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ABSTRACT

Previous research has shown that different metaphorical framings lead people to reason differently, even about im-
portant social issues. Critics of such investigations argue that there is no empirical evidence to show that framing sig-
nificantly influences how people think about real-world problems. In our experiment, we investigated the effects of differ-
ent metaphorical framings on reasoning about possible solutions to the Covid-19 pandemic to verify the results of previous
studies investigating hypothetical situations and showing the powerful influence of metaphor on people’s attempts at
solving social problems. Randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions (war, football, and dance framing),
participants were asked to imagine themselves as members of the government and, having read a short report about the
current pandemic situation in Croatia, they were asked to answer questions regarding their proposed solutions. We found
that different framings do not elicit different responses from the participants in terms of reform vs. enforce, local vs. glob-
al, and dominance vs. cooperation. The proposed solutions did not differ as a function of metaphorical framing. This
result calls for sceptical scrutiny and additional in-depth and more extensive studies of the relevance and power of met-
aphorical framings in real-life situations.
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Introduction

Vivid and all-encompassing language change induced
by the Covid-19 pandemic, combined with relatively severe
restrictive measures to combat the epidemic, resulted in
vocabulary that reminded many people of Orwell's New-
speak, which, in his cult novel 1984, was used to control
the thought process. This dystopian language was invent-
ed to restrict thought by restricting language or, as Orwell
himself put it, to narrow the range of thought. The Orwel-
lian view of the crucial role of language in shaping thought
has its foothold in the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which ar-
gues that human thought is entirely determined by lin-
guistic categories, and in the less strict hypothesis of lin-
guistic relativity stating that structural differences
between languages cause differences in thinking and con-
ceptualization between speakers of different languages!.
Although the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis was disputed in the
1970s2, its weak versions (forms of linguistic relativity) in
which the element of determinism is absent and which
state that language is related to conceptualization by in-
fluencing thought, rather than determining it, remain

Received for publication May 16, 2022

influential in cognitive linguistics and the psychology of
language3+.

In Croatia, as in all other countries hit by the Covid-19
pandemic, public discourse on Covid-19 is saturated with
metaphors?. The epidemic is conceptualized as a (natural)
disaster (in expressions such as epidemic epicentre, epi-
demic focal point, wave of the epidemic, plague, Chernobyl,
Calvary, course of the epidemic, flaming epidemic, epidem-
ic flared up, etc.) and coping with the epidemic is domi-
nantly conceptualized as war or combat (e.g. affected
states, headquarters, first line of defence, second line of
defence, front, attack, battle, invisible enemy, strong ene-
my, coordinated strategy, final defeat of the virus, power-
ful blow, etc.).

Given such a prevalence of metaphors and importance
of the topic, it is only natural to ask ourselves whether
metaphoric framing influences the way we reason about
pandemic and consequently if it influences our behaviour,
such as adherence to Covid-19 preventive measures.

Research has shown that metaphors, which pervade
all talk about abstract and complex ideas, are not “just
fancy ways of talking”, but that metaphorical framings
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can have real consequences, e.g. for how people reason
about complex social problems like crimeé or climate
change’ or on their attitudess.

Entman?® provides a general definition of framing as
selecting some aspects of a perceived reality and making
them more salient in communicating. Experimental re-
search on metaphorical framing suggests that metaphors
guide reasoning as well as physical and social behaviour.
Through metaphorical framing, metaphors reflect our ex-
perience, and at the same time shape it. This aspect of the
power of framing to shape our experience and reasoning,
and consequently our behaviour, has been empirically sup-
ported, demonstrating that different metaphorical fram-
ings can lead people to reason differently about time, emo-
tion, electricity, etc.1012:3, Applying a different metaphorical
framing can also have a powerful influence on how people
address and attempt to solve different social issues, which
was shown in a number of framing experiments. Thibo-
deau et al.’3 give an overview of the results of such meta-
phor framing experiments, indicating a wide range of ef-
fects. Framing cancer as an enemy reduces the intention
to engage in self-limiting preventative behaviours!4. Con-
ceptualizing cancer as a journey leads to the better accep-
tance of difficult outcomes!®. When a love relationship is
framed as a journey, conflict hurts less than when it is
framed as a perfect union!é. Imaging relationship as a war
(vs. two-way street) leads to more guarded communica-
tion!?, while framing ideas as light bulbs leads to the per-
ception of those ideas as being more exceptional than when
framed as seeds!®. Figurative language types like meta-
phor, hyperbole and irony were shown to be important in
shaping public discourse since they contain important
linguistic and conceptual content about the issues under
discussion?®. Thibodeau & Boroditsky® asked participants
to propose a solution to increasing crime rates in an imag-
inary city after reading a report in which crime was
framed as either a beast preying on the city or a virus
infecting the city. It was shown that metaphorical framing
influenced how people proposed to solve the problem with
crime. Those who had read a description where crime had
been framed as a virus proposed treating the problem by
means of social and educational reform, while those who
had read a description in which crime had been framed as
a beast proposed a harsher law enforcement.

