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Note to the SoF 2016 participants

In our presentation, we will focus on the influence of political knowledge on the impact of the Belgian Tetris metaphor. In this paper, we present at length the theoretical background and the experiments on which our presentation will be based.



Federalism is often presented through metaphors, such as the metaphor of the family or of a – crazy – machine, but little is known about the impact of such metaphors on citizens. In the previous edition of the Conference Belgium: The State of the Federation, we presented an experiment assessing the impact of the real-life Tetris metaphor on citizens’ representations and preferences about federalism. The experiment, conducted in Belgium, was made of different groups, controlling for the presence, in a text, of a metaphor. The results showed that being exposed to the text with the Tetris metaphor does influence the participants’ representations of federalism towards a more institutional representation and above all more regional autonomy. 
On this basis, we conducted a new experiment, testing for the specific impact of the metaphor (text with metaphor and text without metaphor, as well as a control group, without any text and therefore metaphor). The results confirmed the importance of the text, but also more specifically of the metaphor. What is even more interesting is that we could test for the interaction between political knowledge and the impact of the metaphor. These tests reveal that the respondents with a lower level of political knowledge are indeed those who are influenced by the metaphors, while the respondents with a higher level are not impacted. These findings are important both for the study of federalism in Belgium and the study of the complex interactions between discourse and political preferences.


In discourse analysis, metaphors play a key role and they might also have an impact on federalism. The objective of this paper is precisely to tackle this issue, namely the impact of metaphors on citizens’ federal representations and preferences combining the insights of linguistics and political science. Although the study of metaphors is a lesser-known branch for political scientists, the fact that “We live by metaphors” has now been widely accepted by the scholarly community of linguists around the world after the seminal work of Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1999). The Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) they developed is based on the idea that metaphors are conceptual in nature, allowing us to perceive, understand and structure our environment. Central to this process is the mapping between a target domain, related to abstract entities and processes, and a source domain, based on the sensorimotor perception of our environment, in terms of which the target domain is structured and understood. Consider for instance the conceptual metaphor TIME IS MOTION. According to CMT, we understand the abstract domain of time in terms of our physical experience of space (see for instance Casasanto & Boroditsky 2008, Kövecses 2010, Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 1999). Such conceptual metaphors are realized in various communication modes, including language, pictures and co-verbal gestures (see for instance Forceville & Urios-Aparisi 2009 on the multimodal character of conceptual metaphors). This is why studying how metaphors are realized in language can help us to understand how we make sense of our environment. 
Metaphors can thus be found in our daily life, including our political life. Based on the idea that metaphors do not only reflect the perceived reality, but also function as cues through which citizens come to understand complex political processes and through which they shape political behaviors (Bougher 2012), it is often suggested that metaphors have an impact on representations. However, in the literature, this political impact of metaphors is assumed instead of being empirically established. That is why a more global understanding of what this political impact could consist of, is needed. The aim of this study is precisely to look at how specific metaphors might impact on the citizens’ representations and preferences of federalism, and in so doing controlling for the influence of political knowledge.
This article builds on two experiments done in Belgium. In this country, the future of federalism is a hotly debated political issue for it basically means the future of Belgium herself. Several metaphors have been used to express in more familiar terms the complexity of Belgian federalism and its dynamics (Reuchamps & Perrez, 2012; Perrez & Reuchamps, 2015c). Among them, the “Belgian Tetris” metaphor has been proposed in the media as a way to explain the nature of Belgian federalism in terms of its powers distribution. Our experiment is based on this real-life metaphor that we use to distinguish different groups. 
In the first experiment, we randomly assigned the participants to four groups: one control group, a second group to which the metaphor was shown as both a text and a picture, a third group that saw only the metaphor as a picture, and the fourth group that saw only the metaphor as a text. Comparing the four experimental groups will make it possible (i) to measure the impact of the Tetris metaphor on the citizens’ representations of Belgian federalism, (ii) to assess to what extent the different metaphorical media (text and/or picture) differently contribute to this impact and (iii) to measure the impact on citizens’ preferences about the evolution of federalism. 
In the second experiment, we sought to verify that it is really the metaphor (i.e. Belgian federalism as a Tetris) of the experimental text that has an influence on political preferences. Therefore, for this experiment, we randomly assigned the participants to three groups: one control group, a second group that saw the original version of the experimental text with the Tetris metaphor, a third group that saw a neutral version of the experimental text, that is without the Tetris metaphor (i.e. Belgian Tetris was replaced by Belgian federalism).
Above all, for both experiments, we check for the influence of political knowledge. To do so, we will run analyses that assess the interactions between political knowledge and the impact of the metaphor on the respondents’ preferences for the future of federalism in Belgium. In answering these questions, this study will contribute to a better understanding of the role and functions metaphors play in political discourse and so doing in the understanding of their impact on federalism.

