
included (from about 600 in IORI to over 10,000 in HDI), it is important to establish
that there was no great difference in the total number of unlisted entries between
transparency groups. Otherwise, it could be the case that one transparency grouping
included a disproportionate number of idioms either deemed too low frequency or
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unimportant by the lexicographers who compiled these dictionaries. Such a case might
introduce a further unwanted variable that would complicate the analysis. A tally of
each group, however, showed that the cumulative number of unlisted idiom entries
was 26 out of a possible 88 (22 idioms x 4 dictionaries), or 29.5 percent, for the
high-transparency idioms and 18 out of 88, or 20.5 percent, for the low-transparency
idioms. This shows that though there were a number of unlisted idioms, a fairly similar
majority of idiom entries were provided among the four dictionaries for the high- and
low-transparency idioms under scrutiny in Study 2.

A second consideration is the frequency for which listed idioms have accompanying
notes on etymological origin. This is important because the omission of etymological
notes could possibly offer insights about the way in which idioms are motivated.
It is of course impossible to know with any certainty why a particular idiom may
not have accompanying etymological notes. It could be the case that there is no
known etymology, or perhaps the existing explanations are tenuous or unreliable
and therefore go unlisted. However, it is not unreasonable to posit that one potential
reason lexicographers might exclude etymological notes is when the origin is so clear
that notes would prove superfluous. That is, idioms whose origins strongly relate to
encyclopedic world knowledge or embodied experience might comparatively have
fewer or no etymological entries among the four dictionaries, because this kind of
knowledge is not necessarily culturally bound and therefore are less likely to require
explanation. If this is true, then the incidence of etymological notes should be more
frequent among the low-transparency idiom group, because, as posited at the beginning
of Study 2, perceived lower transparency might be a result of, at least in part, culturally
or historically bound knowledge.

In order to determine whether there is evidence of this, I examined the data to see if
there was any marked contrast in the number of cases of etymological notes between
the two transparency groups. For the high-transparency group, a tally revealed that
etymological notes were provided for 27 of the 62 (43.5 percent) listed idioms. In
contrast, for the low-transparency group, etymological notes were included in 44 out
of the 70 listed idioms (62.9 percent). This indicates a 44.3 percent increase in the
incidence of etymological notes for the low-transparency group of idioms. The two
obvious caveats to this finding are that the idioms in this study were not randomly
selected, as they were intended to address other research questions that go beyond
the scope of the studies reported here, and perhaps more importantly, as mentioned,
it cannot be certain why etymological notes were excluded. The author of IORI,
however, did convey to me that idioms whose etymologies were ‘self-explanatory’
were sometimes excluded unless there was some compelling reason to include them
(L. Flavell, personal communication, 24 September 2015). If the lexicographers in the
remaining three dictionaries adopted a similar methodology, then it is possible that
this marked decrease in etymological notes among the higher-transparency idioms
is connected to the motivational source obviating explicit explanations. In other
words, the motivation of some high-transparency idioms, such as skating on thin
ice (described in detail in section 3.3 (Study 1)), is obvious to the extent that
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lexicographers need not include such superfluous details. Thus the marked increase
in etymological entries for the low-transparency idioms could indicate that they tend
to be motivated differently than high-transparency idioms.

Finally, another way to attempt to answer this research question quantitatively would
be to compare the number of disputed etymological origins across both transparency
groups. If it were the case that an idiom’s etymology is very clear due to encyclopedic
world knowledge, then there is likely to be just one, uncontested explanation. If, on the
other hand, the precise origin of the idiom is disputed, this could be indicative of idioms
whose etymology derives from a specific historical event or culturally bound context.
Among those idioms in tables 8 and 9, there was one (4.5 percent) disputed case for
the high-transparency group (alive and kicking), but there were six (27.3 percent) such
cases for the low-transparency group (tie the knot, spill the beans, face the music, kick
the bucket, cut the mustard and go cold turkey). Again, while this cannot be taken
as strong evidence for the reasons mentioned earlier, cumulatively, along with the
previous data, patterns that support the hypothesis appear to be emerging between
the two groups of idioms.

7 Study 2 conclusion

In Study 2, I have attempted to build upon the findings in Study 1 and contribute
to the discussion on the relationship between the perceived semantic transparency
of idioms and how this could be related to motivational sources, particularly for
how encyclopedic world knowledge can, through pragmatic inferencing, elucidate the
figurative meaning of idioms and lead to higher-semantic-transparency intuitions. In
spite of the limitations of Study 2 discussed in the previous section, there does appear
to be some support indicating that the way in which an idiom is motivated can impact
its perceived transparency. Quantitatively, I observed that the high-transparency idioms
in Study 2 had a lower incidence of etymological notes than did the low-transparency
idioms. One possible way of accounting for this is that high-transparency idioms are
more likely to be motivated by encyclopedic world knowledge, and as a result, these
idioms might be more self-explanatory than idioms motivated by a delimited cultural
or historical contexts. Furthermore, the incidence of conflicting etymologies cited in
the dictionaries was higher among the low-transparency idioms in Study 2. If the
hypothesis in Study 2 is true, then this is expected, as low-transparency idioms with
motivational sources rooted in obscure or otherwise unknown cultural or historical
contexts would be more likely, compared to high-transparency idioms, to have multiple
etymological accounts.

