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Abstract
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1 Introduction

“Everything you read in the newspapers is absolutely true except for the rare story of which

you happen to have firsthand knowledge.” - Erwin Knoll

News media and other authoritative institutions have suffered steep declines in public

trust in recent decades (Brenan, 2025; Ladd, Tucker, and Kates, 2018). Conventional wisdom

largely attributes these declines to attacks by political leaders, particularly among Republi-

cans (Ladd, 2012; Archer and Peterson, 2025). However, in recent years trust has plummeted

across partisan lines. During the Biden presidency, trust in media among Democrats fell by

20 percentage points, four times the decline among Republicans (Brenan, 2025). These losses

matter, eroding the shared factual basis needed for democratic engagement (Lippmann, 1922;

Sunstein, 2018), potentially weakening electoral accountability for economic performance

(de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw, 2020; Kayser and Peress, 2026), and feeding an anti-

elite politics that casts both political and intellectual institutions as disconnected from the

realities of ordinary citizens (Eyal, 2019; Merkley, 2020).

This paper proposes a new explanation for these declines rooted in the contemporary

information environment: competing narratives about the economy between mainstream

news and online commentary signal to audiences that media and other elites are disconnected

from public experience. While a large literature establishes that authoritative news shapes

economic perceptions and public opinion broadly (Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981; Zaller, 1992;

Hetherington, 1996; Druckman, 2001; Coppock, 2023), I argue that online commentary on

news and social issues from ordinary citizens forms a substantive, complementary information

channel, one which is increasingly visible as Americans consume more news on social media

(St. Aubin and Liedke, 2026). This commentary provides a unique function: it directly

signals the experiences and opinions of the mass public (Chen and Xie, 2008; Cao, Xu, and

Yang, 2023). Conversely, mainstream news signals the beliefs of media organizations as

well as the experts who are routinely cited in economic news coverage. When institutional
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narratives clash with public experience, these elites appear out of touch, potentially reshaping

the informational foundations of electoral accountability. Rather than relying on mainstream

economic reports, voters increasingly use online commentary as a proxy for public economic

experience while dismissing institutional accounts as disconnected from reality.

The 2021–2025 “vibecession,” which saw a historic decoupling of consumer sentiment and

macroeconomic conditions (Scanlon, 2022; Bolhuis et al., 2024), provides a near-ideal setting

in which public perceptions diverged from elite narratives. Despite strong GDP growth, low

unemployment levels, and easing inflation over the course of Biden’s presidency, over half

the American public — including 49% of Democrats — believed the United States economy

was actually in a recession (Dickler, 2024). Lower-income households faced stagnant real

wages and steep cost-of-living increases even as aggregate indicators improved in what some

commentators called a “K-shaped” recovery (Dalton et al., 2021; Ludwig, 2025). However as

I show below, mainstream news coverage of the economy remained resolutely upbeat despite

the negative public mood which also dominated online discussions of economic conditions.

The 2024 presidential election took place against this backdrop, with the incumbent party

facing an electorate whose economic perceptions diverged sharply from the indicators that

traditionally predict incumbency advantage.

I describe the landscape of mainstream news about the economy by collecting 166,000

economic news articles published in five major US dailies — the New York Times, Washing-

ton Post, Los Angeles Times, Wall Street Journal, and Chicago Tribune — from 2008–2025.

I show that the tone of economic news from these outlets generally followed macroeconomic

indicators, especially during the post-pandemic period. Then, I compare to online com-

mentary on the economy by analyzing 219,299 comments posted by anonymous users under

economic news articles on Reddit, a news aggregator and social media platform where users

submit news stories and others respond through threaded comment sections. These com-

ment sections often attract more engagement than the linked articles themselves (Glenski,

Pennycuff, and Weninger, 2017), providing a large-scale naturalistic record of audience re-
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actions to economic journalism. Reddit reaches 26% of U.S. adults (compared to 21% for

Twitter/X), and 78% of its users report getting news from the platform (Barthel et al.,

2016; Gottfried and Park, 2025). For most of the time period, economic discussion on Red-

dit was persistently negative and poorly aligned with fluctuations in consumer sentiment as

measured by the University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index. However, as consumer

sentiment began its steep decline in 2021, Reddit comments became even more negative,

while news continued to reflect positive macroeconomic indicators. As a result, comment

tone during the post-pandemic period became more aligned with consumer sentiment than

mainstream news, reversing a decade-long pattern. From 2021–2025, Americans inhabited an

economic information environment characterized by upbeat mainstream coverage alongside

both persistently negative consumer sentiment and online commentary.

