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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
In an era where populist rhetoric increasingly shapes political Received 6 September 2024
discourse, understanding its impact on democratic trust is crucial. Accepted 2 December 2025

This study examines the bi-directional or reciprocal relationship
between perceived exposure to populist advertisements and trust Populist advertising;

in democracy during the 2024 Belgian Federal election campaign. democratic trust: rei,nforcing
Using a longitudinal design across three waves with a final W3 spiral; election campaigns
sample size of 891 participants, it explores how populist ads,

characterized by anti-elitist and emotional messaging, influence

democratic trust, and how declining trust in democracy increases

exposure to such ads. The analysis, based on a Random Intercept

Cross-Lagged Panel Model (RI-CLPM), shows that higher perceived

exposure to populist ads leads to a decline in trust in democracy

over time, while lower trust in democratic institutions increases

subsequent perceived exposure to populist ads. These findings

reveal a reinforcing spiral, where populist communication fuels

further distrust, posing a potential threat to democratic stability.

The study emphasizes the importance of addressing how populist

messaging can gradually undermine the authoritative and

legitimate status of democratic institutions by fueling distrust.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

In recent years, the prominence of populist movements and the widespread use of popu-
list advertising in political discourse have sparked considerable interest among scholars
and societal actors (Capozzi et al., 2023; Zarouali, 2025). This form of political communi-
cation leverages simplistic, emotional and polarizing messages to engage voters, poten-
tially lowering their trust in democratic institutions and fostering political extremism
(Engesser, Fawzi, et al., 2017; Hameleers, Bos, & de Vreese, 2017). By exploiting societal
divides and appealing to common grievances, populist ads seek to mobilize support by
portraying themselves as advocates of the ‘common people’ against the perceived ‘cor-
rupt’ elite (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). Understanding the effects of populist ads is cru-
cial as they can shape political landscapes, altering public perceptions over time (Aalberg
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et al., 2016). Concretely, the antagonism between us and them central to the populist
master frame may contribute to the de-legitimization of scientific knowledge, established
media, and other sources of knowledge (Hameleers, 2021).

By undermining trust in established institutions, on the longer term, populist mess-
ages may also fuel polarization: they can contribute to enlarging the cleavage between
camps in society that trust and rely on established democratic institutions versus
camps that no longer feel represented by such institutions, potentially seeking a confir-
mation for their distrust in counter-epistemic authorities and populist messages (Yla-
Anttila, 2018). Hence, as a consequence of populism’s emphasis on the existence of a per-
vasive divide between ordinary people and corrupt elites, distrust in elite institutions and
democracy may be fueled among people with congruent pre-existing beliefs, eventually
resulting in antagonisms between people supporting populist truth claims and an oppo-
sition to democracy versus those who are more trusting toward democratic institutions
and ruling elites (Miiller et al., 2017).

Despite growing concerns about the influence of populist political advertising
(Capozzi et al., 2023; Nai & Maier, 2024), there is a critical lack of longitudinal research
exploring its effects during an election campaign (Matthes et al., 2022). To date, exper-
imental studies have illustrated short-term effects of exposure to a single populist mess-
age at one time point (e.g., Bos et al., 2020), but failed to explore its impact in a more
ecologically valid setting of an election campaign. Recent studies highlight the necessity
of examining the dynamics of populist rhetoric on social media in the run-up to political
elections, as candidates are more likely to make populist statements before an election,
indicating that this communication is strategically used to maximize votes during the
campaign season (Schmuck & Hameleers, 2020). In the present study, we will therefore
investigate the longitudinal bi-directional effects of perceived populist ads in the run-up
to the Belgian Federal elections on people’s trust in democracy. Trust in democratic insti-
tutions is fundamental for the functioning of a stable democracy, and is therefore crucial
in understanding the societal impact of populist rhetoric (Catterberg & Moreno, 2006;
Jamal & Nooruddin, 2010). Especially in the setting of declining levels of trust in various
institutions, and the populist delegitimization of various democratic institutions that are
accused of spreading ‘fake news’ (Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019; Wittner Franckx & & Zar-
ouali, 2025), it is crucial to explore the extent to which exposure to populist ideas in elec-
toral setting may play a role in fueling democratic distrust (and vice versa).

Recently, scholars have emphasized the necessity of investigating reciprocal effects in
populism research, wherein the effects of populist communication not only influence
political outcomes but also further enhance exposure to populist rhetoric (Schumann
et al., 2022; Stier et al., 2020). In this study, this would mean that perceived exposure
to populist ads may result in people having lower trust in democracy, which in turn
may lead to an increase in exposure to these populist ads (Matthes et al., 2022). Moreover,
recent (political) communication scholars emphasize the importance of studying reinfor-
cing spirals at the intraindividual level, highlighting the need to disaggregate within —
from between-person media effects (Beyens et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2021; Valkenburg
et al., 2021). Understanding this within-person dynamic of populist ads is crucial for
comprehensively addressing the impact of populist advertising on democratic health
and stability.
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Against this backdrop, this pre-registered study' employs a longitudinal design across
three waves (with a 2-month time interval) using a random-intercept cross-lagged panel
model to investigate within-person reciprocal effects of perceived exposure to populist
ads on trust in democracy. By capturing the temporal relationships and reciprocal inter-
actions between these variables, this research aims to provide novel insights into how
populist political communication influences individuals’ political attitudes and behaviors
over the course of an election campaign. This study is particularly timely and relevant
given the increasing prevalence of populist rhetoric in political campaigns in Western
democracies, and the specific delegitimizing rhetoric of populist campaigns targeting
established institutions. The findings will be instrumental for policymakers in designing
strategies to mitigate the adverse effects of populist ads on democratic integrity and pol-
itical stability.

