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Abstract
Prior studies have theorized a positive association between people’s populist attitudes and an increased use of socialmedia
to consume news, which will be mainly driven by individuals’ engagement with news that reflects their people‐centered,
anti‐elitist, and Manichean understanding of politics. However, such general connection remains elusive. This research
seeks to further clarify this strand of the literature by incorporating people’s belief that important political information
will find them without actively seeking news—”News Finds Me” perception (NFM). For that, we use online survey data
from two European countries that differ regarding the ideological political supply side of populism (Italy and Portugal).
The main results suggest that citizens who hold stronger populist attitudes will also develop stronger NFM. Furthermore,
findings reveal a mediating effect of social media news use on the effects of populist attitudes over NFM. That is, those
who hold stronger populist attitudes tend to use social media to get exposed to public affairs news more often, which in
turn explains the development of the NFM. These results emphasize the importance of systematically exploring citizens
populists’ attitudes within today’s social media, social networks, and complex information systems.
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1. Introduction

Scholars’ interest in the relationship between populism
and social media seems logical considering the rapid
(re)emergence of populist forces around the globe and
the pervasive use of social media across countries. While
abundant approaches to this topic exist (Engesser et al.,
2017; Ernst et al., 2019; Jeroense et al., 2021; Müller
& Schulz, 2021; Rae, 2021; Reinemann et al., 2016;
Schulz, 2019; Stier et al., 2020), two main broad ques‐
tions seem to be attracting academic attention. First,
do populist politicians use social media more often to
spread their messages? And second, do populist indi‐

viduals consume political news from social media to a
greater extent? This article looks to shed light on the
latter, for which it puts together the concepts of pop‐
ulist attitudes, social media news use, and the “News
Finds Me” perception (NFM). Studying this connection
will help us explain why certain individuals are more
prone to think that news will reach them without an
active effort from their side, contribute to clarifying the
levels and types of social media political engagement as
a function of individuals´ populist attitudes, and improve
our understanding of the electoral success of populist
politicians that recur to social media to spread their polit‐
ical discourse.
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Overall, empirical studies have found no straightfor‐
ward relationship between populist attitudes and social
media use in comparative terms (Jeroense et al., 2021;
Schulz, 2019; Stier et al., 2020). While a general expec‐
tation existed that populist people will use social media
more often, such theoretical assumption remains empir‐
ically elusive. Political communication findings point out
the importance of considering different social media and
different patterns of use to understandwhether and how
individuals ranking higher on populist attitudes usemore
social media, especially for news. Besides further explor‐
ing the general connection with new data, this article
takes a step back and explores whether demand‐side
populism correlates with the perception that informa‐
tion will come from peers, often from social media, with‐
out much active effort involved. That is, with people’s
perception that they can remain well‐informed about
public affairs without actively seeking news, as the news
will find themanyway through peers and social networks:
NFM (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017). For that, we ask about
the association between populist attitudes and social
media news use, hypothesize that the NFM perception
should be higher for individuals who display stronger
populist attitudes, and to complement our first question,
explore whether our hypothesized relationship is medi‐
ated by general levels of social media news use.

To test our arguments, we build upon an original and
demographically diverse survey data collected online in
Italy and Portugal, two Southern European countries
with a very different situation regarding supply‐side pop‐
ulism. While relevant populist parties exist in Italy that
compete from different places within the left–right axis
(Caiani & Graziano, 2019), populism has not been so sys‐
tematically used by political parties in Portugal, and it
has been combinedmore often with left‐wing ideologies
(Gómez‐Reino & Plaza‐Colodro, 2018), at least until the
appearance of CHEGA in 2019 (Rooduijn, 2019). More
information about our case selection and its implications
can be found in the data and methods section.

In line with previous research, we find no conclu‐
sive evidence for the association between populist atti‐
tudes and social media news in our analysis. However,
we find a positive cross‐country association between
populist attitudes and NFM and support for a media‐
tion mechanism between said variables. These results
thus indicate a potential challenge for developing well‐
informed debates in contemporary societies, provided
that NFM is associated with low levels of political learn‐
ing (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017), and populist attitudes are
widespread across countries (Kaltwasser&VanHauwaert,
2020). Overall, our findings evidence that the association
between demand‐side populism and socialmediamay be
operating through more intricate pathways than initially
expected. They advise for further research considering
mediatingmechanisms and reinforcing effects. Important
in this regard is the dynamic effect of social media news
use on the levels of political knowledge displayed by pop‐
ulist individuals and its potential consequences on voting.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Populist Attitudes and Social Media News Use

