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Selective Exposure to Populist
Communication: How Attitudinal
Congruence Drives the Effects of Populist
Attributions of Blame

Michael Hameleers, Linda Bos, & Claes H. de Vreese

Amsterdam School of Communication Research, University of Amsterdam, 1018 WV Amsterdam

Although it has been argued that populist communication only appeals to a specific
audience, extant research has exclusively studied the effects of populist communication
in forced-exposure media environments. Responding to this discrepancy, we conducted
two experiments (N = 562 and N = 558) in which we manipulated the core idea of pop-
ulist messages—attributing blame—in forced and selective exposure media environ-
ments. Our results demonstrate that citizens higher in relative deprivation are most
likely to select populist messages. Irrespective of selective exposure, citizens’ populist atti-
tudes are only positively affected if the populist message is congruent with their prior
feelings of relative deprivation. These results provide important insights for the polariz-
ing potential of media populism in a fragmented media environment.

Keywords: Populism, Selective Exposure, Blame Attribution, Political Polarization,
Attitudinal Congruence, Motivated Reasoning.

doi:10.1093/joc/jqx001

Populism has become influential in the political landscape of many democracies
around the world. In recent years, the populist ideas expressed by a variety of actors
and movements all around the globe have affected politics and society in important
ways, potentially leading to a polarized electorate (e.g., Pappas, 2014). In populist
discourse, the ordinary people are addressed as the “good” in-group. This in-group
should consequentially be the focal point of political decision-making (Canovan,
1999; Mudde, 2004). The elites are constructed as a corrupt enemy that deprives the
people from their deserved earnings, and are accused of failing to represent the peo-
ple’s will. The core idea of populism thus revolves around the moral and causal
divide between blameless ordinary people and culprit others (e.g., Hameleers, Bos, &
de Vreese, 2017; Mudde, 2004). The persuasiveness of such populist blame attributions
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forms the backdrop of this paper: what are the effects of populist messages, and which
citizens are most likely to select and be persuaded by them?

It has been demonstrated that exposure to populist communication affects citi-
zens’ political perceptions (e.g., Bos, van der Brug, & de Vreese, 2013). Extant litera-
ture further pointed to the media as an important supply-side factor facilitating the
dissemination of populist ideas in society (e.g., Bos et al., 2013; Mazzoleni, 2008;
Waisbord & Amado, 2017). Two explanations of the media’s role in the spread of
populism have been forwarded. First, driven by media logic, the media are said to
offer favorable attention to the newsworthy ideas of populist politicians (e.g.,
Mazzoleni, 2008). Second, journalists are themselves assumed to actively frame
issues along the lines of a populist distinction in society (e.g., Krdmer, 2014;
Mazzoleni, 2008). This journalistic practice has been described as populism by the
media or as media populism (Krdmer, 2014; Mazzoleni, 2008). This implies that the
media, and not only politicians, engage in populist communication by actively stres-
sing the moral and causal divide between the blameless people and the culprit
others. Backed up by empirical evidence, we argue that such mediatized attributions
of blame can be regarded as a persuasive frame that activates populist schemata
among receivers (Hameleers et al., 2017; Krdmer, 2014).

Such populist blame attributions may not convince all citizens. In line with
selective exposure theory, people are only expected to select populist content if they
have similar worldviews. Outside of experimental settings, people are only expected
to expose themselves to populist content if their prior beliefs are congruent with it
(Festinger, 1957). Therefore, traditional experiments that force participants into
viewing messages that they would normally not select themselves do not reflect the
fragmented media environment of citizens (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008). But what
prior beliefs drive people’s selection of populist media content? What are the conse-
quences of being forced to read incongruent populist messages?

To answer these questions, we conducted two online survey experiments (N = 562
and N = 558) in which selective exposure was linked to different types of media popu-
lism framing different societally relevant issues. This allowed us to investigate whether
it is indeed the case that populist messages are most persuasive among the part of the
electorate that self-selects these messages, motivated by attitudinal congruence.

Populist attributions of blame in media populism

Populism revolves around the construction of a societal divide between ordinary
citizens as a blameless in-group versus the “corrupt” elites as a culpable out-group
(e.g., Caiani & della Porta, 2011; Mudde, 2004; Taggart, 2000). Populist discourse
addresses the in-group of the people as being victimized by the corrupt elites. These
elites do not represent ordinary citizens” will and deprive them from cultural and
material resources. The elites are accused of favoring other groups in society instead
of their “own” people (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016). Populist discourse presents issues
in “black and white” or “us versus them” interpretations, hereby simplifying
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complex political issues into an antagonistic societal divide (Taggart, 2000). By
repeatedly exposing people to such simplified messages that reinforce a positive
image of the deprived people and a negative image of the elite and other out-
groups, populist discourse is argued to be highly persuasive (e.g., Rooduijn, 2014).

Attributing blame to the elites or societal out-groups forms the ideational core of pop-
ulist messages (e.g, Hameleers et al,, 2017). Populist ideas articulate the divide between
us and them by scapegoating various out-groups for causing the crisis while absolving
ordinary people of blame (e.g., Taggart, 2000). Populist communication provides citizens
with an influential heuristic cue that helps them to translate complex socio-political issues
into black and white terms (Hewstone, 1989; Iyengar, 1989). Attributions of responsibility
hereby fulfill an important role in citizens’ political decision making, as they can heuristi-
cally use responsibility cues to punish the culprits (Marsh & Tilley, 2010).

Attributions of blame guide citizens’ political opinions in important ways
(Hobolt & Tilley, 2014; Iyengar, 1989). Specifically, if certain politicians are attribu-
ted blame, citizens evaluate them in more negative terms and are less likely to vote
for them (Marsh & Tilley, 2010). It has been demonstrated that the media play an
important role in the effects of blame attributions, as the framing of societal issues
in terms of “who has done it” influences citizens’ own perceptions of blame (e.g.,
Iyengar, 1989). It must be noted here that attributing blame to political opponents
is a common political phenomenon. Populist blame attribution differs from general
attributions of responsibility by emphasizing both an antagonistic causal and moral
divide between the good people and the culpable other. Beyond highlighting which
actors are responsible, populist blame attributions emphasize that the elites are fail-
ing to represent the people’s will, depriving them from what they deserve.