Discourse and Federalism
As advocated by Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), discourse can be regarded as a “form of social practice” (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997), in that “through discourses, social actors constitute objects of knowledge, situations and social roles as well as identities and interpersonal relations between different social groups and those who interact with them” (Wodak et al., 2009: 8). In that sense, discourses can contribute to the construction of social and political reality. In political science, it is also increasingly acknowledged that ‘discourses’ are not mere words and ideas assembled in oral or text material. Discourses matter in politics. This is the motto of the new “discursive institutionalism” (Campbell & Pedersen, 2001: 9-14). Discourse contributes to explaining political phenomena as “they exert a causal influence in political reality and, thereby, engender institutional change (or continuity)” (Schmidt, 2008: 306).
“Taking discourse seriously” as advocated by Panizza and Miorelli (2013) does not entail that actors’ discourses constitute the panacea for explaining all institutional changes, far from it. The substantial argument behind discursive institutionalism is that scientific knowledge accumulated by historic institutionalism and rational institutionalism are as extensive as their analytical frameworks restrict them. In other words, institutional evolution cannot be exclusively understood by the mere interrelationships of power and interests among strategic actors. Institutional changes also require to analyze politics as the results of “discursive interactions of sentient actor” (Schmidt, 2009: 529). In this respect, discourse constitutes a key resource for actors in their tentative to de(legitimate) the institutions they develop.
Based on this understanding of the function of discourse in politics, the starting point of this article is that discourses should also be taken seriously in federal studies as one of the factors affecting processes of federalization. Students of federalism have already paid attention to the importance of discourse in their analysis of processes of federalization (Burgess, 2006). For instance, British scholars showed that in the United Kingdom, the very word federalism (the “F” word) is intentionally absent in British actors’ discourses:  Unionist British actors despite the “F” word not only about the federalization of their own British Union state but also the federalization of the European Union (Burgess, 1995). When Tony Blair honored its campaign process of delivering a Scottish Parliament and a Welsh assembly, British actors preferred to adopt a discourse based on the idea of devolution which constitutes a minor threat to the sacrosanct ‘British Union’. In other words, if the UK was to follow the track of federalization, it would be everything but under the F-word. In Belgium, the use of the word “federalism” since the 1960s tells much about the political dynamics: initially, it was opposed by those who wanted to keep Belgium together and as time (and the state reforms) went by, it then became their preference as it came in opposition to confederalism or independence (Deschouwer, 2012; Reuchamps, 2009).
The British and Belgian examples show that discourses are central and strategic resources for political actors: they deliberately develop and adopt specific words to de(legitimate) the process of federalization. They should therefore be taken seriously. How to study discourse about federalism? To answer this question, it is first necessary to establish that a discourse “encompasses not only the substantive content of ideas but also the interactive processes by which ideas are conveyed” (Schmidt, 2008: 305). This is precisely the way ideas are conveyed that constitute the core of this article: we aim at testing whether or not metaphors (the ‘Tetris metaphor of Belgian federalism’ in this study) influence citizens’ representations of federalism, and even their institutional preferences about it.

the political impact of metaphors
Conceptual metaphors can be defined as “understanding one conceptual domain in terms of another conceptual domain” (Kövecses, 2010). They are of particular importance in politics as has been highlighted by many scholars (see among others Carver & Pikalo, 2008; Charteris-Black, 2011, 2013; Lakoff, 1996; Musolff, 2004). This can be explained by two main factors. On the one hand, most of our political concepts are metaphorical in nature (Lakoff, 1996). This means that our understanding of complex and abstract political concepts and processes is based on conceptual metaphors. This has been confirmed by numerous studies showing the importance of metaphors in various kinds of political discourse, including elite discourse (see for instance Charteris-Black 2011, 2013; Debras & L’Hôte, 2015, L’Hôte, 2012), media discourse (Musolff 2004) or citizen discourse (Perrez & Reuchamps 2014, 2015c).
On the other hand, metaphors are central to the domain of politics because they have the potential to frame the debate (Lakoff, 2004) and indirectly convey hidden ideologies (Goatly, 2007). Framing can be defined as “[…] select[ing] some aspects of a perceived reality and mak[ing] it more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the described item” (Entman, 1993: 52). Using a particular metaphor to depict a given reality will activate a particular frame and highlight some aspects of this reality, while hiding others. Through framing, “metaphor helps construct particular aspects of reality and reproduce (or subvert) dominant schemas” (Koller, 2009: 121).
This framing function of metaphors implicitly suggests that they influence or even determine the representations of a given reality in the receiver’s mind. However, in the literature, this political impact of metaphors is often taken for granted, as if the production of a particular metaphor automatically triggered different representations of a given entity (see Perrez & Reuchamps 2015a). But as it has been suggested by Krennmayr and colleagues (2014: 67): “if metaphorical language can potentially influence people’s views on topics, and consequently their actions, it is important to know under which conditions people are most likely to build representations of a text they read on a metaphorical schema”.
Theoretically, there are good reasons to assume the impact of metaphors. It is well established in the literature that metaphor is a central component of human cognition; it is “a central cognitive process for abstract conceptualization and reasoning” (Johnson, 2010: 412). Three studies of Thibodeau and Boroditsky (2011, 2013, 2015) tend to confirm this role of metaphors on reasoning. In their contributions, they aim at assessing what role metaphors play on how people reason about crime. Based on a set of experiments, including a stimulus text in which crime was alternatively presented as a virus or a beast, they observed that the participants tend to significantly opt for solutions that were consistent with the frame instantiated by the metaphor, notably more enforcement measures when crime was compared to a beast than when it was compared to a virus. These findings lead the authors to the conclusion that “even minimal (one-word) metaphors can significantly shift people’s representations and reasoning about important real-life domains” (Thibodeau & Boroditsky 2011: 10). 
In a follow-up study, Steen and colleagues (2014) question Thibodeau and Boroditsky’s conclusions by pointing to a series of methodological issues, among which, the absence of a control version of the stimulus text, in which crime would have been presented in a neutral fashion, and the fact that the initial metaphorical frame (beast vs. virus) was supported by other metaphorical words in the rest of the text, that might have reinforced the initial frame. Accordingly, Steen et al. (2014) designed a new version of the stimulus text, in which the supporting metaphorical units were replaced by non-metaphorical ones, and added a control condition in which crime was presented as a problem. Their results do not show any effects of the metaphorical frames. All three conditions led the subjects to equally opt for more enforcement-oriented measures, suggesting that the nature of the text itself could trigger this effect. Steen and colleagues (2014) concluded that more research was needed to understand under which conditions metaphors could have an impact on citizens. 
Among these conditions, the nature of the metaphor itself, that is the extent to which the metaphor is novel or not, might be of particular importance. Bowdle and Gentner (2005) have shown that individuals can process ‘conventional’ metaphors as quickly as they can process literal meanings, but that individuals need more time to comprehend ‘novel’ metaphors. These results suggest that both types of metaphors are processed differently and could lead to different representations. This was confirmed by Krennmayr et al. (2014), who found that novel metaphors had an influence on how individuals structured their representations of a news article. According to some researchers, this use of novel metaphors could be regarded as an instance of deliberate metaphor (Steen 2008, 2011), which further suggests that the degree of deliberateness of the metaphor, rather than its degree of novelty, might lead to different representations (Steen, 2015). Although this notion of deliberate metaphor has received some criticism in the literature (see for instance Gibbs 2011, 2015), this distinction between deliberate metaphor and non-deliberate ones appears to be of particular interest to political discourse, considering that deliberate metaphors, in that they are not internalized in conventional language usage, are typically the ones that are used in political discourse. It could accordingly been hypothesized that such deliberate metaphors might have a greater impact on representations.