Although the literature on populism has experienced
a boom in recent years (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2018;
Rooduijn, 2019), theoretical discussions around the term
long predate more recent and more empirical schol‐
arly efforts (Canovan, 2004; Ionescu & Gellner, 1969;
Laclau, 2005). In fact, a wide range of definitions of
populism exists (Aslanidis, 2015; Dornbusch & Edwards,
1991; Mudde, 2004; Weyland, 2001), each one with its
own emphasis. This is well exemplified in early work by
Ionescu and Gellner (1969), who spoke of an essentially
contested term. However, nowadays, andwhile the situa‐
tion has not reached an absolute definition convergence,
there is a growing consensus around the ideational
approach to populism, especially among political sci‐
ence scholars (Hawkins, Carlin, et al., 2019; Hawkins &
Kaltwasser, 2017; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2018).

The ideational approach considers populism as a
set of ideas that emphasizes three core components:
anti‐elitism, people‐centrism, and a Manichean outlook
of politics (Hawkins, Kaltwasser, et al., 2019). A signif‐
icant advantage of this ideational approach for empiri‐
cal studies is that its emphasis on ideas allows consid‐
ering populism as an ideology or a discourse (Mudde &
Kaltwasser, 2018). A second advantage, crucial for this
research, is that populism can be gradually observed
fromboth a demand‐ and a supply‐side perspective. That
is, parties and politicians may occupy a space in a con‐
tinuum between populism and non‐populism attending
to their discourses, and citizens could also be located
at some point of the continuum attending to their
preferences regarding anti‐elitism, people‐centrism, and
Manicheism. To put it into different words, populist dis‐
courses exist (supply‐side), but so do populist attitudes
(demand‐side; Hawkins, Kaltwasser, et al., 2019).

As scales to measure populist attitudes were refined
(Akkerman et al., 2014; Hawkins et al., 2012; Schulz et al.,
2018), so did our understanding of their causes and
consequences. Populist attitudes have been associated
with feelings of deprivation and declinism (Elchardus
& Spruyt, 2016), anger (Rico et al., 2017), ideologi‐
cal radicalism (Marcos‐Marne et al., 2021), and have
been found to positively predict voting for populist par‐
ties (Hawkins, Kaltwasser, et al., 2019; Marcos‐Marne,
2020; van Hauwaert & van Kessel, 2018). However, an
ongoing and relevant discussion persists on the con‐
nections between populist attitudes and media use.
This link is essential as, in the context of social media,
the role of news may be to further divide the polit‐
ical realm and society into “us, the people,” versus
“them, the elites,” supporting the way politicians and cit‐
izens negotiate important informational resources com‐
prising both supply and demand facets of populism
(see an edited volume on populism by Gil de Zúñiga
et al., 2020).
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When looking at traditional media, populist attitudes
have been associated with a higher likelihood of consum‐
ing news, primarily TV and tabloid ones (Schulz, 2019),
which gives support to the idea that populist politics
can actually be more sophisticated than initially thought
(Groshek & Koc‐Michalska, 2017; Stanley & Cześnik,
2021; van Kessel et al., 2021).On the other hand, the
relationship between populist attitudes and social media
consumption seems far less clear (Jeroense et al., 2021;
Müller & Schulz, 2021; Schulz, 2019; Stier et al., 2020).

A general expectation in this subfield was that pop‐
ulist individualswould use socialmediamore often, espe‐
cially to surveil political content, an idea built upon three
main components (Jeroense et al., 2021). First, social
media facilitates that people connect with like‐minded
individuals (Wells et al., 2020). Second, social media
use speaks well to the dichotomy of people–elites, as it
enables an informative space that is not so constrained
by the agenda of mainstream media, often distrusted
by populist individuals (Fawzi, 2019; Fawzi & Mothes,
2020; Schulz et al., 2020). Third, populist politicians are
often thought to use social media more systematically.
Even if this is not unchallenged, the perception that
this is true would be enough for populist individuals to
turn to social media more frequently (Bucy et al., 2020).
However, and as announced before, the general relation‐
ship between populist attitudes and social media use
continues to remain elusive. Populist attitudes have been
found to correlate negatively with social media politi‐
cal use in the Netherlands (Jeroense et al., 2021), and
only positively with Facebook usage, rather than Twitter,
in a comparative study of 11 countries (Schulz, 2019).
Considering there is an interest in the accumulation of
empirical material to be able to better understand the
relationship described above, including evidence from
less scrutinized countries as observations (i.e., Portugal
and Italy), we ask again in this article:

RQ1: What is the association between people’s pop‐
ulist attitudes and their frequency of social media use
for news?

