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Multilingual federalism in times of crisis
Sean Mueller a and Pirmin Bundi b

aInstitute of Political Science, University of Lausanne, Lausanne, Switzerland; bSwiss Graduate 
School of Public Administration (IDHEAP), University of Lausanne, Lausanne, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
Language has often been associated with the political culture of citizens and 
certain core values and expectations in multilingual federations. In times of 
crisis, the existence and extent of cultural characteristics are particularly 
relevant for multilingual societies, where cultural differences can fuel political 
conflict as much as similarities can bring people together. To answer whether 
and how language is associated with different political attitudes, this article 
analyses a cross-sectional survey of 7600 citizens in Australia, Belgium, 
Canada, France, Switzerland, and the United States. We find that some 
attitudes toward governance are indeed correlated with language, despite 
different nation-state contexts. In particular, French-speakers have different 
preferences for territorial centralization, while the governance attitudes of 
English-speakers are almost indistinguishable across countries. These findings 
allow us to refine and reconcile two common assumptions in the literature: 
that linguistic diversity leads to heterogeneous policy preferences, and that 
national integration masks cultural differences.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic confronted decision makers worldwide with some 
hard choices: safeguarding public health without unduly restricting personal 
freedoms and overall economic activity (e.g. Engler et al. 2021). In federations, 
an additional challenge consisted of vertically and horizontally coordinating 
governmental decisions (Chattopadhyay et al. 2021; Lecours et al. 2021; Stey-
tler 2022). That task would seem even more demanding in multilingual fed-
erations such as Belgium or Canada with a history of intergroup conflict as 
well as in otherwise deeply polarized countries such as the USA, where sud-
denly everything is political (e.g. Birkland et al. 2021; Goelzhauser and Konisky  
2020; Mason 2018; Mullin 2021). Dealing with the pandemic thus not only 
became a hard test for state capacity but also for societal cohesion (Casula 
and Pazos-Vidal 2021; Jedwab and Kincaid 2019).
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Ironically, more polarization need not necessarily be bad for cohesion if it 
maps onto a different dimension than the one that is currently salient. Just as 
linguistic and religious cleavages can cut across and thereby weaken each 
other (Rae and Taylor 1970; Selway 2011), so could similar preferences on 
how to govern during the COVID-19 pandemic bring together otherwise 
divided groups – francophone and anglophone Canadians, for instance. 
This is precisely what seems to have occurred in Australia (Murphy and 
Arban 2021): despite its dual and bipartisan nature largely reflecting the US 
system, federal and state leaders generally cooperated well across the 
aisle.1 But in which direction societal reality developed, i.e. how much 
more or less internally divided federations have become, remains as yet 
unexplored.

A second reason for studying attitudes towards governance in times of 
crisis is that it matters for effectiveness (Mizrahi, Vigoda-Gadot, and Cohen  
2021). While all democratic decision-making requires public acceptance, 
the COVID-19 crisis distinguished itself in two important aspects from pre-
vious crises: speed and degree of intervention. Decision makers had to act 
very quickly, and the effectiveness of their policies depended heavily on 
popular compliance as it targeted citizens directly and intimately (Wu  
2021). Others have already shown that public opinion is less important in 
times of crisis, as decision makers privilege output over input legitimacy 
(Toshkov 2011; Weiler 2012), which explains how even unpopular measures 
are adopted. Moreover, time pressure means that the electorate is less able 
to influence decisions through habitual channels such as elections or referen-
dums. For instance, political reforms in the aftermath of the 2008 economic 
crisis were quite effective albeit entailing substantial compliance and coordi-
nation costs (Zahariadis 2012). By contrast, if large parts of the citizenry had 
decided to ignore public health measures such as mask wearing, the SARS- 
CoV-2 virus could have continued to spread without restrictions. Hence, 
citizen attitudes matter for comprehending behavioural compliance and, 
through this, also state capacity.

Third and finally, if territorially entrenched cultural groups or ‘commu-
nities’, as they are constitutionalized in Belgium (Art. 2), really possess their 
own social norms, collective identity, and public values because of their dis-
tinct language, then similarities across states should translate into similarities 
in governance attitudes, too. Indeed, much of the social science literature 
assumes the heterogeneity of political preferences to map onto linguistic, 
religious, or ethnic differences (e.g. Laitin 2000). Literature on information 
technology (social media, e-government) also shows that language plays 
an important role in how preferences are translated into political decisions 
(e.g. Androutsopoulou et al. 2019; Jaeger and Thompson 2003; Zheng  
2013). Yet states are still the preferred unit of analysis in cross-sectional ana-
lyses, departing from the assumption that political boundaries neatly 
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demarcate cultural communities. Shedding light on systematic intergroup 
differences and especially similarities across states in terms of governance 
attitudes thus also contributes to our overall understanding of the connec-
tion between language, culture, and politics (see Choi, Poertner, and Samba-
nis 2021; Porcher 2021).

In this article, we accordingly compare governance preferences during and 
regarding the pandemic along two axes: between different linguistic groups 
of the same country (French vs. non-French speakers in Canada, Belgium, and 
Switzerland) and within the same linguistic sphere but across different 
countries (French speakers across Canada, Belgium, Switzerland, and 
France; English speakers across Canada, Australia, and the USA). By ‘govern-
ance’ we mean the overall political-administrative structure in which collec-
tively binding decisions are taken (e.g. Hooghe and Marks 2003, 236–237). 
To better account for the complexity of real-world settings, where multiple 
aspects such as the level of decision-making (central, regional, or both 
together) or the involvement of scientific experts are simultaneously 
present, we ran the same conjoint experiment among all the ca. 8000 respon-
dents in all six countries (see Bansak et al. 2021 for a summary of that tech-
nique). We then engage in subgroup comparisons along the mentioned 
national and linguistic characteristics of respondents (Leeper, Hobolt, and 
Tilley 2020).