Studying federalism through metaphors
The research objective of this study is precisely about assessing the political impact of ‘novel’ or more specifically deliberate metaphors on Belgian citizens’ views about federalism, taking into account the influence of political knowledge. Two more specific outcomes are investigated: on the one hand, citizens’ representations of Belgian federalism and, on the other hand, citizens’ preferences vis-à-vis regional autonomy in Belgium. Participants’ representations refer in this article to the established concept of social representations developed by Moscovici. Representations refer to a “system of values, ideas and practices with a twofold function: first to establish an order which will enable individuals to orient themselves in their material and social world and to make their way through it; and secondly to enable communication by providing a code for social exchange and a code for naming and classifying unambiguously the various aspects of their worlds and their individual and group history” (Moscovici, 1973: xiii). Representations provide a cognitive map, making sense of the unknown. This process of “familiarising the unfamiliar” (de-Graft Aikins, 2012) is operated through two mechanisms: anchoring and objectification (Moscovici, 1984: 29). Firstly, anchoring is a mechanism that “anchors strange ideas, to reduce them to ordinary categories and images, to set them into a familiar context”. Secondly, objectification is a process transforming “something abstract into something almost concrete, to transfer what is in the mind to something existing in the physical world” (Moscovici, 1984: 29). 
For instance, the terms ‘Devolution’ in the UK or ‘federalization’ in Belgium served as the anchor for regional self-rule – transforming this concept into the more familiar notion of ‘devolving’ things from one place to another. Similarly, ‘Holyrood’ or ‘L’helysette’ (seats name of respectively the Scottish and the Walloon governments) currently used by journalists, politicians and citizens are the objectification of this process of devolution/federalization, becoming the concrete and physical expressions of regional institutions in Scotland and Wallonia. Representations are therefore cognitive schemes of actions for individuals. In the social representations theory, metaphors hold a ‘privilege’ place as they are reputed to be powerful cognitive tools for anchoring and objectifying complex social and political phenomena (Lakoff, 1996, 2004), such as the processes of federalization which is the object of this article. In conclusion, if metaphors do make a difference, they should influence citizens’ representations. In return, and this is the most critical part of social representations theory, citizens’ representations determine social and political behaviour.
	Does it mean that metaphors could explain everything about citizens’ representations as well as preferences about regional autonomy? Surely not. We strongly acknowledge that citizens’ representations as well as their preferences reflect complex and often long-term processes of socialization. As such, metaphors alone cannot make a difference. Having said that, it can also be opposed that citizen’s preferences are not frozen or fully constructed yet. This is what the data from recent voter surveys in Belgium (2009 and 2014) suggest: many voters responded that federalization is ranked among the latest determinants of their vote (Deschouwer et al., 2015; Swyngedouw et al., 2014). In this respect, metaphors operating as key linguistic-cognitive resources could make a difference: they would permit undecided voters – but also some already decided voters – to perceive the issue of federalism differently, and arguably to be more pertinent in their vote.

HYPOTHESES
As developed in the analytical framework, we aim at assessing whether or not metaphors do make a difference for citizens. More precisely, do metaphors impact citizens’ representations of Belgian federalism? And by consequence, do metaphors through citizens’ representations alter preferences vis-à-vis regional autonomy in Belgium? Linguists would be mostly interested in the first question. Political scientists would probably be more interested in the ultimate consequence raised in the second question. Two hypotheses guide our research.
	Firstly, we hypothesize that, in the absence of metaphor, citizens’ representations of Belgium federalism should be dominated by identity accounts. As discussed in the previous section, federalism is mainly framed as a tension – or the result of this tension – between two language groups: Dutch-speakers and French-speakers. This linguistic dynamic is intrinsically linked to the question of identities both national and sub-national: Belgian, Flemish and Walloon, to name but the three main ones. Federalism in Belgium is indeed the response to the language- and identity-loaded conflicts that date back to the creation of Belgium (Deschouwer, 2012). This hypothesis is, furthermore, supported by a former study that showed the predominance of a love relationship – between Flemings and Walloons in citizens’ own discourses (Authors). Federalism in Belgium is thus often portrayed in terms of inter-community relations between the Dutch-speaking north and the French-speaking south. The issue of the distribution of powers between the substate governments, that is the Regions and the Communities, always comes as a consequence of the tensions between the language groups.
Secondly, in the absence of metaphor, the ‘identitarian reflex’ would be more salient which would ultimately lead to express ‘usual’ preferences about regional autonomy, i.e. unitarist preferences in the French-speaking voters (Reuchamps, 2013). On the opposite, a metaphor that would impact upon participants’ representations permits new forms of reasoning based on an alternative understanding of Belgian federalism. We hypothesize that this ‘alternative understanding’ (preventing ‘identitarian reflex’) leads to expressing preferences about regional autonomy à contre-courant the average trend observed in the population.

Data and Method
Our choice for an experimental research design relies on two main reasons. It is the only way to generate data in which the impact of deliberate metaphor about Belgian federalism can be distinctively assessed through the causal mechanism presented. Furthermore, experimental research design is very well suited for theory-testing (Morton & Williams 2008) which is the main research objective of this article. It permits strong causal inference by manipulating the variables of interest while controlling the effects of other intervening factors.

Experimental material and set-up
To assess the impact of metaphors on the citizens’ political representations and preferences about Belgian federalism, the experiment relies on an article published in the Belgian newspaper Le Soir (13-14 July 2013) in which Belgian federalism was compared to a Tetris game. Our interest in this article is the opportunity to recourse to ‘natural’ material in our experimental research design as the original article included a picture (Figure 1) and a text of 208 words (Figure 2), and thus strengthening ecological validity. The authentic nature of our experimental text is a notorious advantage considering it has been produced by a journalist in a ‘natural’ setting in order to present the state reform as clearly as possible to its readers. In other words, even though the research design remains per se experimental, its material relies on a genuine novel metaphor from the ‘real’ social and political environment we aim to explore. This allows use to avoid ‘laboratory-made’ metaphors – as usually employed in previous studies (see for instance Thibodeau & Boroditsky 2011, 2013, 2015) – and consequently permit to reduce partially the artificiality of the experiment.