2.2. Populist Attitudes and News Finds Me Perception

While the general relationship between demand‐side
populism and social media is still contested, more pop‐
ulist individuals are neverthelessmore likely to use “alter‐
native media with an affinity to populism” (Müller &
Schulz, 2021). This supports the expectation that social
media news use of more populist individuals can be
conditioned by how they perceive the media environ‐
ment beyond traditional clear‐cut divisions between dig‐
ital and offline/mainstream sources (Stier et al., 2020).
In essence, social media may not be a single homoge‐
neous ecosystem that is consistently more often used by
populist people, and different patterns of use with dis‐
tinct effects may coexist within the general social media
network. To shed additional light on the online news pref‐

erences of individuals with strong populist attitudes, we
incorporate the concept of NFM.

NFM reflects the individuals’ belief that “they can
indirectly stay informed about public affairs through gen‐
eral internet use, information received from peers, and
connectionswithin online social networks” (Gil de Zúñiga
et al., 2017, p. 3). As such, NFM has been theorized as a
higher‐order construct with three subdimensions: being
informed (epistemic dimension), not‐seeking (motiva‐
tional dimension), and reliance on peers (instrumental
dimension; Song et al., 2020). Often seen as a byprod‐
uct of media environments with many choices, high lev‐
els of NFM do not entail an active avoidance of news.
Far from that, individuals ranking high on NFM are par‐
ticularly receptive to new information gathered using
social media, especially when this comes from peers
(Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2020). In fact, the NMF’s instrumen‐
tal dimension reflects that people believe they can del‐
egate the acquisition of information to their online and
social network peers (Song et al., 2020). It is here that we
see the connection with populist attitudes.

First, regarding the instrumental and peer‐reliance
dimension of NFM, we expect that individuals with
stronger populist attitudes will be more likely to agree
with the NFM idea that they can rely on their peers
to be well‐informed. This is so because individuals dis‐
playing strong populist attitudes perceive the existence
of a homogeneous and kind‐hearted group of people
that, just like them, are opposed to evil elites, and are
more likely to distrust mainstream media (Fawzi, 2019;
Fawzi & Mothes, 2020; Schulz et al., 2020). Second,
and tapping into the epistemic (being well‐informed)
and motivational (not‐seeking) dimensions of NFM, we
expect that individuals who agree with the Manichean
and schematic understanding of politics inherent to pop‐
ulism will also resonate more strongly with the assump‐
tion that good/complete information is attainable with‐
out looking up for it at all. Therefore, we propose a
framework of analysis that identifies key components of
populism that are at the core of the NFM perception,
expecting that levels of NFM will be influenced by the
extent to which individuals agree with the anti‐elitist,
people‐centered, and Manichean understanding of poli‐
tics. Overall, we see the anti‐elitism and people‐centrism
components of populism more clearly represented in
the instrumental dimension of NFM, and the Manichean
one in the epistemic and motivational dimensions. To be
clear, we do not claim a single causal path between indi‐
viduals´ populism andNFM, but rather a situation of elec‐
tive affinity between them. Importantly, we believe pop‐
ulist attitudes will antecede NFM (and not the other way
around) because of the general understanding of politics
that populism entails, connected with the shortcomings
of representative democracy (Canovan, 2004), and due
to empirical research suggesting the relative stability of
populist attitudes, even if they do not always have elec‐
toral consequences (Hawkins, Kaltwasser, et al., 2019;
Marcos‐Marne, 2021). Accordingly, we expect that:
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H1: Individuals with stronger populist attitudes will
display higher levels of NFM.

To finish this theoretical section, we also consider an
additional aspect, which is whether the relationship
between populist attitudes and NFM is mediated by
social media news use. This is important because pre‐
vious studies have found social media news use consis‐
tently predicts NFM. Individuals ranking high on NFM
may be more likely to use social media but using
social media for news is a stronger and more powerful
predictor of NFM development, according to evidence
from longitudinal studies (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017).
Should we ignore this potential mediating mechanism,
we might miss relevant information about the connec‐
tion between social media news use and the demand‐
side populism.We expect that social media news usewill
positively mediate the effects of people’s populist atti‐
tudes over the proliferation of NFM. However, due to the
exploratory nature of our approach and looking to shed
additional light on the relationship initially set in RQ1,
we ask:

RQ2: Is the relationship between populist attitudes
and NFM mediated by social media news use?