In sum, the semantic transparency ratings from Study 1 provide support for the
notion that semantic transparency intuitions are motivated to a substantial degree
across transparency levels, and such motivation is in part connected to encyclopedic
world knowledge. The data in Study 2 corroborate the findings in Study 1 by
examining trends between etymological notes in idiom dictionaries for higher- and
lower-semantic-transparency idioms.
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8 Limitations

Upon considering the methodologies and implementation of Study 1 and Study 2, I
have identified some limitations that might help direct future research in this area.
In terms of the methodology of Study 1, the raters were all native-speaker university-
level English teachers. Though these participants did originate from different countries
(USA, UK, New Zealand, Canada and Australia), it must be said that their profiles were
otherwise very similar. Given that they shared the same L1 and profession, this could
have influenced how similarly they interpreted the semantic transparency of the idioms
in question. Had the raters come from more dissimilar backgrounds, the data might not
have yielded such a high degree of agreement as they did.

Another important limitation was the relative focus on quantitative data over
qualitative data. Initially, I had conceived of the priming task in Study 1 as a means to
encourage participants to carefully consider their justifications for the ratings – in such
a way, the raters might be less likely to rate in a haphazard or unsystematic way. Since
its purpose was to support the quantitative ratings, it involved only a much smaller
subset of the idioms used in the semantic transparency ratings. Given the utility of the
qualitative data in buttressing the findings from the ratings, however, more idioms and
more raters per idiom should have been part of the design in the priming task.

Lastly, Study 2 was a much smaller, exploratory study intended to triangulate
findings from Study 1 by relying on etymological entries in idiom dictionaries. Yet
many of the initial dictionaries I consulted lacked the idiom in question or did not
provide etymological notes. This was problematic due to the resulting sample size and
the findings are therefore only supplementary to the findings in Study 1. Due to the
lack of availability of appropriate idiom dictionaries with etymological notes, their
value in investigating semantic transparency appears to be somewhat limited.
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Appendix I. Full list of rated idioms

No. Idiom ST No. Idiom ST

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

20

Be skating on thin ice
Add fuel to the fire
Win the battle, but lose the war
Recharge your batteries
The tip of the iceberg
Free as a bird
Be caught in the act
A necessary evil
An accident waiting to happen
Stab someone in the back
Kill two birds with one stone
The end of the road
Be on autopilot
Be skin and bones
A drop in the bucket
Give someone the green light
A hidden agenda
Be alive and kicking
Drag someone kicking and

screaming
The light at the end of the

tunnel

5.5
5.4
5.3
5.2
5.2
5.1
5.1
5.1
5.0
5.0
5.0
5.0
5.0
5.0
4.9
4.9
4.9
4.8
4.8

4.8

112
113
114

115
116
117
118
119
120
121
122
123
124
125
126
127
128

129
130
131

The black sheep
Think outside of the box
Have butterflies in your

stomach
Be someone’s guinea pig
Let your hair down
Cross the line
Roll with the punches
Hit rock bottom
A stab in the dark
Be on top of something
Sit on the fence
Put someone in their place
Not pull your punches
Puppy love
Hit the sack
Pull your weight
Throw the baby out with the

bath water
Show your true colors
A sitting duck
Raise hell

3.5
3.4
3.4

3.4
3.4
3.4
3.4
3.4
3.4
3.4
3.3
3.3
3.3
3.3
3.3
3.3
3.3

3.3
3.3
3.3
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No. Idiom ST No. Idiom ST

21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64
65

Be caught with your pants down
Smooth sailing
A domino effect
Packed like sardines
Treat someone like dirt
Raise eyebrows
Walk into the lion’s den
A recipe for disaster
Cover your tracks
A blessing in disguise
Be a big fish in a small pond
Open the floodgates
Not be rocket science
Blood, sweat and tears
Like comparing apples and

oranges
Turn your back on someone
Go through hell
Add insult to injury
Crack the whip
The jury is still out
Pull the plug on something
A race against time
A free ride
Come out of your shell
A blank check
Be playing with fire
Turn heads
A bitter pill to swallow
Rock the boat
Be hit or miss
Not be born yesterday
Back to the drawing board
To look good on paper
Make up for lost time
Sign someone’s death warrant
Fan the flames
Go off the rails
Look on the bright side
A grey area
A mixed bag
Blow up in your face
Have the last laugh
Throw money at something
Test the waters
A change of heart