We find that some governance attitudes indeed differ along language. Yet 
while French speakers profess similar attitudes towards the involvement of 
stakeholders, they vary cross-nationally in their preferences for the relevant 
level of decision-making. Anglophones, in turn, are almost indistinguishable 
in their governance preferences across countries, which could, however, also 
be due to their state-wide majority position throughout. In doing so, our 
findings relate to the literature on social sorting, which argues that the con-
vergence of social characteristics is a driver of affective polarization (Mason  
2015; 2016; 2018). However, our study also suggests that government prefer-
ences in the context of COVID-19 largely cut across existing differences in 
language groups, thereby attenuating polarization between them. Moreover, 
the study contributes to the literature on federalism and Covid-19 manage-
ment (Chattopadhyay et al. 2021; Hegele and Schnabel 2021; Schnabel and 
Hegele 2021; Steytler 2022) by revealing the preferred resolution method 
throughout to be federal-regional cooperation.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. The second section 
briefly rehearses existing scholarship on language, cultural diversity, and gov-
ernance attitudes. The third section presents and justifies our cases and lists 
the hypotheses. The fourth section details the research design and data col-
lection; the fifth section discusses our findings. The final section summarizes 
and addresses this study’s limitations and ways forward.
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Language, cultural diversity, and governance attitudes

Harry Eckstein’s (1988) by now famous ‘congruence’ theory held that state 
structures, to be stable, needed to reflect societal expectations and prefer-
ences. More recently, Erk (2007) explored the way in which linguistic differ-
ences in federal states influence their institutional structure. There is, of 
course, more to cultural identity than just language (see, for instance, 
Hooghe and Mark’s (2020) post-functionalist theory). But when it comes to 
public affairs, unlike religion, history, race, or other cultural markers that 
have served as a specific group’s boundary demarcations and which can 
remain more or less in the background, every polity must decide in which 
language(s) it conducts its affairs and communicates with its citizens 
(Brubaker 2013). Moreover, with secularization having attenuated many of 
the erstwhile hotly debated or even fought-out religious divides, language 
has played an important role in secessionists conflicts from Quebec via 
Flanders and Catalonia to Corsica.

There are two main mechanisms through which the language we (mainly) 
speak or which is our mother tongue can influence our political preferences.2 

A first operates through communication and socialization. Accordingly, each 
language community forms its own cultural socialization space where ideas 
are exchanged in shared media outlets, literature, the arts, and through per-
sonal contact with friends and family. Standardization and literacy also ensure 
vertical transmission, i.e. from one generation to the next (Brubaker 2013). 
Several studies have documented how language strongly influences individ-
ual attitudes (Darr et al. 2020; Hopkins 2015; Lee and Pérez 2014; Pérez 2016; 
Pérez and Tavits 2019). Especially if tied to a specific territory and distinct pol-
itical history, language greatly influences citizens’ political attitudes in provid-
ing certain baseline values and expectations (Brubaker 2013; Shair-Rosenfield 
et al. 2021; Almond and Verba [1963] 2015).

Yet language is never just a means, but also always a greater or lesser 
symbol of identity, intergroup diversity, and intra-group unity. A second 
mechanism thus operates through status and power (e.g. Popelier 2021; 
Shair-Rosenfield et al. 2021). Culture-marker theory identifies language, 
the ‘human and non-instinctive method of communicating ideas, 
emotions, and desires’, as an important cultural construct that indirectly 
affects people’s attitudes (e.g. Wright 2016). Most (sub-)cultural identities 
have developed their own linguistic system to demarcate their members. 
As a result, people tend to hold more positive attitudes towards those 
who share the same cultural background (Schildkraut 2005), trusting 
them more (Hechter 2013; Hu 2020). Speaking a language that is distinct 
from that of the political majority can also give rise to a specific collective 
identity ‘under siege’, and it is that socio-political situation – rather than 
language as such – which could cause specific preferences. It is hardly 
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surprising then that the existence of more than one language group often 
translates into a specific set of political institutions such as, precisely, 
federal governance (Gagnon 2022; Rothstein 1996; Swenden, Brans, and 
De Winter 2006).

In contexts where different tongues have historically been spoken and 
remained territorially entrenched, language should therefore amount to a 
good proxy for cultural diversity (e.g. Laitin 2000, 142). The case for the con-
gruence of linguistic, cultural, and political heterogeneity would be signifi-
cantly strengthened if two or more groups speaking the same language 
but inhabiting different states were to possess identical attitudes. In turn, if 
members of different linguistic communities inhabiting the same state had 
identical political attitudes, that case would be weakened. At the very least, 
we would then have grounds to investigate the conditions under which lin-
guistic differences sometimes vanish for the purposes of political behaviour 
and do not inspire separate political parties, e.g. in Switzerland (see Mueller 
and Bernauer 2018), whereas elsewhere they do, e.g. in Belgium (e.g. Popelier  
2021), and how this connects to crises.

Our focus on attitudes towards governance as the dependent variable has 
two reasons. First, linguistic minorities and majorities are deeply affected by 
political structures, being provided either veto power over national, regional 
autonomy over own decisions, or both (e.g. Hooghe et al. 2016; Juon 2020; 
Mueller 2024). Yet there is little systematic evidence on how different – or 
similar, across states – language groups perceive their governance structures 
(Arikan and Ben-Nun Bloom 2015; Heinisch, Massetti, and Mazzoleni 2018). 
Some evidence on public attitudes towards governance has emerged from 
European studies, but rarely focusing on language (Anderson 1998; Kuhn  
2019; McLaren 2005; Vasilopoulou and Wagner 2017).

Second, regardless of linguistic patterns, states are increasingly con-
fronted by questions about the accountability of their institutions and 
decisions, driven in turn by the emergence of social media (Stamati, Papa-
dopoulos, and Anagnostopoulos 2015). Consequently, various democratic 
alternatives have emerged, from instituting mini-publics to outsourcing to 
scientific experts (Gerber et al. 2018; Michels 2011). Although potentially 
of great import to political minorities, we know little of their attitudes 
towards such new (or ancient, in the case of citizen assemblies) forms 
of governance. Minorities could be more sympathetic towards democratic 
innovations as they promise to introduce deliberative elements into 
otherwise majoritarian structures. Or they could suspect them to 
amount to yet another channel for majority dominance. Different cultures 
might also have different preferences regarding direct democracy, trade 
unions, or transparency.