Overall, our theoretical framework considers literature
from communication and political science to shed light
on the informational practices of populist individuals.
We do that by either asking innovative questions (direct
and mediated effects of populist attitudes on NFM) or
providing new empirical data to ongoing debates (pop‐
ulist attitudes and social media news use). We believe
the responses to these questions will have important
implications for at least two relevant lines of research.
First, the implication for the role of offline characteris‐
tics (among which populist attitudes should be counted)
in the levels and types of online political participa‐
tion. Second, the electoral consequences of populist
politicians entering social media, insofar as some of
their potential voters might be more likely to be using
non‐traditional media to get informed.

3. Data and Methods

This study relies on original online survey data collected
in Italy and Portugal during November 2020 by Netquest,
an internet panel provider that works in agreement with
the ISO Standard 26362 of panels in market, opinion,
and social research. Our two samples (Italy n = 1,000;
Portugal n = 1,055) were drawn aiming for representa‐
tiveness, accounting for demographic key elements such
as age, gender, and territorial location of respondents
(quota sampling within an opt‐in panel). While we are
aware of the potential limitations of online surveys to
obtain reliable population estimates, we also acknowl‐
edge that some of these issues are not unique to online
procedures (e.g., participation biases are also found fre‐
quently in offline surveys; Wright, 2005). Furthermore,
we focus our analysis on relationships between vari‐
ables instead in obtaining population estimates, which
would be more problematic if deviated samples were
obtained (Baker et al., 2010). In short, we adhere to the
idea that online surveys are no panacea for researchers.
However, they can still be used successfully considering
both the goals of each paper and the potential limita‐
tions attached. Bearing that in mind, we offer a compari‐
son of key demographic features in our surveys and rep‐
resentative data from the census of the countries studied
(Table 1).

Our variables, unless otherwise stated, are mea‐
sured on 1 to 10 on a Likert scale. To minimize poten‐
tial measurement error arising from missing data from
some subjects, we used multiple imputation at the item‐
level before computing the final constructs of interest
(Eekhout et al., 2014; Gottschall et al., 2012). To match
the Likert scales, we set the minimum and maximum val‐
ues per variable and rounded the final imputed values
to 1 as constraints during the procedure. Only two vari‐
ables in both countries suffered from above 10% miss‐
ing cases: Ideology (Italy: 16.9%; Portugal 13.9%) and
Household Income (Italy: 13.7%; Portugal: 11.9%), and
both perform as controls in our analyses. Five imputa‐
tions were generated in SPSS using the Markov chain
Monte Carlo (MCMC) method (MacKay &Mac Kay, 2003;

Table 1. Comparison of our samples and country census considering the quota‐sampling criteria.

Italy Portugal

Variable Our sample Census Our sample Census

Sex (females) 52% 52% 45% 53%

Age (mean) 51 46 50 46

Education
Less than primary, primary, and lower secondary education 48.6% 39.6% 47.6% 55%
Upper secondary, post‐secondary non tertiary education 36.5% 42.8% 28.7% 23.8%
Tertiary education 14.9% 17.6% 23.7% 21.2%

Notes: Italy’s census data collects people from the age of 15 and older. Our sample, from 18 and older. Sources: Istituto Nazionale di
Statistica (n.d.); for Portugal’s census data see Conselho Nacional de Educação (n.d.); Instituto Nacional de Estatística (n.d.).
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Schafer, 1999). Guided by summaries on the missing‐
ness in the data and the imputation procedure, all ana‐
lyses in Section 4 were conducted over the third imputa‐
tion dataset.

3.1. Independent, Mediating and Criterion Variables

This study’s independent variable of interest is populist
attitudes. Following previous research (Akkerman et al.,
2014; Silva et al., 2020), we utilized a six‐item construct
that averages respondents’ agreement with the ques‐
tions reported in Table 2, measured in a Likert scale from
1 to 5 (Italy: Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .82; M = 3.78; SD = 0.72;
Portugal: 𝛼 = .75;M = 3.71; SD = 0.70).

