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ABSTRACT 
Future social workers must develop comprehensive mental health literacy to enable them to design sustainable psychosocial support 

systems and foster resilient, inclusive communities. In this study, it is explored how undergraduate social work students at public 

universities in Türkiye conceptualize mental health through metaphorical language. A total of 1300 metaphorical expressions were 

analyzed using qualitative content analysis grounded in metaphor theory. The findings indicate that the students predominantly frame 

mental health as a dynamic, regulated, and developmental system. The most frequently used metaphors, water (fluidity), scale 

(balance), and flower/tree (growth and care), suggest that the students perceive mental well-being as a process requiring emotional 

regulation, contextual awareness, and sustained relational support. Additional metaphors such as mirror (self-awareness), puzzle 

(complexity), and engine (systemic functioning) demonstrate an integrated understanding of psychological health that encompasses 

emotional, cognitive, and embodied dimensions. The prominence of growth- and balance-oriented metaphors indicates that the 

students approach mental health from a resilience-based and ecological perspective rather than a deficit-oriented framework. These 

findings underscore the pedagogical value of metaphor-based reflective practices in strengthening emotional intelligence, empathy, 

and professional identity formation in social work education. This study, which contributes to the development of sustainability-

oriented mental health literacy, also supports global goals aligned with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, 

specifically SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). 
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摘要 

未来的社会工作者须培养全面的心理健康素养，以便构建可持续的心理社会支持体系，并促进建立具有韧性与包容性的

社区发展。本研究旨在探讨土耳其公立大学社会工作本科生如何通过隐喻性语言来概念化心理健康。基于隐喻理论，本

研究采用质性内容分析方法，对共计1300条隐喻表达进行了系统分析。研究结果表明，学生主要将心理健康框定为一个

动态的、可调节的、具有发展性的系统。最常使用的隐喻为水（流动性）、天平（平衡）及花/树（成长与关怀），这些

隐喻表明学生将心理健康理解为一个需要情绪调节、情境觉察以及持续关系支持的过程。此外，镜子（自我觉察）、拼

图（复杂性）和引擎（系统性运作）等隐喻进一步体现了学生对心理健康的整合性理解，涵盖情感、认知与具身维度。

以成长与平衡为导向的隐喻占据主导地位，表明学生倾向于从韧性和生态视角出发，而非以缺陷为导向的框架来理解心

理健康。这些发现凸显了基于隐喻的反思性实践在社会工作教育中的教学价值，有助于提升情绪智力、共情能力以及职

业认同的形成。本研究有助于推动以可持续性为导向的心理健康素养发展，同时也支持与联合国可持续发展目标相一致

的全球目标，尤其是SDG 3（良好健康与福祉）、SDG 4（优质教育）和SDG 10（减少不平等）。 

关键词：  心理健康, 隐喻分析, 社会工作教育. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the past few decades, mental health has become established as an essential part of worldwide health plans, 

alongside educational and social policy frameworks that now examine psychological well-being beyond 

clinical treatment standards. This paradigmatic change demonstrates how people now understand mental health 

as a complex dynamic force that exists throughout personal experiences and social norms and across 

organizational systems (Patel et al., 2007; Barry et al., 2013). The World Health Organization defines mental 

health as a state of positive wellness in which people achieve their potential while handling life stress, 

performing work tasks, and helping their communities. The definition of mental health establishes its central 

position for achieving sustainable development by directly fulfilling Sustainable Development Goal 3 (Good 

Health and Well-being) while supporting SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 

Future social workers who will work with vulnerable populations need to develop strong mental health literacy 

skills in order to fulfill their essential competency requirements. The essential comprehension of mental health 

requires both professional knowledge and clinical terminology, yet an internal understanding and symbolic 

representation of mental health concepts are equally important. Students' internal mental frameworks regarding 

metaphors can be studied through metaphor analysis, as this qualitative research method draws from cognitive 

linguistics (Gibbs, 1994; Cameron & Maslen, 2010), cultural psychology, and narrative theory. People use 

metaphors to convey complex and abstract emotions and difficult experiences in ways that connect to their 

cultural background. The dual functions of linguistic metaphors serve to model cognitive processes that both 

direct thinking and build mental structures for understanding the world (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 

 Social work students' metaphorical definitions of mental health serve educational purposes by helping teachers 

to identify their implicit beliefs, emotional preparedness, and instructional needs. Student metaphors unite 

personal psychological experiences with professional aspirations through a single conceptual expression. 