Boeynaems et al.20 discussed the effects of the meta-
phorical framing of political issues on opinion by conduct-
ing a systematic literature review and comparing a crit-
ical-discourse approach (CDA) and a response-elicitation
approach (REA) to the metaphorical frames that were
studied and their reported effects. They showed that the
CDA frames are typically more negative, nonfictional,
and more extreme than the REA frames. The CDA typi-
cally reported strong effects in line with the frame, com-
pared to the REA. The authors attributed the differences
in the effects partly to the differences in the methods
applied by the CDA and REA, concluding that the re-
search field is fragmented concerning the impact of met-
aphors in politics.
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However, critics argue that not enough work has em-
pirically demonstrated that metaphors in language
strongly influence how people think about and solve re-
al-world problems and that this stance has been taken too
farz. Steen et al.2! offer a follow-up study and a critical
view of Thibodeau and Boroditsky®. In contrast to the orig-
inal studies, they consistently found no effects of meta-
phorical frames on policy preference, and no difference
between the two metaphorical frames on the one hand,
and the non-metaphorical, neutral frame on the other.

Research supporting the idea of the importance of lin-
guistic framing on one side, and criticism claiming that it
is unlikely that linguistic metaphors strongly influence
how people think about real-world problems, paired with
some replication failures mentioned above on the other
side, surely call for additional assessments of the power of
framing, especially in real-life situations.

The Covid-19 pandemic proved to be a rare opportuni-
ty to test the power of metaphorical framing in a real-life
situation.

Framing Covid-19 in the Media

Metaphor scholars approached the coronavirus dis-
course from different perspectives. Nerlich?? discusses war
and disaster metaphors as common framings and gives an
extensive list of metaphors used in the media. Semino?3
proposes fire metaphors (specifically metaphors involving
forest fires) as an alternative and critiques the widely used
war framing. She considers them to be particularly appro-
priate and useful for communication about the pandemic
because they, among other reasons, convey danger and
urgency, distinguish between different phases of the pan-
demic, and explain how contagion happens and what the
role of individuals is in that context.

Wicke & Bolognesi?t analyzed the discourse on
Covid-19 in a large corpus of tweets posted on Twitter
during March and April 2020. They showed that among
the most common figurative frames they detected in this
context, namely WAR, MONSTER, STORM, and TSU-
NAMI, WAR is the frame used most frequently when
talking about Covid-19 on Twitter, even though it does not
seem to be apt to elaborate on the discourse on all aspects
of the situation.

Despot & Ostroski Ani¢5 investigated metaphorical
framings of the discourse on the coronavirus in Croatian
(social) media. They show that the epidemic is conceptu-
alized as a (natural) CATASTROPHE at a general level
in situations where we talk about “what the epidemic is
doing to us” (this is further specified as plague, disaster,
threat, earthquake, fire, nuclear disaster, tsunami, etc.).
In situations where we discuss our actions against the
epidemic, we conceptualize them at a general level as a
COMBAT (with more specific instances of the WAR and
SPORT frames). The quantitative analysis in the paper
shows that managing the pandemic is predominantly
framed as COMBAT/WAR. All other source domains de-
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tected in the conceptual annotation are manifested in a
small number of instances, including FIRE, FOOTBALL,
RACE, PLANT, CONTROL, DANCE, PARTNERSHIP,
CRISIS, CATASTROPHE, EVIL, and JOURNEY.

The cognitive dominance of the war metaphor is the
result of it being grounded in our experience: it is based
on general knowledge and understanding of any disease,
which are conceptualized as wars between an attacking
enemy army (viruses, bacteria) and a defending army (our
antibodies). Therefore, almost all diseases are primarily
conceptualized precisely with the help of the war meta-
phor?s. This is especially true of extremely severe and
life-threatening diseases such as cancer, where the possi-
ble loss of life in the fight against the disease further re-
inforces the analogy with war, so languages abound with
expressions such as lost the battle, but won the war and
vice versa, lost the battle for life, emerged victorious from
the battle with the disease. Additionally, historically, ill-
ness and war have often been simultaneous experiences
because real wars lead to a decline in the population and
result in people more easily succumbing to disease. Mili-
tary camps have often been sources of dangerous infec-
tions, and biological weapons have been used to weaken
the opposing army with diseases.

Study Overview

We investigate the effects of different metaphorical
framings on reasoning about solutions to the Covid-19
pandemic. Building on the corpus-based study of the met-
aphorical framings of the coronavirus pandemic in Croa-
tian, in this study we focus on the metaphorical framings
of the Covid-19 pandemic and its management that are
well attested in the Croatian corpora. Given the predom-
inant use of the WAR/COMBAT frame, with recent uses
of the FOOTBALL and DANCE frames in Croatian (so-
cial) media, these frames were chosen to be used in the
experiment in this research.

Our goal was to examine whether metaphorical fram-
ing can influence thinking about possible solutions to the
Covid-19 pandemic, and to check the findings of Thibo-
deau & Boroditsky® in a real-life situation, solving not a
hypothetical and imaginary, but a real problem.