I propose disconnect signaling theory to explain how this mismatch between mainstream

news and public experience affects institutional trust. Conventional wisdom holds that au-

thoritative economic news — published by established media organizations and featuring

interviews with expert economists — ought to shape audiences’ views of economic condi-

tions (Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981; Hetherington, 1996; Kayser and Peress, 2026). However,

public consensus (Johnston and Ballard, 2016) and personal experience (Healy, Persson, and

Snowberg, 2017) may also affect how citizens perceive the state of the economy. When cit-

izens’ own economic evaluations diverge from news narratives, I argue that economic news

persuades less than it signals that media and experts are out of touch. Positive economic

news causes readers who believe the economy is poor — for instance, those facing high prices

and stagnant wages — to lose trust in the journalists and economists describing a reality

they do not recognize. At the same time, negative online commentary from ordinary citizens

both validates the perceptions of the economically dissatisfied and highlights the disconnect

between media narratives and lived experience for a broader audience. Such competing nar-

ratives fuel distrust of both the media organizations that produce economic news as well

as the experts often featured in it. This dynamic may extend further to implicate political
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elites — either because readers assume politicians rely on mainstream news (Herbst, 1998)

or because readers view media, experts, and politicians as part of a largely undifferentiated

elite (Guo and Lei, 2025). As disconnect signaling causes audiences to lose trust in media

organizations and experts, they may also perceive public officials as less responsive to their

concerns.

An original preregistered survey experiment (N = 2,400, recruited via Prolific) tests the

theory’s causal predictions. After first reporting their perceptions of current economic con-

ditions, respondents were presented with an economic news article accompanied by a set of

anonymous user comments, with the tone of both article and comments randomly varied.

Economic news articles substantially shifted respondents’ beliefs about the economic views

of journalists, economists, and even politicians, with effects more than four times larger

than news’ impact on respondents’ own post-treatment evaluations of the economy. Con-

sistent with disconnect signaling theory, divergence between news narratives and audience

experience eroded institutional trust: positive economic news led economically dissatisfied

respondents to lose trust in experts and media organizations and to see politicians as less

attentive to their concerns — a backlash pattern that held independent of partisanship.

Meanwhile, comment tone independently shaped perceptions of both overall economic con-

ditions and the economic experiences of ordinary citizens, rivaling or exceeding the effects of

article tone. When positive news was paired with negative comments, it triggered additional

declines in media and expert trust, including among respondents without prior economic

grievances.

This paper makes three contributions. First, I develop disconnect signaling as a novel the-

oretical mechanism by which the information environment erodes institutional trust. Leading

explanations for declines in media and expert trust emphasize attacks from political elites,

particularly among Republicans (Ladd, 2012; Archer and Peterson, 2025). I argue that trust

erodes when mainstream news signals that elites are disconnected from public experience and

show this mechanism operates independent of partisanship, potentially helping to explain
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recent declines in media trust among Democrats and Independents (Davern et al., 2025;

Brenan, 2025). This argument inverts a longstanding concern in the literature: rather than

media misrepresentation primarily distorting public attitudes (Herbst, 1998; Jacobs et al.,

2021; Furnas and LaPira, 2024), I show it can also reduce trust in media and other institu-

tions. Moreover, disconnect signaling is not necessarily restricted to the idiosyncrasies of the

post-pandemic period. Economic news emphasizes aggregate macroeconomic indicators dis-

proportionately shaped by top earners, causing it to poorly reflect the experiences of median-

and low-income households (Jacobs et al., 2021). As inequality rises, this divergence between

aggregate indicators and lived economic experience may become increasingly salient.

Second, I show that online public commentary is a substantive informational channel

in its own right. Standard accounts emphasize the dominance of authoritative signals in

shaping public perceptions (Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981; Druckman, 2001; Nyhan, 2021); I

find instead that user-generated commentary shifts both first-order economic perceptions

and second-order beliefs about how other citizens perceive the economy, even in the presence

of contrary institutional messaging. These findings contribute to an emerging literature on

the political effects of online commentary (Cao, Xu, and Yang, 2023; Anspach and Carlson,

2020; Lee, 2012), complementing existing evidence that citizens respond more strongly to

judgments attributed to ordinary citizens than to expert sources (Johnston and Ballard,

2016). Moreover, the findings help explain how social media shapes political attitudes be-

yond mechanisms such as selective exposure (Messing and Westwood, 2014) and algorithmic

curation (Guess et al., 2023), by highlighting the continuous visibility of peer reactions across

digital platforms. As news consumption increasingly occurs in online social environments,

these social signals become a central input into perceptions of public opinion.