Educators need these symbolic frameworks to create curricula that help students develop essential 

psychosocial sustainability elements, including emotional intelligence, empathy, and resilience (Musolff, 

2012; Semino, 2008). 

 The educational environment in Türkiye offers special opportunities to conduct such research. The rising 

number of policy initiatives to incorporate mental health education and services into universities has failed to 

overcome widespread medicalization and discrimination in terms of both public opinion and institutional 

practices. The educational environment makes it challenging for students to merge the humanistic and 

ecological values from social work training with the reductionist cultural narratives they encounter in 

mainstream society. Metaphor analysis enables educators to study cultural responses about meaning system 

conflicts between institutional knowledge and personal systems in a way that is both culturally sensitive and 

pedagogically effective. Metaphorical representations of mental health concepts by students in Türkiye provide 

insight into their developing cognitive–emotional capacities and the cultural influences shaping their 

professional identity. 

The present research combines mental health literacy with social work education and sustainability science 

approaches. It is examined how undergraduate social work students in Türkiye express their mental health 

concepts using metaphorical language. The study has two primary goals: (1) to discover and organize the 

prevailing metaphorical ideas students express in their "Mental health is like… because…" responses and (2) 

to explain these themes using psychological, educational, and cultural studies theories. This supports the 

existing scholarship about using metaphor analysis to develop reflective practice and professional growth in 

educational settings, especially for helping professions (Cameron & Maslen, 2010). 

In the present research, a sustainability-focused mental health framework is followed because practitioners 

who understand themselves and their emotions play a key role in developing supportive systems that resist 

social challenges (Barry et al., 2013; Patel et al., 2007). This study investigates how students comprehend 

mental health through both intellectual and symbolic frameworks to inform educational approaches that merge 

personal understanding with professional knowledge. This method supports sustainable mental health 

infrastructure development that combines cultural sensitivity with emotional awareness to promote long-term 

well-being for people, communities, and professional systems (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Zittoun & Gillespie, 

2015). 

The metaphorical views about mental health of 1350 undergraduate social work students across Türkiye are 

investigated herein through qualitative content analysis of 1300 valid metaphorical expressions. The results 
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will be useful for formulating curricula, training methods, and policy frameworks that support the development 

of socially conscious, reflective, emotionally intelligent, and sustainable social workers who address 21st-

century psychosocial difficulties (Barry et al., 2013).  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Conceptual Foundations of Metaphor 

Metaphors act as essential cognitive tools that direct human thinking patterns, reasoning processes, and 

knowledge organization methods, according to Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Gibbs (1994), Kövecses (2005), 

Cameron and Maslen (2010), and Zittoun and Gillespie (2015). The human brain uses metaphors as cognitive 

frameworks to establish meaningful connections between abstract knowledge and tangible experiences, 

enabling people to better understand difficult concepts such as time, love, and mental health (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1999; Gibbs, 1994). The mapping function of metaphors enables the transfer of conceptual 

knowledge from familiar domains into unfamiliar domains, which leads to effective communication and 

internalization of complex constructs (Kövecses, 2005).  

Mental health metaphors provide people with symbolic language to describe their mental experiences and 

psychological challenges, alongside their coping methods (Semino, 2008; Semino, 2010; Liang & Deng, 

2025). The practical field of social work, together with those of education and clinical psychology, uses 

metaphors to both analyze client narratives and develop therapeutic meanings with clients (Anderson, 1997; 

Neimeyer, 2000). Metaphors act as bridges between professional language and personal experience in these 

environments to create empathy, improved understanding, and better relationships (Ritchie, 2006; Zittoun & 

Gillespie, 2015). 

Through metaphor analysis, researchers conduct systematic qualitative analyses to discover the mental and 

cultural frameworks that individuals use (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Larsen et al., 2025). Research methods 

enable scientists to detect hidden cultural beliefs that exist in metaphorical language to gain knowledge about 

social reality construction. This method proves most beneficial in multicultural educational environments, 

since metaphors reveal dominant collective values and structural patterns within communities (Musolff, 2012). 