Literature review
Populist advertising

Political advertising and marketing have long been integral to political campaigns, with
tactics evolving alongside media technologies (Zarouali et al., 2024). Traditional political
advertising dates back to print media, radio, and television, where candidates sought to
sway voters through carefully crafted messages (Baker, 2009). However, the surge in
populist and extreme parties in recent decades has brought new dynamics and potential
threats to the forefront, particularly through populist advertising (Capozzi et al., 2023;
Zarouali, 2025). Although there is no widely agreed-upon definition, populism can be
characterized as a ‘thin ideology’ with a core notion that society is divided between
the ‘pure people’ and the ‘corrupt elite, making it inherently anti-establishment
(Mudde, 2004; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). As a thin-centered ideology, populism
lacks the capacity to offer a comprehensive and coherent program for addressing critical
political issues, making it simplistic and ‘empty-hearted’ (Taggart, 2004). This ideology is
often associated with radical parties on both the left and right, who leverage populist
communication to challenge the status quo (March, 2017; Rooduijn & Akkerman, 2017).

In this paper, we take a communicative approach to populism (see also Aalberg et al.,
2016). Similar to the ideational approach to populism (e.g., Hawkins & Kaltwasser, 2017),
beyond regarding populism as a binary label that can be attached to political parties, we
regard populism as an idea or frame emphasized in political discourse (Hameleers, Bos,
& de Vreese, 2017). Different from the ideational approach, the communicative approach
we take in this paper considers the ways in which populist arguments are used in the
communication of different communicators, such as political actors that communicate
directly to the public via populist ads (Engesser, Ernst, et al., 2017). As such, populist
communication is more than a discourse that can be used by (populist) political actors,
as it may also feature as a frame or interpretation of reality in messages of other commu-
nicators that approach reality from the perspective of a divide between ordinary people
versus corrupt elites. Thus, we mainly look at the message characteristics of political
communication infused with populist narratives.

Populist frames emphasize the central antagonism between the ‘good’ ordinary people
versus the ‘evil’ corrupt elites in the context of such pressing politicized issues (e.g., Jagers
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& Walgrave, 2007). Thus, in line with the notion of emphasis frames that highlight a cer-
tain problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment rec-
ommendation (Entman, 1993), populist communication emphasizes the problems
facing the people’s in-group, whilst assigning blame to elite actors. Morally, they empha-
size a boundary between good versus evil groups: the people as innocent in-group versus
the elites and other out-groups as the evil other.

According to the seminal work of Jagers and Walgrave (2007), a populist communi-
cation style can be divided into four types: empty populism (focusing solely on people-
centrism), excluding populism (focusing on the exclusion of specific out-groups), anti-
elitist populism (criticizing elites without necessarily emphasizing people-centrism or
exclusion), and complete populism (combining anti-elitism, people-centrism, and exclu-
sion of out-groups). Empirical studies have indicated that complete populism is a rela-
tively rare event in (social) media content (e.g., Engesser, Fawzi, et al, 2017;
Hameleers, Bos, & de Vreese, 2017). Hence, populist ideas, at least in established and
social media, often occur in a fragmented manner. This implies that people are often con-
fronted with separate elements of populist communication, such as people-centrism, or
the opposition between corrupt elites and deprived ordinary citizens.

Populist communication may also be extrapolated to the realm of advertising, where
political actors strategically use communicative elements of populism at electoral
moments to mobilize voters and delegitimize opposed political parties (e.g., Schmuck
& Matthes, 2017). In this study, we focus specifically on populist advertising as a distinct
subset of populist communication. While populist communication can occur broadly
across speeches, news coverage, or organic social media content, populist advertising
refers to paid and sponsored political messages that intentionally incorporate populist
themes to mobilize voters during election campaigns (Capozzi et al., 2023; Zarouali,
2025). Such advertisements are most frequently encountered on social media platforms,
where political actors can directly target audiences with tailored populist content, thereby
bypassing traditional media gatekeepers. This focus allows us to examine how strategi-
cally disseminated populist appeals in paid advertising contexts relate to citizens’ trust
in democracy.