Note that in all these discussions, our scope conditions are set by (a) the 
existence of liberal-democratic states; (b) at least two official language 
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groups within such a state; and (c) a high degree of territorial boundedness of 
these groups. The rationale for these parameters is that without freedom of 
speech, of assembly, and competitive elections, group members cannot 
freely form and act upon their beliefs. The territorial boundedness of linguis-
tic groups reifies majority-minority relations defined by language, providing 
them with added salience (e.g. Erk 2007). Our analyses thus shed light on the 
connection between language, culture, and democratic governance attitudes.

Despite their apparent relatedness, the two mechanisms – communication 
and identification – have slightly different implications. Relying on language 
as communication, we would expect even French- or English-speakers living 
in different countries to possess identical preferences, on the one hand, and 
for differences between language groups of the same country to always 
emerge, on the other: 

Hypothesis 1a: Speakers of the same language have, on average, identical gov-
ernance preferences regardless of their country of residence.

Hypothesis 1b: Speakers of a different language have, on average, different gov-
ernance preferences despite living in the same country.

If language as social identification holds, by contrast, we would expect differ-
ences within a transnational language group to map onto objective factors as 
well as political conflict: 

Hypothesis 2: Speakers of the same language differ in their governance prefer-
ences to the extent that they form a demographic or political majority or min-
ority in their country.

Thus, while according to H1a French speakers of France, Belgium, Canada, 
and Switzerland are expected to have the same preferences, H2 would 
expect differences between French speakers of France (where they form 
the majority) and those of the other three countries (where they are a 
minority).

Data and methods3

Our data come from an online survey conducted in winter 2020/2021 across 
six Western democracies: Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Switzerland, and 
the United States. The dependent variable was assessed using a conjoint 
experiment on how public responses to the pandemic should be taken, 
with response options varying along five dimensions: the extent of territorial 
de/centralization; (not) involving health experts, corporate stakeholders, and 
ordinary citizens; and with what degree of transparency. Prior research shows 
that the decision per se is not always the central criterion for its social accep-
tance, but that it matters rather how it was taken (Dermont et al. 2017; Terwel 
et al. 2010). At the time of the survey, all six countries were in the middle of 
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the second wave, increasing our confidence that respondents understood 
both the questions and reply options.

Few other contexts are as fruitful for the exploration of differences in pol-
itical culture across linguistic communities as federations. Some authors even 
regard federalism as the result only of intergroup differences and the need to 
both protect cultural diversity and create political unity (Erk 2007; Livingston  
1952). Linguistics, religious, and ethnic ascriptives top the list in cultural 
markers, it being understood that the various communities have different 
needs and pursue different political priorities (Brown 2004; 2013; Cole, 
Kincaid, and Rodriguez 2004; Fafard, Rocher, and Côté 2010; Kincaid and 
Cole 2011; Reuchamps, Dodeigne, and Perrez 2018). However, to our knowl-
edge none of these studies – not even those focusing on Belgium and Canada 
– explicitly or exhaustively compare the attitudes of French-speaking citizens 
with those held by members of non-French-speaking majorities. In Switzer-
land, studying the political attitudes of linguistic groups can look back on a 
long history, facilitated by the frequent use of referendums to decide collec-
tively binding questions and, since the 1970s, representative post-referen-
dum surveys. Classic approaches such as those by Seitz (2014) and Bolliger, 
Zürcher, and Linder (2008) use local, district and cantonal results to calculate 
the extent of differences in voting behaviour between linguistic regions as 
well as their internal homogeneity.4 In addition, there have been a few 
studies that analyse public attitudes of English speakers vs. linguistic min-
orities (Kincaid and Cole 2011; Raney 2010).

Comparing linguistic groups across and within our six countries provides 
three analytical advantages. First, we can compare francophones with their 
non-francophone (Dutch, English, and German speaking) co-citizens to 
detect intrastate variation. Second, we can compare francophones and anglo-
phones across countries, and even three different francophone minorities 
with each other to detect intra-linguistic similarity. Belgium, Canada, and 
Switzerland are all federations with officially recognized and territorially 
entrenched francophone communities amounting to some 41%, 23% and 
23% of the total population, respectively.5 French is, of course, the only 
official language of France (e.g. Art. 2 of the French Constitution of 1958, 
last revised in 2008).

Third, we can compare these three francophone minorities with the French 
‘kin state’ (Brubaker 1995; Sabanadze 2006). This is a particularly lucky circum-
stance since from the point of view of intra-linguistic similarities, we could 
expect that French speakers outside of France emulate what they see in 
this ‘lead country’ (e.g. Kriesi et al. 1996; Mueller and Dardanelli 2014). In 
the main, France is not only (still) very centralized, but is also rather domi-
nated by Paris and its ENA-formed elite and experts, with little involvement 
of ordinary citizens (hence, among others, the Gilet Jaunes movement and 
Le Grand Débat National) but powerful stakeholders such as trade unions. If 
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there is indeed a peculiar francophone political culture, similar governance 
attitudes should thus be observed among French speakers regardless of 
their majority/minority status or country. Their position as minorities 
should by contrast pull them in the direction of preferring more 
decentralization.

Analytically, we rely on the conjoint analysis as ‘a tool to identify the causal 
effects of various components of a treatment in a survey experiment’ (Hain-
mueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014). In contrast to traditional experiments 
that focus on one specific characteristic ( = treatment), a conjoint experiment 
considers the more realistic multidimensionality of an object. Here, the con-
joint experiment is used to determine which attributes of the decision- 
making process play a particularly important role in respondents’ assessment. 
Such an assessment better approximates reality than a conventional survey 
on individual characteristics, since any decision-making framework can 
always be described and assessed based on several characteristics, not just 
one. The conjoint experiment also reduces the risk of socially desirable 
responses, which a direct query of individual characteristics might entail. 
However, this method only allows us to identify the importance of some attri-
butes over others that belong to the same dimension, and we can only show 
their association (but not causal relation) with language groups.