Metaphor serves as a powerful cognitive tool that facilitates understanding while revealing the social and 

professional norms through which people interpret their experiences (Lakoff, 1987; Thibodeau & Boroditsky, 

2011). Metaphor analysis is used in the social work and mental health research field to reveal what clients and 

students really think about their experiences and how their mental and emotional states develop through 

language (Neimeyer, 2000; Semino, 2008). 

Perceptions of Mental Health in Youth 

The World Health Organization recognizes mental health as an essential factor for youth development during 

the transition from adolescence to adulthood, because this time brings quick emotional changes, cognitive 

development, and social transformation (Arnett, 2000; World Health Organization, 2004). According to the 

World Health Organization (2004), mental health is “a state in which the individual realizes his/her own 

abilities, can cope with normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully and is able to make a 

contribution to his/her community.” This definition highlights how individual psychological strength works 

together with societal roles to create a balanced mental state. 

During young adulthood, young adults experience a combination of school-related challenges, growing duties, 

and the forming of their identity and social bonds with others, which results in higher chances of developing 

anxiety, depression, and emotional control problems. Common mental disorders often appear during this life 

phase, as evidence indicates that young adults are most vulnerable to developing mental health issues that 

remain undiagnosed and untreated (Ibrahim et al., 2013; Patel et al., 2007). 

Social work students need to develop clinical expertise, emotional insight, and self-awareness, as well as 

empathy, to become effective practitioners in the field (Anderson, 1997; Neimeyer, 2000). The emotional 

resilience and critical thinking skills that social work students receive through their curriculum enable them to 

work with clients who present with complex psychosocial problems. The helping professions require 

professionals to demonstrate competence in mental health management for themselves and their clients as an 

essential aspect of practice (Barry et al., 2013). 
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Students' mental health perspectives through language, metaphorical expressions, and cultural definitions 

directly impact their individual coping strategies and future professional abilities to care for others and to show 

empathy and advocacy (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). Mental health professionals face 

difficulties when they perceive mental health through narrow and stigmatized perspectives because this leads 

to poor trust and rapport-building with their client population (Patel et al., 2007). Professionals who possess a 

broad and empathetic perspective tend to deliver inclusive care that incorporates strengths-based practices and 

cultural sensitivity (Barry et al., 2013). 

The analysis of youth mental health perspectives specifically for future social service workers requires an 

examination linking educational and practice models with the changing mental health needs of diverse 

communities (Barry et al., 2013). 

Metaphor Analysis in Mental Health Research 

The growing research interest in metaphor analysis in mental health stems from its ability to uncover how 

people mentally represent complex psychological states through figurative language (Larsen et al., 2025; 

Semino, 2008). Metaphors help researchers to discover subconscious information, cultural beliefs, and 

emotional dynamics that affect perceptions of mental health and practices (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Musolff, 

2012). Through metaphor analysis, researchers can detect deeply embedded beliefs held by both individuals 

and society regarding mental wellness—beliefs that might not emerge through direct questioning (Semino et 

al., 2004; Ritchie, 2006). Mental health professionals utilize metaphors to describe client emotional states and 

recovery alongside vulnerability and resilience, which function as essential tools for both researchers and 

practitioners. Therapeutic progress is guided by metaphors that express psychological states such as “feeling 

like a broken machine,” “carrying emotional baggage,” or “being in a dark tunnel.” Therapeutic practice, along 

with psychotherapy, benefits from metaphors because they function as both diagnostic markers and 

relationship-building tools (Anderson, 1997; Neimeyer, 2000). 

Research using metaphor analysis has revealed how young adults, together with students and professionals, 

understand mental health by identifying predominant themes such as fragility, transformation, confusion, and 

recovery (Liang & Deng, 2025; Semino, 2010). The research shows that metaphorical thinking appears 

frequently in young adults, since their self-perceptions and mental models are developing under cultural and 

academic influences (Arnett, 2000). Students' metaphors reveal their emotional connection to the topic, as well 

as their potential professional paths, which include empathy skills, stigma awareness, and client-centered 

practices (Cameron & Maslen, 2010). 