Populist messages attribute blame to different out-groups deemed responsible
for ordinary people’s problems (Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). First, blame is attributed
to the elites (e.g., Mudde, 2004; Rooduijn, 2014). The most salient elitist enemies are
the politicians in government, who are accused of not representing ordinary people
and their will (e.g., Hawkins, 2009; Mudde, 2004). Right-wing populist messages
can additionally emphasize a societal divide between the native people as a blame-
less in-group and horizontally opposed others as culpable out-groups (Jagers &
Walgrave, 2007). This populist divide entails the interpretation that refugees, immi-
grants, ethnic minorities, welfare-state profiteers, and all other out-groups living
amongst the people are responsible for causing the problems of the native ordinary
citizens, such as an increasing crime rate or a declining economy.

The populist core idea of in-group favoritism and out-group hostility lies at the
heart of media populism (Kramer, 2014; Mazzoleni, 2008). Media populism can be
defined as journalists™ active reconstruction of populist ideas, acting independently of
the political actors associated with populism (Kramer, 2014). These populist ideas are
most saliently reflected in the journalistic interpretation of a divide between the
“silenced majority” of ordinary citizens and the corrupt elites or culpable out-groups
(e.g, Caiani & della Porta, 2011). This implies that, beyond disseminating the hard
facts of events, journalists who engage in media populism actively emphasize or frame

Journal of Communication 68 (2018) 51-74 © 2018 International Communication Association 53

610z Aienuep g0 Uo Jasn wepialswy UBA NIBNSIaAIUN AQ 2258581/ 1S/ L /89/10e1sqe-8]o1e/00l/woo dnoolwepese//:sdiy woll papeojumod



Selective Exposure to Populist Communication M. Hameleers et al.

an interpretation of the background, causes, moral evaluations, and treatment recom-
mendation when reporting on the news (e.g., Entman, 1993). Specifically, media popu-
lism attributes causal responsibility for negative developments while emphasizing the
moral divide between the “good” people and the “evil” others. The treatment recom-
mendation is to remove the elites or out-groups.

The effects of populist communication on populist interpretations

Populism is not only communicated by politicians or journalists. Citizens can interpret
issues along the lines of populist distinctions themselves as well (e.g., Akkerman, Mudde,
& Zaslove, 2014; Rooduijn, 2014). Such individual-level populist attitudes tap into citi-
zens’ sentiments of a causal and moral divide between ordinary people and culprit others.

The process through which populist messages affect populist attitudes can be
described as “media-based othering” (Krdmer, 2014). As a result of exposure to mes-
sages that attribute blame to elites or societal out-groups, citizens may interpret issues
in congruent us versus them frames as well. This effect can be interpreted in light of
the psychological mechanisms of social identity and stereotyping (e.g., Tajfel, 1978).
These mechanisms postulate that positive images of the in-group and negative stereo-
types of the out-group are primed and chronically accessible among receivers (e.g.,
Dixon, 2008). Exposure to populist messages may thus stimulate and activate populist
attitudes among the public, which is in line with the literatures on trait activation and
cognitive priming (e.g., Richey, 2012). Specifically, exposure to populist communica-
tion primes congruent us versus them cognitive clusters or schemata among receivers.

As a consequence of exposure to populist communication, people’s negative stereo-
types of the out-group and positive stereotypes of the in-group may be activated. Such
stereotypical representations are reflected in populist attitudes that tap into the per-
ceived opposition between the good people and the evil others (Akkerman et al., 2014).
This corroborates a recent line of empirical research that has causally related exposure
to populist communication to populist attitudes (e.g., Matthes & Schmuck, 2017).

Selective exposure to media populism

In the era of increasingly more fluid and user-controllable media diets, exposure to
specific media messages cannot be taken for granted (e.g., Bennett & Iyengar, 2008;
Stroud, 2008). Responding to this changing media landscape, a growing body of lit-
erature points to selective exposure as an important factor that needs to be taken
into account in media effect studies (e.g., Arceneaux, Johnson, & Murphy, 2012;
Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). Selective exposure can be defined as the guiding influence
of people’s prior beliefs on their selection of media content (Stroud, 2008). Recent
literature contends that, when offered the choice, people are most likely to expose
themselves to pro-attitudinal as opposed to counter-attitudinal content. Media effects
should consequentially occur most among people that actively choose to expose
themselves to specific media content.

54 Journal of Communication 68 (2018) 51-74 © 2018 International Communication Association

610z Aienuep g0 Uo Jasn wepialswy UBA NIBNSIaAIUN AQ 2258581/ 1S/ L /89/10e1sqe-8]o1e/00l/woo dnoolwepese//:sdiy woll papeojumod



M. Hameleers et al. Selective Exposure to Populist Communication

The psychological underpinnings of selective exposure are rooted in theories of
cognitive consistency (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). In line with this, people are expected
to select and filter novel information based on their prior beliefs (Festinger, 1957).
Doing so, people pay attention to information that confirms their prior attitudes
and beliefs while circumventing information that counters their priors. In line with
this, people’s desire to adhere to their prior beliefs weighs more than getting it right,
or making the most accurate decision based on an elaboration on all the factual
information available to them (Lodge & Taber, 2013). These selection biases are
psychologically explained by people’s intrinsic motivation to reduce cognitive disso-
nance. Although not necessarily conscious, people engage in selective processing
strategies that avoid or counterargue inconsistent information (Festinger, 1957).

Selective exposure can result in a polarization of beliefs (e.g., Stroud, 2008). The
argumentation behind this view is as follows: as people with certain viewpoints expose
themselves to congruent information, their beliefs will be reinforced and driven by the
search for cognitive consistency. In addition, people become immune to attitudinal
change by incongruent information. Although people may already hold a certain
belief, deliberate exposure to congruent views may thus bolster their priors (e.g.,
Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). Aligning ourselves with this view on the polarizing potential
of selective exposure, we expect that people who self-select attitudinal congruent popu-
list content are those most persuaded by populist attribution of blame.

How perceptual biases drive the effects of populist communication

While some have argued that populism appeals to people that can be categorized as the
“losers of modernization” (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2006) based on their social characteristics,
many scholars have more recently gravitated towards an understanding that populist mes-
sages appeal most to people who perceive themselves to have lost out more than others in
society. These vulnerable people should be those most attracted to populist sentiments
that voice their grievances of being worse off than others (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016).

In line with this reasoning, the attitudinal filter of selective exposure to media pop-
ulism can be described as relative deprivation: the perception that the out-group
opposed to the people’s in-group unfairly receives economic and cultural resources at
the cost of the in-group of ordinary citizens (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2012, 2016). Put dif-
ferently, relative deprivation entails the perception of an unjust distribution of the
society’s wealth: ordinary people “like us” never get what they deserve from society,
whereas others always seem to profit (e.g., Hogg, Mechan, & Farquharson, 2010).