Our experiment uses the COVID-19 responses that have been introduced 
in most countries of the world beginning in 2020. This provides us with the 
unique opportunity to ask citizens from different states about their prefer-
ences in a largely identical situation. Our respondents were confronted 
with a variety of decision-making processes on policies to control the 
spread of the pandemic – without, however, defining these policies them-
selves. Each respondent was presented four times with two scenarios of 
how COVID-19 responses should be taken. Each choice between two scen-
arios combined different aspects of multilevel governance; the inclusion of 
experts, citizens, and stakeholders; and the desired level of transparency 
(see Table 1). For each comparison, respondents had to indicate which of 
the two scenarios they preferred. Each decision-making scenario consisted 
of a random combination of characteristics; the order of the five dimensions 
remained constant throughout (see Figure A1 for screenshots).

The first dimension refers to different levels of government. Maggetti and 
Trein (2019) point out that the social problems a country faces are strongly 
linked to the governance mode. Originally used in the European integration 
literature (Marks 1993), the concept of multilevel governance (MLG) has 
emerged to study processes and institutions that shape policies through 
the interaction of public (and private) authorities at different levels. In 
doing so, levels refer not only to vertical interaction – top-down and 
bottom-up – but also to the collaboration of sub-, supra-, and international 
institutions (Börzel and Hosli 2003; Hooghe and Marks 2003). Within that 
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dimension, we distinguish five different levels, in particular since COVID-19 
responses have been observed to be located at different scales, too 
(Capano et al. 2020). To begin with, a decision could be directly made at 
federal or central level, either binding for everybody (1) or in such a way 
that regions can be more restrictive (2). Regions could also be the main 
locus of decision-making, as seen in Canada, the US, and Mexico (Béland 
et al. 2021). In this case, regions will either coordinate with each other (3), 
for instance through interregional conferences (see Broschek 2015), or 
decide in isolation from each other (4). Finally, a municipal solution is also 
conceivable (5), as particular urban centres were strongly and differently 
affected by the pandemic, so that targeted policy responses were or 
should have been found for and by them.

Our second dimension captures the desired level of expert involvement or 
technocracy (e.g. Caramani 2017). Many governments have constituted scien-
tific boards to help them understand the virus and advise political leaders on 
measures combating the pandemic (Cairney 2021). These boards channel 
information between scientist and policymakers, but it is highly debated 
how much influence they should have. The third dimension concerns the 
involvement of citizens, or participatory governance (Fischer 2012, 457). This 
approach empowers citizens and other non-state actors to directly 
influence collective decisions. Often, these actors do not have access to full 
information, which is why participatory governance seeks to address ‘demo-
cratic deficits’ by promoting citizens’ information, awareness of their rights, 

Table 1. Dimensions and characteristics of the conjoint analysis.
Dimension Characteristic

Responsible level 1. Decision made at the [federal/national]* level 
2. Decision made at the [federal/national]* level, but each [State/ 

province/community and region/canton/region]** can be more 
restrictive 

3. [States/Provinces/Communities and regions/Cantons/ 
Regions]** coordinate with each other and decide together 

4. Each [province/community and region/canton/region]** 
decides for itself 

5. Each [municipality/county or city]*** decides for itself
Role of scientists 1. No influence 

2. Some influence 
3. Strong influence

Role of citizens 1. No influence 
2. Some influence (consultative citizens’ forums)

Role of stakeholders (employers, 
trade unions, etc.)

1. No influence 
2. Some influence 
3. Strong influence

Transparency 1. None 
2. Some (decision is explained) 
3. Full (decision is explained and all data publicly available)

Note: The conjoint survey was conducted in Dutch, English, French, German, and Italian; see Figure A1 for 
examples. *France: ‘national’; **Belgium: ‘Communities and Regions’; Switzerland ‘Cantons’; France: 
‘Regions’; USA and Australia: ‘States’; ***USA: ‘county or city’.
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participation, and influence. Even though the COVID-19 pandemic came fast 
and fierce, the involvement of citizens is not implausible, as rarely policy 
measures have affected such a substantial part of the population. Yet we dis-
tinguish only between no influence (1) and some influence (2), e.g. advisory 
citizen forums, as we believe strong (and binding) involvement to be too 
unrealistic.

The fourth dimension represents the involvement of stakeholders such as 
employers, trade unions, or professional associations. While decision 
makers are authorities whose involvement (timing and deployment of 
resources) in a public policy is usually very formalized, stakeholders include 
all actors or interest groups who hold an interest in a public measure; their 
participation is, however, mostly informal and voluntary. Social actors 
include business groups, associations, social movements, and the media. 
Often, these stakeholders use their own resources, be it their network, 
skills, or human resources, to influence public measures. Our fifth and final 
dimension covers the transparency of decision-making – an important cri-
terion for throughput legitimacy (Héritier 2003; Strebel, Kübler, and Marcin-
kowski 2019). Decision makers often justify their decision based on reasons 
to gain greater legitimacy. During the COVID-19 pandemic, however, there 
have also been many calls to make the (collected) data on infected and 
deceased individuals publicly available. Thus, we distinguish between no 
(1), some, (2) and full transparency (3), i.e. a situation in which all data is 
openly and easily accessible. We refrained from randomizing the order of 
dimensions to avoid confusion.6

In total, some 7600 individuals completed the survey (Table 2). We over-
sampled minority languages to receive a substantial number of respondents 
for every main official language group in our countries (Chen, Stubblefield, 
and Stoner 2020). All samples were purchased from and surveyed via Qual-
trics, with age, gender, residence, and education quotas specified before-
hand. Citizens of officially multilingual countries could choose and change 
the language of their survey anytime. Nevertheless, one of the first questions 
asked respondents to indicate their mother tongue, and for our purposes 
here, we only assess and compare French and English speakers in Canada, 

Table 2. Sample size(s) and distribution of languages by country.

Country

Mother tongue of survey respondents

French English Dutch German Total

Canada 610 610 0 0 1220
Belgium 760 0 752 0 1512
Switzerland 760 0 0 760 1520
France 1118 0 0 0 1118
Australia 0 1093 0 0 1093
USA 0 1136 0 0 1136
Total 3248 2839 752 760 7599
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French and Dutch speakers in Belgium, French and German speakers in Swit-
zerland, French speakers in France, and English speakers in Australia and the 
USA. Table A1 in the Appendix provides a breakdown of socio-demographic 
attributes, boosting our confidence in the validity of cross-group compari-
sons. Table A2 does the same for personal affectedness by the pandemic.