Social work and nursing professionals use metaphor analysis to evaluate students' conceptual framework 

changes through pre-/postintervention comparisons in order to assess student learning of person-centered and 

trauma-informed models (Cameron & Maslen, 2010). This method supports culturally responsive pedagogy 

through the identification of metaphors that reflect sociopolitical worldviews and moral assumptions (Musolff, 

2012). 

Mental health research benefits from metaphor analysis because this method links language to cognition and 

experience providing a complex understanding of how individuals construct psychological reality and of 

professional responses to these constructions (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Gibbs, 1994). 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Research Design 

In the present research, phenomenology was used as it is a qualitative design approach. Through 

phenomenology, research participants describe their personal understanding of a specific experience. 

Metaphor generation served as a method to uncover the cognitive and emotional conceptualizations about 

mental health that students possessed (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Gibbs, 1994). 

Participants 

The research took place during the 2024–2025 academic year with 1350 social work undergraduate students 

at public universities in Türkiye. The students participated voluntarily, and 1300 valid metaphorical 

expressions were yielded, which underwent qualitative content analysis (Larsen et al., 2025; Semino, 2008). 

The data collected revealed important information about social work students' mental health concepts, which 

deepened their symbolic and cognitive understanding. 
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Data Analysis 

The metaphors obtained were examined through qualitative content analysis. The analysis procedure consisted 

of four fundamental stages: 

 The initial stage involved the coding of metaphoric expressions from raw data. 

 The researcher recognized patterns that emerged across the data. 

 The researcher grouped the metaphors according to conceptual domains. 

 Representative illustrations demonstrated the identified themes. 

RESULTS 

This section presents the results of qualitative content analysis of the metaphorical expressions that the 

participants provided. The researcher identified and grouped more than 1000 distinct metaphors under seven 

thematic domains: fragility, variability, care requirement, self-reflection, cognitive complexity, life integration, 

and regeneration. The frequency distribution and conceptual linkages among these metaphors revealed the 

complex and varied perceptions of mental health held by social work students. 

Thematic Classification of Metaphors 

The researcher identified seven primary themes among the metaphors through the participants’ explanations 

of their symbolic meanings. The table below provides the themes, together with representative metaphors. 

Table 1. Thematic classification of metaphors. 

Theme Code Theme Title 
Number of  

Metaphors 
Example Metaphors 

T1 
Fragility and 

Vulnerability 
150 Glass, paper, vase, flower, baby, puzzle, skin, mirror 

T2 
Variability and 

Fluctuation 
300 Weather, water, sea, seasons, rain, oriental dance, gear 

T3 
Need for Care and 

Nurture 
250 Flower, plant, garden, food, flower garden, child, baby 

T4 
Self-Insight and 

Reflection 
256 Mirror, window, signpost, water surface, reflection 

T5 

Cognitive 

Complexity and 

Entanglement 

40 Maze, knot, vortex, Chinese trap, language, car 

T6 
Integration with Life 

and Body 
200 

Breath, skeleton, internal organs, engine, drinking 

water, life 

T7 
Hope and 

Regeneration 
104 Sun, soap, tree, scale 

Most Frequently Used Metaphors 

The following table shows the most frequent metaphors, together with their corresponding thematic categories. 

Table 2. Most frequently used metaphors. 

Metaphor Frequency Thematic Category 

Tree 90 T7 

Flower 90 T3 

Water 214 T2 

Mirror 64 T4 

Scale 96 T6 

Baby 40 T1 

Puzzle 74 T1 

Exemplary Metaphors by Theme  

Social work students demonstrate their mental health knowledge through metaphorical speech, revealing 

complex symbolic systems. Analysis of the 1300 participant responses identified multiple dimensions in how 
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mental health is understood, supporting the view that metaphors structure cognitive representations of abstract 

domains (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Gibbs, 1994). 

The theme of Fragility and Vulnerability is reflected through metaphors such as baby and puzzle, portraying 

mental health as a delicate structure that can be disrupted under pressure. The frequent use of the puzzle 

metaphor suggests that students conceptualize mental well-being as consisting of interconnected components 

that must function harmoniously, consistent with meaning-making perspectives in psychological adjustment 

(Neimeyer, 2000). 

