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Abstract It has often been argued that the communication strategies used by
right-wing populists are key to their appeal to voters. However, prior studies found
only rather limited across-the-board effects of communication strategies that
employ a populist style and rhetoric. In this study, we focus on the conditionality of
the effects of these two communication strategies on the perceived legitimacy of one
right-wing populist and one mainstream leader. We use an experimental setup with
a large-N representative sample of Dutch voters (n¼ 3125). The results show that
the effects of populist communication strategies differ for the lower educated and
the politically cynical. These groups of voters are more susceptible to persuasion by
the populist style of the right-wing populist party leader. Results are discussed in
the light of research on (right-wing) populism.
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Introduction

The growth of right-wing populist parties during recent decades, especially in
Western Europe, has fostered research on this ‘exceptional’ and relatively new
party family. Among the various research themes touched upon within this
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field are the potential pivotal role of party leaders for their parties’ success
(Van der Brug and Mughan, 2007; Bos and Van der Brug, 2010), and the impact
and role of the mass media (for example, Boomgaarden and Vliegenthart, 2007;
Koopmans and Muis, 2009). A third related theme combines these insights and
draws on the specific populist rhetoric and style of these right-wing populist
party leaders (Albertazzi, 2007; Jagers and Walgrave, 2007; Hawkins, 2009;
Bos et al, 2010) and the effects this supposedly has on the way they are perceived
or evaluated (Bos et al, 2011; Mazzoleni et al, 2003).

This study digs deeper into this topic, and focuses on the ‘reception of the
populist discourse among voters’ (Jagers and Walgrave, 2007, p. 337). We
know that certain parts of the electorate are more attracted to right-wing
populist parties, but the exact mechanisms at work are not clear. This article
studies these mechanisms and in doing so it focuses particularly on education
and political cynicism as moderators of communication strategy effects. We
investigate whether the lower educated and the politically cynical are more
susceptible to the populist style and rhetoric.

We use an approach that has not been used before in the field of research on
right-wing populism: an experiment. This allows us to establish the impact of two
communication strategies. We focus on the effects of the use of a populist style
and a populist rhetoric on the extent to which party leaders are perceived to be
legitimate (not posing a threat to democracy). We make a comparison between a
right-wing populist and a mainstream party leader. The experimental setup
contributes to the literature in three ways. First of all, the direct manipulation and
specification of the two communication strategies allows us to conduct a strong
causal test. Prior ‘in viva’ studies had to rely on the communication strategies that
politicians have actually used. Yet, we cannot know what the consequences
would have been had they followed a different strategy. How would the public
react if a mainstream politician uses populist rhetoric? We cannot test that if
mainstream leaders do not follow that strategy. An experiment, on the other
hand, does provide the opportunity to manipulate the content of news messages
and hence provides us with more opportunities to test the effects of media
content. Second, this study gives us the opportunity to isolate and disentangle the
individual effects of the two strategies. And finally, and most importantly, we can
now examine the effects of possible individual-level moderators to gain a more in-
depth understanding of why and whether certain individuals are more prone to be
affected by (specific) right-wing populist communication strategies.

This study employs a 2� 2� 2 factorial design: absence and presence of
populist style and populist rhetoric vary in a newspaper article quoting either
of two politicians: the party leader of the Dutch right-wing populist PVV and
the chair of the – mainstream – liberal VVD. This setup takes into account the
possible interaction between the two different strategies and allows us to deter-
mine whether the effects differ between these two leaders (a right-wing populist
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leader and a mainstream party leader). We use an online representative sample
of 3125 members of the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences
(LISS) Household Panel, which were randomly assigned to each of the eight
experimental groups.1 The results show that the two communication strategies
do indeed resonate with particular parts of the (right-wing populist) electorate.

Communication Strategies and Perceptions of Leaders

In this article, we focus on two communication strategies used by right-wing
populist and mainstream party leaders that are assumed to affect perceived
legitimacy (Bos et al, 2011)2: populist rhetoric and populist style.

