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Appendix A. Pre-test 
 
Sample 
 
Cint, an online recruitment service, recruited Dutch participants in December 2022. Initially, 992 
participants began the survey, with 714 completing it. We removed straight-liners and participants 
meeting both criteria: failing the attention check combined with completing the survey quickly 
(falling within the 25% percentile). The resulting final sample, comprising 648 participants, is 
representative of the Dutch general population regarding age, gender, and education. The mean age 
of participants the pre-test is 44.51 (SD = 15.52), which is slightly younger than the average age in the 
population of people over 18 (49.6). Around half of the sample is female (51.54%). Regarding 
education, 20,99% are lower educated, 44.44% has a moderate level of education, and 34.57% are 
higher educated (compared to 26%, 38%, and 36% respectively in the general population; CBS, 
2022b).  
 
Stimulus material pre-test  
 
We exposed participants to a realistic Facebook post, mimicking genuine social media 
communication by political parties, with different types of conflict frame. In the message, the party 
highlighted its disagreement with a political opponent regarding a piece of advice about the nitrogen 
crisis (The left-wing party disagrees with the right-wing party and vice versa). We manipulated the 
style of the conflict frame (civil vs. uncivil, attack vs. no attack) and the reasons for the conflict 
(ordinary vs. deep, factual vs. normative). The control condition is a Facebook post without conflict. 
See examples below:  
 
Table 1. Stimulus material for pre-test 

Normative 
ordinary 
civil + 
personal 
attack in 
brackets 
 

Vision [Party Name Target] on the nitrogen crisis is unfair. [Personal attack: [Party Leader 
Target] cannot convince]. The nitrogen crisis is high on the political agenda. And after long 
meetings, there is finally an advice today. The result: hundreds of farmers must quit because 
nitrogen emissions must be cut in half by 2030. 
This advice presents an unfair response to the nitrogen crisis. We find the measures advised 
unacceptable. The farmer is ultimately the victim. It is very alarming that [Party Name 
Target] is getting exactly what it wants. [Personal attack: And [Party Leader Target] doesn’t 
have the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes down to it]. The plans are 
not consistent with our idea of what is needed. They offer too little perspective. Instead of 
agreeing with the interests of [Party Name Target], [Party Name Source] is doing what is 
necessary to protect the farmer. To get out of the crisis, we must resolve the differences. 
Things need to change. 
 

Normative 
ordinary 
uncivil + 
personal 
attack in 
brackets 
 

Disgusting! Vision [Party Name Target] on the nitrogen crisis is unfair. [Personal attack: 
coward [Party Leader Target] cannot convince]. The nitrogen crisis is high on the political 
agenda. And after long meetings, there is finally an advice today. The result: hundreds of 
farmers must quit because nitrogen emissions must be cut in half by 2030.  
This advice presents an unfair response to the nitrogen crisis. It frightens us! The measures 
advised are unacceptable. It is incredibly harmful to the farmer. Horrifying. It is absurd that 
[Party Name Target] is getting exactly what it wants. [Personal attack: And [Party Leader 
Target] doesn’t have the courage to debate it. What a huge coward!!]. The plans are not 
consistent with our idea of what is needed. They offer too little perspective. Instead of 
agreeing with these RIDICULOUS interests of [Party Name Target], [Party Name Source] is 
doing what is necessary to protect the farmer. To get out of the crisis, we must resolve the 
differences. The plans must be thrown in the trash! 
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Normative 
deep civil + 
personal 
attack in 
brackets:  
 

Vision [Party Name Target] on the nitrogen crisis is immoral. [Personal attack: [Party Leader 
Target] cannot convince] The nitrogen crisis is high on the political agenda. And after long 
meetings, there is finally an advice today. The result: hundreds of farmers must quit because 
nitrogen emissions must be cut in half by 2030. 
This advice presents an immoral response to the nitrogen crisis. We find the measures 
advised unethical. The entire society ultimately suffers. It is very alarming that the [Party 
Name Target] is getting exactly what it wants. [Personal attack: And [Party Leader Target] 
doesn’t have the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes down to it]. The 
plans could not be further away from our ideals. They are in direct opposition to our core 
values. Instead of following the direction of [Party Name Target], [Party Name Source] is 
doing what is necessary for a fundamental change of direction. It is impossible to find a 
solution to the crisis with them. Things need to change drastically. 
 