Statistical modelling is based on Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 
(2014, 11f.), who also suggest reporting average marginal component 
effects (AMCEs). These are defined as ‘the average difference in the prob-
ability of being preferred […] when comparing two different attribute 
values’ (Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015, 537). AMCEs result from an OLS 
regression with the binary decision variable as the dependent and the attri-
bute values as the independent variables. However, since we are interested in 
comparing differences in preferences across multiple groups, even con-
ditional AMCEs are unsuitable for they represent ‘relative, not absolute, state-
ments about preferences’ (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020, 213). Our main 
estimators of interest will therefore be conditional marginal means (on 
which conditional ACMEs build), differences therein, and the coefficients on 
the interaction terms between grouping variables (language and country) 
and feature levels (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020, 220). We use the R- 
package ‘cregg’ for our empirical analyses (Leeper 2020). Standard errors 
are clustered at the individual, respondent level.

Findings

Figures 1 and 2 show the results of our conjoint experiment for French and 
English speakers only by country of residence, respectively. Shown are con-
ditional marginal means, i.e. estimators of the absolute ‘level of favorability 
toward profiles that have a particular feature level, ignoring all other features’ 
(Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020, 110) and conditional upon speaking French/ 
English and residing in one of the mentioned countries. Figures A2 and A3 in 
the Appendix show conditional marginal means for all nine language-country 
groups studied here.

Figure 1 reveals virtually identical levels of favourability among franco-
phones regarding citizen influence (some rather than none), expert 
influence (strong rather than none), stakeholder involvement (indifferent), 
and transparency (total rather than none). Only the French prefer some 
over no stakeholder input, albeit only just. Where francophones differ 
greatly among each other is on the preferred territorial scale of governance, 
although even here the order of preferences is largely identical: Swiss-French 
are most in favour of one step short of full centralization, that is the federal 
government decides but cantons can enact more restrictive rules. Regional 
collaboration and outright centralization come joint second. However, cen-
tralization is clearly not the preferred option of Canadian francophones, 
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and it negatively affects favourability even among the French. Seeing local 
governments in charge is unappealing to all groups, as is regional autonomy 
for Swiss and Belgian francophones, but for Canadian francophones such 

Figure 1. French speakers and governance attitudes across countries.

Figure 2. English speakers and governance attitudes across countries.
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freedom is the second most favoured option. Belgian francophones are the 
most pro-centralization, either in pure or attenuated form.

Turning to anglophones, Figure 2 highlights further cross-country simi-
larities. Again, almost everywhere the average English-speaker prefers some 
rather than no citizen influence, strong or some expert influence rather 
than none, and total rather than no transparency. But now there are also 
differences regarding stakeholder involvement, with US and Australian resi-
dents preferring some over strong input, whereas Canadians are – like the 
francophones – indifferent. In turn, the distribution of preferences for the 
level of governance is more similar among anglophones than francophones. 
Central regulation with the possibility for regional deviation upwards is again 
the most preferred option but overlaps with inter-regional cooperation 
everywhere. Apart from centralization tout court negatively affecting scenario 
attractiveness for US and Canadian anglophones but not Australians, there is 
no further difference in that dimension of governance.

That French and English speakers exhibit largely identical governance pre-
ferences despite inhabiting different democracies (as per H1a) is of course no 
proof that this is so because of language. In fact, subtle central regulation is 
the preferred option by all nine groups, as is some citizen and strong expert 
influence as well as total transparency. Still, precisely by looking at absolute 
levels of favourability are we able to say not only something about the order 
of preferences but also their level. This is why we now calculate differences 
between conditional marginal means for each country-pair within a given 
language group. For next to language and country of residence also a 
group’s majority/minority status could be important.

Figure 3 falsifies H2 for governance levels: Belgian and especially Swiss 
francophones (two minorities) are more favourably disposed towards centra-
lization than even the French (the titular nation), but the Canadian franco-
phone minority much less. To assess anglophones in different majority/ 
minority constellations, we separated those living in Quebec (where they 
are a minority) from those living in the rest of Canada (RoC), where they 
are the majority. Figure 4 (top left) shows no differences in terms of centrali-
zation preferences for Canadian anglophones depending on provincial resi-
dence, and only one other difference (regarding transparency). Again, 
hardly evidence to bolster H2. This does not mean that linguistic majority/ 
minority status never plays a role, only that during the peak of the pandemic 
differences regarding governance attributes cut across the language divide.

Turning, finally, to differences within multilingual federations, Figure 5 
shows their almost complete absence in Belgium and Switzerland, contrary 
to H1b. Belgians profess basically identical governance preferences, ethno- 
political (and especially partisan) appearances to the contrary. In Switzerland, 
too, francophones desire less expert influence and more transparency than 
German-speakers but have otherwise similar preferences. Only in Canada 
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do we observe both greater centralization preferences among francophones 
vis-à-vis anglophones and a greater embrace of experts. On balance, then, we 
lean towards rejecting H1b: at least in the countries and crisis surveyed here, 

Figure 3. Differences between French speakers by country. Reading example: Belgian 
francophones are more favourably inclined towards centralization than the French.

Figure 4. Differences between English and French speakers by residence in Canada. 
Note: ‘anglo-RoC’ = English speakers living in rest of Canada; ‘anglo-quebecois’ =  
English speakers living in Quebec; ‘franco-quebecois’ = French speakers living in 
Quebec; ‘franco-RoC’ = French speakers living in rest of Canada.

14 S. MUELLER AND P. BUNDI



Figure 5. Differences between French and non-French speakers by country.
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there were more similarities than differences between different language 
groups of the same country.

As a robustness check, we restricted our sample to (a) only those who indi-
cated as their mother tongue the official language of the region, province, or 
canton they inhabited; and (b) those who correctly indicated that to contain 
the Covid-19 virus, one should avoid crowded places. Results are virtually 
identical (Figures A4 and A5). We additionally computed F-statistics as per 
Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley (2020, 218–219), for each feature and for all features 
as a whole. The results are shown in Table 3 and again confirm the above 
discussion.