The theme of Variability and Fluctuation is strongly represented by the water metaphor (n=214), the most 

frequently expressed metaphor in the dataset. Water captures the fluid, shifting, and context-dependent nature 

of mental health. This aligns with developmental psychology literature emphasizing the emotional variability 

of young adulthood (Arnett, 2000). 

The Need for Care and Nurture theme appears through metaphors such as flower (n=90), highlighting mental 

health as a system that requires continuous attention and supportive environments. These metaphors align 

closely with ecological and strengths-based social work models that stress relational and environmental 

support (Barry et al., 2013). 

The Self-Insight and Reflection theme is expressed through the mirror metaphor (n=64), representing mental 

health as a pathway to self-awareness and emotional clarity. Students conceptualize well-being as the ability 

to recognize and regulate internal emotional responses, consistent with narrative and relational therapeutic 

perspectives (Anderson, 1997). 

The theme of Cognitive Complexity and Entanglement includes metaphors such as mazes and knots, depicting 

mental health as a cognitively demanding and layered space. These expressions resonate with cognitive 

interpretations of psychological distress as structured yet modifiable patterns (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; Gibbs, 

1994). 

The Integration with Life and Body theme is represented through metaphors such as scale (n=96), which 

symbolizes balance within bodily and systemic functioning. These metaphors support holistic understandings 

of mental health that integrate psychological and physical dimensions (Patel et al., 2007). 

Finally, the theme of Hope and Regeneration includes metaphors such as tree (n=90), symbolizing growth, 

rootedness, and renewal. These metaphors reflect students’ belief in recovery and developmental continuity, 

aligning with resilience-based approaches in the youth mental health literature (Barry et al., 2013; Liang & 

Deng, 2025). 

Overall, the social work students demonstrated both emotional depth and intellectual complexity in their 

mental health understanding by using a wide range of metaphors, with water, flower, tree, and mirror emerging 

as the most frequently expressed images. Their ability to articulate symbolic connections supports the argument 

that metaphorical cognition shapes professional perception and practice (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 

 

Figure 1. Word cloud. 

The students perceive mental health as an expression of their internal state, which they represented through 

metaphors like mirrors and water surfaces to describe their self-perception and emotional understanding. They 

demonstrated that mental health appears to them as an ability that displays their emotional and psychological 
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internal responses. This perspective aligns with cognitive and embodied metaphor theories emphasizing self-

awareness and conceptual structuring in psychological understanding (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Gibbs, 1994). 

The repeated appearance of natural metaphors, including tree, garden, and plant, shows that the students 

understand mental health as an organic system that evolves through environmental interactions. These 

metaphors illustrate how mental states maintain both resilience and vulnerability by depending on personal 

psychological resources and external supportive conditions. This understanding resonates with narrative and 

developmental perspectives in psychological adjustment (Neimeyer, 2000) and with youth mental health 

research emphasizing experiential metaphor use (Liang & Deng, 2025). 

The students related mental health to intricate mental processes and cognitive strain through metaphors like 

puzzle, knot, and maze. These metaphors show that mental obstacles demand problem-solving abilities and 

create confusion while needing careful emotional work to navigate through them. This symbolic representation 

reflects how metaphors structure the understanding of psychological complexity (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; 

Semino, 2008). 

The word cloud from the 1300 participants demonstrates a complex network of symbolic meanings that the 

students used to describe their perceptions. The dominant metaphors of tree, glass, mirror, water, and flower 

create an elaborate network that links together meanings related to fragility, growth, reflection, and dynamic 

change. These metaphorical expressions demonstrate the students' emotional literacy skills, as well as their 

emerging professional perspectives toward mental health (Cameron & Maslen, 2010). 

The bar chart displaying metaphor frequency shows that tree, water, glass, flower, and mirror were the most 

prominent metaphors shaping the students' mental health understanding. These metaphors present a 

combination of characteristics that include vulnerability and vitality as well as clarity and care, aligning with 

resilience-oriented approaches in the youth mental health literature (Barry et al., 2013; Patel et al., 2007). 