Social media news use is used as a dependent and
mediating variable. To measure it, respondents were
asked four questions about the frequency by which they
use social media platforms to acquire news (Facebook,
Twitter, WhatsApp, and others such as Instagram or
YouTube) and a broader question asking for their general
socialmedia news use (Italy: Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .78;M = 4.93,
SD = 2.35; Portugal: 𝛼 = .77;M = 4.09, SD = 2.11).

NFM is the main criterion variable of the study.
Following previous research (Gil de Zúñiga & Cheng,
2021; Song et al., 2020), we measured respondents’ per‐
ception of being well‐informed about current news and
public affairs without any effort as the news will even‐
tually reach them, by means of a six‐item construct.
This construct averages the following questions: “I rely
on my friends to tell me what’s important when news
happens,” “I can be well informed even when I don’t
actively follow the news,” “I do not worry about keep‐
ing up with news because I know news will find me,”
“I rely on information from my friends based on what
they like or follow through social media,” “I do not have
to actively seek news because when important public
affairs break, they will get to me in social media,” and
“I’m up‐to‐date and informed about public affairs news,
even when I do not actively seek news myself” (Italy:

Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .81;M = 5.09; SD = 1.89; Portugal: 𝛼 = .78;
M = 4.88; SD = 1.68).

3.2. Control Variables

Regarding political antecedents, we controlled for left–
right ideology (1 = left, 10 = right; Italy: M = 5.77,
SD = 2.73; Portugal:M = 5.07, SD = 2.26), political interest
(Italy:M = 2.57, SD = 0.86; Portugal:M = 2.67, SD = 0.79),
and political trust (Italy: Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .89, M = 4.27,
SD = 1.97; Portugal: 𝛼 = .87, M = 4.38, SD = 1.77). The
latter construct averages respondents’ degree of trust in
the following institutions: The “Parliament,” the “politi‐
cal class,” “political parties,” “President of the Republic”
(question not included in Portugal), “armed forces,”
and the “European Parliament.” For media antecedents,
we controlled for traditional news use, which averages
respondents’ use of TV, newspapers, radio, and online
media for news (seven items in total; Italy: Cronbach’s
𝛼 = .79;M = 6.37, SD = 1.91; Portugal: 𝛼 = .78;M = 6.14,
SD = 1.78). Last, we controlled for a set of sociodemo‐
graphic variables referring to respondents’ age, gender,
education, and household income.

To unravel the proposed theoretical connections, we
conducted a set of hierarchical Ordinary Least Squares
(OLS) regressions, one per country (Italy and Portugal),
and a third one with pooled data from both countries.
Finally, we conducted a regression‐basedmediation anal‐
ysis over the pooled data to estimate whether there is
an indirect effect of the populist attitudes on the NFM
perception via social media news use, while account‐
ing for the control variables included in the OLS mod‐
els. Mediation analysis was run with PROCESS macro,
Model 4 in SPSS (Hayes, 2018).

3.3. Case Selection

To assess the explanatory power of our analytical model
and the generalizability of our findings, we selected two

Table 2. Individual items for populist attitudes by country.

Italy Portugal
Populist Statements Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

“The politicians in the Parliament need to follow the will of the people.” 4.24 (0.82) 4.26 (0.87)

“The people, and not the politicians, should make the most important 3.68 (1.08) 3.39 (1.22)
political decisions.”

“I would rather be represented by an ordinary citizen than by a 3.40 (1.17) 3.16 (1.21)
professional politician.”

“The political differences between the elite and the people are larger 3.77 (0.92) 3.88 (1.01)
than the differences among the people.”

“Elected officials talk too much and take too little action.” 4.24 (0.89) 4.24 (0.93)

“What people call ‘compromise’ in politics is really just selling out on 3.38 (1.04) 3.35 (1.09)
one’s principles.”
Note: SD = Standard Deviation.
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Southern European cases that clearly diverge in terms
of their party system characteristics and the articula‐
tion of populist attitudes. After the demise of the First
Republic, Italy witnessed the emergence and success of
several political parties articulating populist discourses
(Verbeek & Zaslove, 2016). Two of these parties, the
M5S and the Lega, became the two most voted for par‐
ties in the 2018 general elections, and they even man‐
aged to build a coalition government that lasted until
2021 (D’Alimonte, 2019). By contrast, in Portugal, the
traditional party system showed a striking resilience in
the face of the Great Recession.Mainstream center‐right
and center‐left political parties remained the central
players in the Portuguese party system and continued
to play dominant roles in national and regional politi‐
cal institutions. Furthermore, as previous comparative
analyses have shown, Portuguese political parties failed
to articulate strong populist discursive elements (Lisi &
Borghetto, 2018). Therefore, Portugal and Italy present
the most extreme and contrasting positions in terms
of populist activation and party system change among
Southern European countries. By analyzing these two
very different countries, we can assess the degree to
which the associations we are putting to test are context‐
dependent or stable across cases. Furthermore, we think
that the inclusion of the Portuguese case provides our
study with additional analytical leverage. We simply can‐
not discard the possibility that a low level of activation
of populist political discourses limits the associations