Normative 
deep uncivil 
+ personal 
attack in 
brackets:  
 

Disgusting! Vision [Party Name Target] on the nitrogen crisis is immoral. [Personal attack: 
coward [Party Leader Target] cannot convince] The nitrogen crisis is high on the political 
agenda. And after long meetings, there is finally an advice today. The result: hundreds of 
farmers must quit because nitrogen emissions must be cut in half by 2030. 
This advice presents an immoral response to the nitrogen crisis. It frightens us! The 
measures advised are unethical. It is incredibly damaging to society. Horrifying. It is absurd 
that the [Party Name Target] is getting exactly what it wants. [Personal attack: And [Party 
Leader Target] doesn’t have the courage to debate it. What a huge coward!!]. The plans 
could not be further away from our ideals. They are in direct opposition to our core values. 
Instead of following the RIDICULOUS direction of [Party Name Target], [Party Name Source] 
is doing what is necessary for a fundamental change of direction. It is impossible to find a 
solution to the crisis with them. The radical vision must be thrown in the trash! 
 

Factual 
ordinary 
civil + 
personal 
attack in 
brackets:  
 

Vision [Party Name Target] on the nitrogen crisis contains false assumptions. [Personal 
attack: [Party Leader Target] cannot convince]. The nitrogen crisis is high on the political 
agenda. And after long meetings, there is finally an advice today. The result: hundreds of 
farmers must quit because nitrogen emissions must be cut in half by 2030.  
This advice contains false assumptions about the nitrogen crisis. The measures promise a 
solution on paper, but in practice, they do not benefit us at all. [Party Name Target] thinks it 
has the solution, but it is based on incorrect information. [Personal attack: And [Party Leader 
Target] doesn’t have the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes down to 
it]. The plans ignore important facts. It is a misconception that this is the only way out of the 
crisis. Instead of agreeing with [Party Name Target's] erroneous ideas, [Party Name Source] 
is making the case for a real solution to the crisis. To get out of the crisis, we must get rid of 
the misconceptions. They cannot get around the facts. 
 

Factual 
ordinary 
uncivil + 
personal 
attack in 
brackets:  
 

Disgusting! Vision [Party Name Target] on the nitrogen crisis contains false assumptions. 
[Personal attack: coward [Party Leader Target] cannot convince]. The nitrogen crisis is high 
on the political agenda. And after long meetings, there is finally an advice today. The result: 
hundreds of farmers must quit because nitrogen emissions must be cut in half by 2030.  
This advice contains false assumptions about the nitrogen crisis. It frightens us!  The 
measures promise a solution on paper, but in practice, they do not benefit us at all. Real 
manipulation. [Party Name Target] thinks it has the solution, but it is based on incorrect 
information. It is a delusion. [Personal attack: And [Party Leader Target] doesn’t have the 
courage to debate it. What a huge coward!!]. The plans ignore important facts. It is a 
misconception that this is the only way out of the crisis. Instead of agreeing with [Party 
Name Target's] DECEPTIVE ideas, [Party Name Source] is making the case for a real solution 
to the crisis. To get out of the crisis, we must get rid of the misconceptions. The unfounded 
facts must be thrown in the trash! 
 

Factual 
deep civil + 
personal 

Vision [Party Name Target] on the nitrogen crisis contains flawed scientific evidence. 
[Personal attack: [Party Leader Target] cannot convince]. The nitrogen crisis is high on the 
political agenda. And after long meetings, there is finally an advice today. The result: 
hundreds of farmers must quit because nitrogen emissions must be cut in half by 2030.  



Online Appendix: The impact of online political battles 

4 
 

attack in 
brackets:  
 

This advice contains incorrect scientific evidence about the nitrogen crisis. The measures are 
irrational and a danger to society. [Party Name Target] thinks it has convincing scientific 
evidence, but it does not align with reality. [Personal attack: And [Party Leader Target] 
doesn’t have the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes down to it]. The 
plans ignore the factual truth. They contradict our idea of how things really are. Instead of 
relying on [Party Name Target's] so-called "experts" and false scientific evidence, [Party 
Name Source] is making the case for the fact-based solution to the crisis. This scientific clash 
hinders our way out of the crisis. They cannot avoid the truth. 
 