We conducted an experiment with Croatian native
speakers, in which the participants were randomly as-
signed to one of three experimental conditions: one, where
the pandemic was framed as a war, another, where it was
framed as a football match, and the third, where the pan-
demic was framed as a dance. The participants had to
imagine themselves as government representatives and,
having read a short report about the current situation
regarding the Covid-19 pandemic, were asked to answer
questions about their envisioned measures and possible
solutions to the problem. Additionally, we conducted a
qualitative analysis of the metaphorical framings used in
the participants’ answers applying the MetaNet.HR
method?2e.

We hypothesized that, having read the stimulus texts
with the WAR and the FOOTBALL framing, the partici-
pants would more often propose repressive methods for
dealing with the epidemic due to the combat structure
underlying these framings, than after reading the text
with the DANCE frame, which incorporates cooperation
and mutual agreement. We expected this difference to be
considerably pronounced in the first statement in their
answer because it was under the greatest influence of the
framed stimulus text they had read. We expected that
after reading the WAR and the FOOTBALL framed texts,
the participants would more often choose dominance and
determination as more important in relation to the epi-
demic than those having read the DANCE frame. We an-
ticipated that after these two frames, more often than
after the DANCE frame, they would think the government
should approach this problem as a national one.

We also hypothesized that, given such dominance of
WAR framing (as witnessed in the Croatian corpus on the
coronavirus?®), to which participants had continuously
been exposed for months prior to our testing, the results
would overall favor the enforce vs. reform category of re-
sponse.

Methods

Participants

A link to the online experiment was distributed by
e-mail and social networks with an invitation to take part
in a short study about the pandemic. Altogether, 464 peo-
ple accessed the survey and answered demographic ques-
tions, but 100 did not answer the critical question “What
would you do, if you were part of the Croatian government,
in the [war/match/dance] with the virus?” Out of the re-
maining 364, Croatian was not the mother tongue for five
and they were excluded from the analysis. The mean age
of the participants was 43.3 (SD = 10.7), 71% were women,
74.9% had an MA degree or higher, and around half
(565.7%) of the participants were from Zagreb.

Materials and procedure

The experiment was conducted online using the Sur-
veyMonkey platform. Data were collected between 19 Sep-
tember and 23 September 2020. At that time, the number
of newly confirmed 3-day moving average cases ranged
from 137 to 255 (Worldometer, n.d.). During the first wave
of the pandemic (from February to May 2020), the number
of daily new cases in Croatia was never higher than 100.
During the summer, there were longer periods with zero
new cases daily. However, the second half of September,
when the data collection took place, was announced as the
second wave of the pandemic, although one could not yet
predict its size (there was a period in December when the
3-day moving average of new cases was above 4,000). The
participants were informed that the study was anony-
mous, their participation voluntary, and that they were

221



K. étrkalj Despot et al.: Metaphorical Framings in Reasoning About Covid-19, Coll. Antropol. 46 (2022) 3: 219-227

free to withdraw at any moment. They were also given an
e-mail address of the ethics committee of the Department
of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
to which they could complain if they felt anything inap-
propriate or something unpleasant happened to them
while participating in the study. The research was con-
ducted following the Ethics Codex of the Croatian Psycho-
logical Chamber.

The participants were randomly assigned to one of
three experimental groups. One group was presented with
a short stimulus text about the pandemic framed as war
(N=127), another group was presented with the same text
about the pandemic but framed as a football match
(N=118), and the third group was presented with a text
about the pandemic framed as a dance (N=114). The texts
contained identical information and figures and differed
only in the usage of the words belonging to one of the
frames (8 words per frame in total, see Table 1 for the full
stimulus texts translated into English).

Having read the text, the participants were asked to
imagine themselves as a member of the Croatian govern-
ment, and to write what they would do to reduce the num-
ber of infected people. On the next page in the survey, they
were asked which was more important in relation to the
virus: dominance and determination or cooperation with
citizens. A question was also put about whether the gov-
ernment approach to this problem should be more of a
national or of a global one.

Coding

The proposed solutions to the spread of the pandemic
were coded into two categories: enforce and reform, as in
the Thibodeau & Boroditsky study®. The Corona corpus of
Croatian media texts® was used to check whether the pro-
posed categories would be suitable for the coding. An anal-
ysis of all words co-occurring with the lexeme measures
or in the context of taking adequate action in fighting the
virus showed that they could be grouped into two basic
groups: words denoting repressive action, and all other
words referring to non-repressive or educational mea-
sures. Therefore, the participants’ responses were coded
in the following manner: the responses including words
referring to prohibition, punishment, monetary fine, re-
strictions, or enforcement of measures were coded as en-
force, while those referring to education, more testing,
public appeal, the Swedish model, recommendations and
showing by example were categorized as reform. For an
exhaustive list of all the measures proposed in the re-
sponses, see Table 2. Each participant’s response was cod-
ed as a single point. If the proposed solution consisted of
more than one suggestion, then the response was coded in
the category that was represented more. In the case where
an equal number of suggestions in one response belonged
to both categories (this was the case for 10 responses), the
response was coded in the category of the first suggested
idea. Thirty-five of the 359 (9.7%) responses lacked a sug-
gestion (e.g. “I'm not an expert”, “I don’t know”, “I don’t
have enough information”), and therefore could not be cat-
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egorized. These responses were omitted from the analysis.
All responses were blindly coded by two coders, who had
no knowledge of which text each participant had read in
the experiment. Cohen’s kappa was .68, indicating sub-
stantial agreement between the coders?’. The first idea
mentioned in the responses was coded following the same
procedure. The measure of agreement between the coders,
Cohen’s kappa in this case was .84, indicated almost per-
fect agreement?’.