between populist attitudes and the informative uses of
social media: Populist political discourses do not merely
concern electoral competition and party‐voter linkages,
but they are also related to a wider set of social behav‐
iors and cultural orientations. More specifically, to the
extent that populist political discourses shape and inter‐
act with other social attitudes, we could expect Portugal
to have a lower probability of displaying a structured
pattern of association between populist attitudes, social
media news use, and NFM. Finding empirical evidence of
any or all these associations in this less‐likely case would
therefore render strong support for the generalizability
of the expectations that guide this article.

4. Results

The results of our first OLS regression model (Table 3)
show that individuals with stronger populist attitudes
tend to consume more news in social media in Italy
(𝛽 = .065, p < .05). The coefficient for populist attitudes
almost reaches statistical significance in the pooledmod‐
els (𝛽 = .042, p < .10), and the relationship does not
reach statistical significance in Portugal (𝛽 = .007, p > .10).
Therefore, and in line with previous research, we find
no clear connection between populist attitudes and
social media news use that is consistent across coun‐
tries (RQ1). To delve into this relationship, we tested
whether populist attitudes would predict news use on
any social media platforms included in our construct

Table 3. OLS regression Model 1—predicting social media news use.

Social Media News Use

Predictors Italy Portugal Pooled Countries

Block 1: Demographics
Sex (female = 1) .073** .035 .070***
Age −.181*** −.228*** −.198***
Education −.039 −.030 −.058**
Household Income −.115*** −.054 −.042
ΔR2 3.3% 2.9% 2.5%

Block 2: Political Antecedents
Ideology .077* .033 .080**
Political Trust .049 −.008 .022
Political Interest .034 .057 .028
ΔR2 2.5% 1.6% 1.9%

Block 3: Media Antecedents
Trad. News Use .307*** .277*** .302***
ΔR2 8.2% 6.6% 7.9%

Block 4: Variable of Interest
Populist Attitudes .065* .007 .042#
ΔR2 0.3% 0.00% 0.1%

Total R2 14.2% 11.1% 12.5%
Notes: Sample size: Italy = 1,000; Portugal = 1,055; pooled countries = 2,055. Cell entries are OLS standardized Beta (𝛽) coefficients.
# p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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(results provided in Table 4), using the same controls as in
Table 3 (Model 1). In line with previous research, we find
that stronger populist attitudes predict a more frequent
use of Facebook for news (𝛽 = .09, p < .001). Conversely,
the relationship between populist attitudes and Twitter
use for news is negative (𝛽 = −.053, p < .05).

Results included in Table 5, Model 2 (M2) evidence
the existing connection between populist attitudes and
NFM (H1). Individuals ranking higher on populist atti‐
tudes show greater levels of NFM using data from

Italy (𝛽 = .125, p < .001, total R2 = 12.3%), Portugal
(𝛽 = .063, p < .05, total R2 = 11.6%), and the pooled
model (𝛽 = .096, p < .001). Among the controls, we see
a consistent positive effect of political trust (𝛽 = .116,
p < .001; more trusting individuals rank higher on NFM)
and social media news use (𝛽 = .268, p < .01; using more
social media for news predicts higher levels of NFM).
Political interest negatively predicts NFM (𝛽 = −.126,
p = .001), denoting that those more interested in politics
will not share that the newswill find themwithout active

Table 4. OLS regressions—predicting SM platforms.

Pooled Countries

Predictors Facebook Twitter WhatsApp Other SM platforms

Populist Attitudes .09*** –.053* .024 .02
ΔR2 0.7% 0.2% 0% 0%
Total R2 6% 5.4% 7.4% 9.9%

Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Notes: Sample size: 2,055. Cell entries are OLS standardized Beta (𝛽) coefficients. # p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

Table 5. OLS regression Models 2 and 3—predicting News Finds Me perception.