Relative deprivation has been causally related to populism (e.g., Elchardus &
Spruyt, 2012, 2016; Spruyt, Keppens, & van Droogenbroeck, 2016). As demonstrated
by Elchardus & Spruyt (2016), populist perceptions are the consequence of an inher-
ently negative perspective on the evolution of society and of the feeling of belonging
to a group of people that is unfairly treated by society. Populist discourse is known to
respond to a variety of grievances among society (Laclau, 1977). Populist discourse
addresses these “victimized” people by claiming that their grievances are not heard by
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the corrupt elites. Against this backdrop, people who feel vulnerable and deprived
have a higher tendency to be attracted to populist discourse, which claims to voice the
grievances of the deprived people (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016). Relative deprivation
can be regarded as a salient prior belief driving people’s selection of attitudinal-
congruent populist media content.

H1: The more people experience feelings of relative deprivation, the more likely they
are to self-select into exposure to congruent pro-attitudinal populist media content.

It has been argued that populist cues that highlight the opposition between us
and them are highly persuasive because they simplify complex societal and political
issues into matters of who has done it, while absolving ordinary people of any blame
(e.g., Mudde, 2004; Rooduijn, 2014). The in-group can thus maintain a positive self-
concept by attributing blame to others. This persuasive appeal has also been identi-
fied in studies on responsibility attributions (e.g., Hobolt & Tilley, 2014).

H2: Exposure to populist content leads to stronger populist attitudes than exposure
to non-populist content.

We postulated that prior beliefs of relative deprivation drive the selection of
populist content. In line with the premises of selective exposure theory, this implies
that the media effects of populist blame attributions should occur most for those
people who feel most deprived. For these people, the populist message is congruent
with their priors. Motivated by a desire to avoid cognitive dissonance, their populist
attitudes should be bolstered most (Festinger, 1957).

H3: People exposed to attitudinal congruent populist content are persuaded most
by media populism.

Study 1

Method

Design

To investigate who selects populist content and how selective exposure and attitudinal
congruence drive the effects of populist communication, we employed two experiments.
The first experiment focuses on anti-elites media populism. Before exploring the role of
attitudinal congruence, this experiment investigates who is most likely to select populist
content. The design concerned a 2 (forced vs. selective exposure to media populism) X

3 (pro vs. counter. vs. balanced attitudinal stance) + 3 (pro vs. counter. vs. balanced
self-select non-populist attitudinal stance) + control between-subjects factorial design.
Because of the asymmetry in the number of cells, we allocated relatively more partici-
pants to the choice than the forced exposure conditions (Feldman, Stroud, Bimber, &
Wojcieszak, 2013). Within the forced exposure conditions, participants were randomly
assigned to one of the four experimental groups. In the choice conditions, participants
self-selected into one of the six experimental groups or the control group.
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Sample

The survey experiments were carried out on a diverse sample of Dutch citizens
recruited by an international polling agency. Eligible participants in the company’s
database (over 18 years, living in the Netherlands) were randomly selected and
approached via e-mail. The samples are by and large representative of the voting
population in terms of age, gender, and level of education. 759 individuals accessed
the survey link. The study was completed by 562 participants (completion rate
74.0%). Their mean age was 49.29 years old (SD = 14.84). 46.7% were male and
53.3% were female. 24.5% of the participants were lower educated, 31.2% were high-
er educated, and 44.3% had a moderate level of education.

Procedure

The experiment was conducted online. After the informed consent procedure, parti-
cipants completed a pre-test that included measures for demographics, moderating
variables, and control variables. Participants were randomly allocated to either the
forced or selective exposure media environment. In the selective exposure environ-
ment, participants were allowed to select one of the seven alternative news items.
Next, they were exposed to the stimulus they selected themselves. In the forced
exposure conditions, participants were randomly assigned to watch one of the three
populist stimuli or the control stimulus. The selected or forced news item was visi-
ble for at least 30 seconds. This minimum exposure time was informed by the pilot
study and was thoroughly pre-tested by the researchers. After 30 seconds, a “next”
button appeared on the lower-left corner of the screen.

After reading the news item, participants were forwarded to the post-test survey.
This survey contained measures for the dependent variables and manipulation
checks. The average response time was 15.64 minutes (SD = 20.28), of which 54.26
seconds were devoted to reading the stimuli (SD = 31.29). Once participants com-
pleted the survey, they were directed to the panel company environment, where
they received incentive vouchers.

Independent variables and stimuli

In the selective exposure conditions, choice was manipulated by presenting partici-
pants with a cover story describing that people may prefer some news items above
others available to them. To simulate their everyday media environment, partici-
pants were told that they should select one preferred article out of a list of alterna-
tive online articles. By clicking on a link showing the article’s headline, they were
forwarded to their preferred article. In the forced exposure conditions, the cover
story explained that people’s everyday media environment exists of a plethora of
alternative news stories, and that they were exposed to one of these many options.
The topic of the stimuli was the decreasing health care budget.

In line with extant research on selective exposure, the articles’ attitudinal stance
was manipulated into pro-attitudinal, counter-attitudinal, and balanced content
(see Feldman et al., 2013). Pro-attitudinal messages connected the negative develop-
ment to the elites, whereas counter-attitudinal messages connected it to the
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Table 1 Experimental Conditions and Attitudinal Congruence

Attitudinal

Congruence

Stimuli Congruent Stimulus Incongruent Stimulus
Populist People higher in perceived People lower in perceived

deprivation are exposed to a
populist stimulus blaming the
out-group

Counter-Blame People lower in perceived
deprivation are exposed to a
populist stimulus blaming the
ordinary people

Non-Populist ~ People higher in perceived
deprivation are exposed to a
stimulus connecting the situation
to the elites

Counter-No  People lower in perceived

Blame deprivation are exposed to a

stimulus connecting the situation
to ordinary people

deprivation are exposed to a
populist stimulus blaming the
out-group

People higher in perceived
deprivation are exposed to a
populist stimulus blaming the
ordinary people

People lower in perceived
deprivation are exposed to a
populist stimulus connecting the
situation to the elites

People higher in perceived
deprivation are exposed to a
stimulus connecting the situation
to ordinary people

in-group (see stimuli in Appendix A and Table 1 for an explication of conditions in
the various congruency groups).