In recent years, populist advertising has increasingly found its way onto social media
platforms, where it targets specific (vulnerable) demographics (Bennett & Seyis, 2023;
Capozzi et al., 2023; Schmuck & Matthes, 2019). Populist parties use social media advertis-
ing with a deliberate strategic purpose (also see e.g., Engesser, Fawzi, et al., 2017). Populist
leaders often bypass traditional media gatekeepers, directly communicating with their fol-
lowers through the social media platforms they directly control (Rivas-de-Roca et al.,
2020). This direct engagement not only amplifies their reach but also fosters a sense of inti-
macy and authenticity with their audience (Engesser, Fawzi, et al., 2017; Ernst et al., 2017).
It also fits the central ideas of the populist master frame: By using the same communication
channels as used by ordinary citizens, by addressing them directly as part of the same in-
group, and by avoiding or attacking the established media channels regarded as part of the
‘corrupt’ establishment, social media afford a form of communication that resonates with
the principles of populist communication. Research indicates that populist parties allocate
significant resources to online advertising, achieving higher engagement and impressions
compared to their mainstream counterparts (Capozzi et al., 2023). As such, it is important
to focus on the political consequences of populist advertising.
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Populist communication in advertising is characterized by aggressive and emotional
rhetoric aimed at evoking strong reactions from the audience. More than non-populist
campaigns, the populist communication style uses negative messages, character attacks,
and fear appeals that are aimed at provoking anxiety and hostility towards out-groups
(Bracciale et al., 2021; Nai, 2021). Populist communication taps into emotions like
fear, anger, and resentment, increasing support for populist messages by framing issues
in a dichotomous ‘us versus them’ narrative, creating urgency and motivating the audi-
ence to rally against perceived adversaries (Alonso-Muioz & Casero-Ripollés, 2023; Ver-
balyte et al., 2025; Wirz, 2018). In addition, populist communication is also characterized
by an increased use of uncivil and intolerant language (Kluknavska et al., 2024), which
has been shown to enhance its persuasiveness (Vargiu et al., 2024). Consequently,
these tactics make populist advertising a powerful tool for influencing public opinion
(Schmuck & Matthes, 2017).

Moreover, by emphasizing the collective deprivation of the in-group whilst forward-
ing credible scapegoats for the crisis experienced by the ordinary people, populist ads
may mobilize people to engage and act on behalf of their in-group (Bos et al., 2020).
Hence, in line with the Social Identity Model of Collective Action (SIMCA), exposure
to social identity frames that combine in-group deprivation with the identification of a
credible out-group that is accountable for this deprivation motivate people to come in
action and restore the status discrepancy between ‘us and them’ (van Zomeren et al.,
2008). As such, the antagonism emphasized in populist ideas combined with the highly
engaging, simplistic, and emotional style may be a more persuasive tactic than non-popu-
list messages (e.g., Hameleers, Bos, & de Vreese, 2017).

In the present study, the aim is to understand the interplay between exposure to popu-
list advertisements and trust in democratic institutions. This interaction can be under-
stood through a bidirectional lens: (i) how exposure to these ads influences democratic
trust over time, and (ii) how the level of trust in democracy affects exposure to such
ads (see Figure 1). Importantly, in this study, we adopt a ‘perceived’ exposure approach,
meaning that our measure reflects individuals’ subjective assessments of how frequently
they encountered populist ads, rather than an objective tracking of actual exposure.
Therefore, in the remainder of this paper, any reference to exposure should be under-
stood as perceived exposure.

Exposure to populist ads as a precursor of trust in democracy

Populist communication and rhetoric, characterized by their anti-establishment and
often divisive nature, significantly impact democratic trust by portraying political insti-
tutions as either corrupt or incompetent (Fahey et al., 2022; Lochocki, 2018; Menke &
Wulf, 2021; Pappas, 2019). This messaging strategy exploits societal divisions and fuels
skepticism about the fairness and effectiveness of the democratic process. Because popu-
list rhetoric typically presents a narrative that emphasizes the dichotomy between the
‘corrupt elite’ and the ‘virtuous people’, it undermines the perceived legitimacy and func-
tioning of democratic institutions (Bonikowski, 2016). Moreover, populist leaders often
bypass traditional media — which they criticize as elitist and biased - in favor of direct
channels like social media, aiming to cultivate a direct relationship with the electorate
and reinforce a narrative of exclusion and betrayal by established political actors, further
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eroding public trust in these institutions (Engesser, Ernst, et al., 2017; Moffitt, 2016; Sahin
et al., 2021; Sorensen, 2018). The research by Grzymala-Busse (2019) highlights how
populist leaders in countries like Poland and Hungary have systematically attacked
courts, the media, and other oversight bodies, contributing to a significant decline in
trust in these institutions. Across the globe, populism has taken on an epistemic dimen-
sion in which democratic institutions are delegitimized and labeled as ‘fake news’ (e.g.,
Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019). Across various electoral context, this delegitimizing accusa-
tion has been associated with lowering people’s trust in the scapegoated institutions (e.g.,
Egelhofer et al., 2022; Van Duyn & Collier, 2019). This erosion of trust is not an isolated
consequence of singular attacks but feeds into a wider cycle of skepticism in the demo-
cratic process. Similarly, exposure to populist rhetoric that highlights governmental/pol-
itical failures and elite manipulations leads to decreased public confidence in democracy
(Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008; Busby et al., 2019).

Having said this, the perceived threat of populist communication to democratic atti-
tudes remains a subject of debate (Fahey et al., 2022; Kriesi, 2020), with research also
pointing to positive outcomes of populist ideas. For instance, Leininger and Meijers
(2021) argue that populist parties and their rhetoric may boost voter turnout; Mauk
(2020) finds that populist victories might increase democratic trust among their sup-
porters (at least, in the short run); and Hajdinjak (2022) found that a country where
a populist party has undivided power (and thus, is dominant in public discourse),
populist supporters are more likely to trust political institutions. However, this increase
in trust may often be temporary and deceptive, because it may stem from suppressing
dissent voices and manipulating public opinion (Arellano-Gault, 2020; Kotczynska,
2023). Once in office, populist parties often engages in narratives and actions that
undermine liberal constitutionalism, erode judicial independence, attack the media,
and limit the rights of minorities (Fahey et al., 2022). This reshapes voter trust percep-
tions of democracy, potentially posing a threat to democracy’s attitudinal foundations
in the longer run.