The similarity matrix analysis revealed important conceptual relationships between different metaphors. A 

fragility–complexity cluster consisting of glass, puzzle, and mirror metaphors is alongside tree, garden, and 

sun metaphors representing regeneration and resilience. The clustering pattern demonstrates that these students 

organize their mental health perceptions through interconnected symbolic concepts that unite emotional 

aspects with cognitive aspects and ecological elements, consistent with discourse-based metaphor analysis 

approaches (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Musolff, 2012). 

Social work students demonstrate advanced mental health understanding through their symbolic thinking 

abilities and professional empathetic skills. According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980) and Zittoun and Gillespie 

(2015), the inclusion of metaphor-based reflections in educational programs helps students develop enhanced 

capacities to articulate client experiences in both structured and sensitive ways. 

 

Figure 2. The 20 most frequent metaphors. 

Water (n=214) emerged as the most prominent metaphor in the dataset. The students used water to describe 

mental health as fluid, dynamic, and constantly shifting. This metaphor reflects their understanding of 

emotional states as context-dependent and changeable, particularly during young adulthood. Such 
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interpretations align with developmental perspectives emphasizing emotional variability during transitional 

life stages (Arnett, 2000). 

The scale metaphor (n=96) was the second most frequent image, representing balance and regulation. The 

students conceptualized mental health as a system that requires equilibrium between emotional, cognitive, and 

social dimensions. This perspective is consistent with systemic and holistic models that frame well-being as 

dynamic balance rather than a fixed condition (Patel et al., 2007). 

The flower (n=90) and tree (n=90) metaphors were also among the most frequently expressed images. These 

metaphors portray mental health as an organic and developmental process that requires care, environmental 

support, and time to grow. Their frequent use indicates that students understand psychological well-being as 

both resilient and vulnerable, depending on relational and contextual factors. This interpretation corresponds 

with resilience-oriented and strengths-based perspectives in youth mental health research (Barry et al., 2013). 

The puzzle metaphor (n=74) highlights students’ perception of mental health as a structure composed of 

interconnected elements that must function harmoniously. This metaphor emphasizes complexity and the need 

for patience and problem-solving. Similarly, metaphors such as knot and maze, although less frequent, reflect 

the cognitive and emotional challenges involved in navigating mental difficulties, consistent with cognitive 

metaphor theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; Gibbs, 1994). 

The mirror metaphor (n=64) represents self-insight and emotional awareness. The students used it to describe 

mental health as a reflective capacity that allows individuals to examine and regulate their internal experiences. 

This understanding aligns with narrative and relational therapeutic perspectives that emphasize self-reflection 

and meaning-making (Anderson, 1997; Neimeyer, 2000). 

The baby metaphor (n=40) and the presence of glass within the fragility theme illustrate the perception of 

mental health as delicate and susceptible to external pressure. However, these metaphors appeared less 

frequently compared to water and growth-oriented metaphors, suggesting that while vulnerability is 

recognized, the students more strongly emphasize development, balance, and fluidity. 

The bar chart analysis confirms that water, scale, flower, and tree are the dominant metaphors shaping the 

students’ mental health conceptualizations. These images collectively represent fluidity, balance, growth, and 

sustainability, indicating that the students approach mental health from a dynamic and holistic perspective 

rather than a purely pathological one. 

Similarity matrix analysis further reveals conceptual clustering. Fragility-related metaphors (glass, puzzle, and 

mirror) form one cluster, while growth-oriented metaphors (tree, flower, plant, and sun) form another. This 

pattern demonstrates that the students organize their mental health perceptions through interconnected 

symbolic systems that integrate emotional, cognitive, and ecological dimensions, consistent with discourse-

based metaphor analysis approaches (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Musolff, 2012). 

Overall, the findings confirm that the social work students employ complex symbolic reasoning when 

discussing mental health. Their metaphor use reflects both emotional literacy and emerging professional 

competencies, supporting the value of metaphor analysis as a method for assessing mental health understanding 

and professional identity development in social work education (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Zittoun & Gillespie, 

2015). 

The mirror metaphor (n=64), together with related reflective images such as water surfaces and windows, 

highlights themes of self-awareness, emotional transparency, and introspection. Although the water metaphor 

(n=214) emerged as the most frequently used image in the dataset, its fluid and reflective qualities suggest that 

the students conceptualize mental health as a dynamic and self-regulating process. These findings indicate that 

the students perceive mental health not as a static condition but as an ongoing internal process that requires 

continuous awareness and adjustment, consistent with embodied and cognitive metaphor theory (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980). 