In general, it thus seems that citizens give preference to output legitimacy, 
i.e. dealing effectively with the spread of the virus and adequately managing 
the economic, social, and political repercussion. The central government is 
best placed to harness economies of scale: pooling expert knowledge, mana-
ging the distribution of key material, providing hardship relief, establishing 
clarity regarding business openings and closures, etc. Centralization might 
thus also be the preferred outcome of groups that in normal times 
demand regional empowerment – especially if centralization also means 
compensating individuals for financial losses (i.e. central responsibility). 
However, the acceptance of central regulation is tempered not only by at 
least some regional autonomy (for upwards deviation in terms of strictness), 
but also conditional upon citizen, expert, and sometimes even stakeholder 
influence as well as full transparency of decision-making. Despite variations 
in size, status, and state structure, that ideal governance arrangement is 
pretty much identical across the countries and groups surveyed here.

Why would a transnational French political culture as per H1a fail to mate-
rialize regarding multilevel governance preferences? Federalism is an appeal-
ing solution to cultural minorities because by carving up a state’s territory 
into more or less autonomous provinces, chances are that overall minorities 
become regional majorities. What is more, next to gaining self-rule, through 

Table 3. ANOVA test results for between-group differences.

Francophones (F, 
B, CAN, CH)

Anglophones 
(AUS, US, CAN)

Belgium 
(French 

vs. Dutch)

Canada 
(French vs. 

English)

Switzerland 
(French vs. 

German)

Overall 6.620*** 1.982** 1.594+ 4.634*** 1.640+

Level 13.14*** 1.401 0.585 3.635** 0.126
Citizens 0.015 2.671* 0.064 1.162 1.584
Experts 1.299 2.008+ 1.261 9.778*** 1.975
Stakeholders 0.302 0.899 0.159 0.005 0.102
Transparency 0.142 0.251 2.937* 1.767 3.111*

Note: Shown are F-statistics comparing models with and models without group interactions (country of 
residence or mother tongue). Assessed is therefore whether these interaction coefficients are dis-
tinguishable from zero. Levels of significance: *** = 0.001, ** = 0.01, * = 0.05, +=0.1. Shaded cells =  
in line with our hypotheses.

16 S. MUELLER AND P. BUNDI



shared rule cultural minorities typically end up with more weight at the 
national level than their demographics would entitle them to if simple ‘one 
person, one vote’ rules applied (Mueller 2024). Regarding governance prefer-
ences, the French-speaking minorities surveyed might know exactly – in par-
ticular during a pandemic – that the federal state will not take measures 
against their will as they are a critical veto power, either formally (as in 
Belgium) or informally (as in Switzerland). Notably, the principle of inter- 
regional equality, which is almost a sine qua non for federal design, will in 
certain constellations boost minority influence, act in a counter-majoritarian 
fashion, and thus ‘artificially’ enhance the status of language groups. Only 
where there are no such federal safeguards, as in Canada, do we see the fran-
cophone minority desiring greater regional autonomy even in crisis periods. 
To this must be added the significantly greater state capacity of the historic 
home nation of French speaking Canadians, i.e. the Province of Quebec, 
with basically as many inhabitants as the whole of Switzerland or Belgium. 
Canada also exhibited the greatest within-country differences mapping 
onto language, Belgium the smallest.

By contrast, on the question of how experts, ordinary citizens, and trade 
unions should co-govern, there is indeed a shared understanding among 
French speakers as per H1a, as there is also (albeit less clearly) among Anglo-
phones. This would mean that a language that has developed hundreds of 
years ago and sailed over entire oceans still (partly) determines our political 
attitudes. That finding further provides strong evidence that French-speaking 
citizens have a systematically different understating of l’Etat, which goes 
beyond the actual administration and even regulates the relationships 
between public and political actors, because they speak the same language 
and thus perpetuate shared cultural traits. However, to test for actual 
causal effects would have necessitated manipulating that aspect at individual 
level. All that a conjoint experiment shows is that this or that aspect increases 
scenario favourability within a group, but not why.

Discussion and implications

Our results suggest a general preference for centralization, increased consul-
tation, and expanded participation in times of crisis shared across language 
groups and countries. This finding is consistent with Hegele and Schnabel 
(2021), who study the Covid-19 management in Austria, Germany, and Swit-
zerland. Although management styles differ, the authors argue that Austria 
and Germany relied on strong coordination between the federal and regional 
levels, while Switzerland took a more unilateral approach. Furthermore, 
Schnabel and Hegele (2021) show that governments coordinated more inten-
sively during the first wave of the Covid-19 crisis when jurisdiction was 
shared, problem pressure was high, and measures were (re)distributive in 
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nature. This study builds on that literature by showing that public preferences 
during Covid-19 were similarly distributed.

Although the countries selected here all possess some particularities, 
French and English stand for broader linguistic variation. Many countries 
either possess a multilingual population or are confronted with immigrants 
unable to understand the sole official language. More recently, several 
studies have discussed multilingualism as a challenge for political decision 
makers and public administration (Benavides et al. 2021; Ott and Boonyarak  
2020; Shen and Gao 2019; Zwicky and Kübler 2019). Although this does not 
mean that the findings of our analyses can simply be generalized, our 
results point out that the language best spoken partly maps onto citizens’ 
political attitudes, providing valuable implications for policy-makers in crisis 
times.

Knowledge about the preferences of citizens is undoubtedly valuable for 
public administrations (e.g. Ahn and Campbell 2022). If citizens form their 
attitudes (also) along language group lines, this has implications for both 
crisis management and policy decisions. In terms of crisis management, 
taking seriously language affiliations could help in more effectively com-
municating with and mobilizing different groups during a crisis. For 
example, if policy makers know that a particular language group is particu-
larly affected by a crisis, they could ensure that information and resources 
are provided in their language to help them better understand and 
respond to the situation. Maldonado et al. (2020) show that no government 
provided risk communications on disease prevention targeting people in 
refugee camps or informal settlements during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
which might have helped fight the dissemination of the virus. Moreover, 
‘community navigators’ were hired during the global pandemic in some 
municipalities in the United Sates to address cultural and language 
issues. In doing so, they translated all communication forms and formats 
to specific language and ethnic communities (Dzigbede, Gehl, and Wil-
loughby 2020). Policy makers may not only translate policy responses to 
different languages, but also adapt their content depending on the 
language group. I.e. the communication could be more explicit and 
focused for language communities that are more critical towards certain 
policy measures.