The dataset is available at https://osf.io/v4u3j/. In order
to preserve the privacy of our participants, the dataset
does not include qualitative data, but only coded material.
Answers to the open question will be provided upon re-
quest from the authors of the study.

TABLE 1

TRANSLATION OF TEXTS USED AS STIMULI
IN THE SURVEY

Text 1 The coronavirus pandemic of 2019/2020 spread to Cro-
atia in February 2020. There have been over 14,000
confirmed cases in Croatia so far, where over 230 have
died. Infected people have been registered in all coun-
ties of the Republic of Croatia. The government has had
a clear military strategy in the war against this virus
from the beginning, the point of which is to restrict the
mobility of citizens. The strategy has been very success-
ful on the front line of defense, but lifting measures has
caused problems on the second line of defense. We hope
to come out as winners of this war with an invisible
enemy.

Text 2 The coronavirus pandemic of 2019/2020 spread to Cro-
atia in February 2020. There have been over 14,000
confirmed cases in Croatia so far, where over 230 have
died. Infected people have been registered in all coun-
ties of the Republic of Croatia. The government has had
a clear plan in the match against this virus from the
beginning, the point of which is to restrict the mobility
of citizens. The plan was very successful in the first
half, but lifting measures has caused problems in the
second half. We hope to come out as winners in the
match with a very tough opponent.

Text 8 The coronavirus pandemic of 2019/2020 spread to Cro-
atia in February 2020. There have been over 14,000
confirmed cases in Croatia so far, out of which over 230
have died. Infected people have been registered in all
counties of the Republic of Croatia. The government has
had clear steps in the dance with this virus since the
beginning, the point of which is to restrict the mobility
of citizens. The choreography was successful in the first
phase of the dance, but lifting measures has caused
problems in the second phase. We hope to continue to
dance well, and not to make any wrong moves.

Results

Overall, there were more responses in the reform cat-
egory (64.8%) than in the enforce category (35.2%) (x2(1,
N=324)=28.4, p <.001). Contrary to our predictions, the
solutions did not differ as a function of the metaphorical
framing of the stimulus text the participants had read (x2
(2, N=324) =4.73, p > .05). The same was true for the first
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idea in their responses — there were more responses in the
reform category (63.6%) than in the enforce category
(36.4%) (x2(1, N=324)=23.9, p <.001), and no difference
as a function of metaphorical framing was found (x2 (2,
N=324) = 0.76, p > .05).

The metaphorical framing in the texts the participants
had read before answering the questions did not influence
the answers to the two subsequent questions either. The
participants overall chose cooperation with citizens as
more important (83.5%) than dominance and determina-
tion (16.5%) (x2 (1, N=321) = 144, p < .001), but no differ-
ence as a function of metaphorical framing was found (x2
(2, N=321) = 0.004, p > .05). When asked about the gov-
ernment’s approach to this problem, 74.6% of participants
chose global, and 25.4% chose national (x2 (1, N=319) =
77.3, p <.001) as their answer. This proportion did not
differ across different metaphorical framings (x2 (2,
N=319) = 2.15, p > .05).

Hence, different framings of the stimulus text the par-
ticipants read did not influence their inclination towards
solutions to the Covid-19 pandemic in terms of preference
for reform vs. enforce, local vs. global, and dominance vs.
cooperation. The results show that the proposed solutions
did not differ as a function of metaphorical framing.

Qualitative analysis

As mentioned above, the participants were asked to
imagine themselves as members of the Croatian govern-
ment and to freely write what they would do to lower the
number of infected people. To gain a more detailed insight
into their answers, we additionally performed a qualita-
tive analysis of their answers. Table 2 shows the measures
or actions the participants proposed. Each proposition of
a measure was counted as a single unit.

In our qualitative analysis, we were particularly inter-
ested in: 1) the source domains the participants used for
framing the pandemic in their own answers; 2) answers
that (re)used or elaborated on a conceptual metaphor from
the given stimulus text, whether deliberately or not; and
3) answers in which the participants explicitly referred to
the framing in the stimulus text by giving comments on
it or disputing it.

The analysis consisted of a careful reading of all the
answers and annotating the examples of linguistic meta-
phors connected with the epidemic target, checking them
against the linguistic metaphors identification procedure
as outlined in MIP28, followed by an annotation of the con-
ceptual metaphors using the MetaNet.HR annotating
schema26,

For the targets related to the epidemic, the participants
used these source frames and related lexemes, as shown
in Table 3.