Factual 
deep civil + 
personal 
attack in 
brackets:  
 

Disgusting! Vision [Party Name Target] on the nitrogen crisis contains flawed scientific 
evidence. [Personal attack: coward [Party Leader Target] cannot convince]. The nitrogen 
crisis is high on the political agenda. And after long meetings, there is finally an advice today. 
The result: hundreds of farmers must quit because nitrogen emissions must be cut in half by 
2030.  
This advice contains incorrect scientific evidence about the nitrogen crisis. It frightens us! 
The measures are irrational and a danger to society. Real manipulation. [Party Name Target] 
thinks it has convincing scientific evidence, but it does not align with reality. Fake news! 
[Personal attack: And [Party Leader Target] doesn’t have the courage to debate it. What a 
huge coward!!]. The plans ignore the factual truth. They contradict our idea of how things 
really are. Instead of relying on [Party Name Target's] DECEPTIVE experts and false scientific 
evidence, [Party Name Source] is making the case for the fact-based solution to the crisis. 
This scientific clash hinders our way out of the crisis. The disinformation must be thrown in 
the trash! 
 

Control 
condition  
 

Advice on the nitrogen crisis is issued. The nitrogen crisis is high on the political agenda. And 
after long meetings, there is finally an advice today. The result: hundreds of farmers must 
stop because nitrogen emissions must be halved by 2030. There is still much uncertainty 
surrounding the nitrogen crisis. More research is needed to be clear on the implications of 
this advice. The recommendations need to be looked at in detail. It is too early to say 
anything about the concrete implications of this advice for current policy. In the coming 
weeks, we will work to gain more clarity. Everyone is aware of the urgency. We must do 
what it takes to get out of this crisis. The farmer and society deserve perspective. We will 
make every effort to achieve that. 
 

 
 
Manipulation check  
 
We assessed the manipulation of the conflict frame, incivility, and personal attack by asking to what 
extent participants agreed with the following statements on a seven-point scale (1 = totally disagree; 
7 = totally agree): (1) the message contained a conflict between political parties; (2) a political leader 
was personally attacked; (3) the political party was rude.      
 For ordinary vs. deep conflict frames we asked participants whether the conflict was more 
likely to be about simple differences or more likely to be about fundamentally irreconcilable 
differences (1 = simple differences; 7 = irreconcilable differences).  
 For factual vs. normative conflict, we asked whether the conflict was more likely to be about 
facts (about whether something is true or not) or more likely to be about norms (about what is right 
or wrong to do; 1 = facts; 7 = norms) 
 Finally, we also asked to what extent people found the online message: (1) credible; (2) 
realistic; (3) comparable to similar communication of the political party.  
 
Results manipulation check 
 
We find that the manipulation of the conflict frame, incivility, and personal attack dimensions was 
successful (see Table 2). Participants who saw the uncivil conflict frame were more likely to perceive 
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the political party as rude (M=4.13; SE=0.10) than participants who saw a civil conflict frame 
(M=3.71; SE=0.10), t (605) =-3.03, p<0.001. Likewise, participants who saw a personal attack were 
also more likely to agree that a party leader was attacked (M=4.72; SE=0.10) compared to 
participants who did not see this attack (M=3.36; SE=0.10), t (605) =-10.10, p<0.001. We also found a 
significant, albeit minor, difference between the normative and factual conditions, t (605) = -2.61, p < 
.01. Participants in the normative conflict condition perceived the attack to be more about norms on 
what is right or wrong (M=4.39; SE=0.10), than participants in the factual condition (M=4.05; 
SE=0.10). Furthermore, we asked participants whether the conflict was about opposing viewpoints or 
unbridgeable fundamental differences. Notably, those exposed to a deep conflict frame were not 
more likely to indicate that the conflict was about unbridgeable fundamental differences (M = 4.77, 
SD = 0.09) compared to those exposed to an ordinary conflict frame (M = 4.58, SD = 0.09), t (605) = -
1.53, p = 0.127). Since the pre-test showed that participants found it difficult to discern between 
deep vs. ordinary conflicts, and normative vs. factual conflicts, we altered our stimulus material and 
focused more on emphasizing these differences.  
 