Figure 1. The Tetris metaphor published in the newspaper article Le Soir (13-14 July 2013)[image: ]

Figure 2. The experimental text[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Belgian Tetris
From 1831 to 1970, Belgian politics came down to the central state, the provinces and the municipalities. Except for the powers devolved to the local authorities, the State took care of everything. In 1970, the constituent power created new institutions: communities and regions. And every state reform has been the occasion to take competences from the state (henceforth called the federal state) to redistribute them to federal authorities. This is the big Belgian Tetris, where we see the upper floor that is falling apart (decomposing), block by block, to the benefit of other authorities. In certain cases, the legislator is transferring homogeneous blocks (like education, handed over to the communities in 1989). In other cases, what is involved is just transferring some elements of a competence (this is the case with fiscality: the federal state remains competent but has assigned certain prerogatives to the federal entities). From now on, we therefore make a distinction between three types of competences. The ones that are exclusively exercised by the federal state (like Defense, for example). The ones that are exclusively exercised by the Regions and Communities (Education, Town planning, Public works, and so on). And the ones for which each power has some possibility of intervention. In the area of employment, for instance, the (federal) State is responsible for certain domains (unemployment legislation, for instance) and the Regions are in charge of other ones (training courses for unemployed people).
Source: “Le Soir”, 13–14/07/13, p. 8, written by Pierre Bouillon, translated by Julien Perrez and Graham Low.] 

[image: ]

Experiment 1 – Four conditions: control, text, picture, text + picture
In order to assess the impact of this metaphor on the citizens’ perception towards Belgian federalism, we designed a test consisting of three experimental conditions and one control condition (Figure 3). In the first experimental condition (full condition), the participants were exposed to the original article (including the text and the picture). In the second and third experimental conditions, the participants were respectively exposed either to the text (text condition) or the picture (picture condition). In the control condition, the participants were not exposed to any material at all.
In the second stage of the experiment, the participants were asked to achieve three interrelated tasks: (1) a free description task, based on a free description of their own perception of Belgian federalism, (2) a questionnaire measuring the participants’ preferences about regional autonomy and (3) a last set of questions measuring citizen’s political knowledge collected as control variables.

Figure 3. Summary of the experimental research design and the causal mechanism – Experiment 1
	No metaphor
	Metaphors = Belgian Federalism as a Tetris

	Control condition
(G1)
	Full condition
(G2)
	Picture condition 
(G3)
	Text condition
(G4)

	Nothing
	Picture + Text
	Picture
	Text

	
	
	
	

	
Participants’ representations of Belgian federalism

Participants’ preferences about regional autonomy




The participants were 1st year university French-speaking students. In total 623 participants took part to the first stage but the final sample covers 508 students once excluded incomplete answers. The number of participants is equally distributed across the four groups, between 114 and 128 students per experimental conditions (see Table 1 below). Because participants are students, they are not selected randomly, it is thus more accurate to speak of ‘quasi-experimental design’ (Gribbons and Herman, 1997). Nonetheless, considering the current state of the art, providing a first and systematic assessment of the potential impact of metaphor is our main research objective, not the representativeness of participants. In other words, at this stage, we seek to identify a causal mechanism, not yet its generalization towards the overall population.

Table 1. Participants’ profile across the experimental conditions – Experiment 1
	
	N
	%
	PK
(0-5)
	PI
(0-10)
	Gender
(% Men)
	Belgian
(0-10)
	Walloon
(0-10)

	Control
	131
	25.8
	2.85
	5.96
	49.2
	8.15
	6.44

	Full
	131
	25.8
	2.88
	5.88
	47.7
	8.61
	6.84

	Picture
	120
	23.6
	2.90
	5.67
	41.8
	8.76
	6.63

	Text
	126
	24.8
	2.83
	5.64
	44.4
	8.51
	6.34

	Total
	508
	100.0
	2.87
	5.79
	45.9
	8.50
	6.56

	Chi² test
	-
	-
	F(0.127)=.078 p=.927
	F(3.16)=.551 p=.648
	F(0.138)=.554
p=.646
	F(8.22)=1.51 p=.328
	F(6.237)=0.458 p=.712


Key: PK= political knowledge, PI=political interest

To ensure the different experimental groups were homogenous, we controlled the participants’ level of political knowledge, interest in politics, gender as well as ethno-territorial identities. Homogeneity across experimental groups is crucial as these five variables are used as control variables in a multivariate linear regression to estimate participants’ preferences about regional autonomy. The operationalization of the variables is the following: political interest is based on participants’ self-positioning on a 0-10 scale where 0 means not interested in politics at all and 10 means very interested in. For measuring the level of political knowledge, we follow standard procedure of previous surveys on students in Belgium (Reuchamps et al., 2014) by asking participants to respond to 5 general questions about Belgian politics (e.g., “Which political function can you fulfill without being directly elected?”). If participants respond correctly to all given items, they have a score of 5 on a 0-5 scale.
To measure participants’ ethno-territorial identities, following a previous survey with students (Reuchamps et al., 2014), we have asked them to what extent they feel Belgian, Walloon, Francophone and Flemish on a scale running from 0 (no identification at all) to 10 (complete identification). This type of measurement allows participants to express strong national identity alone, strong regional identity alone, or equally strong/weak national and regional identities. In multinational countries such as Belgium, it is indeed important to allow participants to express their ‘nested identities’ instead of forcing them to express only one territorial identity. A one-way ANOVA with the score of these five variables as dependent variable and the experimental condition as independent variable confirms that there are not any significant differences between the four groups (p-values between 0.328 and 0.927). 