For the conceptualization of the epidemic situation, the
participants also used kriza ‘crisis’, zacarani krug ‘vicious
circle’, and drama ‘drama’, highlighting the dimensions of
difficulty, danger, hopelessness, the inexorable worsening
of the situation, emotionality, and the unexpectedness of

TABLE 2
MEASURES PROPOSED BY THE PARTICIPANTS

Measures proposed by the participants Number of
occurrences
Disinfection, masks, distance, handwashing 66
Depoliticization of the headquarters, more 62
consistency, same rules for everyone, especially
the church
No gatherings, especially larger ones 59
Education, campaigns 43
Minimal measures or no measures at all, 37
returning to a normal life
Consulting with epidemiologists, scientists; 36
investing in research and vaccines
Penalties and fines 30
Stricter control of the applied measures 30
The same as what the government has already 28
been doing
More restrictions and/or special care (only) for 27
high-risk groups
More testing or free testing 26
The Swedish model 24
Self-responsibility 20
Taking care of the economy 17
Importance of reliable and realistic informing / 12
stopping the spread of panic
Closing or more strictly controlling borders 12
More work from home 9
Strengthening the immune system 9
Lockdown 8
Following the examples of other countries 7
(Germany, EU countries, South Korea)
Closing down schools 7
Taking care of other diseases 5
Explicitly against wearing masks 2

the circumstances. Other figurative expressions connect-
ed with the conceptualization of the epidemic used in the
answers included conventional expressions such as izvor
zaraze (lit. the source of infection), razviti cjepivo, doéi do
¢jepiva (lit. develop a vaccine, come to the vaccine), Sirenje
virusa (lit. the spread of the virus), podiéi/jacati/steéi/
dobiti imunitet (lit. raise/strengthen/acquire/gain immu-
nity), nositi se s pandemijom (lit. to carry oneself with the
pandemic, ‘to deal with the pandemic’), etc.

General conceptualization mechanisms such as person-
ification (naucit ée nas korona bontonu ‘corona will teach
us manners’), and reification (Sirenje virusa ‘the spread of
the virus’), are used for conceptualizing the virus and the
pandemic, and the location event structure metaphors (AC-
TION IS MOTION, PURPOSEFUL ACTION IS GOAL
ORIENTED MOTION, CAUSED CHANGE OF STATE IS
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TABLE 3

MOST COMMON SOURCE FRAMES IDENTIFIED IN
WRITTEN RESPONSES IN THE SURVEY

Common Lexemes invoking most common source
source frames frames
in responses

WAR fight n (6): e.g. borba protiv covidal9 ‘fight
against Covid19’; za borbu protiv korone ‘“for
the fight against corona’; Svedski model borbe
protiv pandemije ‘the Swedish model of the
fight against the pandemic’; u borbi protiv
Sirenja epidemije ‘in the fight against the
spread of the epidemic’
win v (2), defense (1), victims (1), strategy (1)

FOOTBALL player (4), half-time (3), goal (2), opponent (2),
defense (1), referees (1), spectators (1),

counter-attack (1), player sent off (1)

DANCE dance (7), steps (1), balance (5), equilibrium

(1), rhythm (1)
FIRE
RACE

focus of the epidemic (4)

race (1): e.g. This way, this is a deadly race
against an invisible virus. (translation)

SHAME shame (2), stigma (3): e.g. I would work on
educating the population and avoiding
stigmatizing the infected. Teach citizens that
the disease is nothing to be ashamed of —
because otherwise it will increasingly happen
that the infected will hide the truth (for
various reasons — sickness, stigmatization,
shame ...), come to work, move among other
people and so the infection spreads

indefinitely. (translation)
THREAT threat (4), menace (1)

CONTROL  control (7)

CAUSED CHANGE OF MOTION) are used when talking
about possible solutions: how to pick a good way/path, how
to find a way out of the crisis, finding an optimal way, etc.

Out of 11 instances of war-related lexemes, seven are
used in response to the stimulus text the participants had
read before answering the questionnaire, and the others
are used after other framings. The lexeme balance was
also used independently of the framing in the stimulus.
Other football and dance related lexemes were used only
when these exact frames were activated in the given text.
In 19 out of 324 answers (5.86%), the participants em-
braced, elaborated, disputed, or reacted to a metaphorical
framing they had been exposed to in the stimulus text.
Embracing the war frame consisted of using quite conven-
tional linguistic expressions related to this framing: pobi-
jediti virus ‘defeat the virus’, borba protiv virusa ‘fight
against the virus’, broj Zrtava ‘number of victims’.

After the football framed text, the participants most
often reused the lexeme poluvrijeme ‘first/second half’ (e.g.
I would do the same that was done during the first half).
However, this framing was quite inspiring for several par-
ticipants, which provided interesting elaborations and
extensions:
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1) I would change the referees, throw out the specta-
tors, and score a goal.

2) I would be careful that the opponent doesn’t score.

3) I would strengthen the defense, and on the other
hand put all available forces into defeating the op-
ponent with counter moves, i.e. with finding a vac-
cine.