Finally, I provide new evidence and a potential new mechanism for the post-pandemic

consumer-sentiment gap. Drawing on original corpora of 166,000 economic news articles from

five major national dailies (2008–2025) and 219,299 Reddit comments on economic news posts

(2008–2024), I document a sustained disconnect at the core of the post-pandemic period.
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Economic news tone tracked positive macroeconomic fundamentals — refuting accounts

that attribute the sentiment gap to media negativity bias (Harris and Sojourner, 2024) —

while user commentary grew persistently negative. The experimental results suggest that

such unofficial economic commentary offsets positive institutional signals, independently

shaping readers’ economic perceptions. Positive economic news coverage decreases expert

and media trust for aggrieved audiences, eroding the sociotropic link between authoritative

news and economic perceptions (Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981; Hetherington, 1996; Kayser and

Peress, 2026). Voters may remain sociotropic — but instead of relying on societal reports

of economic conditions from news media, they construct inferences about public economic

experience from online commentary while dismissing institutional accounts as disconnected

from reality.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes the disconnect between economic

news and consumer sentiment: especially in recent years, economic news was overly positive

and increasingly unrepresentative, while online commentary was regularly negative. Section

3 develops the disconnect signaling theory. Section 4 describes the experimental setup used

to test the hypotheses. Section 5 presents the results. The final section concludes.

2 A Disconnect Between Economic News and Audi-

ence Reactions

A large literature argues that mainstream news coverage shapes public evaluations of eco-

nomic conditions, overshadowing individuals’ “pocketbook” experiences (Kinder and Kiewiet,

1981; Zaller, 1992; Hetherington, 1996; Druckman, 2001; Kayser and Peress, 2026). Aggre-

gate macroeconomic indicators such as GDP growth, unemployment, and inflation feature

heavily in mainstream news coverage, providing sociotropic cues about national economic

welfare (Soroka, 2012; Garz and Martin, 2021; Jacobs et al., 2021; Shapiro, Sudhof, and

Wilson, 2022). This framework suggests that persistent gaps between consumer sentiment
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and underlying economic conditions should be relatively rare, since individuals are expected

to update their evaluations in response to widely shared media signals.

The 2021-2025 “vibecession” (Scanlon, 2022) called this relationship between economic

news and public economic perception into question as a striking divergence emerged be-

tween macroeconomic indicators and consumer sentiment in the United States. The Biden

presidency saw strong GDP growth, low unemployment, and inflation rates easing from post-

pandemic peaks especially during the latter half of his term — however, consumer sentiment

remained persistently depressed. During this period, over half the American public — both

Democrats and Republicans alike — believed the United States economy was actually in a

recession (Dickler, 2024). As I show below, mainstream news coverage generally reflected

these upbeat macroeconomic statistics rather than depressed consumer sentiment, creating a

stark disconnect between the tone of economic news coverage and the economic perceptions

of the public.

This disconnect raises important questions. First, why did consumer sentiment remain

persistently negative despite positive economic news coverage? Many proposed explanations

of the consumer sentiment anomaly focus on macroeconomic factors: the improper weighting

of borrowing costs in consumer sentiment models (Bolhuis et al., 2024), or underestimates

of consumer sensitivity to raw prices levels rather than rates of inflation (Ludwig, 2025).

These explanations shed light on why individuals may have had more negative economic

experiences despite strong macroeconomic statistics, but do not necessarily speak to why

the sociotropic cues of national news coverage failed to shape economic perceptions. Sec-

ond, what were the impacts of this disconnect on political attitudes? When news diverges

from readers’ experiences, the conventional framework predicts that readers update toward

institutional accounts even when inconsistent with their own circumstances (Herbst, 1998;

Jacobs et al., 2021). However, qualitative evidence suggests that ordinary citizens are acutely

aware of the disconnect between public economic experience and the perceptions of elites in

recent years (Kowalski, 2025). Meanwhile, trust in media organizations, experts, and other
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institutions has plummeted in recent years (Ladd, Tucker, and Kates, 2018; Brenan, 2025)

particularly among Democrats and Independents. These patterns suggest that persistent

divergence between public experience and elite economic messaging may not simply gener-

ate misperceptions about economic conditions, but may also erode trust in the institutions

responsible for communicating economic information.

To establish the scope of the potential divergence between consumer sentiment and na-

tional economic media coverage, I collect and analyze all articles (N=166,000) about the US

economy published in five major national dailies — the New York Times, Washington Post,

Los Angeles Times, Wall Street Journal, and Chicago Tribune — from 2008 through 2025,

using ProQuest TDM Studio.1 These five outlets are among the highest-circulation national

dailies whose economic framing is widely followed by television news, wire services and re-

gional outlets (Gans, 2004). Further, as local newspapers have closed or cut staff, national

outlets increasingly constitute the economic news environment for most readers (Abernathy,

2018). I use the Shapiro, Sudhof, and Wilson (2022) economic news sentiment lexicon de-

veloped specifically for economic and financial journalism to measure the economic tone of

each article. I also collect the University of Michigan Index of Consumer Sentiment as a

measure of public economic mood, along with monthly macroeconomic indicators: national

GDP growth (Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago monthly GDP index), the unemployment

rate, and changes in the Consumer Price Index (Bureau of Labor Statistics).