Populist rhetoric and populist style

The populist rhetoric consists of an anti-establishment appeal or anti-elitism,
and the celebration of the heartland, which is, according to Taggart (2000,
p.95), a place ‘in which, in the populist imagination, a virtuous and unified
population resides’. Populism ‘considers society to be ultimately separated into
two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus “the
corrupt elite” and (y) that politics should be an expression of the volonté
générale (general will) of the people’ (Mudde, 2004, p. 543).3

Research has shown that these substantive components of populism have to
be set aside from populist style elements (Bos et al, 2010). Mainstream parties
more easily adopt the presentation style of populists than the more substantive
elements of their rhetoric. First of all, populists, and their followers, claim to be
reluctant politicians, who only engage in politics because of a perceived
extreme crisis (Taggart, 2000; Mudde, 2004). This corresponds with what
Albertazzi (2007, p.335) calls ‘dramatization’: the ‘need to generate tension in
order to build up support for the party (y) by denouncing the tragedies that
would befall the community if it were to be deprived of its defences’. Another
aspect of the populist style is ‘ordinariness’ (Stewart et al, 2003, p. 228),
‘straightforwardness, simplicity and clarity’, (Taggart, 2000, p. 97), ‘man in the
street communication styles’ (Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2008, p. 2) and
‘friend versus foe’ rhetoric (Weyland, 2001): populists use simple and strong
language. A final aspect of the populist style is the emphasis on the strong
(charismatic) party leader. Generally, populist movements are organized
around a central leader, without whom the party organization would fall apart
(for example, Weyland, 2001). Moreover, these leaders often have authoritar-
ian traits: they refer to themselves as the crisis manager and have an ambivalent
relation with democratic leadership (Taggart, 2000).

Populist communication strategies
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Perceived legitimacy

This experiment builds on previous research on the public image of right-wing
populist leaders in which perceived legitimacy was found to be important for their
electoral success (Bos and Van der Brug, 2010). Research has shown that voters in
general prefer party leaders who do not intend to radically change or overthrow
the democratic representational system (Van der Brug et al, 2005; Bos and
Van der Brug, 2010); they have to be perceived to be legitimate. However,
because of the (fascist) anti-democratic and anti-constitutional legacy of some
right-wing populist parties (Carter, 2005), these parties may be identified with the
extreme right, which could lead voters to assess some right-wing populists as
illegitimate. Even though potential voters for these party leaders may be critical
of the political establishment, most of them will not want to see the democratic
system endangered. It is therefore important for right-wing populist party leaders
‘(i) to make clear that they belong neither to the political establishment nor to the
camp of anti-democratic forces; (ii) to make credible that they do oppose the
political elite – but the political elite only and not the liberal democratic system’
(Schedler, 1996, p. 302).

An experimental test of the effect of communication strategies on leader

perception

In Political Science research, the prominence and impact of experiments has
grown in recent decades (Druckman et al, 2006). However, within the field
of research on right-wing populism and/or media populism such a strong
causal test has never been conducted. It is clear that right-wing populist
leaders adopt a different approach of presenting themselves by using an
idiosyncratic style or rhetoric (Jagers and Walgrave, 2007; Bos et al, 2010),
and it is oftentimes assumed that this populist style and rhetoric is a decisive
factor in determining the success, and the perception, of these politicians.
An experimental setup allows us to conduct a strong causal test and estimate
communication strategy effects directly by means of experimental manip-
ulation.

The moderating role of educational level and political cynicism

The use of an extensive survey experiment enables us to take a closer look at
the conditional effects of the two communication strategies under investiga-
tion. We know from extant research that media or communication effects are
oftentimes moderated by background variables. Moreover, with regard to
right-wing populist parties (and their leaders), the question is still up in the air
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whether the specific populist style and rhetoric appeals to certain people
specifically (for example, Jagers and Walgrave, 2007). Therefore, our main aim
is to explore the extent to which these communication strategy effects are
conditional upon individual-level characteristics of voters. In research on the
support for right-wing populist parties, several key background variables are
used as explanations for the electoral success of these parties. It is, however,
not clear why these specific voters feel more attracted to these parties. In this
study, we investigate whether this is the case because they are more susceptible
to populist communication strategies.