Mental health challenges were primarily expressed through metaphors such as puzzle (n=74), as well as knot 

and maze, reflecting perceptions of complexity and cognitive entanglement. Although these metaphors 

appeared less frequently than those related to fluidity and growth, they demonstrate that the students 

understand psychological difficulties as multilayered structures requiring patience and problem-solving, 

consistent with figurative thought theory (Gibbs, 1994). 
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The students also framed mental health as an embodied and systemic dimension of life, employing metaphors 

such as scale (n=96), breath, engine, and internal organs. The relatively high frequency of the scale metaphor 

indicates that the students perceive mental health as a state of balance that must be maintained across 

psychological and physical processes, aligning with holistic public health perspectives (Patel et al., 2007). 

Overall, the thematic distribution of metaphors demonstrates that the students conceptualize mental health as 

(i) a fluid and dynamic process (water), (ii) a balanced system requiring regulation (scale), (iii) an organic 

structure requiring care and development (flower and tree), and (iv) a capacity linked to self-awareness 

(mirror). In this sense, metaphors function not merely as expressive devices but as cognitive structures that 

reflect students’ ways of thinking about psychological well-being and their emerging professional sensitivity 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 

DISCUSSION 

In the present study, metaphorical conceptualizations of mental health were examined based on responses from 

1300 social work students. The findings reveal that the students predominantly frame mental health through 

themes of fluidity, balance, growth, fragility, and self-reflection. Among the metaphors, water (n=214) 

emerged as the most frequently used image, suggesting that the students perceive mental health primarily as a 

dynamic, fluid, and context-sensitive process. This conceptualization reflects an understanding of emotional 

states as variable and evolving, aligning with developmental psychology models that emphasize mood 

fluctuations and identity formation during young adulthood (Arnett, 2000). 

The relatively high frequency of the scale metaphor (n=96) indicates that the students conceptualize mental 

health as a state of equilibrium requiring continuous regulation across emotional, cognitive, and social 

domains. This balance-oriented view corresponds with biopsychosocial frameworks that interpret well-being 

as the outcome of systemic interaction rather than a fixed psychological condition (Patel et al., 2007). 

Growth-oriented metaphors such as flower (n=90) and tree (n=90) further demonstrate that the students 

understand mental health as an organic process requiring care, environmental support, and time for 

development. These metaphors reflect ecological and strengths-based orientations embedded in social work 

education, emphasizing relational support, contextual sensitivity, and resilience (Barry et al., 2013). The 

recurring use of such metaphors suggests that the students do not interpret mental health solely in pathological 

terms but rather within a developmental and sustainability-focused framework. 

Fragility-related metaphors—including glass, baby, and puzzle (n=74)—indicate that the students also 

recognize the vulnerability inherent in psychological functioning. However, compared to fluidity and growth 

metaphors, these images appeared less dominant, suggesting that the students balance their awareness of 

vulnerability with an emphasis on adaptability and resilience. 

Reflective metaphors such as mirror (n=64), along with related imagery (e.g., window and reflection), 

highlight the perceived importance of self-awareness and emotional insight. The students appear to 

conceptualize mental wellness as requiring both internal reflective capacity and external relational support. 

This interpretation aligns with narrative and relational perspectives that prioritize introspection, emotional 

regulation, and meaning-making in psychological well-being (Anderson, 1997; Neimeyer, 2000). 

Embodied metaphors—including breath, engine, internal organs, and related imagery—frame mental health 

as a life-sustaining and system-integrated function. Such representations support holistic and biopsychosocial 

models, reinforcing the idea that mental health is inseparable from physical functioning and broader systemic 

processes (Patel et al., 2007). 