In terms of the substance of political decisions, understanding that 
language group affiliations of citizens matter could help to more effectively 
design and implement policies that address the needs and concerns of 
different groups. For instance, Borrelli (2018) shows that language barriers 
can hinder policy implementation: some street-level bureaucrats struggle 
with the abstract legal corpus handed down to them. Moreover, this knowl-
edge can help policy makers to identify potential areas of disagreement or 
misunderstanding between different language groups, and to develop 
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policies that are more inclusive and responsive to the needs of these 
groups. This could involve creating policies that specifically address the 
concerns of different language groups or implementing measures to 
ensure that all language groups have access to information and services 
(Cairns 1988; Ingram, Schneider, and DeLeon 2019). Additionally, this 
knowledge could help to anticipate potential conflicts or challenges that 
may arise between language groups, and to develop strategies for addres-
sing these issues in a way that promotes understanding and cooperation. 
Overall, understanding the role of language in shaping citizens’ attitudes 
can be a valuable tool for developing effective and inclusive policies (see 
Vinopal 2020).

Scholarship on multinational federalism has perhaps taken this conclusion 
furthest in arguing that certain governance arrangements better protect the 
cultural identity and by implication governance preferences of demographic 
and political minority groups than others (e.g. Gagnon 2022). The famous 
challenge is of course to create and maintain ‘a national government that 
would be at one and the same time energetic and limited’, in Elazar’s 
(1987, 136) words. A majority across groups and states surveyed here 
would seem to have found the realization of that goal in a form of centraliza-
tion that allows regions to deviate upwards. This particular arrangement con-
tains a sufficiently ‘energetic’ element in the form of state-wide solidarity, 
uniformity to keep the country together, and ensure an effective crisis 
response (especially vis-à-vis a virus does not recognize territorial borders) 
whilst also being ‘limited’ enough to protect regional diversity and 
autonomy.

Finally, our findings also relate to the literature on social sorting. 
According to Levendusky (2009), social sorting occurs when social charac-
teristics such as religion, race, and ideology manifest themselves in certain 
parties. This sorting can result in parties becoming increasingly socially 
homogeneous, leading to affective polarization (Mason 2016). While pre-
vious studies have focused on the U.S. context (Lane, Moxley, and 
McLeod 2023; Mason 2015; 2016; 2018), the issue of social sorting has 
only recently been examined for other cultural contexts (see Harteveld  
2021). This comparative study has also shown that governance prefer-
ences tend to be very similar for different linguistic groups within the 
same country, and for the same linguistic group in different countries. 
However, our findings suggest that crises – such as the Covid-19 pandemic 
– may cut across existing differences between language groups and thus 
reduce the space that social sorting has created between political parties. 
Indeed, previous studies have shown that crises can lead to a scrutiniza-
tion of governance preferences in the hope for more effective policy 
solutions (Casula and Pazos-Vidal 2021; Dunlop, Ongaro, and Baker 2020; 
Liu et al. 2021).
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Conclusion

Scholars of multilevel governance and federalism have long discussed 
whether and how language influences political attitudes. The consistently 
observed pattern that at least some differences occur between language 
groups of the same state has served as the origin for two explanations: 
first, languages influence group members’ beliefs and attitudes through com-
munication and a resulting shared public sphere (Miller and Banaszak-Holl  
2005) that can even transcend centuries-old nation-state borders; second, 
language could serve as a symbol for different groups within a country 
that seek to maximize their autonomy (Gagnon 2022).

We investigated these explanations through a unique cross-national 
survey conducted online in six countries: Australia, Belgium, Canada, 
France, Switzerland, and the United States. In our study design, different attri-
butes of a decision were randomly assigned to simulate a governance process 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. We covered degrees and types of territorial 
de/centralization, the influence of experts, citizens, and stakeholders, and the 
degree of transparency. Specifically, our study makes four key points: First, 
both among French and English speakers some remarkably similar govern-
ance preferences existed during the COVID-19 pandemic even when living 
in different countries. These similarities pertained to degrees of citizen 
influence, strong expert involvement, and full transparency. This suggests 
that, at least in times of crisis, common values and concerns are shared 
within language spheres, challenging preconceived notions about the tra-
ditional influence of national characteristics on political attitudes. Second, 
an overarching preference for centralization – either directly or through 
shared rule – emerged as a significant theme across both language groups 
and countries. Citizens, regardless of language, appear to favour a central 
government that can effectively coordinate crisis management efforts. 
However, this preference is nuanced, with a simultaneous desire for some 
regional autonomy. Centralization becomes more acceptable if regions can 
deviate upward, demonstrating a delicate balance between centralized 
crisis response and the preservation of regional diversity.

Third, we examined the impact of linguistic majority/minority status on 
governance preferences. Surprisingly, French-speaking minorities in 
Belgium and Switzerland expressed a greater inclination towards centraliza-
tion than even the French. In Canada, linguistic majority/minority status 
does not significantly affect the governance preferences of anglophones in 
Quebec and the rest of Canada. These findings challenge the idea that lin-
guistic majority/minority status plays a decisive role in shaping governance 
preferences. Finally, while the study recognizes a common understanding 
among francophones and, to a lesser extent, anglophones, it underscores 
the complexity of attributing political attitudes solely to language. Our 
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results suggest that language plays a role in shaping some shared cultural 
characteristics that influence attitudes towards the state. However, establish-
ing causal effects would require manipulation at the individual level, high-
lighting a limitations of the study design.