Experiment 2 – Three conditions: control, text, picture, text + picture
In the second experiment, we sought to verify that it is really the metaphor (i.e. Belgian federalism as a Tetris) of the experimental text that has an influence on political preferences. Therefore, for this experiment, we randomly assigned the participants to three groups: one control group, a second group that saw the original version of the experimental text with the Tetris metaphor, a third group that saw a neutral version of the experimental text, that is without the Tetris metaphor (i.e. Belgian Tetris was replaced by Belgian federalism). The following table shows the two experimental texts:
	The Belgian tetris
From 1831 to 1970, Belgium came down to the central state, the provinces and the municipalities. Except for the prerogatives devolved to the local authorities, the State took care of everything. In 1970, the constituent power created new institutions: communities and regions. And every state reform has been the occasion to take competences from the state (from there on called the federal state) to redistribute them to federal authorities. This is the big Belgian Tetris, where we see the upper floor that is falling apart (decomposing), block by block, at the benefit of other authorities. In certain cases, the legislator is transferring homogeneous blocks (like education, handed over to the communities in 1989). In other cases, what is involved is just transferring some elements of a competence (it’s the case of the tax system: the federal state remains competent but assigned certain prerogatives to the federal entities). From now on, we therefore make a distinction between three types of competences. The ones that are exclusively exercised by the federal state (like Defense, for example). The ones that are exclusively exercised by the Regions and Communities (Education, Town planning, Public works, and so on). An the ones for which each power has some possibility of intervention. In the area of employment, for instance, the (federal) State is competent for certain domains (unemployment legislation, for instance) and the Regions are in charge of other ones (training courses of unemployed people).
	The Belgian tetris federalism
From 1831 to 1970, Belgium came down to the central state, the provinces and the municipalities. Except for the prerogatives devolved to the local authorities, the State took care of everything. In 1970, the constituent power created new institutions: communities and regions. And every state reform has been the occasion to take competences from the state (from there on called the federal state) to redistribute them to federal authorities. This is the big Belgian Tetris, where we see the upper floor that is falling apart (decomposing), block by block, at the benefit of other authorities. In certain cases, the legislator is transferring homogeneous blocks competences (like education, handed over to the communities in 1989). In other cases, what is involved is just transferring some elements of a competence (it’s the case of the tax system: the federal state remains competent but assigned certain prerogatives to the federal entities). From now on, we therefore make a distinction between three types of competences. The ones that are exclusively exercised by the federal state (like Defense, for example). The ones that are exclusively exercised by the Regions and Communities (Education, Town planning, Public works, and so on). An the ones for which each power has some possibility of intervention. In the area of employment, for instance, the (federal) State is competent for certain domains (unemployment legislation, for instance) and the Regions are in charge of other ones (training courses of unemployed people).



For all other elements of the experimental design, experiment 1 and experiment 2 were done in an identical fashion. Experiment 2 was done one year after experiment 1 on 1st year university. They were not the same respondents, but respondents with the same characteristics. The procedure that we present in the following section was also the same.

Procedure
The whole experiment has been conducted online using the LimeSurvey protocol. The procedure consisted of 6 to 8 different stages (depending on the experimental condition), each including different kinds of material or tackling different kinds of information. The participants could go through each stage at his/her own pace. Once one stage had been validated, they could not get back to it. These different stages can be summarized as follows:
· Stage 1 presented the experimental stimulus:
· Experiment 1: either being the Tetris illustration (picture condition and full condition) or the experimental text (text condition).
· Experiment 2: either being the Tetris metaphor text or the neutral federalism text.
· Stage 2 included the experimental text (only for the full condition in experiment 1).
· In stage 3, the participants were asked to freely describe their own representation of Belgian federalism (all conditions).
· In stage 4, the participants were confronted with 5 multiple-choice questions tackling their general political knowledge about Belgian federalism.
· In stage 5, the participants had to answer 13 questions aiming at measuring their attitudes towards Belgian federalism, on a Likert-scale.
· In stage 6, the participants were asked to fill in personal information.
· In stage 7, the participants were asked to score their feelings of identities on a 10 point-Likert-scale. 

Data coding of the dependent variable
The dependent variable is twofold. Firstly, participants were asked to situate themselves on a 10-point Likert scale where ‘0’ means an exclusive regional self-rule situation (‘the regional and community levels would have all the powers’) while ‘10’ implies that ‘the federal Government would have all powers’. The value ‘5’ explicitly indicates a preference for the status quo, i.e. ‘being satisfied with the current situation’. This is the question that has been used in several voter surveys in Belgium (Deschouwer et al., 2015). Secondly, we questioned participants’ representations about Belgian federalism. This variable being based on a free description task (Stage 3), the coding deserves greater elaboration which also constituted the richness of the data, we asked the respondents an open question: “In ten lines and in your own words, we invite you to describe the Belgian federalism”. Each response was coded according to 32 variables divided into six thematic domains presented in Table 2. The six thematic domains is a summary of existing schemes of analysis from previous research analysing the way Belgian federalism is presented in party manifestos and political discourses (e.g. Sinardet, 2007) as well as the way Belgian federalism is discussed in focus groups (Reuchamps, 2011).

Table 2. Coding scheme for the free description task about representation of Belgian federalism
	Thematic domains 
	Content

	Control
	No text / plagiarism

	History
	Reference to the 1831 creation and/or early process of federalization in the 1970s

	Institutions
	Federal (but not federalism), unitary, central/national, substate, community, region, province/commune

	Identity
	Belgium, Flanders, Wallonia, Brussels, Wallonia-Brussels and Europe and all their related adjectives

	Linguistic
	Dutch-speaking, French-speaking and German-speaking

	Balance of powers
	Distribution of competences/powers, autonomy, centripetal nature, centrifugal nature and the number of specific competences mentioned in the response.

	Dynamics
	Federalism is perceived positively, federalism is perceived negatively, complexity, conflicts, linguistic/cultural nature, community nature and territorial nature



The construction of specific response-variables implies, to some extent, a subjective interpretation of the response. In order to ensure the reliability of the lexical fields, two independent coders were in charge of the data coding. They had to use the common coding sheet to evaluate each single response. If our codes are reliable, anyone should be able to code each response and come to the same results (Cohen, 1960; Dunn, 2004; Gwet, 2010; Stemler, 2004). This is confirmed by the extremely high inter-coder reliability coefficients for the two independent coders (in most cases the inter-rater Cohen’s Kappa equals 1). The lexical fields were of course simple and thus consistent enough to minimize subjective interpretations. In case of a lower Cohen’s Kappa score, we solved each coding one by one in order to reach consensus. 
In addition, we ran some descriptive statistics to assess the reliability of the data collected for this dependent variable. In particular, we tested to what extent the experimental condition had an impact on the description task by measuring the mean length (in terms of the number of words) of the descriptions of the participants from the different groups. Table 3 shows the results of the experiment 1, but the results of the experiment 2 follow the same trend.