In conclusion, the pervasive influence of populist parties and their communication is
expected to erode democratic trust by the negative framing of democratic institutions (as
ineflicient, corrupt, and part of fake news institutions). This narrative, often expressed
through ads on social media, may diminishes trust and trigger cynicism in political
and democratic processes (Goovaerts & Marien, 2020; Rooduijn et al., 2017). Crucially,
populist ideas delegitimize and put into question the honesty and functioning of various
democratic institutions, herewith further fueling existing levels of distrust. Therefore, we
expect that higher levels of exposure to populist advertising leads to a decrease in demo-
cratic trust over time.

H1: Higher exposure to populist ads is associated with a decrease in democratic trust over
time.

Exposure to populist ads as an outcome of trust in democracy

As discussed earlier, we do not only anticipate that exposure to populist ads impacts demo-
cratic trust, but also that this relationship operates in both directions, with trust in
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democracy influencing individuals’ likelihood of encountering populist ads. When indi-
viduals’ trust in democratic institutions diminishes, their engagement with social media
tends to reflect their growing disillusionment. People with lower democratic trust are
more likely to seek out, engage with, and endorse content that aligns with their skeptical
views on the media (Hékansson & Witmer, 2015; Hameleers, Bos, & Vreese, 2017; Hum-
precht, 2025). This behavior shapes their social media profiles, which become character-
ized by interactions with populist communication from populist parties. Populist
parties take advantage of this disillusionment by using sophisticated targeting strategies
to deliver their advertisements to these individuals that feel disenchanted and deprived
(Chester & Montgomery, 2017; Susser et al., 2019; Tufekci, 2014). By using data on
users’ online behavior and engagements on social media platforms, populist parties can
select those (psychological) profiles who are most likely to resonate with their anti-estab-
lishment messages (Zarouali, Dobber, et al., 2022). These ads often emphasize themes of
corruption, betrayal, and the ineflicacy of political institutions, which further resonate
with those already harboring distrust (Ernst et al., 2017). This targeted approach means
that individuals with low trust in democracy and its institutions are more likely to be
exposed to populist ads, as their online behaviors and preferences indicate a certain align-
mentand interest with such content (Tucker etal., 2017). As these individuals engage more
with populist advertising (e.g., clicking, liking, commenting), they are targeted even more
aggressively, creating a cycle of increased exposure (Tuten, 2023). Against this back-
ground, we expect that lower democratic trust leads to an increased exposure to populist
advertising over time. This leads to the following hypothesis:

H2: A lower democratic trust is associated with an increase in exposure to populist adver-
tising over time.

Reinforcing spirals in populist ad exposure and trust in democracy

The interaction between exposure to populist ads and trust in democracy involves a
dynamic, reciprocal process. In line with literature pointing to a mutual relationship
between prior populist ideas and exposure to congruent information sources (e.g., Miiller
et al., 2017), we expect that people inclined to distrust democratic institutions and align
with populist ideology are more likely to seek out attitude-congruent information. Con-
cretely, for people distrusting democratic institutions, populist ads can be perceived as
attitudinal consistent information as they reassure people’s distrust in the established
order whilst reaffirming a consistent and positive image of the in-group as a deprived
and innocent entity (Hameleers et al., 2018). Exposure to such reinforcing populist com-
munication may, however, further cultivate distrust in democracy. Hence, exposure to
populist communication has been associated with polarizing effects on people’s beliefs
toward the in-group versus out-group (Miiller et al., 2017). The activation of the idea
that ‘corrupt’ elites are responsible for the people’s problems may further reinforce dis-
trust in democratic institutions associated with the failures of the scapegoated elites. The
higher level of activated distrust, in turn, may lead to the selective avoidance of estab-
lished communication and advertising, whilst motivating the approach of more atti-
tude-consistent ideas presented in populist ads.
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This complexity can be effectively captured through the reinforcing spirals model
(RSM) proposed by Slater (Slater, 2007, 2015), which illustrates how media use and indi-
vidual predispositions and attitudes mutually reinforce each other over time. The RSM
posits that media effects and audience attitudes interact in a dynamic process where
each element amplifies the other. Initially, exposure to populist ads can decrease trust
in democratic institutions. This erosion of trust then increases the likelihood of further
engagement with populist content, perpetuating a cycle of growing distrust and heigh-
tened exposure. Over time, this can lead to more polarized political attitudes and deeper
skepticism towards democratic governance.

H3: The relationship between exposure to populist ads and democratic trust evolve over
time in a manner that reflects a reinforcing reciprocal spiral

Populist ad Populist ad Populist ad
exposure (T1) exposure (T2) exposure (T3)

Trust in Trust in Trust in
democracy (T1) democracy (T2) democracy (T3)

Figure 1. Visual overview of the hypothesized model.

Methodology
Data and sample

To test the hypotheses, we carried out a longitudinal survey in three waves with a 2-month
time interval during the six months leading up to the Belgian federal election (W1: Decem-
ber, W2: March, and W3: June), which took place on June 2024. This timeframe covered an
important part of the political campaign period. The number of participants who com-
pleted the online survey via Qualtrics in each wave were N=1762 (W1), N=1217 (W2),
and N =1051 (W3). This corresponds to a dropout rate of 40.35% from W1 to W3. To
assess potential biases, we conducted a dropout analysis, which indicated that attrition
was not systematically related to key study variables, including trust in democracy. This
suggests that dropout did most likely not significantly distort our findings. Participants
were recruited through a Belgian panel research company.