4) In the second half, I would invest in cooperation with
international and local experts (...) I would insist on
improved hygiene and early detection of symptoms
and infected players and spectators. I would improve
health and social services for the most vulnerable
players (...) I would invest in educating and empow-
ering players, developing personal awareness and
responsibility, and threaten less with penalties and
exclusion.

Example (1) provides an interesting metaphorical con-
ceptualization: referees in the football match are mapped
onto the political management in charge of the crisis, the
spectators are mapped onto the public, and a goal is
mapped onto the successful ending of the pandemic (or a
stage in it). The meaning that arises from all these map-
pings is that the participant would solve the pandemic
problem by replacing the current headquarters with a new
one, and would keep the public home. In example (2), the
participant explicitly states the exact same mapping: find-
ing a vaccine is mapped onto counter-attacks in football.
Example (4) offers a very elaborate answer with many
novel mappings consistent with the frame offered: the sec-
ond half is mapped onto the second wave of the pandemic,
the players are mapped (probably) onto the epidemiologists
and health workers, the spectators are mapped onto the
public, penalties and exclusions are mapped onto extreme-
ly restrictive measures.

The reuse of the dance frame consisted of using expres-
sions such as: napravio bih slicne korake (‘I would take
similar steps’), treba izbalansirati gospodarstvo i restrik-
cije (‘we should find an equilibrium between restrictions
and the economy’), svedski ples (‘Swedish dance’), and
drugi dio plesa (‘the second part of the dance’). Examples
(5) and (6) are creative extensions of the frame.

5) I would choose my own rhythm that the virus
couldn’t follow.

6) In dancing with the virus, I would continue to dance.
And dance, and dance, and let the virus suffer if it
bothers it.

There are 3 examples of disputing and questioning the
metaphor from the stimulus texts provided in the survey.

7) First of all, I would not use the word "war", and then
I would point to the many possibilities of strength-
ening the immune system, and put an emphasis on
that.

8) I would communicate clearly and directly and pre-
cisely, and would not use metaphors such as dancing
with the virus, ete.
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9) I would stop calling it a dance because for me it is
an uncomfortable caricature that I do not experience
in the way it was probably thought of, releasing a
touch of pleasure for the public.

Interestingly enough, only one participant out of the
three participants that disputed the frame they had been
exposed to actually disputed the war frame, as seen in
example (7), which was largely criticized in the media as
being undesirable and inapt to discuss all aspects of the
pandemic. This is surely connected to the fact that talking
about diseases and disease management in general with-
out using words like fight, battle, victory, etc. proved to be
almost impossible, despite the proclaimed inaptness of
this conceptualization. Examples (8) and (9) dispute the
dance frame as being irritating and not appropriate to the
situation in the sense of it being deceivingly light and re-
laxed, and that it purposefully misrepresents or ridicules
the situation as being enjoyable — which it obviously is not.

However, in the majority of answers, the participants
“ignored” the metaphor, and left no traces of its influence
on them, whether being aware of it or not (in 94.1% of all
the answers). In a small number of cases, the participants
used the words belonging to the frame they had been ex-
posed to while reading the stimulus text. In an even small-
er number of cases, the participants questioned or disput-
ed the metaphors used in the stimulus. Probably due to its
extreme prevalence, frequency, and the level of convention-
ality in the Croatian media, the “reusing” of the war frame
was wholly conventional (reusing conventional vocabulary
such as fight, win etc.). In reusing the football and dance
frames, the participants were creative, elaborating on
them and developing interesting new dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusions

There is now a lot of empirical evidence that metaphors
are not only related to how we conceptualize the world
(especially abstract concepts), but also to how we reason
and make decisions on important social issues. Thibodeau
& Boroditsky® found that exposure to even a single meta-
phor can induce substantial differences in opinion about
how to solve social problems (differences greater than
pre-existing ideological or political ones).

In this study, we were particularly interested in the
effects the existing framings have in a real-life situation,
taking into account linguistic patterns and corpus data as
well. Specifically, we investigated the effects of different
metaphorical framings on reasoning about solutions to the
Covid-19 pandemic to check if the previous studies, involv-
ing hypothetical situations and showing that metaphor
had a powerful influence on how people attempt to solve
social problems, can stand the test of a real-world situa-
tion. Our starting points were quite strong and included:
a real-life situation; discourse on an extremely important
topic saturated with metaphor; salient, frequent, and dom-
inant metaphorical framing based on many analogies be-

tween war and the epidemic; intensive, continuous, and
prolonged exposure to this framing; and a large body of
research providing evidence that metaphorical framing
guides reasoning as well as physical and social behavior.

We found that different framings do not elicit different
responses from the participants in terms of reform vs. en-
force, local vs. global, and dominance vs. cooperation. The
proposed solutions did not differ as a function of metaphor-
ical framing. Contrary to our expectations, the partici-
pants did not suggest repressive methods more often after
reading the stimulus texts with the war and the football
framing than they did after reading the text with the
dance frame. The same was reflected in the first state-
ment in their free answers, too. These findings are in line
with the recently published study by Panzeri et al.2?, who
did not find the effect of framing Covid-19 as war on the
acceptance of metaphor congruent entailments.