Table 3. Mean length of the free descriptions across the experimental conditions – Experiment 1
	
	Mean score
	SD
	Min
	Max

	Control condition
	41.7
	22.9
	3
	120

	Full condition
	50.2
	21.3
	3
	128

	Picture condition
	43.4
	23.6
	5
	126

	Text condition
	47.7
	23.9
	3
	127

	Total
	45.8
	23.1
	3
	128



These results point to a linear trend suggesting that the participants who have been exposed to more visual and textual material tend to produce longer descriptions (no input < visual input < textual input < visual and textual input). A one-way ANOVA with the description length as dependent variable and the experimental condition as independent variable confirms that the experimental conditions have a significant impact on the length of the descriptions by the citizens from the different groups (F(3.489)=3.652. p < .05). Those results are expected: greater stimulus increases the response (richer and thicker description). In the second experiment, the two experimental conditions also differ from the control group. This calls therefore to assess the validity of the causal mechanism we identified and the influence of political knowledge in this relationship. This is what we develop in the last two sections of this paper.

Findings
It is first important to repeat that the homogeneity of experimental groups has been determined and no pre-test is needed since there is a control group. We now assess whether or not (1) the Tetris metaphor influences participants’ representations of Belgian federalism which in return (2) impact their preferences about regional autonomy.

Experiment 1 – The Tetris metaphor influences participants’ representation of Belgian federalism
Answers to the free description task reveal differences in the way participants described their representations of Belgian federalism. A battery of tests – ANOVA and principal component analysis (PCA) – shows that these differences are statistically significant across groups and most specifically between the control group and the groups exposed to the Tetris metaphor. 
Firstly, the variables that capture the historical, institutional and organizational dimensions are statistically significant much more present in the responses of the participants who have seen both the picture and the text (G2) or the text only (G4) (e.g. up to 28.9% of difference for the variable institutional “Region” and its adjective in comparison to control group). By contrast, the variables that capture the identity, linguistic dimensions are to be found significantly more in the responses of the control group (e.g. up to 20.2% of difference for the variable identity “Belgian” and its adjective in comparison to G4). The only exception was G3 (picture only) that seems to respond to none of the above logic. As we develop further in the rest of the findings, participants from the G3 have generally developed a sui generis behaviour in comparison to the control group and the text groups (G2 and G4).
Secondly, this duality among participants was confirmed through a PCA, which checks for potential convergence between the variables. The PCA identified two factors: one factor correlated to the identity/linguistic variables (and negatively associated to the institutional/organization variables) and one factor correlated to the institutional/organization variables (and negatively associated to the identity/linguistic variables). The control group is associated at a statistically significant level with the identity/linguistic factor while the other groups exposed to the metaphor (G2 and G4) are correlated with the institutional/organization factor.
Finally, the results of these analyses are also confirmed – and best illustrated – in the Table 4 crossing the six thematic dimensions and the four groups. Participants from G1 present the highest percentages in the identity/linguistic/conflict while displaying the lowest percentages in the institutional/organization/history dimensions. Participants from G2 and G4 present the exact opposed results while, here again, G3 does not seem to adopt any of these two specific divides.

Table 4. Percentage of the six thematic dimensions of participants’ representations of Belgian federalism by group – Experiment 1
	
	G1 
(Control group)
	G2
(Picture +Text)
	G3
 (Picture only)
	G4
 (Text only)
	Chi-square tests

	History
	5,0%
	12,8%
	0,6%
	25,8%
	(57.82, df = 3)****

	Institutional
	56,1%
	68,6%
	48,5%
	68,4%
	(19.274, df = 3) ****

	Identity
	51,1%
	32,1%
	21,5%
	25,2%
	(34.99, df = 3) ****

	Linguistic
	7,2%
	3,2%
	4,3%
	2,6%
	(4.45, df = 3)

	Organization
	61,9%
	66,0%
	46,6%
	65,8%
	(16.866, df = 3) ****

	Dynamic
	40,3%
	19,9%
	22,7%
	18,7%
	(23.27, df = 3) ****

	Sig. codes: ****p<.000



Overall, these various statistical tests using either the 32 variables or the 6 thematic dimensions confirmed that the Tetris metaphor does impact participants’ answers. More importantly, the effects of the metaphor corroborate our first hypothesis: in the absence of metaphor, it is the ‘identitarian reflex’ that prevails in the participants’ representations of Belgian federalism. 
But, in fact, it is the contrast with the metaphor groups that is the most striking: respondents moved the focus of their definition of Belgian federalism to the institutions and organization. The results show that the full condition (Q2) and the text condition (Q4) display quite similar patterns in their own descriptions of Belgian federalism. More specifically, these two groups score very high on the institutional dimension as well as on the description of federalism as power-sharing and on the emphasis of its centrifugal nature. In other words, ‘alternative’ representations are developed in groups exposed to the metaphor demonstrating the influence of the Tetris on participants’ representations. And these alternative representations are not neutral vis-à-vis the Tetris metaphor: they are in line with institution and organization of Belgian federalism which are the primary descriptive items of the Tetris metaphor. While we have shown the treatment has an impact on participants’ representation of Belgian federalism, the second and decisive test is whether or not its impact participants’ preferences about regional autonomy.
The main political question about Belgian federalism is not the issue of separation or not – less than 10% of the population support it (Reuchamps, 2013) – but the extent of the autonomy of the Regions and Communities. Recent voter surveys showed that French-speaking voters tend to be pro-unionist or at least in favour of the status quo (on the score 0-10 regional autonomy scale, the mean French-speaking average score was of 5.1 in 2009 and 5.9 in 2014). In any case, they are clearly less autonomist than the Flemish voters who scored on average 4.3 in 2009 and 4.5 in 2014 (Deschouwer et al., 2015).
Our second hypothesis is that ‘identitarian reflex’ leads to preferences that are similar to the overall population (being more pro-unionist according to voter surveys) while participants from other groups – being able to think alternatively without the ‘identitarian reflex’ – develop preferences towards more autonomy. To check this hypothesis, we ran two types of statistical tests: ANOVA and linear regression.
Firstly, the ANOVA aims at identifying different preferences that are statistically significant across groups. As expected, we observe that the participants from the control group are the most unionist (score of 6.65 on the 0-10 scale) while all other participants exposed to the Tetris metaphor are more autonomist (statistically significant at p<.10) (Figure 4). We cautiously remind the reader that we aimed at identifying a causal mechanism in which a metaphor does make a difference. In this respect, we carefully acknowledged that such preferences are formed through various political processes (for instance, closeness to a party or political socialization). Therefore, differences across groups were expected to be statistically significant but we did not expect large differences. As a matter of fact, participants from G2, G3 and G4 did not come strong pro-autonomist but the effects are real even though the metaphor was just ‘administrated’ once in the framework of an experimental research design. Nevertheless, the differences between the control group, on the one hand, and G2 and G4 (respectively 6.20 and 5.99), on the other hand, are far from being negligible: they represent a variance up to 11 percent in comparison to the control group. In line with the previous results, participants from the G3 (picture only) appear to be the less sensitive to the effects of the metaphor (6.39) and present a smaller difference with the control group.