After data cleaning, we retained a total of N =891 valid and completed cases (i.e.,
people who successfully completed the third wave, after having successfully finished
the two waves before), which constitute the final sample for this study. The sample
was representative of the general population in Flanders (Dutch-speaking part of Bel-
gium), as per the agreement with the panel provider. The age range of participants
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was between 18 and 93 years (M = 50.29, SD = 16.02). The final sample was comprised of
52.41% men (M =51.43, SD = 15.60) and 47.36% women (average age 48.98, SD = 16.41).
Regarding education levels, 13.50% had a low level, 45.12% had a moderate level, and
41.41% had a high level of education. All participants provided informed consent before
participating, and the study received ethical approval from the institutional review board
(number: G-2023-7139).

Procedure

Participants for this study were recruited via a panel research company to participate in
a longitudinal research focusing on the influence of social media on attitudes during
political elections. This study was part of this larger research project, with a specific
focus on populist advertising and democratic trust. The survey was administered via
Qualtrics. Participants were informed about the study’s three-wave design over six
months and the opportunity to earn points upon completing the final wave, which
could be exchanged for financial incentives. At the start of each wave, participants
were briefed on the survey’s purpose and intent, and their consent was obtained. At
the beginning of the survey, participants provided sociodemographic details such as
age, gender, and education. Subsequently, we gathered data on their media consump-
tion habits, attitudes and belief systems, and (media) perceptions. Two of the included
variables are the primary focus of this study, namely, trust in democracy and exposure to
populist advertising. After answering all relevant question in the survey, participants
were debriefed, informed about the study’s purpose in more detail. The surveys were
identical in all waves except the first one, which was slightly longer. In the first
wave, we collected (socio-demographic) background information and some general
attitudes and perceptions, which were not included in the surveys for W2 and W3.
The W2 and W3 surveys were identical.

Context: the 2024 Belgian federal elections

The 2024 Belgian federal elections provided a relevant context for studying the relation-
ship between populist advertising and democratic trust. In the lead-up to the election, a
study identified the economy, migration, and political representation as the key election
themes (Walgrave & Lefevre, 2024). Regarding political representation, the very same
study also found that trust in politicians was notably low (3.2 on a 10-point scale), reflect-
ing widespread dissatisfaction with political elites. This climate of distrust, combined
with the prominence of socio-economic and migration-related concerns, most likely cre-
ated fertile ground for populist communication. Additionally, political parties invested
heavily in paid advertising during this election year, collectively spending a record-break-
ing €15 million on Meta platforms and Google (VRT NWS, 2025). Vlaams Belang (rad-
ical right) and PVDA (radical left), the two parties most known for their populist
messaging, emerged as the top two ad spenders. Given these factors, the 2024 elections
presented an ideal case for examining the link between populist advertising and demo-
cratic trust.
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Measures

All constructs were measured using previously validated items, with modifications to
some scales or items as necessary for this study. First, in the larger survey of this project,
democratic trust was captured using two items adapted from Matthes et al. (2022): T trust
democracy in Belgium’ and ‘T am satisfied with democracy in Belgium.” Both items were
measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). However, in
this specific article, we primarily decided to retain only the first item due to conceptual
considerations after a careful review and evaluation. The second item, satisfaction with
democracy, primarily reflects an evaluation of democratic performance rather than
trust in its fundamental principles or institutions. Therefore, we deemed the first item
to be the more conceptually appropriate choice for this study. In addition to this concep-
tual rationale, three further arguments support this decision: (i) the second item had a
very high correlation with the first item across all waves (r=.85), raising issues of
multi-collinearity; and (ii) removing this item in the RI-CLPM analysis considerably
improved model fit; and (iii) single-item measures of democratic trust are common prac-
tice in large-scale surveys, such as the European Social Survey (Quaranta, 2018). Regard-
ing this last point, while scholars have argued that a single-item measure can serve as a
valid summary or global indicator of a concept (Fuchs & Diamantopoulos, 2009; Pet-
rescu, 2013), we acknowledge its inherent limitations, which we explicitly address in
the limitations section.

Second, to measure exposure to populist ads, we developed a set of six items within
our larger project that capture three distinct dimensions of populistic advertising:
anti-elitism (2 items), people centrism (2 items), and people sovereignty (2 items) (Ernst
et al., 2017; Hameleers, 2021). However, in this specific study, we only focused on the
first two items of the self-constructed populist ad exposure scale, which address ‘anti-elit-
ism’. As such, participants were asked: ‘How often are you exposed to political ads where

..”, combined with the two following items: ‘the political elite is being discredited or
blamed’ and ‘the political elite is described as not representing the people.” These
items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale, with response options ranging from 1
(Never) to 7 (Several times a day). This choice was made because anti-elitism is the
most dominant and salient dimension of populist communication in the EU (Bene et
al., 2025; Blassnig et al., 2019; Sanders et al., 2017; Stockemer, 2019). Research shows
that radical parties in Belgium, like in other European countries, strongly emphasize
anti-elitism in their messaging, while other dimensions play a lesser role (Cleen, 2016;
van Haute et al., 2018). Given that our study relies on self-reports, we prioritized the
most recognizable and frequently encountered aspect of populist communication to
ensure a clear and valid measure of exposure.