Populist blame attribution was manipulated by emphasizing the ideational core
of populism in the article’s framing of the news event: the causal and moral opposi-
tion between the good, blameless ordinary citizens and the culprit, evil elites (e.g.,
Mudde, 2004; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). To do so, the populist stimuli, for example,
referred to “our” own people in need and “our” tax money when referring to the
blameless in-group. The elites in government were attributed blame for ordinary
people’s problems by stressing how they are corrupt, self-interested, and unable and
unwilling to care for ordinary people.

The balanced stimuli articulated a mixed interpretation: both the Dutch people
and the government were connected to the development (non-populism) or blamed
for it (populism). All other factors were kept constant across conditions. The same
topics and problem interpretations were displayed across conditions. We random-
ized the display order of all headlines in the selective exposure conditions. In that
sense, the bias of incidental selection was constant across conditions.

A growing body of literature has pointed to the fragmented spread of populism in the
media (e.g,, Engesser, Ernst, Esser, & Biichel, 2016). This implies that the different elements
of populist content may not be present at the same time in one line of text. To make sure
that people could intentionally self-select populist content, the Manichean construction of
us against them was represented in both the texts and headlines of the populist stimuli.
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Manipulation checks

The manipulation of populist blame attribution was successful (F[1, 226] = 71.45,
p <.001). This means that participants in the elitist blame attribution conditions
were significantly more likely to believe that the article attributed responsibility to the
elites (M = 5.39, SD = 1.34) than participants in the other conditions (M = 3.74, SD =
1.60). Participants in the counter blame conditions were more likely to believe that ordi-
nary people were blamed (M = 4.76, SD = 1.81) than in the other conditions (M = 3.23,
SD = 1.84). The manipulation of selective exposure also succeeded (F[1, 553] = 206.21,
p < .001), which indicates that participants in the selective exposure conditions were sig-
nificantly more likely to perceive they had the choice to self-select an article (M = 5.49,
SD = 1.45) than those in the forced exposure conditions (M = 3.53, SD = 1.72).

Measures
Unless explicitly described otherwise, all items were measured on 7-point scales
(where 1 = completely disagree and 7 = completely agree).

Populist attitudes

We used confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) to estimate a two-dimensional struc-
ture of populist attitudes, consisting of anti-establishment and exclusionist populist
attitudes. The two-dimensional model fitted the data well (x*[28] = 35.80, x*/df =
1.28, p = 0.148; RMSEA = .02, 90% CI [0.001, 0.040]; CFI = 0.99)). All standardized
regression weights pointed to a satisfactory convergent validity. The model’s dis-
criminant validity was also satisfactory, and the correlation between both factors
was .58. Model fit declined substantially and significantly when the correlation
between factors was constrained to one. In the first experiment, participants’ popu-
list attitudes were measured on a four-item anti-establishment populism scale
(Cronbach’s a = .82, M = 4.37, SD = 1.29; see Appendix B for items).

Relative deprivation

We expected that perceived relative deprivation would drive participants’ selection
of populist media content (also see Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016; Spruyt et al., 2016).
We measured perceived relative deprivation on a five-item seven-point scale (see
Appendix B; Cronbach’s « = .92, M = 4.33, SD = 1.42). In addition, we included mea-
sures of alternative explanations, such as political cynicism (Cronbach’s o = .88,
M = 4.82, SD = 1.42), governmental trust (Cronbach’s a = .92, M = 3.02, SD = 1.44),
and issue agreement (Cronbach’s a = .64, M = 542, SD = 1.21). We assessed whether
relative deprivation and populist attitudes tapped into different underlying constructs.
The CFA indicated that model fit declined significantly when the correlation between
the two constructs was constrained to the value 1 (AX2 [1] = 4.83, p = .020). The cor-
relation between both factors was reasonably high (r = .74). Still, based on the assess-
ment of discriminant validity, the correlation was too weak to merge both factors.
Populist attitudes and perceived relative deprivation should therefore not be con-
sidered as the same construct.
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We constructed a variable that indicates whether the stimulus chosen by or
shown to the participant was congruent with his or her prior perceptions of relative
deprivation. For someone lower in relative deprivation, for example, counter attitu-
dinal messages were coded as congruent with this participant’s priors (Table 1).

Controls

The design of the forced exposure conditions assured a random assignment to treat-
ment and control conditions, assignment thus not resulted in differential attrition
(Mutz & Pemantle, 2011). A between-conditions randomization check on the vari-
ables of gender, age, education, ideological extremity, and news exposure' yielded
non-significant differences across experimental conditions.

Pilot study

The manipulations and stimuli were extensively pre-tested in two pilot studies: one pilot
study among a convenience sample of university students (N = 52) and one among a
diverse sample of Dutch citizens (N = 137). Participants rated the stimuli as credible
(M =4.62, SD = 1.65) and similar to everyday media content (M = 5.09, SD = 1.31).
All manipulations succeeded. Participants found it more likely that the article was pub-
lished on an online news website (M = 5.56, SD = 1.74) than any of the other outlets.
For this reason, we framed the articles as online news stories in both studies.

Results of Study 1

Drivers of selective exposure to media populism

To assess the likelihood of self-selection of populist media content, we compared
the six different experimental conditions to the control group (see Table 2). The
results of the logistic regression analyses indicate that those participants with stron-
ger perceptions of relative deprivation were more likely to self-select into populist
media content than participants with weaker perceptions of relative deprivation.
The other variables do not play a significant role in driving selection into populist
content. Hypothesis 1 can thus be supported: the more people experience feelings of
relative deprivation, the more they are inclined to self-select populist media content.