Figure 4. ANOVA of participants’ preferences about regional autonomy – Experiment 1
[image: ]

Secondly, we developed a multivariate linear regression to assess the participants’ preferences about regional autonomy. For that purpose, we controlled for other variables whose impact is acknowledged in the literature on regionalism and federalism. On the one hand, we controlled for participants’ ethno-territorial identity, relying on previous studies which demonstrated that there was a strong – albeit not straightforward – correlation between ethno-territorial identity and preferences vis-à-vis regional autonomy (Reuchamps et al., 2016; Dodeigne, 2014; Pattie, Denver, Mitchell, & Bochel, 1999). Participants that nourish a more regional identity tend to be more autonomist while participants who feel more Belgian will be more unionist. On the other hand, we integrated two variables about participants’ political knowledge and political interest. The inclusion of these variables is justified by former research that established the statistically significant effects of political knowledge and political interest on voters’ attitudes in Belgium, especially in Flanders (Deschouwer & Sinardet, 2010).
We furthermore include gender as an intervening variable because political knowledge and gender are often correlated (Mondak & Anderson, 2004) which is also verified in our data. Our assumption is that participants who are highly interested in politics and develop a conduct good command of politics are more likely to develop clear preferences about regional interest than participants who do not follow politics and with a poor knowledge of political and institutional context. Finally, our main independent variable is of course the group variable (G1, G2, G3 and G4). As a categorical variable, we took the control group as the reference category.

Table 5. Multivariate linear regression of participants’ preferences about regional autonomy – Experiment 1
	
	Beta
	Std. error
	Pr(>|t|)
	

	(Intercept)
	6.105
	0.474
	0.000
	****

	Gender
	0.258
	0.199
	0.196
	

	Belgian
	0.082
	0.043
	0.054
	*

	Walloon
	-0.093
	0.031
	0.003
	***

	Political knowledge
	-0.143
	0.083
	0.085
	*

	Political interest
	0.124
	0.045
	0.006
	***

	Groups (Ref= control group)
	
	
	
	

	G2 (text + picture)
	-0.469
	0.265
	0.077
	*

	G3 (picture only)
	-0.248
	0.273
	0.365
	

	G4 (text only)
	-0.658
	0.267
	0.014
	**

	N=481 observations

	F-statistic: 3.894 on 8 and 462 DF (****)

	R²= 0.063, Adjusted R²=0.047

	Sig. codes: ****p<.000, ***p<.001, **p<.01, **p<.05, *p<.10



The results of the multivariate regression are given in Table 5. The most important results are that the groups that were exposed to the Tetris metaphor in the text (G2 and G4) are more autonomist than the control group, even when controlling for the statistically significant of ethno-territorial identities effects (in the expected direction), political knowledge and political interest. Although we did not expect dramatic differences, effects of the groups are substantial considering the limited gradation of the 0-10 scale. All other things being equal, participants from G2 and G4 are respectively 4.7% and 6.7% more autonomist (plus or minus 2.7%) in comparison to participants from the control group. This is, needless to say, an interesting finding for political science and federal studies: the particular way one frames federalism does seem to really matter. Participants from G3 are also more autonomist, albeit not at a statistically significant level. This confirms once again the indecisive effects of the metaphor conveyed by the picture only. Overall, it seems that presenting Belgian federalism as a Tetris has an impact on preferences about its future. This is an important finding for political science. But in linguistic terms, it remains to be demonstrated that it is really the metaphor that matters, and not simply the fact of providing information – different from the usual information – about Belgian federalism. That’s why the second experiment was set.

Experiment 2 – Both the neutral text and the Tetris text influence participants’ representation of Belgian federalism
The analyses made on the results of experiment 2 follow the same lines as the ones that have just been presented for experiment 1. Therefore, we can quickly move to the main findings and they both confirm and infirm experiment 1. The confirmation comes from the results on the six thematic dimensions. As Table 6 shows, we find the same pattern: the control group differs from the two experimental groups. The former has the ‘identirian reflex’, whereas the latter go for a more institutional account for Belgian federalism. This is in line with experiment 1.
Table 6. Percentage of the six thematic dimensions of participants’ representations of Belgian federalism by group – Experiment 2

[image: ]
However, we do not find differences between the neutral text and the text with the Tetris metaphor.At this stage, this means that it is not the metaphor that has an impact but more generally the text, be it neutral or metaphorical. The next step of our investigation is to check whether participants’ preferences about regional autonomy are influenced by the metaphor. The results of the linear regression are presented in Table 7.

Table 7. Multivariate linear regression of participants’ preferences about regional autonomy – Experiment 2
[image: ]

The results ofe regression show that the Tetris condition has no statistically significant effect on participants’ preferences for regional autonomy.This confirms, at this stage, that it is not the metaphor per se that has an impact but the text. We need, however, to dig it further and to take into account a possible interactive effect of political knowledge.