 
Table 2. Manipulation check pre-test and perceptions of the message 

 Manipulationcheck Realistic Credible Comparable 
 M SE t-test M SE  t-test M SE  t-test M SE  t-test 
No conflict 3.59   4.66 0.26  4.54 0.23  4.44 0.16  
Conflict  4.81 0.06 -4.95*** 3.98 0.07 2.59** 3.82 0.07 2.73** 4.22 0.06 0.92 
             
Civil  3.71 0.10  4.03 0.09  3.84 0.09  4.24 0.09  
Uncivil  4.13 0.10 -3.03** 3.93 0.09 0.75 3.81 0.10 0.25 4.20 0.09 0.29 
             
No attack 3.36 0.10  3.90 0.09  3.77 0.09  4.28 0.09  
Attack 4.72 0.10 -10.10*** 4.08 0.09 -1.38 3.89 0.10 -0.95 4.15 0.09 1.09 
             
Ordinary 4.58 0.09  4.02 0.10  3.79 0.10  4.19 0.09  
Deep  4.77 0.09 -1.53 3.94 0.09 0.65 3.85 0.09 -0.44 4.25 0.08 -0.52 
             
Factual 4.05 0.09  3.80 0.09  3.62 0.09  4.19 0.08  
Normative 4.39 0.09 -2.61** 4.16 0.09 -2.76** 4.04 0.10 -3.20** 4.26 0.09 -0.55 

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Appendix B. Stimulus material  
 
 

 
Figure 1. Example of the stimulus material in Dutch  
 
 
Normative ordinary civil + personal attack in brackets 
Everyone agrees that the nitrogen crisis needs fair solutions, but [Party Name Source] is against 
[Party Name Target's] plans. [Personal attack: Unfortunately, [Party Leader Target] doesn’t have the 
courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes down to it]. For [Party Name Source], 
fairness means that each sector should help reduce nitrogen emissions to the best of its ability. While 
for [Party Name Target] fairness means that farmers should bear the heaviest burden and other 
sectors are spared. This is unfair. The plans of [Party Name Target] stand in the way of farmers' 
prospects. We must do what it takes to protect the farmers to get out of the crisis together. 
 
Normative ordinary uncivil + personal attack in brackets 
This is madness! Everyone agrees that the nitrogen crisis needs fair solutions, but [Party Name 
Source] is against [Party Name Target]'s RIDICULOUS plans. [Personal attack: Unfortunately, coward 
[Party Leader Target] doesn’t have the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes 
down to it]. For [Party Name Source], fairness means that each sector should help reduce nitrogen 
emissions to the best of its ability. While for [Party Name Target] fairness means that farmers should 
bear the heaviest burden and other sectors are spared. It frightens us! This is unjust. The absurd 
plans of [Party Name Target] stand in the way of farmers' prospects. We must do what it takes to 
protect the farmers to get out of the crisis together. 
 
Normative deep civil + personal attack in brackets:  
The nitrogen crisis needs fair solutions, but [Party Name Source] fundamentally disagrees with the 
ideals of [Party Name Target]. [Personal attack: Unfortunately, [Party Leader Target] doesn’t have the 
courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes down to it]. [Party Name Source] believes 
that all sectors should help to reduce nitrogen emissions to the best of their ability. For [Party Name 
Target], equal distribution of the burden plays no role. This is fundamentally unfair. The ideals of 
[Party Name Target] are at odds with our core values of solidarity/liberty1. If we already cannot agree 
on basic principles of justice and equality/liberty, we will never get out of the crisis. 