Freedom of selection

In a second step, we explored the relationship between the freedom of selection and
participants’ populist attitudes. A one-way ANOVA comparing treatment and con-
trol conditions between forced and selective exposure environments indicated that
the selective exposure control condition differed significantly from all other condi-
tions (F[3, 554] = 8.92, p < .001, partial n2 =.05). In this condition, populist atti-
tudes are relatively low (M = 3.59, SD = 1.06). For all other conditions, the mean
scores of populist attitudes are consistent and significantly and substantially higher
(M =4.51, SD = 1.28). This can be interpreted as evidence that those participants
who self-selected a control condition have significantly lower populist attitudes than
those who self-selected treatment conditions or those who were forced into treat-
ment or control conditions (also see Table 3).
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Table 2 Binary Logistic Regression Model Predicting Drivers of Selective Exposure to Anti-Elites Populist and Non-Populist Content

Conditi Populist Non-Populist Counter-Blame Counter-No Blame
onditions

Variables B (SE) 95% CI OR B (SE) 95% CI OR B (SE) 95% CI OR B (SE) 95% CI OR
(constant) —4.14 (1.36)** —2.35(1.27) —1.12 (1.69) —1.15(1.34)

e . . 98, 1. . 1 99, 1. —0. X 97, 1. —0. . 97, 1.
Ag 0.01 (0.01) [0.98, 1.03] 0.01 (0.10)  [0.99, 1.03] 0.01 (0.01) [0.97, 1.01] 0.01 (.01) [0.97, 1.01]
Gender 0.18 (0.30) [0.66, 2.15] 0.52(0.28) [0.98,291] —0.33(0.41) [0.32,1.62] —0.36(0.32) [0.37,1.30]

ucation (higher -0.7 . 23, 1. . . .57, 1. .07 (0.45 45, 2. . . 73,2.7
Ed ion (higher) 0.73 (0.39) [0.23, 1.03] 0.03(0.30) [0 1.86] 0.07 (0.45)  [0.45, 2.60] 0.34 (0.33) [0.73,2.71]
Deprivation 0.61 (0.15)*  [1.36,2.49] —0.09 (0.13) [0.72,1.17] 0.26 (0.20) [0.88,1.91] —0.03 (0.15) [0.73, 1.30]
Issue Agreement 0.05 (0.16) [0.77, 1.42] 0.07 (0.14) [0.82,1.41] —0.14(0.20) [0.59,1.28] —0.01(0.16) [0.73,1.35]

g
Governmental trust  —0.06 (0.12) [0.75,1.19] —0.03(0.12) [0.77, 1.23] 0.07 (0.16)  [0.78, 1.48] 0.10 (0.13)  [0.86, 1.42]
Political cynicism —0.12 (0.15) [0.67,1.19] —0.02(0.13) [0.76,1.28] —0.25(0.19) [0.53,1.13] 0.02 (0.16)  [0.75, 1.39]
Y
Nagelkerke R? 0.17 0.03 0.04 0.03
x> (df) 37.90 (7)*** 5.65 (7) 5.32 (7) 5.29 (7)

p < .01; *p <.001.

Note. N = 346. CI = confidence interval; OR = odds ratio. Two-tailed tests. Unstandardized regression weights. Standard errors reported between
brackets. The reference category for the reported conditions is the control category.
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Table 3 Effects of Populist Blame Attribution to Elites on Anti-Establishment Populist Attitudes

Model I (n=558) Model II (n =558) Model III (n = 558)

Model IV (n = 558)

Model V (n = 558)

B SE P B SE P B SE p B SE P B SE p
(Constant) 437 .12 4.65 .16 4.65 .16 4.65 .15 4.65 .15
Selective Exposure —-022 .12 -.04 -042 .19 -16* -0.52 .19 -19* -0.38 .19 -.14* —038 .19 —-.14*
Populist Message 034 .15 .11 -036 .24 -.11 —-044 25 -14 -0.72 24 -23* =079 25 -—-25%
Balanced Message 0.18 .17 .05 -022 .24 -.06 -022 .24 -.06 -022 .23 -.06 -022 .23 -.06
Counter-Blame Message -0.04 .17 -.01 -0.11 .23 -.03 —-0.11 .23 -.03 -0.10 .23 -.02 -0.10 .23 -.03
Selective Control -0.76 .19 —-.19"** -0.65 .19 -.16 -055 20 -.12* -0.69 .19 -.16 -0.69 .19 -.16**
Populist X Selection L12 30 29" 113 .30 .29 0.9 .31 .15 0.86 .36 .18
Balanced X Selection 065 34 .11 076 .34 .14* 0.62 34 .11 062 34 .11
Counter X Selection -0.05 .35 -.01 -0.17 35 -.03 0.67 .48 .11 089 48 .13
Attitudinal Congruence 033 .15 .14* -0.11 .20 —.04 —0.12 20 —.04
Pop x Congruent 147 31 .33 176 .39 40"
Counter-Blame X Congruent —-142 53 —-19° —-144 56 -.19°
Pop x Congruent X Selection -0.49 48 -.10
Counter X Congruent X Selection 018 32 .14
Adjusted R’ 0.05 0.07 0.08 0.13 0.13
F 6.34** 6.25%°* 6.11%* 8.76*** 7.510%%
F for Change in R 5.82%* 4.69* 18.89%** 0.69

*p < .05 *p < .01; **p < .001

Note. The reference category is the forced control condition. Two-tailed tests. Unstandardized (B) and standardized () regression weights.
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The effect of populist cues

To explore the impact of populist messages, we compared forced and selective expo-
sure to populist, balanced, and counter-blame messages to the forced exposure con-
trol condition (Table 3). The results show that participants in the counter-blame
and balanced treatment conditions did not have significantly higher populist atti-
tudes than those in the control condition (Model I). Yet, exposure to a populist
message has a positive and significant effect on anti-establishment populist atti-
tudes. This provides support for H2.

The role of attitudinal congruence

The two-way interaction effect of selective exposure and populist blame attribution
(Table 3, Model II) illustrates that populist messages had the strongest effect on popu-
list attitudes when they were self-selected. However, once attitudinal congruence is
included in Model IV, the interaction effect of self-selection and exposure to a populist
message is no longer significant. Specifically, as indicated by the significant and posi-
tive two-way interaction effect of exposure to a populist message and congruence
(Table 3, Model IV), participants exposed to congruent populist content had signifi-
cantly higher anti-establishment populist attitudes than those exposed to incongruent
populist messages. Selective exposure did not further specify this relationship (Table 3,
Model V), which indicates that congruent populist messages do not have a different
effect when self-selected. In support of hypothesis 3, participants exposed to attitudi-
nally congruent elitist blame attributions are persuaded most by populist messages.

Study 2

Our first study revealed that the effects of exposure to populist media content are
driven by attitudinal congruence: only those participants exposed to messages con-
gruent with their priors are persuaded by populist attributions of blame. By explicitly
taking attitudinal congruence into account in the design of the second experiment,
we are able to more precisely test how attitudinal biases drive the effects of populist
communication.