Overall, the data indicate that social work students demonstrate a sophisticated and multidimensional 

understanding of mental health. Their metaphorical expressions integrate theoretical knowledge, personal 

experience, and professional socialization. In line with conceptual metaphor theory, metaphors function as 

cognitive structures that shape how individuals interpret complex psychological realities (Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980; Gibbs, 1994). These symbolic frameworks are likely to influence their future practice by fostering 

empathetic, reflective, and sustainability-oriented psychosocial care (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Zittoun & 

Gillespie, 2015). The findings underscore the pedagogical value of metaphor-based reflective approaches in 

social work education, particularly for promoting emotionally intelligent and culturally responsive practice in 

alignment with SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The present study offers three primary original contributions to the literature on mental health metaphor 

analysis and social work education. 

First, whereas most existing metaphor studies focus on clients’ illness narratives or clinical populations, in the 

present research the metaphorical constructions of mental health were systematically examined among social 

work students during professional formation. In doing so, metaphor analysis is repositioned not merely as a 

narrative interpretive tool, but as a pedagogical and diagnostic instrument for identifying the cognitive–

emotional foundations of emerging professional identity. This shift expands the methodological role of 

metaphor analysis within social work education research (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Larsen et al., 2025). 

Second, the findings diverge from dominant pathology-centered metaphoric patterns frequently reported in the 

literature (broken, darkness, and collapse). Instead, the most prevalent metaphors in the present study—water 

(fluidity), scale (balance), and flower/tree (growth and care)—reflect developmental, regulatory, and 

ecological orientations. The prominence of water (n=214) suggests that the students conceptualize mental 

health primarily as a dynamic and context-sensitive process rather than as a static condition. Similarly, the 

relatively high frequency of the scale metaphor (n=96) indicates a systemic understanding of mental health as 

equilibrium across emotional, cognitive, and social domains, consistent with holistic youth mental health 

perspectives (Patel et al., 2007). Growth-oriented metaphors such as flower and tree (n=90 each) further 

demonstrate that the students frame psychological well-being within relational, developmental, and 

sustainability-based perspectives aligned with resilience-oriented approaches (Barry et al., 2013). 

These findings suggest that social work education may successfully embed ecological and strengths-based 

values into students’ cognitive frameworks. Rather than emphasizing vulnerability alone, students appear to 

integrate fragility with adaptability and resilience. 

Third, based on the thematic structure of the findings, a conceptual framework is proposed herein: the 

Dynamic–Balance–Growth (DBG) Model of Mental Health Conceptualization. 

The DBG Model suggests that social work students’ understanding of mental health is structured around three 

interrelated dimensions: 

 Dynamic Dimension (Fluidity/Water Metaphor) 

Mental health is perceived as fluid, evolving, and context-dependent. This dimension emphasizes emotional 

regulation, developmental transitions, and adaptability. 

 Balance Dimension (Regulation/Scale Metaphor) 

Mental health is conceptualized as an equilibrium among psychological, biological, and social processes. This 

dimension reflects biopsychosocial integration and systemic awareness. 

 Growth and Care Dimension (Flower/Tree Metaphors) 

Mental health is framed as an organic and developmental process requiring environmental support, relational 

care, and time. This dimension aligns with ecological and strengths-based social work approaches (Barry et 

al., 2013). 

Taken together, these dimensions illustrate that students conceptualize mental health not as a fixed state but as 

a regulated, supported, and evolving system. The DBG Model extends Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) argument 

that metaphors structure cognition by demonstrating that metaphorical systems also structure professional 

identity formation and sustainability-oriented mental health perspectives (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Gibbs, 

1994; Zittoun & Gillespie, 2015). 

The present study advances the literature by showing that metaphorical constructions among future 

practitioners reflect sustainability-informed, resilience-based frameworks rather than predominantly deficit-

oriented models. The findings imply that metaphor-based reflective pedagogy may strengthen emotional 

intelligence, empathic capacity, and professional resilience among social work students (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1996; Walberg & Stariha, 1992). 

By conceptualizing mental health through dynamic regulation, systemic balance, and developmental growth, 

students demonstrate a cognitive orientation consistent with long-term psychosocial sustainability. Such a 

framework contributes directly to SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 
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10 (Reduced Inequalities), as it supports the development of practitioners capable of delivering culturally 

responsive, resilient, and community-centered care (Barry et al., 2013). 

Overall, the present study demonstrates that metaphor analysis functions not only as a qualitative research 

method but also as a theoretical and pedagogical tool capable of shaping professional training, identity 

development, and sustainable mental health systems. 
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