 
1 We chose one of the core values that are attached to the party that sends out the message.  
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Normative deep uncivil + personal attack in brackets:  
This is madness! The nitrogen crisis needs fair solutions, but [Party Name Source] fundamentally 
disagrees with the RIDICULOUS ideals of [Party Name Target]. [Personal attack: Unfortunately, 
coward [Party Leader Target] doesn’t have the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it 
comes down to it]. [Party Name Source] believes that all sectors should help to reduce nitrogen 
emissions to the best of their ability. For [Party Name Target], equal distribution of the burden plays 
no role. It frightens us! This is fundamentally unfair. The absurd ideals of [Party Name Target] are at 
odds with our core values of solidarity/liberty. If we already cannot agree on basic principles of 
justice and equality/liberty, we will never get out of the crisis. 
 
 
Factual ordinary civil + personal attack in brackets:  
Everyone agrees that the nitrogen crisis needs science-based solutions, yet [Party Name Target's] 
party program relies on outdated figures. [Personal attack: Unfortunately, [Party Leader Target] 
doesn’t have the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes down to it]. The ideas of 
[Party Name Target] are based on incorrect measurements and outdated models about reducing 
nitrogen emissions. The results are incorrect. Recent research shows different figures. [Party Name 
Source]'s plans do rely on these new correct calculations. Based on the latest scientific information, 
we can come out of the crisis together. 
 
 
Factual ordinary uncivil + personal attack in brackets:  
This is madness! Everyone agrees that the nitrogen crisis needs scientifically based solutions, yet 
[Party Name Target]'s DECEPTIVE party program relies on outdated figures. [Personal attack: 
Unfortunately, coward [Party Leader Target] doesn’t have the courage to debate it. He always runs 
away when it comes down to it]. The ideas of [Party Name Target] are based on incorrect 
measurements and outdated models about reducing nitrogen emissions. It frightens us! The results 
are incorrect. Real manipulation. Recent research shows different figures. The plans of [Party Name 
Source] do rely on these new correct calculations. Based on the latest scientific information, we can 
get out of the crisis together. 
 
Factual deep civil + personal attack in brackets:  
The nitrogen crisis needs science-based solutions, yet [Party Name Target]'s party program relies on 
fundamental wrong information. [Personal attack: Unfortunately, [Party Leader Target] doesn’t have 
the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it comes down to it]. The ideas of [Party Name 
Target] are based on figures from unreliable quasi-scientific sources and questionable measurements 
from interest groups. The results distort reality. Sound scientific research shows other figures. The 
plans of [Party Name Source] are based on recent scientifically tested calculations. If we can't agree 
on the evidence already, we'll never get out of the crisis. 
 
Factual deep uncivil + personal attack in brackets:  
This is madness! The nitrogen crisis needs science-based solutions, yet [Party Name Target]'s 
DECEPTIVE party program relies on fundamental wrong information. [Personal attack: Unfortunately, 
coward [Party Leader Target] doesn’t have the courage to debate it. He always runs away when it 
comes down to it]. The ideas of [Party Name Target] are based on figures from unreliable quasi-
scientific sources and questionable measurements from interest groups. It frightens us! The results 
distort reality. Real manipulation. Sound scientific research shows other figures. The plans of [Party 
Name Source] are based on recent scientifically tested calculations. If we can't agree on the evidence 
already, we'll never get out of the crisis. 
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Control 
 
Everyone agrees that the nitrogen crisis needs solutions, and that can only be done together with 
farmers. That's why today the [Party Name Source] had a heart-to-heart talk with milk farmers. 
About the future of their business, the nitrogen crisis, and the relationship between farmers and 
nature. And how they try to combine that. Very inspiring and useful. The [Party Name Source] does 
whatever it takes to find solutions to the crisis together with farmers! 
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Appendix C. Manipulation check main study 
 

Table 1. Manipulation check main study 
 Manipulation 
 M SE t-test 
Conflict frame    
There was a conflict between political parties    
     No conflict 2.62 0.16  
     Conflict  4.74 0.05 -10.88*** 
 
Incivility  

   

The political party was uncivil     
      Civil  3.33 0.07  
      Uncivil  4.42 0.07 -10.66*** 
The message had a hostile tone      
      Civil  3.82 0.07  
      Uncivil  4.96 0.09 -11.63*** 
The message had a rude tone      
      Civil  3.18 0.07  
      Uncivil  4.53 0.07 -13.44*** 
 
Personal attack 

   