Method

Design

The design of the second experiment concerns a 2 (attitudinal stance: pro-attitudinal
vs. counter-attitudinal) X 2 (choice: populist vs. non-populist framing) + 3 (Forced
exposure: populism vs. counter-no-blame vs. control) between-subjects factorial design
(see Table 1 for conditions). Participants were divided into groups that viewed congru-
ent versus incongruent framings of the issue immigration based on their pre-exposure
scores on a measure of perceived relative deprivation connected to the out-group threat
depicted in the stimuli. Moderates were randomly assigned to congruent versus incon-
gruent stimuli. In line with Arceneaux et al. (2012), we controlled for them in the
analyses.
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Sample

The experiment was completed by 558 participants (completion rate 72.4%) with a
mean age of 49.15 years (SD = 16.09). 47.5% were male and 52.5% were female.
23.7% of the participants were lower educated, 32.8% were higher educated, and
43.5% had a moderate level of education.

Procedure

The procedure regarding the pre-test was similar to Study 1. After the pre-test, par-
ticipants completed the following item on a 7-point scale before being randomly
allocated to attitudinal incongruent versus incongruent conditions: “People who are
not originally from the Netherlands, are profiting more from all kinds of benefits in
society than Dutch citizens” (M = 4.58, SD = 1.90). The sample was divided into
pro-attitudinal publics (scores ranging from 5 through 7); counter-attitudinal pub-
lics (scores ranging from 1 through 3) and moderates (scoring the midpoint on the
scale). All these groups were randomly assigned to the pro- and counter-attitudinal
forced and choice conditions.

Independent variables and stimuli

The second experiment focused on increasing crime rates in the light of immigra-
tion, a salient monocultural, right-wing populist issue. Selective exposure was
manipulated by presenting participants with a cover story describing how people
may prefer some news items above others available to them. Participants were told
that they should select one preferred article out of two alternative online articles.
One article was framed in a populist way, whereas the other article was framed in a
non-populist way (see Table 1 and examples in Appendix A and Supplemental
Material). In the forced exposure conditions, participants were randomly assigned
to either populist or non-populist stimuli.

Informed by the results of Study 1, attitudinal stance was manipulated into a
pro-attitudinal versus a counter-attitudinal framing of the issue, either highlighting
that migrants or Dutch people were associated with the increasing crime rate. Based
on their scores on the relative deprivation measure, we assigned participants to con-
gruent and incongruent pro- and counter-attitudinal conditions at a 1:1 rate.

Manipulation checks

The manipulation of populist blame attribution to migrants was successful (F[1,
553] = 157.25, p < .001). Participants in the blame attribution conditions were sig-
nificantly more likely to believe that the article attributed responsibility to migrants
(M =5.68, SD =1.23) than participants in the other conditions (M = 3.71, SD =
1.77). The manipulation of selective exposure also succeeded (F[1, 553] = 87.44,
p <.001). Participants in the selective exposure conditions were significantly more
likely to perceive they were offered the choice to self-select an article (M = 4.81,
SD = 1.58) than participants in the forced exposure conditions (M = 3.50, SD = 1.72).
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Measures

We used the same measures as reported in Study 1. Again, the CFA for populist atti-
tudes demonstrated good model fit (X2[27] =43.87, Xz/df = 1.63, p =.021; RMSEA =
.03, 90% CI [.01, .05]; CFI = .99). The correlation between factors was .69 and model
fit declined substantially and significantly when the correlation between factors was
constrained to one. Participants’ populist attitudes were measured on a 7-point exclu-
sionist populist attitudes scale (Cronbach’s a = .94, M = 4.14, SD = 1.71). The corre-
lation between populist attitudes and perceived relative deprivation was (r =. 56).
The model fit for the CFA with one factor, including items for populist attitudes and
perceived deprivation, was significantly and substantially worse than a model that
treats populist attitudes and relative deprivation as separate scales (Ay> [1] = 19.01,
p <.01).

Results of Study 2

First, we compared mean scores on exclusionist populist attitudes between the con-
trol, selective treatment, and forced treatment conditions. The one-way ANOVA
yielded non-significant differences in populist attitudes between conditions (F[2,
555] = 1.89, p = .151, partial n> = .001). This indicates that, ceteris paribus, exclu-
sionist populist attitudes were similar across the control and both the forced and
selective treatment conditions.

Selective exposure to attitudinal congruent populist versus non populist cues

As illustrated in Table 4, participants who self-selected into congruent populist
blame attributions scored higher on exclusionist populist attitudes (M = 5.64, SD =
1.02) than participants who selected non-populist content (M = 4.85, SD = 1.13). In
support of hypothesis 2, these results indicate that people exposed to populist cues
have higher populist attitudes than people exposed to non-populist cues.

Attitudinal congruence and monocultural media populism

In Table 5, we see a significant and positive two-way interaction effect of the popu-
list stimuli and attitudinal congruence. This indicates that, in the forced exposure
conditions, exclusionist populist attitudes are significantly higher among partici-
pants exposed to congruent than incongruent populist blame attribution. The
results further indicate a significant and negative two-way interaction effect of expo-
sure to counter-blame stimuli and attitudinal congruence. Participants at lower
levels of relative deprivation exposed to a message that blames the native people for
the increasing crime rate have lower exclusionist populist attitudes compared to
participants who are exposed to incongruent populist messages (see Table 4).

As can be seen in Table 6, the two-way interaction effect of populist blame attri-
bution to migrants and attitudinal congruence is also positive and significant in the
selective exposure conditions. This means that when participants higher in relative
deprivation are exposed to populist attributions of blame to migrants, their exclu-
sionist populist attitudes are stronger than in the other conditions.
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Table 4 The Effects of Populist and Non-Populist Stimuli on Anti-Establishment Populist Attitudes at Different Levels of Attitudinal

Congruence (Monocultural Media Populism)

Lower in Relative Deprivation

Higher in Relative Deprivation

F Partial #°
Congruent Incongruent Congruent Incongruent
Counter- Counter- Non- Non- Counter- Counter-
Blame No Blame  Populist Populist Populist Populist Blame No Blame
Choice 2.74, x 2.35, 2.35, x 2.39, 5.64p, x 4.85, 5.27p, x 5.10, 24.04* 38
(1.48) (1.14) (1.19) (1.22) (1.02) (1.13) (1.49) (1.13)
Forced Exposure  2.12, - 282,y - 5.09, y - 5.04. x - 25.78* .28
(1.13) (1.29) (1.50) (1.37)
Control 2.27,,(0.97) 5.09, (1.47)
*=p<.001

Note. N = 555. Standard deviations are reported in parentheses below the means. Means with differing first subscripts within rows and differing
second subscripts within columns differ significantly at the p < .05 level based on post hoc independent samples ¢-test. From top to the bottom,
the F-values represent: (1) the main effect of the experimental conditions in the selective exposure conditions; (2) the main effect of the experi-

mental conditions within forced exposure.
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Table 5 Effects of Populist Blame Attribution to Migrants on Exclusionist Populist
Attitudes Within Forced Exposure Conditions