The latter leads to another important point: our measure of exposure to populist ads
captures perceived rather than actual exposure. While objective exposure measures, such
as digital data donations or web tracking, could provide a more accurate assessment, they
come with significant methodological and logistical challenges (Ohme et al., 2023; Zar-
ouali, Boerman, et al., 2022), particularly in a longitudinal design spanning six months.
Given the difficulties of linking digital trace data with survey responses across multiple
waves, self-reported exposure remains a widely used and practical alternative in com-
munication research. While we acknowledge its limitations (see below), this approach
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still provides reliable insights and is well suited to test media effects on a represetantive
sample (Matthes et al., 2023; Scharkow, 2019).

Finally, we also measured control variables, including socio-demographic variables
such as education, age, and gender. Additionally, political ideology was assessed using
a conventional single item where participants were asked: “What is your political orien-
tation?’ This item was rated on a single-item bipolar matrix scale ranging from 1 (Left) to
11 (Right). Political interest, based on Dubois and Blank (2018), was assessed with the
question: ‘How interested are you in politics?” rated on a bipolar matrix scale ranging
from 1 (Not interested at all) to 7 (Very interested).

Analytical strategy

To analyze the bidirectional relationship between exposure to populist ads and demo-
cratic trust over time, we used a Random Intercept Cross-Lagged Panel Model (RI-
CLPM) (Hamaker et al, 2015). The RI-CLPM is suitable for distinguishing stable,
between-person differences from fluctuating, within-person changes. Traditional cross-
lagged panel models (CLPM) do not separate these variances, potentially confounding
the results. The RI-CLPM addresses this by decomposing the observed variance into a
stable between-person component, which reflects trait-like, time-invariant deviations,
and a within-person component, which captures state-like, time-variant fluctuations
(Hall & Clark, 2023; Mulder & Hamaker, 2021). In this study, random intercepts are
included for both exposure to populist ads and democratic trust, representing stable,
between-person variance. The RI-CLPM estimates the relationships between these Rls
to understand between-person associations. The model also includes autoregressive par-
ameters, which indicate how within-person deviations from expected scores at one time
point are related to further deviations at a later time point. Cross-lagged paths are also
estimated to determine whether deviations in one variable are likely to be followed by
deviations in another variable. Age, gender, education and political orientation (left-
right) were included as control variables. All the reported coefficients are standardized
estimates. The analyses were conducted in R using the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012).

Results
Preliminary analyses

The preliminary analysis reveals several key findings regarding the control variables and
descriptive statistics of the dataset, based on the final sample of N =891 participants.
Descriptive results show that the mean scores for trust in democracy were M =4.18,
M =3.90,and M = 3.85 for Waves 1, 2, and 3, respectively. The average exposure to popu-
list ads was M =3.27, M =3.34, and M = 3.83 for Waves 1, 2, and 3, respectively. These
scores indicate a decline in trust in democracy over the course of the political campaign,
while exposure to populist ads showed an increasing trend, particularly noticeable during
the last two months of the campaign season.

Several control variables were included in the analysis, including political orientation,
education, age, gender, and political interest. The effects of these control variables on
democratic trust and populist ad exposure are noteworthy. There was a significant



Table 1. Correlation table with the main study variables.

W1 D Trust W2 D Trust W3 D Trust W1 Pop ad W2 Pop ad W3 Pop ad Pol orient Edu Age Gender Pol int
W1 D Trust 1.0 0.40%** 0.38*** —0.10** —0.22%** —0.18%** —0.30%** 0.13%** 0.01 —0.02%* 0.1**
W2 D Trust 1.0 0.51%** —0.44%** —0.37%** —0.52%** —0.29%** 0.25%%* —0.1%* 0.05 0.03
W3 D Trust 1.0 —0.35%** —0.48%** —0.471%** —0.29%** 0.19%** —0.08* 0.01 0.01
W1 Pop ad 1.0 0.54%** 0.61*** 0.12%** —0.09%* 0.05 —0.11** 0.27***
W2 Pop ad 1.0 0.58*** 0.15%** —0.10%* —0.05 —0.09%* 0.171%**
W3 Pop ad 1.0 0.12%** —0.14%** —0.01 —0.11** 0.14%**
Pol orient 1.0 —0.14%** 0.13%** —0.17%** 0.07*
Edu 1.0 —0.39%** 0.12%** 0.07*
Age 1.0 -0.07* 0.09*
Gender 1.0 —0.26***
Pol int 1.0

SEEL (®)  ALIDOS 3 NOLLYDIINNWINOD ‘NOILYWHOSNI
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negative association between political orientation and democratic trust (8 = —0.44, SE =
0.02, p <.001), suggesting that individuals with a more right-leaning ideology tend to
have lower trust in democracy. Conversely, political orientation was positively associated
with exposure to populist ads (8 =0.15, SE = 0.02, p <.001), indicating that right-leaning
individuals are more likely to be exposed to populist ads. Higher levels of education were
significantly associated with greater democratic trust (= 0.22, SE=0.04, p <.001) and
lower exposure to populist ads (= —0.13, SE = 0.04, p = .001). Age showed no significant
association with democratic trust (5 = 0.04, SE = 0.00, p = .335) but was negatively associ-
ated with exposure to populist ads (8 =—0.12, SE = 0.003, p =.002). Gender was signifi-
cantly related to democratic trust (= —0.08, SE = 0.08, p = .046) but not to exposure to
populist ads (f=-0.03, SE=0.08, p=.394). Greater political interest was marginally
positively associated with democratic trust (= 0.07, SE = 0.02, p = .058) and significantly
positively related to exposure to populist ads (f=0.19, SE =0.03, p <.001). Table 1 dis-
plays the zero-order correlations between all the main variables.