A political leader was personally attacked    
      No attack 2.50 0.06  
      Attack 4.62 0.08 -20.73*** 
 
Deep vs. ordinary  

   

The political party disagreed very strongly with another party    
      Ordinary 5.36 0.06  
      Deep  5.54 0.06 -2.16* 
The message mentioned that parties can never agree with each other      
      Ordinary 3.37 0.07  
      Deep  3.92 0.07 -5.45*** 
The conflict was about opposing core values of the parties    
      Ordinary normative 4.71 0.09  
      Deep normative 4.99 0.09 -2.19* 
The conflict was about opposing scientific truths    
      Ordinary factual 5.18 0.08  
      Deep factual  5.46 0.08 -2.46* 
 
Factual vs. normative 

   

More about facts or more about norms    
      Factual 3.61 0.07  
      Normative 4.86 0.07 -13.15*** 

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Online Appendix: The impact of online political battles 

10 
 

Table 2.  Perceptions of the message main study 
 Realistic  Credible  Comparable  
 M SE  t-test M SE  t-test M SE  t-test 
Civil  3.33 0.07  3.08 0.07  4.11 0.06  
Uncivil  2.77 0.06 6.22*** 2.53 0.06 6.29*** 3.78 0.06 3.78*** 
          
No attack 3.07 0.06  2.81 0.06  3.91 0.06  
Attack 3.02 0.07 0.55 2.81 0.07 -0.04 3.99 0.07 -0.92 
          
Ordinary 3.12 0.06  2.77 0.06  3.90 0.06  
Deep  3.08 0.07 -0.71 2.84 0.06 -0.75 4.00 0.07 -1.19 
          
Factual 2.99 0.07  2.69 0.06  3.90 0.06  
Normative 3.11 0.06 -1.33 2.93 0.06 -2.80** 4.00 0.06 -1.11 

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
 

 

 

Appendix D. Robustness check with alternative approach to identifying 
and excluding straight-liners 
 

Table 1. The effect of conflict framing on evaluations of the source, and political distrust 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Standard errors are in parentheses. *p < .05. **p < 
.01. ***p < .001 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Thermometer  
Source  

Trust  
Source 

Trust in politicians  

 b (se) b (se) b (se) 
Conflict frame vs. no 
conflict frame 

-3.84 (2.27) -0.22 (0.15) -0.16 (0.10) 

 
Controls: 

   

Vote intention target -0.48** (0.17) -0.00 (0.01) 0.06*** (0.01) 
Vote intention source 5.59*** (0.17) 0.31*** (0.01) 0.08*** (0.01) 
Government vs. 
opposition party 

-2.98** (1.09) -0.23** (0.07) -0.11* (0.05) 

Constant 27.58*** (2.37) 2.46*** (0.15) 2.71*** (0.11) 
Adj R2 0.48 0.40 0.10 
Observations 1338 1338 1338 
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Table 2. The effect of conflict dimensions on evaluations of the target, sponsor, and political 
distrust 

 Thermometer 
Sponsor 

Trust Sponsor 
 

 Trust in politicians  

 b (se) b (se) b (se) 
Dimensions:     
Uncivil vs. civil -3.41** (1.09) -0.16* (0.07) -0.09 (0.05) 
Personal attack vs. no attack -1.04 (1.10) -0.07 (0.07) -0.00 (0.05) 
Deep vs. ordinary  -1.19 (1.09) -0.06 (0.07) -0.08 (0.05) 
Normative vs. factual  1.82 (1.09) -0.00 (0.07) 0.11* (0.05) 
    
Controls:     
Vote intention target -0.54** (0.17) -0.01 (0.01) 0.05*** (0.01) 
Vote intention sponsor 5.54*** (0.17) 0.31*** (0.01) 0.08*** (0.01) 
Government vs. opposition party  -2.90** (1.10) -0.18* (0.07) -0.11* (0.05) 
Constant 25.86*** (1.50) 2.40*** (0.10) 2.64*** (0.07) 
Adj. R2 0.49 0.40 0.11 
Observations 1258 1258 1258 

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Standard errors are in parentheses. *p < .05. **p < 
.01. ***p < .001 
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