Model I Model II Model III
(n=277) (n=277) (n=277)
B SE p B SE p B SE s
(Constant) 4.13 .12 420 .15 4.08 .15
Populist 034 .23 .08 038 .24 .09 -—-126 .36 -—-.28*
Counter-Blame 0.14 .22 .03 0.21 .29 .05 1.25 .26 30%*
Moderates -0.80 .56 —-.08 -1.73 .51 -.16*
Attitudinal Congruent -0.14 .19 —-04 010 22 .03
Populist X Congruent 2.18 45  43%
Counter-Blame X Congruent —3.31 44 —45%
Adjusted R’ .01 .01 21
F 1.13 1.17 18.14**
F for Change in R 1.20 51.48%*
*p < .01; *p < .001
Note. Two-tailed tests. Unstandardized (B) and standardized (B) regression weights.
Table 6 Effects of Populist Blame Attribution to Migrants on Exclusionist Populist
Attitudes Within Selective Exposure Conditions
Model I Model I Model III
(n = 281) (n = 281) (n = 281)
SE B B SE B B SE B
(Constant) 4.38 .13 452 .17 4.82 .16
Populist 0.39 .30 .07 0.38 23 .07 -—247 47 -—-.39%*
Counter-Blame —-0.22 33 —-.04 -0.29 .33 -.05 0.69 41 .11
Non-Populist -0.75 26 —.15* —-0.81 .25 —.16* —0.81 .25 —.16*
Counter-No Blame —-0.20 24 —-.04 -0.29 .25 —-.06 —-0.31 .23 —-.07
Moderates -091 .54 —.09 -097 .51 -9
Attitudinal Congruent -0.19 .19 —.05 —0.32 .19 —-.09
Populist X Congruent 406 .56 .627**
Counter-Blame X Congruent —2.22 .59 —.24**
Non-Populist X Congruent 223 44 38
Counter-No Blame x —-1.94 43 -.26**
Congruent
Adjusted R’ 02 .02 28
F 3.11 2.63* 18.53**
F for Change in R’ 1.65 48.43**
*p <.01; **p < .001
Note. Two-tailed tests. Unstandardized (B) and standardized (p) regression weights.
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Figure 1 Marginal effect plots for interaction attitudinal congruence and populist blame
attribution in forced and selective exposure conditions.

Note. Dots represent regression weights and lines represent 95% confidence intervals. N =
558.

In the selective exposure conditions, the analyses further point to a significant,
negative two-way interaction effect of the selection of counter-blame content and
attitudinal congruence (see Table 6). This indicates that people who self-select into
counter-blame content that fits their prior attitudes of lower relative deprivation
have weaker populist attitudes compared to participants that self-select into incon-
gruent counter-blame (see Table 4 for mean score differences). In support of H3,
participants exposed to attitudinal congruent monocultural media populism have
stronger exclusionist populist attitudes than participants exposed to incongruent
populist communication (see Figure 1).

Discussion

In the midst of the rise of persuasive populist ideas throughout the globe, a growing
body of literature has pointed to the key role of the media in disseminating the popu-
list message to the people (Krdmer, 2014; Mazzoleni, 2008; Mudde, 2004). This liter-
ature has also assumed that those people who selectively expose themselves to
populist messages form a specific type of audience. Specifically, those attracted to
populist communication are described as a discontented (Mazzoleni, 2008) and
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relatively deprived group of citizens (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016). Yet, at the same
time, the scarce body of literature that has studied the effects of populist communica-
tion has done so in a forced-exposure environment (e.g., Bos et al., 2013). Therefore,
an important discrepancy in populism research is that, despite the assumptions
about the peculiarities of the audience susceptible to persuasion by populist commu-
nication, there are no studies that actually simulate a selective exposure media envi-
ronment. Advancing this line of research, this paper presents two experiments that
do take selective exposure and attitudinal congruence into account.

In line with recent literature showing that citizens who feel relatively deprived
are more likely to hold populist perceptions (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016), our results
show that these citizens are also more likely to be drawn to populist content.
Addressing the ordinary people as a blameless, relatively deprived in-group juxta-
posed to a causally responsible enemy makes populist discourse stick. In the midst
of an increasingly more fragmentized media environment (e.g., Stroud, 2008), the
findings of this paper demonstrate that people who self-select into populist commu-
nication differ substantially from those who circumvent such content. In line with
recent literature, it is indeed the citizens who feel relatively deprived that expose
themselves to populist messages (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016). Citizens with weaker
perceptions of deprivation avoid populist content.

It was, however, not selective exposure but attitudinal congruence that condi-
tioned the effects of exposure to media populism on populist attitudes. In both
forced and selective exposure media environments, populist blame attributions only
affected the populist attitudes of people for whom the message was congruent with
their priors. Based on the evidence from the experiments presented in this paper,
the role of giving people the freedom to self-select into media exposure is out-
weighed by exposure to a message that is in line with their prior attitudes. Hence,
our results raise the question of whether future research should take the effort to
methodologically simulate a selective exposure environment if dividing the sample
into congruent and incongruent issue publics has the same effect on the outcomes.

This methodological note does not mean that selective exposure does not play a
role in conditioning the effects of media populism on the populist perceptions of
the electorate. Backed up by the empirical evidence from our first experiment, expo-
sure to attitudinal congruent populist media content is most likely to occur among
citizens higher in relative deprivation. For these citizens, media populism confirms
their priors of being deprived by some culprit other opposed to ordinary people.
This finding is in line with the theory on motivated reasoning (Lodge & Taber,
2013). Outside of the experimental setting, then, it is unlikely that people for whom
the populist message is counter to their priors actually expose themselves to media
populism.

This key finding has important implications for the polarizing effect of exposure
to attitudinal congruent populist content. People who avoid populist content
because it counters their priors are least likely to be affected by populist communi-
cation. When these people are forced into exposure to populist content, the message
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can even have a backlash. In that case, their negative priors towards populist inter-
pretations are activated by the incongruent populist message. Those citizens that are
higher in relative deprivation already have higher populist attitudes. Yet exposure to
congruent populist content activates their priors, resulting in a bolstering of their
existing populist attitudes on both the anti-establishment and exclusionist dimen-
sion. We interpret this as evidence for the polarizing potential of media populism in
a fragmentized media environment (Stroud, 2008). Indeed, exposure to messages
that articulate the causal and moral divide between us and them actually widens
gaps in society, pitting those with populist interpretations against those who feel
distant from such worldviews.