4.8
4.8
4.7
4.7
4.7
4.7
4.7
4.7
4.7
4.6
4.6
4.6
4.6
4.6
4.5

4.5
4.5
4.5
4.5
4.5
4.5
4.5
4.5
4.5
4.4
4.4
4.4
4.4
4.3
4.3
4.3
4.3
4.3
4.3
4.2
4.2
4.2
4.2
4.1
4.1
4.1
4.1
4.1
4.1
4.1

132
133
134
135
136
137
138
139
140
141
142
143
144
145
146
147
148
149
150
151
152
153
154
155
156
157
158
159
160
161
162
163
164
165
166
167
168
169
170
171
172
173
174
175
176

Money talks
Have deep pockets
See red
Hit the road
Not be out of the woods
Boil down to something
Get to the bottom of something
Ruffle feathers
Be back to square one
Change your tune
Tighten your belt
Get the axe
Stand a chance
Play devil’s advocate
An old flame
A fly on the wall
Burn the midnight oil
Be in the hot seat
Bend over backwards
Put something on ice
Cut your losses
Have your pound of flesh
Have a skeleton in the closet
Give someone a tongue-lashing
Like a bat out of hell
Blood is thicker than water
Get something off your chest
Make a dent in something
The gloves are off
Get the picture
Smell a rat
Rub it in
Get your feet wet
Lose your head
Monkey business
Time on your hands
Eat someone alive
Bells and whistles
Out of the blue
Pull the strings
A loose cannon
Break the ice
Lay down the law
Keep a low profile
Cross your mind

3.3
3.3
3.3
3.3
3.2
3.2
3.2
3.2
3.2
3.2
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.1
3.0
3.0
3.0
3.0
3.0
3.0
3.0
3.0
2.9
2.9
2.9
2.9
2.9
2.9
2.9
2.9
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.7
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No. Idiom ST No. Idiom ST

66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84

85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94

95
96
97
98
99

100
101
102
103
104
105
106
107
108
109
110
111

Put all your eggs in one basket
A slippery slope
Make waves
Drink like a fish
Be the icing on the cake
Down the road
Have your back to the wall
Out for blood
Stand on your own two feet
God’s gift to women
A gut feeling
Have nerves of steel
Open a Pandora’s box
Rain on someone’s parade
Only scratch the surface
A double-edged sword
Throw in the towel
Reach a boiling point
Cross that bridge when you

come to it
Be on the same page
Be walking on air
Drop a bombshell
Do something by the book
Get a foot in the door
Have a lot on your plate
Saved by the bell
Leave no stone unturned
Bite your tongue
Be banging your head against

the wall
A rude awakening
Between a rock and a hard place
Make your blood boil
Bleed someone dry
Put your money where your

mouth is
Sell your soul
Take a hike
Be in the pipeline
Cost an arm and a leg
A heart of gold
Strike while the iron is hot
See the light
A reality check
On the ropes
An Achilles heel
Below the belt
A lost cause

4.1
4.1
4.1
4.0
4.0
4.0
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9
3.9

3.9
3.8
3.8
3.8
3.8
3.8
3.7
3.7
3.7
3.7

3.7
3.7
3.6
3.6
3.6

3.6
3.6
3.6
3.5
3.5
3.5
3.5
3.5
3.5
3.5
3.5
3.5

177
178
179
180

181
182
183
184
185
186
187
188
189
190
191
192
193
194
195
196
197
198
199
200
201
202
203
204
205
206
207
208
209
210
211
212

213
214
215
216
217
218
219
220
221
222

Learn the ropes
Spread yourself too thin
A pencil pusher
Get out of the bed on the wrong

side
Jump on the bandwagon
A little bird told me
A close call
Bite the dust
Throw down the gauntlet
Call the shots
Hang in there
Blow your mind
Be pushing up daisies
Be over the hill
Bury the hatchet
Lose your mojo
Give someone the cold shoulder
Be over the top
Eat someone for breakfast
A wild goose chase
Take the high road
Kill the golden goose
Stick to your guns
The rat race
Tie the knot
One sandwich short of a picnic
Have something under your belt
Go bananas
The birds and the bees
Turn over a new leaf
Catch someone red-handed
Red tape
Be under the weather
Spill the beans
Face the music
Give someone a run for their

money
Get a kick out of something
Sell someone down the river
Tongue in cheek
Not beat around the bush
For the hell of it
A catch 22
A piece of cake
Kick the bucket
Not cut the mustard
Go cold turkey

2.7
2.7
2.7
2.7

2.6
2.6
2.6
2.6
2.6
2.6
2.5
2.5
2.5
2.5
2.5
2.4
2.4
2.4
2.4
2.4
2.4
2.3
2.3
2.2
2.1
2.1
2.1
2.0
2.0
1.9
1.9
1.9
1.9
1.9
1.9
1.9

1.8
1.7
1.7
1.6
1.5
1.4
1.4
1.3
1.2
1.1
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