News Finds Me Perception

Italy Italy Portugal Portugal Pooled Pooled
Predictors (M2) (M3) (M2) (M3) Countries (M2) Countries (M3)

Block 1: Demographics
Sex (female = 1) −.027 −.033 −.035 −.057# −.028 −.039#
Age .131*** .121*** −.089*** −.070* −.021 −.025
Education −.095** −.096*** −.019 −.006 −.033 −.029
Household Income −.003 −.013 −.019 −.021 −.018 −.022
ΔR2 2.9% 2.9% 2.6% 2.6% 0.6% 0.6%

Block 2: Political Antecedents
Ideology .072* .072* .013 .031 .051* .060**
Political Trust .098** .102** .115*** .121*** .116*** .120***
Political Interest −.111** −.103** −.129*** −.117*** −.126*** −.120***
ΔR2 1.9% 1.9% 1.5% 1.5% 2% 2%

Block 3: Media Antecedents
Trad. News Use −.049 −.063# −.043 −.072* −.049* −.063**
SM News Use (5 items) .258*** — .280*** — .275*** —
SM News Use (1 item) — .131** — .246*** — .177***
Facebook — .111** — .033 — .090**
Twitter — .092** — −.065* — .024
WhatsApp — .094* — .051 — .076**
Others — −.059 — .095* — .012
ΔR2 6.3% 7.5% 7.1% 9.9% 7% 8.3%

Block 4: Variable of Interest
Populist Attitudes .125*** .121*** .063* .050 .096*** .089***
ΔR2 1.3% 1.2% 0.3% 0.2% 0.8% 0.6%

Total R2 12.3% 13.5% 11.6% 14.3% 10.4% 11.6%
Notes: Sample size: Italy = 1,000; Portugal = 1,055; pooled countries = 2,055. Cell entries are OLS standardized Beta (𝛽) coefficients.
# p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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implication from their side. Consistent with prior studies,
traditional news use is also negatively related to NFM
(𝛽 = −.049, p < .05), meaning that those who consume
news on TV, radio, and newspapers (online and offline)
tend to believe less that the news will find them with no
active effort. Social media news and traditional news use
are rigorous controls for the relationship proposed, as
they are strong predictors of NFM (Gil de Zúñiga et al.,

2017). Figure 1 provides a graphical representation of
the results.

Finally, mediation analysis over pooled data reveals
an indirect effect of populist attitudes on the NFM
through social media news use (5 items, 𝛽 = .029,
se = .017, 95% CI = [.002–.059]). Figure 2 shows the direct
and indirect paths, based on the OLS regression unstan‐
dardized coefficients reported by PROCESSmacro (Hayes,

Model 1 — Predic�ng Social Media News Use Model 2 — Predic�ng News Finds Me Percep on
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Figure 1. Visualization for OLS regressions in Italy, Portugal, and pooled countries’ data. Note: Figure is based on the OLS
standardized Beta (𝛽) coefficients (95% Confidence Interval) from Tables 3 and 5.
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Figure 2.Mediation analysis for Portugal and Italy pooled data. Notes: Sample size = 2,055. Path cells are unstandardized
coefficients. Bootstrap samples for CI: 5,000 simulations. The model includes the same controls and predictors as Model 2
(Table 5). The point estimate of the indirect effect (a × b) is .029, se = .017, 95% CI = [.002–.059]; and of the total effect
(c) is .272, se = .060, 95% CI = [.173–.370]. CI = confidence interval.
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2018). The mediating mechanism can be read as peo‐
ple reporting populist attitudes further consume news in
social media, which in turn explains the proliferation of
NFM. Having populist attitudes positively relates to NFM,
directly and indirectly. Table 6 provides a report on the
mediation analyses conducted using each social media
platform as a mediator variable. An indirect effect can
be found with social media news use (1 item, 𝛽 = .039,
se = .016, 95% CI = [.007–.072]) and Facebook (𝛽 = .054,
se = .016, 95% CI = [.024–.086]).