Despite the dominance of the war framing of the epi-
demic in Croatian media?, to which participants had been
continuously exposed for months prior to our testing, the
overall results even favored reform vs. enforce, contrary
to our expectations. This general result is particularly
interesting in the light of the fact that a ‘war’ on the war
metaphor has been declared both by the media and re-
search community, showing how it can be potentially
harmful to individuals and society and inapt to elaborate
all aspects of the pandemic. Our study’s general results
show that the effect of prolonged intensive exposure to the
war metaphor is not highly significant and does not make
people incline towards restrictive measures. Despot & Os-
troski Anié5 show that the use of certain other source
frames (e.g. the RELIGION frame) may be more danger-
ous than the war frame.

The qualitative analysis is thoroughly in line with the
experiment: it shows that, in the large majority of answers
(94.1%), the participants disregarded the metaphor they
had been exposed to as there were no linguistic signs of
its influence on them. In a small number of cases, the
participants used the vocabulary belonging to the frame
they had been exposed to or sometimes even questioned or
disputed the metaphors from the stimulus texts.

Since our study provides a temporal snapshot and an
analysis of a real-world situation, it has many limitations,
the most important of which is the fact that the war frame
was already well established and dominant in Croatian
news discourse at the time this experiment was conducted.
We tried to amend this limitation by interpreting the over-
all results with this fact in mind, as well as by coding and
analyzing the first idea in the response separately (expect-
ing that exposure to metaphorical framing could influence
what the participants would think of first), and by per-
forming a qualitative analysis of the results. Additionally,
given the importance and media coverage of the topic, the
participants were likely to have prior fixed or entrenched
ideas that were unlikely to be changed as a result of expo-
sure to a single short text. However, Thibodeau &
Boroditsky® found exposure to even a single metaphor in-
duced substantial differences in opinion that were greater
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than pre-existing ideological or political stances. As we
may deduce from our results, this might not hold true in
a real-life situation. This has been shown by Panzeri et
al.29, who found that socio-political individual variables
contributed to the participants’ willingness to prefer war
congruent options rather than the metaphorical frame
they had been exposed to.

The results of our experiment should also be interpret-
ed considering the epidemiological situation at the time of
the study. In the second half of September 2020, Croatia
had a rising number of infected people, but the situation
was still not as critical as in November and December of
the same year. Furthermore, restrictive measures during
the first wave of the pandemic in Croatia proved to be
successful and possibly made the pandemic seem easier to
handle in the eyes of the public. It might be that, after the
second wave hit Croatia rather hard, a repeated study
would yield somewhat different results in terms of the
non-repression vs. repression ratio in the participants’ re-
sponses. The fact that the Croatian economy had been
unstable and struggling even before the epidemic might
also have influenced our results. Restrictive measures and
lockdown heavily affect many small entrepreneurs, while
governmental support is barely sufficient for them to sur-
vive the crisis. This might have resulted in resistance
towards restrictive measures. The results should also be
interpreted having in mind that the participants in our
study were more educated than the general population and
that the majority of them were women. High percentage
of participants with completed higher education might
explain favoring an educational approach in tackling the
Covid-19 pandemic.

The fact that the participants were not susceptible at
all to the metaphorical framings of the epidemic situation
(either to intense, long-term, real-life exposure or to the
brief exposure in our experiment) points to the unsurpris-
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ing conclusion that, in a real-life situation, our opinions
seem to be the result of many factors, including ideological
standpoints, prior beliefs and attitudes, knowledge of the
situation, level of education, gender or personal experi-
ence, as well as variations between metaphors.

We know that giving people new facts does not neces-
sarily change attitudes. It seems to be the same with re-
spect to metaphorical framings, especially in situations
where attitudes have already been formed and have be-
come entrenched and possibly polarized. According to
some researchers, a “true’ framing effect” occurs only if
the opinion is changed after presenting people with a cer-
tain frameso31,

All this points to the power of metaphorical framing
being more context sensitive and shaped by newly emerg-
ing real-life situations than can be deduced from the state
of the art in the field. The body of empirical evidence for
the relevance of framing is large and compelling, proving
that metaphorical framings indeed have a significant im-
pact on how we conceptualize and act. Our study, even
though it is a small-scale one and providing only a tempo-
ral snapshot, calls for certain sceptical scrutiny, caution,
and additional assessments of the size of real effects of
metaphorical framings in real-life situations. Certainly,
more extensive experiments with repeated exposure to
different framings of the message related to the real-world
problem are needed to further explore this important top-
ic. However, the results of our experimental and qualita-
tive study, in line with Steen et al.2! and Panzieri et al.2?,
certainly raise questions about when metaphors influence
reasoning and when and why they do not.