Random-Intercept cross-lagged panel model (RI-CLPM)

We tested a RI-CLPM to assess the linkages between democratic trust and exposure to
populist ads. This model fitted the data well: x*(19) =55.04, p<.001, RMSEA =.05,
CFI =.98, TLI =.96, SRMR =.03. At the between-person level, we found a statistically
significant negative correlation between the overall average levels of democratic trust
and exposure to populist ads (r=—0.63, p < .01). This suggests that individuals who con-
sistently exhibited higher levels of exposure to populist ads tended to have lower levels of
democratic trust over the three longitudinal waves. The model, with its paths and coefhi-
cients, is visually depicted in Figure 2.

Our results supported H1, which posited that higher exposure to populist ads would
be associated with a decrease in democratic trust over time. At the within-person level,
increases in exposure to populist ads were associated with subsequent decreases in demo-
cratic trust across waves. Specifically, in Wave 2, a 1 standard deviation increase in
exposure to populist ads was associated with a 0.33 standard deviation decrease in demo-
cratic trust in Wave 3 (= —0.33, SE=0.16, p =.003). In Wave 3, a 1 standard deviation
increase in exposure to populist ads was associated with a 0.36 standard deviation
decrease in democratic trust in Wave 3 (= —0.36, SE =0.10, p <.001). These findings
indicate that higher exposure to populist ads leads to significant decreases in democratic
trust over time.

H2 asserted that lower democratic trust would be associated with an increase in
exposure to populist advertising over time. Our results partly supported this hypothesis.
Decreases in democratic trust were associated with subsequent increases in exposure to
populist ads in some waves but not consistently across all waves. Specifically, in Wave 2, a
1 standard deviation decrease in democratic trust was not significantly associated with an
increase in exposure to populist ads in Wave 3 ($=0.14, SE =0.27, p = .68). However, in
Wave 3, a 1 standard deviation decrease in democratic trust was significantly associated
with a 0.46 standard deviation increase in exposure to populist ads in Wave 3 (= —0.46,
SE =0.05, p <.001). These results suggest that lower democratic trust can contribute to
increased exposure to populist ads over time, but this relationship is not consistent across
all time points.



Populist ad
exposure (W1)

Populist ad
exposure (W1)
(WITHIN)

Trust in
democracy (W1)
(WITHIN)

Trust in
democracy (W1)

Figure 2. Visual representation of the RI-CLPM.
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H3 predicted that the relationship between exposure to populist ads and democratic
trust would evolve over time in a manner that reflects a reinforcing reciprocal spiral.
The RI-CLPM analysis indicated partial support for H3, showing significant reciprocal
relationships between democratic trust and exposure to populist ads at the within-person
level in some but not all waves. Specifically, increases in exposure to populist ads were
consistently associated with subsequent decreases in democratic trust, but decreases in
democratic trust were not consistently associated with subsequent increases in exposure
to populist ads across all waves. Overall, these findings do suggest a partial (and impor-
tant) reciprocal relationship between exposure to populist ads and democratic trust.

General discussion

Exposure to populist communication has been associated with severe democratic ramifi-
cations, such as the activation of negative stereotypes toward scapegoated out-groups
(Schmuck & Matthes, 2019), or increased polarization between populist and non-popu-
list voters. Yet, to date, we know little about the causes and consequences of exposure to
populist advertisements in the course of an election. Given that populist communication
has been regarded as a persuasive communication strategy that can strategically be
employed at key electoral moments to identify elitist scapegoats and appeal to the people
(Aalberg et al., 2016; Hameleers et al., 2017), it is important to explore the dynamics of
populism in electoral settings. Against this background, we relied on an ecologically valid
three-wave panel survey in which we investigated the reciprocal relationships between
populist ad exposure, democratic trust, and subsequent exposure to populist communi-
cation. With this study, we aimed to test the theoretically proposed reciprocal relation-
ship between declining trust in democracy and exposure to antagonistic populist
communication.

In support of our main expectations, we found that exposure to populist ads decreased
trust in democracy over time. This finding highlights a ‘classic’ longitudinal effect under-
scoring the critical impact of media exposure on political attitudes. Recent studies
(mostly experiments) have already documented how exposure to antagonistic political
communication, such as populist ads, can foster negative outcomes such as political cyni-
cism and diminish trust in democratic institutions (Goovaerts & Marien, 2020; Rooduijn
et al., 2017). However, this study is the first to find a longitudinal effect demonstrating
that populist ads, with their recurring themes of corruption and elitism, systematically
undermine democratic trust by continually framing democratic institutions in a negative
light and out of touch with the populace. This suggests that populist ads may create a
sustained environment of distrust that permeates public perception over time. This
study’s longitudinal approach provides robust evidence of these dynamics, reinforcing
the notion that strategic political messaging can have profound and lasting effects on
democratic stability. Consequently, these findings highlight the importance of monitor-
ing and potentially regulating (negative) political advertising to safeguard democratic
trust and integrity (Kroger et al., 2024).