In research on the demand-side explanations for right-wing populist party
success, there are several indications that the lower educated feel attracted to
right-wing populist parties. The ‘insecurity’ thesis supposes that the lower
educated are more affected by the transition from an industrial to a post-
industrial capitalist society (for example, Betz, 1994), globalization and mass
immigration, and have therefore become ‘insecure about various aspects of
their life (y). They seek salvation in the “simple messages” of the populist
radical right, which promises a clear identity and protection against the
changing world’ (Mudde, 2007, p. 223). Another reason is that, unlike
individuals who received more education, their ‘populist radical right
attitudes’ are not replaced by ‘ “democratic” or “tolerant” values’ (Mudde,
2007, p. 217). Moreover, in their statements, right-wing populists oftentimes
refer to the common man and try to speak their language. Albertazzi (2007),
for instance, finds that the populist style is adapted to fit the needs of the
heartland. And the heartland is typically occupied by the ‘man in the street’,
‘Average Joe’ or ‘the ordinary man’ who is often not that highly educated. It
is therefore plausible that the populist style and rhetoric resonates more with
the lower educated.

Moreover, in general, right-wing populist parties take an anti-political
establishment (Schedler, 1996), anti-party or anti-elitist approach, blame
mainstream political parties and elites for problems in society and argue that
these mainstream parties and elites have lost the connection with ‘the people’.
Consequentially, it is argued that these parties attract people who hold
negative attitudes towards the political establishment (political resentment)
(Betz, 1994). And indeed, voters for right-wing populist parties seem to hold
strong anti-establishment sentiments (Knigge, 1998; Lubbers and Scheepers,
2000, 2001; Norris, 2005), or are highly cynical. Consequentially, it is possible
that ‘a populist discourse only attracts voters who already felt deserted by the
political elites’ (Jagers and Walgrave, 2007, p. 337), that is, voters who show
higher levels of political cynicism.

These considerations lead us to expect that a populist style and discourse will
mainly exert effects on the lower educated and the politically cynical. Main
effects, or across the board effects, will be estimated, but in the case of populist
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style and discourse we do not expect these to exist. This leads to the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a: The effect of populist rhetoric on perceived legitimacy is positive
for the lower educated.

Hypothesis 1b: The effect of populist rhetoric on perceived legitimacy is
positive for the more politically cynical.

Hypothesis 2a: The effect of populist style on perceived legitimacy is positive
for the lower educated.

Hypothesis 2b: The effect of populist style on perceived legitimacy is positive
for the more politically cynical.

Differences between party leaders

By comparing the effects of communication strategies on the perception of one
right-wing populist leader with the perception of one mainstream party leader,
we also assess the difference between the two leader types. It could be argued
that the four hypotheses only hold for the right-wing populist party leader.
When he uses a populist style or rhetoric, it is congruent with his political
standing. However, it is not clear how using a populist rhetoric or populist
style affects the perceived legitimacy of the mainstream leader. Is there no
effect? And if there is an effect, in which direction? And how does this resonate
among different groups of voters? Because we have no ground for a hypothesis
in this regard, we pose a research question:

Research Question 1: Are there any differences between the effects of the two
populist communication strategies on the perceived
legitimacy of the right-wing populist leader compared
to the mainstream leader?

Experimental Setup

To investigate the effects of the style and rhetoric on the perception of and
support for right-wing populist and mainstream leaders, we conduct an online
survey experiment among a representative sample of Dutch citizens. This has
several advantages over laboratory experiments: the experimental setting reflects
the everyday life of the respondents more closely, and the non-obtrusive
environment minimizes the experimenter effect and social desirability effects
(McDermott, 2002; Arceneaux, 2010).
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Design

In a between-subjects, post-test only experimental survey design, we randomly
assigned individuals to one of the eight conditions. To gain further insight in
the effects of populist style and populist rhetoric on the perceived legitimacy of
(right-wing populist and mainstream) politicians, we presented respondents
with one of the eight versions of a short realistic news item on one right-wing
Populist Leader – Geert Wilders, the Party Leader of the Dutch right-wing
populist party PVV – and one liberal Political Leader – Stef Blok, the
Chairman of the Dutch liberal VVD. These two political leaders were chosen
because they differ in their political orientation, whereas other characteristics,
such as their political position and their standing on the policy topic in the
news item, are comparable. Absence and presence of populist style and rhetoric
varies over the experimental groups. Our 2� 2� 2 experimental setup results in
eight conditions are illustrated in Table 1.