Acknowledgements

This work has been supported in part by the Croatian
Science Foundation under the project UTP-2017-05-7169.

doi:10.1016/].tics.2017.07.001. — 14. HAUSER DJ, SCWARZ N, Personal
and Social Psychology Bulletin 41 (2015) 66. — 15. HENDRICKS R,
DEMJEN Z, SEMINO E, BORODITSKY L, Metaphor and Symbol, 33/4
(2018) 267. doi: 10.1080/10926488.2018.1549835. — 16. LEE SW,
SCHWARZ N, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 54 (2014) 61.
doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2014.04.007. — 17. ROBINS S, MAYER RE, Discourse
Process 30/1 (2000) 57. doi: 10.1207/S15326950dp3001_03. — 18. EL-
MORE KC, LUNA-LUCERO M, Social Psychological and Personality
Science 8/2 (2016) 200. doi: 10.1177/1948550616667611. — 19. BURGERS
C, KONIJN EA, STEEN GdJ, Communication Theory 26/4 (2016) 410. doi:
10.1111/comt.12096. — 20. BOEYNAEMS A, BURGERS C, KONIJN EA,
STEEN GJ, Metaphor and Symbol 32/2 (2017) 118. doi:
10.1080/10926488.2017.1297623. — 21. STEEN GJ, REIJNIERSE WG,
BURGERS C, PLoS ONE 9/12 (2014) e113536. doi:10.1371/journal.
pone.0113536. — 22. NERLICH B, Metaphors in the time of coronavirus,
accessed 14.07.2020. Available from: https://blogs.nottingham.ac.uk/mak-
ingsciencepublic/2020/03/17/metaphors-in-the-time-of-coronavirus/. —
23. SEMINO E, Health Communication 36/1 (2021) 50. doi:
10.1080/10410236.2020.1844989. — 24. WICKE P, BOLOGNESI MM,
PLoS ONE 15/9 (2020) €0240010. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0240010. —
25. FLUSBERG SJ, MATLOCK T, THIBODEAU PH, Metaphor and
Symbol 33/1 (2018) 1. doi: 10.1080/10926488.2018.1407992. — 26. DES-



K. étrkalj Despot et al.: Metaphorical Framings in Reasoning About Covid-19, Coll. Antropol. 46 (2022) 3: 219-227

POT K, TONKOVIC M, BRDAR M, ESSERT M, PERAK B, OSTROSKI 22/1(2007) 1. —29. PANZERI F, DI PAOLA S, DOMANESCHI F, PLoS

ANIC A, NAHOD B, PANDZIC 1. MetaNet.HR: Croatian Metaphor Re- ONE 16/4 (2021) e0250651. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0250651. — 30.
pository. In: BOLOGNESI M, BRDAR M, DESPOT, K (Eds): Metaphor LECHELER S, DE VREESE CH, Journal of Mass Communication 89/2
and Metonymy in the Digital Age (John Benjamins, Amsterdam, 2019). (2012) 185. doi: 10.1177/1077699011430064. — 31 NELSON T, OXLEY
— 27. LANDIS JR, KOCH GG, Biometrics 33/1 (1977) 159. doi: Z, CLAWSON R, Political Behavior, 19 (1997) 221.

10.2307%2F2529310. — 28. PRAGGLEJAZ G, Metaphor and Symbol

K. S. Despot,

Institute for the Croatian Language and Linguistics, Republike Austrije 16, 10000 Zagreb, Croatia
e-mail: kristina.despot@gmail.com

MOZE LI METAFORICKO UOKVIRIVANJE UTJECATI NA STAVOVE U VEZI S PANDEMIJOM
KORONAVIRUSA?

SAZETAK

Istrazivanja pokazuju da metaforicko uokvirivanje moze utjecati na nacin na koji ljudi razmisljaju i donose odluke,
¢ak io vaznim drustvenim temama. Kriticari takvih istrazivanja smatraju da nema empirijskih dokaza koji bi upuéiva-
li na to da uokvirivanje ima bitan utjecaj na nase razmisljanje u stvarnim zivotnim situacijama. U ovome radu prika-
zani su rezultati eksperimenta kojim smo provjeravali utjecu li zbilja razli¢iti metaforicki okviri na razmisljanja i stavove
0 moguéim rjesenjima za problem pandemije virusa Covid-19 kako bismo u realnim uvjetima provjerili nalaze prethod-
nih istrazivanja u kojima su koristene hipotetske situacije. Sudionici u istrazivanju raspodijeljeni su po slu¢aju u jednu
od tri eksperimentalne situacije (metaforicki okvir rata, nogometa ili plesa). Nakon sto su procitali kratak tekst o pan-
demiji u Hrvatskoj, oblikovan u skladu s jednim od tri metaforicka okvira, zamolili smo ih da se zamisle u ulozi ¢lana
Vlade i1 odgovore na nekoliko pitanja o tome kako bi oni pristupili rjeSavanju problema koje je donijela pandemija. Rezu-
Itati su pokazali da razliciti metaforicki okviri nisu doveli do razlic¢itih odgovora sudionika u smislu bi li njihov pristup
za smanjenje broja zarazenih bio vise usmjeren blazim ili strozim mjerama, treba li problemu pristupiti kao lokalnomu
ili globalnomu i je li vaznija dominacija ili suradnja. Taj rezultat upuéuje na to da su potrebna daljnja istrazivanja koji-
ma ¢e se utvrditi koliko je doista izrazen utjecaj metaforickoga okvira na razmisljanje o realnim zivotnim problemima
u stvarnim situacijama.
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