5. Discussion and Conclusion

While initial theoretical expectations existed about a
clear‐cut relationship between populist attitudes and
social media news use, this connection has proved to
be more complex than expected. Individuals displaying
stronger populist attitudes tend to use social media for
news more often only in some countries and/or depend‐
ing on the specific platforms considered as social media
sources. Our results for RQ1 are in line with these find‐
ings, as we find a significant relationship in one of the
countries (Italy) but not in Portugal nor in the pooled
model. A possible explanation for it is the broad range
of motivations behind social media news use, which is
far from exclusive of populist individuals. However, it
might also be a consequence of different understand‐
ings of social media, not all of which are along the
lines of anti‐elitism and people‐centrism. In a nutshell,
the antecedents and understandings of social media are

likely to be too rich to be exhausted by the populist‐social
media connection.

Taking this into account and looking for a better
understanding of how populist individuals interact with
online environments, we hypothesized a positive asso‐
ciation between populist attitudes and NFM. This rela‐
tionship taps into the foundations of the populist–social
media connection, as it combines anti‐elitism, people‐
centrism, and the Manichean outlook. Still, it is more
specific and seems to better refer to demand‐side pop‐
ulism alone. In line with it, we find a positive associa‐
tion between populist attitudes and NFM that works in
all tested models (Italy, Portugal, and the pooled model),
confirming H1. Notably, the effect remains even after
controlling for powerful predictors of NFM such as demo‐
graphics, political antecedents, and social media and tra‐
ditional news use. Furthermore, in response to RQ2, we
find that part of the association between populist atti‐
tudes and NFM is mediated by social media news use,
which indicates the effects of populist attitudes on social
media use may be less direct than initially expected.
In fact, such amediatingmechanism entails that populist
individuals who use social media for news could develop
the perception that the news will find them. While this
is true for any social media user, populist attitudes seem
to increase the chances of developing a “passive” way of
approaching the consumption of new information,which
might foster a misperception of how one is informed,
followed by a decrease in political knowledge and/or
interest (Gil de Zúñiga & Diehl, 2019). In a nutshell,

Table 6.Mediation analysis—Comparison between social media platforms.

Mediator Beta SE 95% CI

Social Media News Use (5 items)
Direct Effect .242 .058 .147–.339
Indirect Effect .029 .017 .002–.059

Social Media News Use (1 item)
Direct Effect .233 .058 .119–.347
Indirect Effect .039 .016 .007–.072

Facebook
Direct Effect .217 .058 .103–.332
Indirect Effect .054 .016 .024–.086

Twitter
Direct Effect .286 .060 .169–.403
Indirect Effect −.015 .008 −.033–.000

WhatsApp
Direct Effect .262 .059 .146–.377
Indirect Effect .016 .011 −.010–.032

Other SM platforms
Direct Effect .263 .059 .148–.379
Indirect Effect .008 .011 −.012–.030

Notes: N = 2,055. Unstandardized coefficients. CI = Confidence Interval. Significance level = 95%.
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populist attitudes seem to condition how social media
news is consumed, rather than the absolute amount. This
distinct engagement with politics on social media that
more populist individuals show may have relevant con‐
sequences that translate into the offline realm, too (cru‐
cially, on different forms of political behavior).

Our article is a first attempt to explore the associa‐
tion between populist attitudes and NFM. By doing that,
it contributes to a larger stream of literature revolving
around the populism–social media connection. However,
our approach does not come without limitations, and
four main aspects must be mentioned here. First, we
build upon the operationalization of populist attitudes
by Akkerman et al. (2014). While this is among the
most widespreadmeasures of populist attitudes in social
sciences, and despite its theoretical and empirical use‐
fulness (Silva et al., 2020), it is not the only opera‐
tionalization available. As differences exist depending on
how populist attitudes are measured (Silva et al., 2020),
further studies will be needed to confirm our results.
Second, our comparative study focuses on two countries
of Southern Europe.We believe ourmain findings should
hold with data for other countries, but that remains a
theoretical conjecture until further cross‐cultural stud‐
ies empirically confirm it. Third, we theorize a causal
path from populist attitudes to social media news use
and NFM, but mutual reinforcing dynamics likely exist
between these variables. Since our findings are drawn
upon cross‐sectional data, we cannot empirically ascer‐
tain the direction of the relationship. Studies using longi‐
tudinal data will be particularly useful to put our assump‐
tions and results to an additional empirical test. Lastly,
our indicators of social media news use consider respon‐
dents’ frequency of use but do not capture nuances
regarding the type of news. Further studies considering
this variation will not only matter to satisfy academic
curiosity. In fact, understanding populists’ media diets is
of the highest relevance to unravel the democratic con‐
sequences of widespread populist attitudes.
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