A note on the selection of party leaders

We acknowledge that there are more differences between Geert Wilders and
Stef Blok than their political orientation, such as differences in familiarity
and party preference, which could lead to differential effects that cannot be
attributed to the experimental manipulation (Barabas and Jerit, 2010). Taking
this contextual information into account makes finding effects for Wilders a least
likely case. For Blok, this is different, as attitudes towards him are far less
stabilized. Moreover, analyses of possible confounding factors show that the
experimental groups do not differ on various pre-existing political attitudes, such
as political knowledge, political interest, party preference for both parties and
sympathy for both parties as well as Geert Wilders. Unfortunately, the data do
not provide us with survey items tapping the pre-existing familiarity with, or
evaluation of, Stef Blok. Taking these considerations into account, we believe
that this study does not pose any problems with regard to the internal validity.
Yet, the design does have limitations with regard to the external validity.

Table 1: Experimental conditions

Dimensions Wilders Blok

Control 1 5

Populist style 2 6

Populist rhetoric 3 7

Populist styleþpopulist rhetoric 4 8

Populist communication strategies
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Sample

This study employs data from the LISS panel administered by CentERdata
(Tilburg University, the Netherlands). The LISS panel data were collected by
CentERdata through its MESS project funded by the Netherlands Organiza-
tion for Scientific Research. The LISS panel is a representative sample of
Dutch individuals who participate in monthly Internet surveys. The panel is
based on a true probability sample of households drawn from the population
register. As this is an effects study, the representativeness of the sample for
the Dutch population is not an important issue. Yet, the fact that we have a
probability sample ensures that we have sufficient variation in the moderating
variables education and political cynicism. Households that could not otherwise
participate are provided with a computer and Internet connection. A longitudinal
survey is fielded in the panel every year, covering a large variety of domains
including work, education, income, housing, time use, political views, values and
personality.

All LISS panel members aged 16 years and above were selected to
participate in the survey. A total of 4851 individuals completed the survey.
The response rate was 70.3 per cent.4 In order to ensure independency of
observations, we only used those respondents that were the first member of
their household to complete the survey. Moreover, we only included par-
ticipants who spent at least 5 sec reading the stimulus text. This left us with
3125 respondents.5

Experimental procedure

The procedure of the experiment is as follows. First, all respondents com-
pleted a short pre-test questionnaire, including possible moderators of
the main effects, with items on populism, political cynicism and political
knowledge. Then, participants read one news article in which the content was
manipulated so as to contain (combinations of) populist rhetoric and populist
style (see supplementary Appendix A and B for texts of the news items).
Third, participants received a post-test questionnaire asking for possible
mediators and the perception of one of the two politicians, including items
on the perceived legitimacy of Geert Wilders and Stef Blok.6 A between-
condition randomization check on age, gender and left–right self-placement
performed at the outset of the analysis revealed successful randomization
with no between-group differences. The treatment and control groups did
not differ with regard to educational level (F (73 110)¼ 0.410, P¼ 0.897)
and political cynicism (F (73 117)¼ 0.635, P¼ 0.727), our pre-intervention
moderator variables.
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8 r 2012 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 0001-6810 Acta Politica 1–17



Stimulus material

The stimulus material consisted of one news article per condition on the
intention of the recently formed government to build a new nuclear power
station. This topic was chosen for three different reasons. First of all, nuclear
energy is an issue for which it is credible that both party leaders share the same
opinion. Second, this issue is not owned by either of the two parties, which
could complicate issues if voters would have different attitudes towards the
stance of either of the two parties on the issue. Third, nuclear energy was not a
salient topic at the time of the data collection, which prevents actual media
coverage from interfering with the experiment.7