Experiment 1 and experiment 2 – Political knowledge matters: the less political knowledge one has, the more influence the metaphor has on preferences for regional autonomy
To make a long story short, what we seek to assess is whether a different level of political knowledge might lead to a differentiated impact of the metaphor. Since we rely on the same questions in the two experiments, we can easily and meaningfully compare them. Figure 5 and Figure 6 present the results of the interactive effects for the two experiments. On the Y-axis are plotted the marginal effects. On the X-axis is the political knowledge (‘0’ means the respondents did not have any correct answer to the political knowledge questions, whereas ‘5’ means the respondents did answer correctly all political knowledge questions) where the bar charts show the number of respondents per category. The dotted line represents where the estimates equal 0: below the line means negative effect of the interaction, above the line means positive effect of the interaction. The grey zone is the confidence interval of 95%. One thus needs to look at results where all the grey zone is below or above the dotted line; in this case, it would mean there are interactive effects of political knowledge.

Figure 5. Interactive effects of political knowledge – Experiment 1
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On Figure 5, we can observe there is an effect of the text condition (group 4) depending on the level of political knowledge: participants with a low level of political knowledge are more impacted by the experimental text than participants with a higher level of political knowledge. In other words, a low level of political knowledge means a greater inclination towards more regional autonomy after having read the text. We can actually give precisely the turning point: between a score of 0 and 3 on our scale of political knowledge. This is an important finding because it demonstrates that the impact is sensitive to political knowledge. What’s even more important is that Figure 6 shows similar results but only for the Tetris condition.

Figure 6. Interactive effects of political knowledge – Experiment 2
[image: ]
In our previous analyses, we had to conclude that we could not find any specific effect of the metaphor (in comparison with the neutral text). Yet, this finding has to be nuanced on the basis of Figure 6. Whereas there are no significant interactive effects of political knowledge in the neutral condition, there are significant interactive effects of political knowledge in the Tetris conditions. This means that respondents with a lower level of political knowledge who saw the Tetris metaphor were led to favour more regional autonomy, but it was not the case for the respondents who saw the neutral text. This therefore confirms the differentiated impact of the Tetris metaphor: it is only true for respondents with low political knowledge. It is an interesting contribution to the on-going debate about the political impact of metaphors.

Conclusion
Presenting federalism with a metaphor is not usual. In fact, metaphors are produced en masse in political discourses and in media discourses. But their potential political impact on individuals had hardly been explored hitherto. Our experimental setting relying on a real media production made of both a text and a picture demonstrated quite clearly that the way one presents federalism in general and the metaphor of Tetris in particular do impact the way we understand federalism, at least in the short term.
The results of the experiment 1 clearly point to the main effect of the textual condition. Indeed, participants who were submitted to the textual stimuli tend to behave similarly. Reading the text clearly appears to have an influence on how participants describe Belgian federalism, which is in line with the findings of the linguistic analysis of the free description task (see authors), but also appears to influence the participants’ political preferences vis-à-vis regional autonomy. However, these results should be regarded with some caution as to the exact role played by the Tetris metaphor in this process. On the one hand, considering the text is structured on this particular metaphor, one could suggest it plays a predominant role in constructing the mental representation of the text. But in the absence of a neutral version of the text, i.e. without any reference to the Tetris metaphor, this had to be established with a second experiment.
At first sight, the results of this second experiment did not show any specific impact of the Tetris metaphor, in comparison with the neutral text. While both experimental conditions confirmed the differences identified in the first experiment in comparison with the control group, there was no difference between the two experimental conditions of the second experiment. This finding was, however, to be nuanced with the introduction of interactive effects of political knowledge. These further statistical tests revealed that respondents with a lower level of political knowledge were to be more influenced by the experimental text, as they were to move more in favour of regional autonomy, and this was only the case for those respondents who saw the Tetris metaphor, and not those who saw the neutral text.
To understand under what conditions a metaphor does or does not influence individuals, future research should therefore include political knowledge questions, and look for possible interactive effects. Further research should also test which other factors play a role on framing processes. Other factors might indeed influence the framing effect of metaphors, among which aptness, that is “the degree to which a metaphor vehicle captures important features of a metaphor topic” (Thibodeau & Durgin 2011: 206) might be an important factor to explain whether a metaphor has an effect or not. This may also be a matter of extendedness, that is the degree to which a metaphorical frame is supported by several metaphors in a given text (see Krenmayr et al. 2014, Reijnierse et al., 2015). In addition to extendedness, exposure through time should be looked at since the repetition of a metaphor over time might have a long-lasting impact.
For the study of federalism and political science, this paper demonstrates that not only discourse matters but also and above all the metaphors that are brought about by discourse. A metaphor, such as the Tetris metaphor, has the potential to influence citizens’ political representations and preferences. Of course, federalism translates into political dynamics and institutions but the way these dynamics and institutions are presented is key for the citizens and their support or not. Much research still needs to be done, but this paper has made a step forward in our understanding of the complex relation between federalism and metaphor, and calls for further research on the impact of metaphors in political science.
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Le Tetris belge

De 1831 a 1970, la Belgique politique se résumait a I'Etat central, les provinces
et les communes. Sauf les prérogatives attribuées aux pouvoirs locaux, I'Etat
s'occupait de tout. En 1970, le Constituant a créé de nouvelle: stitutions : les

Communautés et les Régions. Et chaque réforme de I'Etat a été I'occasion de
prélever des compétences a I'Etat (appelé désormais Etat fédéral) pour les
attribuer aux pouvoirs fédérés. C’est le grand Tetris belge, ou I'on voit I'étage
du dessus qui se décompose peu a peu, morceau par morceau, au profit des
autres pouvoirs. Dans certains cas, le législateur transfére des blocs
homogénes (comme I'Enseignement, attribué aux Communautés en 1989).

Dans d'autres, il ne transfére que des éléments d'une compétence (c'est le cas
de la fiscalité : le fédéral reste compétent m: accorde aux pouvoirs fédérés
certaines prérogatives). Désormais, on ingue ainsi trois types de
compétences. Celles exclusivement exercées par I'Etat (la Défense, par
exemple). Celles exclusivement exercées par les Régions et les Communautés
(Enseignement, Urbanisme, Travaux publics, etc.). Et celles ou chaque pouvoir
a une possibilité d’intervention. Dans le domaine de I'Emploi, par exemple,
I'Etat est compétent dans certains domaines (législation sur le chémage, par
exemple) et les Régions sont compétentes pour d'autres (placement et
formation des chémeurs). *
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Descriptive task
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Determinants of participants' preferences about regional autonomy
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La nouvelle répartition des compétences en Belgique