The findings of this paper indicate that selective exposure and attitudinal con-
gruent persuasion have important consequences for media effect studies beyond the
U.S. context of partisanship and (affective) polarization (e.g., Iyengar & Hahn,
2009). Specifically, to better understand how media content affects public percep-
tions of salient socio-political issues—such as populism—selection should be taken
into account (also see Bennett & Iyengar, 2008). In the current era of choice and
fragmentation, it is crucial to determine who avoids or selects political communica-
tion biased toward a certain interpretation of reality.

Moving beyond selection as dependent variable, our findings indicate that per-
suasion is contingent upon attitudinal congruence, and that self-selection does not
further bolster the effectiveness of polarized media content. Advancing the litera-
tures on selective exposure and motivated reasoning, these findings indicate that
people are affected most when political communication confirms their priors, and
that the freedom to select reassuring content does not necessarily makes it more
persuasive.

The underlying information processing mechanism can be understood as a two-
step model of selection and attitudinal congruent persuasion. First, people select media
content that reassures their existing interpretations of reality. Second, only those with
congruent priors are positively affected by such content, making them more aligned
with populist worldviews. People who disagree with such worldviews are not likely to
select populist content, and thus not likely to be persuaded as long as they can avoid
such content. Indeed, people who are confronted with incongruent content may
defend their prior attitudes to counter-argue attacks on their existing beliefs. Because
avoidance has crucial ramification for media effects, an important avenue for selective
exposure research is to assess the extent to which the audience is actually able to avoid
certain political content in their daily media environment.

These findings have important practical implications. Because perceived relative
deprivation is the main driver of attitudinal congruent persuasion, future interven-
tions should focus on a correction of these deprived beliefs among these citizens.
Selective exposure plays a key role in people’s everyday media environment. If pop-
ulist messages are difficult to avoid in daily life, and if these messages counter peo-
ple’s priors, populist communication may have a backlash, reinforcing citizens’
already negative prior attitudes toward populist interpretations. In that sense, it
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may be more important to base interventions on lowering perceived deprivation
than exposing people to different content. Specifically, political campaigns should
explicitly relativize causes and consequences of people’s deprivation, for example by
showing people that they are actually not worse off than other groups in society and
that refugees are facing more challenges than native people. If external causes for
the people’s crisis forwarded by populist parties—such as “profiting” migrants—can
be effectively refuted in political campaigns, the electorates’ perceptions of relative
deprivation can be lowered further. Here, it is important that misinformation on
mainstream political parties’ and immigrants’ involvement in causing various socio-
political problems is effectively discredited. Current evidence regarding the effective-
ness of corrective attempts is, however, still mixed (see for example Thorson, 2016).
Discrediting fake news on blame and deprivation could also be regarded as a task
for the media, such as via fact checker websites. By indicating which attributions of
blame are actually correct or not, the electorate will be better able to judge who is
responsible for their experienced problems.

Our studies bear some limitations that may be dealt with in future research.
First and foremost, we could not randomly assign participants to the selective expo-
sure conditions, which limits the causal conclusions that can be drawn from the
choice conditions. Against this backdrop, we have to acknowledge that choice
experiments result in more realistic treatment effects at the cost of introducing a
self-selection bias because randomization is not achieved. Improving external valid-
ity thus comes at the cost of internal validity (e.g., Gaines & Kuklinski, 2011).
However, as we accounted for the most important factor that drives selective expo-
sure to media populism—relative deprivation—in addition to a post hoc randomi-
zation check, we do believe that we have at least partially dealt with this concern.

An important consideration in the experimental design of selective exposure
studies concerns the number of options offered to participants (see Feldman et al.,
2013, for a comprehensive overview). To more closely simulate a real-world high-
choice media environment, future research may include different options in the
selective exposure environment relevant to the effects of media populism, such as
offering a choice between tabloid and broadsheet media outlets (e.g., Mazzoleni,
2008). This may also allow for a further exploration of why people choose populist
content in a fragmented media environment with a plethora of alternatives.
Another limitation concerns the potential of ceiling effects found after exposure to
populist messages among the public. Independent of the stimuli, people with similar
perceptions of relative deprivation have stronger populist attitudes (in line with
Hameleers et al., 2017 and Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016). On the measured scales, there
was not much room for the stimuli to further boost their populist attitudes.

Populist attitudes and relative deprivation can also be interpreted from an alter-
native, reciprocal causal framework. People may select populist content because
they feel relatively deprived (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016). Populist content hereby
responds to people’s perceived deprivation, making people more aligned with an
antagonistic, populist interpretation of society. In a second step of this mechanism,
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people may feel even more deprived as a result of like-minded populist media fram-
ing. As a consequence of this, they may seek out even more populist content. It may
be an interesting avenue for future research to tease out such a reinforcing spiral of
populism and deprivation. Future research could, for example, rely on pre-and
post-exposure measures of relative deprivation and populist attitudes to more pre-
cisely investigate how these perceptions were primed differentially.

Despite these limitations, the studies presented in this paper are the first to dem-
onstrate how the effects of media populism are driven by attitudinal congruence. In
showing that populist communication is only selected by and persuasive for those
higher in relative deprivation, this paper provides an important contribution to the
literature that has argued that those citizens that populist messages appeal to form a
specific type of audience that can be distinguished from those who circumvent pop-
ulist coverage. Hence, in the midst of the revival of the populist zeitgeist, this paper
demonstrates which part of the electorate is most likely to expose itself to populist
messages to further bolster their priors, with eventually paramount societal and
democratic implications in terms of a polarization between the populist and non-
populist electorate.

Supporting Information

Supporting information is available at Journal of Communication online.

Note

1 A series of chi-squared tests revealed no significant differences across conditions for age
(forced: X2 [6] =3.32, p = n. s; selective: Xz [2] =2.41, p = n. s), gender (forced: X2 3] =
8.62, p = n. s.; selective: Xz [1] = .35, p = n. s.;), education (forced: XZ [8] =8.73,p=n.s;
selective: y* [2] = .19, p = 1. s.), ideological extremity (forced: ¥’ [3] =122, p=n.s;
selective: Xz [1] = .07, p = n. s), and news exposure (forced X2 [24] = 31.22, p = n. s; selective:
X2 [7]1 =5.02,p =ns.)
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