In addition, this study also found that lower trust in democracy partially increased the
likelihood of exposure to populist advertising (from W2 to W3). Thus, over time, we
found partial support for a downwards spiral of democratic trust and populist ad
exposure. That is, the more people were exposed to populist ads, the more they distrusted
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democracy, and the more they subsequentially got targeted with distrust-reinforcing
populist advertisements. This main finding is in line with research suggesting a polarizing
effect of populist communication over time (e.g., Miiller et al., 2017): people with a ten-
dency to support populist worldviews (e.g., people with a lower trust in democracy) are
more likely to expose themselves to attitude-reinforcing populist content, which further
reinforces their worldviews and over time increases the cleavage between trusting and
distrusting citizens. An important distinction from previous literature in our study is
that the attitude-reinforcing exposure to populist communication is not due to the
user’s deliberate, selective exposure, but rather a consequence of a system-driven adver-
tising logic where individuals are increasingly targeted with these populist ads (see Dylko
et al,, 2017). Thus, these findings demonstrate a confirmation-biased selective exposure
dynamic in populist advertising. Populist ads frame societal issues in terms of a divide
between the trustworthy people as an in-group versus the dishonest and untrustworthy
elitist other (Hameleers, 2021). Such messages are congruent with the beliefs of citizens
with low trust in democracy who tend to perceive that the political elites are not capable
of fulfilling their democratic roles. As such, the more people have lower trust in democ-
racy, the more likely they get exposed to information that cultivates and acknowledges
their distrust, which makes them even more cynical toward the democratic order over
time.

Moving beyond artificial experimental effect studies illustrating that exposure to
populism can fuel negative and undemocratic beliefs (e.g., Bos et al., 2020; Rooduijn et
al,, 2017; Schmuck & Matthes, 2019), our findings illustrate that populism also has nega-
tive ramifications in a more ecologically valid setting. As a major implication of our
findings, the downwards reciprocal relationship between populist ad exposure and
trust suggests that populist advertising can place people with lowered trust in democracy
in a ‘distrusting echo chamber’, where they seek out information that confirms and
amplifies distrust. In a global context where people have lower trust in established
media, political elites, and scientists (Newman et al., 2023; Weingart, 2023), populist
advertising may benefit from a fruitful opportunity structure to fuel distrust and attract
people to anti-establishment parties that align with a cynical and starting outlook on
democracy. As such, the appeal of populist movements throughout the globe may par-
tially be explained by the strategic cultivation and reinforcement of existing democratic
distrust.

Altogether, our longitudinal findings suggest that the lowered democratic trust levels
prevalent in society may both precede and result from the persistence of populism as a
fragmented ideology, perpetuated through various forms of sponsored communication
(Capozzi et al., 2023; Engesser, Ernst, et al., 2017). In other words, declining trust in
democracy may thus be the cause and consequence of the appeal of populist ads. This
has severe democratic ramifications as distrust may, over time, be amplified at alarmingly
high levels. Although moderate levels of skepticism may be conducive to democratic
decision-making, low trust or cynicism in the very system of democracy and the func-
tioning of the political system may turn people away from politics or make them inclined
to support undemocratic behaviors (Hameleers, 2021; Quiring et al., 2021)

Despite these implications, our study has a number of noteworthy limitations. First
and foremost, we rely on a self-perceived measure of exposure to populist ads, in
which we explicitly described the nature of populist framing. Such measures are not
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without validity and reliability issues. For example, people may be exposed to populist
ads without recognizing appeals of anti-elitism, or the other way around. In addition,
people may under- or overestimate the amount of information that is in line with the
fragmented ideology of populism, as they cannot remember the specific framing of pol-
itical information. As such, people may not consciously process (and remember) populist
ads when exposed to it. Future research may remedy this shortcoming by relying on
observational exposure data (e.g., media tracking, data donations, experience sampling
methods, etc.). A second limitation concerns the measurement of trust in democracy.
In this study, it was captured using a conventional single-item measure; however, this
approach may not fully encompass the breadth and complexity of the concept and
may fail to capture ambivalence in attitudes among respondents (Seyd, 2016; Turper
& Aarts, 2017; Warren, 2018). Although scholars argued that a single-item measure
can be justified as a summary or global indicator of a concept (Fuchs & Diamantopoulos,
2009; Petrescu, 2013), we still recognize it as a significant limitation. While this measure
allows us to examine broad trends, it does not account for potential variations in different
dimensions of democratic trust. Therefore, future research should explore whether our
findings extend to other forms of trust, such as institutional or political trust, and con-
sider multi-item approaches to capture a more nuanced picture of the construct. Finally,
future research could benefit from an experimental design to further strengthen the cau-
sal direction of the relationship between populist ad exposure and trust in democracy. By
manipulating exposure to populist advertisements in a controlled setting, such studies
could provide compelling evidence on whether and how exposure influences trust, or
vice versa, while minimizing potential confounding factors.

In conclusion, our study provides valuable ecologically valid evidence of how demo-
cratic trust may decline over time due to populist advertisements, and how lowered levels
of trust can lead to increased exposure to such ads, further fueling declining levels of
trust. These findings have important implications for political communication. As
such, we consider it relevant for policy and practice, as well as political communicators,
to combat polarizing speech currently prevalent in the media debate. Concretely,
depolarizing initiatives that relativize the boundary between political and societal groups
may be fruitful in lowering the appeal and democratic consequences of populist
messages.
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