In the story, either Geert Wilders or Stef Blok showed his approval of this
policy plan displaying a populist style and/or using a populist rhetoric. The
news article is constructed, which ensures a high amount of control: ‘the use of
real news coverage would minimize the commensurability across conditions’
(Lecheler et al, 2009, p. 407). Through the consultation of journalists, we made
the effort to give the articles the language and structure of Dutch news
coverage so as to achieve realistic experimental conditions (Gaines et al, 2007).
Moreover, the constructed article and the operationalizations of the two styles
are based on real journalistic coverage and official party documents. Basic
information is kept similar between the conditions: the first few sentences are
identical. In addition, the number of sentences is identical. The manipulations
were inserted in the texts by adding words to some of the sentences. One
paragraph in the news story points to varying levels of populist rhetoric and
style. The operationalization of these communication strategies is based on
Bos et al (2010), in which valid and reliable measurements of populist style
and rhetoric were proposed and tested. Populist style was operationalized by
adding words that refer to a critical situation (for example, verge of disaster),
words that emphasize decisiveness or fast and strong measures (for example,
It’s time), words in which the party leader is presented as a problem manager
(for example, I devote myself y), intensifiers or exaggerations (for example,
way too expensive) and the absence of hedges and hesitations (for example,
200 per cent). Populist rhetoric was operationalized by, first of all, adding
words that refer to criticism on the established political class. However,
because the PVV and the VVD are both part of (or supporting) the incumbent
government, it would be problematic to criticize the entire political establish-
ment or the ruling elite. We therefore chose to operationalize this as a criticism
on the remainder of the (political) elite (for example, the leftist elite, subsidized
climate fundamentalists). Second, this rhetoric was operationalized by referring
to the common man or the man in the street (the Dutch equivalent is the
‘hard working Dutch’). The stimulus material is presented in supplementary
Appendix A.

Populist communication strategies
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Manipulation check

In a pilot study among college students (n¼ 493), participants, after the reading
the stimulus material, were asked to indicate on a 10-point scale to what extent
the politician in the article (i) used exaggerations; (ii) formulated his opinion
without making differentiations ((i) and (ii) indicating populist style); (iii)
criticized leftist activists; (iv) talked about the common man or the man in the
street ((iii) and (iv) indicating populist rhetoric). Even though the manipulation
check showed successful manipulation (F-tests showed significant differences
between the expected condition and the control group on the anticipated
variables8), we manipulated the difference between the populist style condition
and the populist rhetoric condition even stronger in the final experiment.

Measures

Our dependent variable is a direct measure of the legitimacy of both party
leaders included in the analysis, which was measured with two items on
10-point scales. Cronbach’s a was 0.623. The items are summarized in an index
(M¼ 11.13, SD¼ 4.18).

Moderators

Educational level was measured with an item tapping educational level on a
6-point scale (M¼ 3.56, SD¼ 1.52). Political cynicism was measured with four
items tapping political cynicism on a 10-point scale. The items are summarized
in a factor score (M¼ 0.00, SD¼ 1.00) ranging from �3.02 to 2.38. Con-
firmatory factor analysis also showed that the four items load on the same
factor, factor loadings range from 0.747 to 0.837 and Cronbach’s a for political
cynicism was 0.809.

Results

When disregarding the differences between the two leaders, the means of
perceived legitimacy are not significantly different across the four experimental
conditions (F (33 112)¼ 1.013, P¼ 0.386). Comparable results are found for
the perception of both leaders separately. We can now conclude that populist
style and populist rhetoric do not impact perceived legitimacy unconditionally,
and, moreover, results show they also do not reinforce each other. We
therefore proceed with the main question of this article: Are the main effects of
populist style, on the one hand, and populist rhetoric, on the other, moderated
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by, first of all, leader type, and second, and more importantly, levels of
education and political cynicism?

In Table 2, we proceed with a regression analysis in which the two
communication strategies of the 2� 2� 2 experiment are included as separate
variables: the direct effects of the two communication strategies on the per-
ceived legitimacy of Stef Blok and Geert Wilders are given. In addition, whereas
the first model reveals no significant effects from our independent variables, the
second model shows that when we take a closer look at the difference between
the two party leaders we find a significant interaction between the dummy
‘Wilders’ and ‘populist style’. This indicates that when Blok uses a populist style
this negatively affects the extent to which respondents perceive him as legitimate
(b¼�0.404, SE¼ 0.200), whereas when Wilders uses a populist style this has no
significant effect on his perceived legitimacy (b¼ 0.293, SE¼ 0.197).

However, the main aim of this article is to look at the moderating effect of
education and political cynicism (based on Brambor et al, 2006). Therefore,
Figure 1 visually represents the marginal effects of populist style on perceived
legitimacy conditional on leader type and educational level. It shows that using
a populist style only negatively affects the perceived legitimacy of Blok for
people with an average or higher than average education. However, it is only
for the lower educated that we find a positive effect from populist style on the
perceived legitimacy of Wilders. These findings are in line with our expectation
that the effect of using a populist style on legitimacy would be positive among
the lower educated (Hypothesis 2a).