Although we do not find a homogenous picture across our four franco-
phone countries, the idea that language is related to political attitudes still 
appears to be appealing, if also controversial. When citizens’ attitudes are 
based on cultural aspects independent of specific political institutions, can 
they be influenced by factors such as the behaviour of political actors? 
How much in our evidence reflects the specific crisis mode of state responses 
to the pandemic, how much corresponds to ‘normal’ attitudes? These and 
others are questions we cannot answer here. Future studies should also 
examine which citizens are more likely be influenced by language vis-à-vis 
other cultural (e.g. religious), class, or personality factors (see Ricks 2020). 
The detected patterns will also most certainly differ for other policy issues, 
even if the COVID-19 pandemic provided an ideal example to compare 
cross-nationally. Likewise, media systems may vary across languages and 
interact with the observed effects (Erk 2007). Finally, the peculiarities of 
French and English could also be tested via studies of other transnational 
language groups and their kinstates, e.g. Spanish or Portuguese, and/or 
additional francophone and anglophone countries. Exploring the role of 
language in shaping citizens’ attitudes should also include experiments to 
tease out other factors that influence attitudes, such as culture or social 
norms (see John, Sanders, and Wang 2019). Overall, this research agenda 
would aim to provide a deeper understanding of how language impacts 
our understanding and opinion of political decisions and measures, and to 
inform policy makers and practitioners related to language and attitudes.

Our study also highlights the value of looking at language groups to 
understand political attitudes. First, even if our sample does not fully rep-
resent the population, there are still remarkable differences between 
language groups. Second, language, which has previously been used as a 
control variable to account for possible translation bias or some vague cul-
tural dimensions, tends not to receive much public attention. In fact, Ward 
et al. (2020) show that public attitudes do not always conform to traditional 
explanations such as the left-right dimension. Third, in our survey, citizens 
were able to indicate their preferences for governments while taking into 
account other characteristics of the decision-making process. Conjoint analy-
sis may provide a more comprehensive assessment of personal governance 
priorities.

However, we cannot rule out the possibility that our findings derive not 
from actual language group differences or similarities, but are due to alterna-
tive explanations of governance preferences or even lack of statistical power 
(see Table A3 and Figure A6). On the one hand, when we point to similarities 
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in opinion between language groups in different countries as evidence, we 
are not implying that language is the sole determinant of political attitudes. 
Rather, we are suggesting that language may be one contributing factor 
among others. Our intention is to emphasize that linguistic commonalities 
may be associated with certain shared political perspectives, but this does 
not exclude the influence of other contextual factors. On the other hand, 
we must also be cautious in interpreting the results. We emphasize the 
need for additional research to delve more deeply into the complexities of 
this relationship. In sum, we recognize the need for further exploration and 
refinement in the study of multilingual federalism.

Thus, our study emphasizes the relevance of language for social science. It 
is likely that different trains of thoughts develop in a society that are 
influenced by cultural factors such as, above all but not only, language. 
However, this does not imply that attitudes are frozen in time and cannot 
be changed. The evidence from unitary France shows that even there, citizens 
prefer rather more regional authority when it comes to political decision- 
making on COVID-19. Indeed, citizens profess surprisingly similar attitudes 
independently of their political system: all favour coordinated, flexible centra-
lization. This also opens the door for institutional reforms, particularly in times 
of crisis which strain the institutional (and mental and financial) capacity of 
most countries and their citizens. After all, the right or wrong response to 
the same crisis can bring otherwise divided people together, as in Australia 
and Belgium – or drive them even further apart, as in the USA.

Notes

1. Among the nine members of the newly created National Cabinet that comprises 
the Prime Minister and his eight subnational equivalents, five were from Labour 
and four (incl. the PM) from the Liberal Party, as per https://federation.gov.au/ 
national-cabinet/members [January 2023].

2. Note that our research design does not allow us to directly test which of these 
two mechanisms has more traction.

3. See Harvard Dataverse at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/2QS1TA for replication 
data.

4. The advantage of this approach is its full coverage and lessons learned from 
actual decisions, e.g. on Swiss accession to the European Economic Area in 
1992. This and similar results with strong differences between the preferences 
of German- and French-speaking regions have led to the notion of Röschtigra-
ben, named after a traditional potato dish prepared differently across groups 
(Büchi 2000; Von der Weid, Bernhard, and Jeannaret 2002).

5. As these figures are calculated differently, they must be compared with caution: 
In Canada, French was the ‘first official language’ spoken by 7.7 million Cana-
dians, or 23.2% of the population, in 2011 (StatCan 2021). In Switzerland, 
22.8% of residents indicated French as or one of their ‘main languages’ in 
2019, but respondents could indicate more than one (BFS 2021). For Belgium, 
which lacks official language data, the share of French-speakers is inferred 
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from parliamentary quotas: 62 French-speaking and 88 Dutch-speaking 
members compose the Chamber of Representatives (Belgium 2021). Mother 
tongue is not asked in national censuses, just like in France.

6. Thus, we are unable to exclude ordering effects. Future studies should at the 
very least randomize the order of attributes at the respondent level, as rec-
ommended by Bansak et al. (2021, 26). Nor did we provide respondents with 
the option to rate the favourability of the presented scenarios.
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Table A3.  Power analyses.

Sample N individuals Final N Power
Francophones 3248 25 984 0.72
Anglophones 2839 22 712 0.67
Canada 1220 9760 0.35
Belgium 1512 12 096 0.41
Switzerland 1520 12 160 0.42

Note: Final N = number of individuals times number of profiles from which to choose (2) times number of 
tasks (4) minus missings, if applicable. Power analyses as per Schuessler and Freitag (2020), performed 
with the R-package ‘cjoint’ (version 2.1, for interactive conjoints, conditional AMCE = 0.05).

Figure A1. Screenshot from the conjoint experiment.

Figure A2. Conditional marginal means for all nine language-country groups.
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Figure A3. Conditional marginal means for all nine language-country groups, facetted 
by group.

Figure A4. Conditional marginal means for all nine language-country groups, matching 
respondents only.
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Figure A5. Conditional marginal means for all nine language-country groups, passed 
attention check only.

Figure A6. Minimum required effective sample sizes. Note: shown are the required 
effective sample sizes ( =  N individuals * N scenarios * N iterations) for a conjoint exper-
iment with a maximum of five levels ( = the responsible government, in our case) to 
detect effect sizes AMCE > 0.02 and < 0.1 by the different levels of statistical power 
for our sub-samples (cf. Table A3) at significance level 0.05. Graph made using the 
cjpowR package developed by Schuessler and Freitag (2020).
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