As for the moderating effect of political cynicism, the results, illustrated in
Figure 2, show a larger negative effect from populist style on the perceived
legitimacy of Blok for the less and average cynical. The people who are highly
cynical on the other hand display a positive effect from populist style on the
perceived legitimacy of Wilders. Again, these results are in line with our

Table 2: Regression model predicting perceived legitimacy

Variables Model I Model II

(Constant) 11.306 (0.129)*** 12.845 (0.171)***

Populist style �0.110 (0.150) �0.404 (0.201)*

Populist rhetoric �0.230 (0.150) �0.124 (0.201)

Wilders — �3.106 (0.242)***

Wilders�populist style — 0.697 (0.281)*

Wilders�populist rhetoric — �0.176 (0.281)

Adjusted R2 0 0.118

*Po0.05; **Po0.01; ***Po0.001

Note: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients. Standard errors between brackets.

n=3115.
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expectation that the effect of populist style on legitimacy would be positive for
the politically cynical (Hypothesis 2b).

We are now able to answer our Research Question 1 on the differences (and
similarities) between the two party leaders when it comes to the structure of our
results, and the overall answer has to be that effects are often in the opposite
direction. With regard to the main effects, our analyses show no effects of the
two communication strategies on the perceived legitimacy of Wilders, whereas

Figure 1: Marginal effect of populist style on legitimacy as education and party leader change.

Figure 2: Marginal effect of populist style on legitimacy as cynicism and party leader change.

Bos et al
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we do find a significant strategy effect on the public image of Blok. Moreover,
with regard to the conditionality of the communication strategy effects, results
show that whereas the populist style has more positive effects on the perceived
legitimacy of Blok among the lower educated and the cynical, the effects of this
populist communication strategy are not significant within these groups of
voters, while it does when it comes to the perceived legitimacy of Wilders. In
other words, the results lend support to Hypothesis 2a and Hypothesis 2b for
Wilders, but not for Blok. Moreover, for Blok, we do find the opposite from
what we expected: for the higher educated and the less cynical we find significant
negative effects from populist style on perceived legitimacy.9

Discussion

In this study, we directly tested the effects of two communication strategies
used by a right-wing populist and a mainstream leader on the perceived
legitimacy of these leaders in an online survey experiment. We argued that it is
highly unlikely that communication style effects are across the board, and
designed a study in which conditional effects could be tested. We focused on
two moderators: education and political cynicism. We tested the effects of two
communication strategies: the use of a populist style and the use of populist
rhetoric. We discuss the conclusions for each of these in turn.

The results show that using a populist style does positively affect the
perceived legitimacy of right-wing populist party leaders, but only for the lower
educated, the politically cynical and the less politically efficacious. In other
words: exactly those voters that are overrepresented among the supporters of
right-wing populist parties are positively affected by the specific populist style
these politicians use. Clearly, populists are successful in appealing to these
groups of voters when using a populist style.

Yet, even though there are effects of populist style, our analyses do not show
any effect of the populist rhetoric. As our ‘populist rhetoric’ manipulation
resembles the operationalization of ‘thin populism’ in the Jagers and Walgrave
(2007) study, we can now answer the ‘reception question’ they pose in their
conclusion by stating that our analyses do not show any positive reception of
the right-wing populists ‘thin populism’ by voters, whether their attitudes align
with the populist frame or not.

That we do not find any (main or conditional) effects of using a populist
rhetoric on the image of the right-wing populist leader is striking, however.
There are two possible explanations for this. The first is that effects might be
more long-term and need repeated exposure in order to build up. And a second
explanation relates to the fact that attitudes towards Wilders might be too
established, or polarized, to find significant effects: there is a ‘ceiling’ to the
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effects we may find. Whereas our Mainstream Leader, Stef Blok, is relatively
new to the Dutch political front stage: he was elected as the chair of the
parliamentary fraction of the VVD as late as October 2010; Geert Wilders, the
Leader and Founder of the right-wing populist PVV, on the other hand, has
been the centre of (media) attention since he left the VVD in September 2004.
It is therefore plausible that attitudes towards Wilders are more established,
which leads to smaller effect sizes. Moreover, Geert Wilders is not only more
known by the electorate, opinions on him are also much more polarized to
begin with: people either love him or hate him, and will not easily change their
strong opinion on him. This is an additional reason for finding weaker effects
than with a less polarizing figure.

We also would like to reflect on the topic and tone of the stimulus material.
The topic, nuclear energy, is not a typical populist issue. Moreover, the tone of
the stimulus text is in some ways ‘positive’, which is, to a certain extent, in
contradiction with the populist (negative, critical) message. Yet, using a positive
text on a ‘neutral’ (not party-specific) issue not only provides for a stronger mani-
pulation of the populist style and rhetoric, it also makes the manipulation
credible for right-wing populist as well as mainstream leaders. However, we do
acknowledge that additional studies are needed to test whether our findings repli-
cate for more populist, or for more salient, topics, and more negative messages.

On a critical note it could be argued that survey experiments have many
limitations (Gaines et al, 2007), such as a lack of external validity. Moreover,
we already raised the issue of the influence of pre-existing attitudes on our
experimental design limiting the external validity of our study (Barabas and
Jerit, 2010). However, an important asset of this particular study is that it
builds on a previous study in which long-term effects were examined in a real-
life setting (Bos et al, 2011). That the current results point in the same direction
shows the robustness of our findings. We similarly find no direct effect of using
a populist style or rhetoric on the perceived legitimacy of the right-wing
populist party leader: ‘using a populist style [or rhetoric] does not harm right-
wing populists, yet it does not help them either’ (Bos et al, 2011). They argue
that whereas no direct effect is found, using a populist style and rhetoric may
indirectly positively affect the perception of right-wing populist leaders by
ensuring prominence in the mass media. In addition, we add to this knowledge
with the finding that using a populist style is positively received by some voters.

With regard to the differences between the two leader types, findings point
into opposite directions. And even though our results differ in some ways
from the ones Bos et al., find, conclusions are in line: ‘Whereas mainstream
party leaders are evaluated negatively when they act in a populist manner, right-
wing populist leaders are not punished for it’ (2011, p. 197), a striking result in
the current ‘populist zeitgeist’ in which ‘populist discourse has become
mainstream in the politics of western democracies’ (Mudde, 2004). And again,
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we can add to this knowledge: while we find that indeed potential voters for
right-wing populist parties are more susceptible to the populist style when used
by a right-wing populist party leader, this is not the case for mainstream leaders.
An explanation for this finding could be that people do not expect mainstream
leaders like Blok to use this style. As a result, he is not credible when he does so.
Moreover, the lower educated and the politically cynical are also not more
susceptible to a populist style when they use it. To take it even further, these
mainstream leaders are punished for it, by those voters who make up an
important part of their constituency: the higher educated and the less cynical.

Finally, we want to address one important point. This experiment shows that
even a minimal manipulation of a limited number of words results in signif-
icant effects, especially among certain groups. This is a significant indication
that repeated and consistent use of populist communication strategies can
possibly lead to even stronger effects, particularly among parts of the electorate
that are susceptible to it.
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Correction

This paper was originally published with the in text citations not matching the
reference list.
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Notes

1 The authors would like to thank the MESS (Measurement and Experimentation in the Social

Sciences) project for the acceptance of the research proposal, for their valuable comments, and

for providing the data.

2 A previous version of this article can be found in [Bos, 2012]. In this article, an additional

dependent variable regarding the perceived effectiveness (that is, the extent to which a politician

is perceived to be influential) of the politician is included. It also tests an additional com-

munication strategy, namely, ‘authoritativeness’, which refers to how knowledgeable a politician

appears to be about the topics discussed.

3 Some authors mention a third aspect of the populist rhetoric: exclusionism. This element is not

included in this study, because it is not an element of populist rhetoric per se, but it is typical for

radical right-wing populists. This conceptualization has also been labelled ‘thick’ populism

(Jagers and Walgrave, 2007).

4 These response rates were computed according to the AAPOR-guidelines (AAPOR RR1).

5 The data were collected in February 2011.

6 Dependent upon the condition.

7 We have also tested whether the experimental groups differ with regard to their support for a new

nuclear power station, but the F-test is non-significant (F(73 095)¼ 1.369, P¼ 0.214).

8 F(3492) varies from 6.057 to 80.786, P¼ 0.000.

9 That we do not find significant marginal effects of populist style on the perceived legitimacy of

Blok for the people that are on the extreme low end of the political cynicism scale is caused by the

fact that there are almost no observations on this end of the scale: only 5 per cent of the

respondents scores 0–1.5 on the political cynicism scale.
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