Figure 1 plots all three series — news tone, a regression-weighted composite of the macroe-

conomic indicators, and consumer sentiment — standardized to z-scores.2 The figure shows

that news tone, macro conditions, and consumer sentiment move together through 2020,

with minor variation. Consistent with previous work linking macroeconomic indicators to

1Articles were first identified using a keyword filter (“econom*,” “GDP,” “recession,” “inflation,” “un-
employment,” “wages,” etc.). Out of these, a random sample of 120 articles was hand-coded for topical
relevance and used to develop a labeling prompt for a gpt-4o-mini classifier which achieved 98% accuracy.
This classifier labeled 42,000 randomly drawn articles which were then used to train a logistic regression
model based on sentence transformers (F1=0.87 on an 80/20 training/test split).

2The macro conditions composite weights were determined by regressing news tone on unemployment,
inflation, and GDP growth. Unemployment is the most heavily weighted predictor, followed by inflation and
GDP growth. Further details are in Appendix A.2.
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Figure 1: Economic News Tone, Macro Conditions, and Consumer Sentiment
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Notes: Monthly economic news tone (Shapiro et al. score, five major dailies), macro conditions (regression-
weighted composite of unemployment, inflation, and GDP growth fitted to news tone), and University of
Michigan consumer sentiment index, all standardized to z-scores. Thin lines are monthly values; thick lines
are LOESS smooths.

news coverage (Soroka, Stecula, and Wlezien, 2014; Jacobs et al., 2021; Kayser and Peress,

2026), a vector auto-regression analysis and Granger-causality test suggest that changes in

macroeconomic conditions predict future news tone (Appendix A.6). The post-pandemic

consumer sentiment anomaly is clearly visible beginning in 2021, as consumer sentiment

falls sharply and remains depressed while macro conditions bounce back quickly after initial

pandemic losses. Critically, during this period I observe that news tone tracks macro indi-

cators, diverging from consumer sentiment — contrary to some accounts (e.g., Harris and

Sojourner (2024)), economic news was not unusually negative. By early 2025, news tone

drops sharply and reconverges with consumer sentiment.3 These patterns hold across all five

3The 2025 drop in news tone could reflect forward-looking coverage of anticipated macroeconomic dete-
rioration due to trade policy rather than a decoupling from fundamentals (cf. Soroka, Stecula, and Wlezien,
2014). The broader pattern of variation across presidential administrations is also suggestive of partisan
dynamics in economic coverage. The key finding for the present study is that the 2021–2024 period demon-
strates sustained divergence between news tone and public sentiment at scale, motivating the experimental
test of how such disconnect affects attitudes.
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outlets individually; no single publication drives the result (Appendix A.1).

Of course, partisan dynamics challenge the divergence interpretation. The sample of

mainstream news does not include hyperpartisan, conservative-leaning media outlets such as

Fox News or Breitbart which could have covered the economy especially negatively during

Biden’s presidency. However, surveys of Democrat and Independent voters reveal that eco-

nomic pessimism during this period was not confined to Republicans: a Pew survey reports

that in 2024 only 37% of Democrats held a positive view of the economy (compared to over

40% in 2018), while another poll found that 49% of Democrats felt the United States was

in a recession (Doherty, 2025; Dickler, 2024). Independents report even more negative eco-

nomic views during the same time period, suggesting that the scope of the anomaly extends

beyond purely partisan news environments. Taken together, these patterns imply a broader

misalignment between economic news and public economic evaluations in recent years.

In the contemporary era, hyperpartisan news is not the only alternative source of in-

formation available to the typical citizen. User-generated content on the Internet such as

comments on news websites, blogs, and videos posted to TikTok or YouTube are both highly

prevalent and capture dramatically more public attention than hard news (Chmel et al.,

2025; Kim and York, 2025). Such online commentary from ordinary citizens about economic

conditions may be particularly influential because such reports offer alternative signals about

public economic welfare that could independently shape perceptions of economic conditions.

A growing body of work suggests that such public commentary can be particularly persuasive

(Anspach and Carlson, 2020; Chen and Xie, 2008), particularly in affecting reader percep-

tions about the beliefs of other members of the public (Cao, Xu, and Yang, 2023). While

conventional models (e.g., Kinder and Kiewiet (1981); Hetherington (1996); Kayser and Per-

ess (2026)) held that sociotropic economic evaluations were mediated through news media,

the prevalence of online commentary potentially allows readers to construct independent

sociotropic inferences about public economic experience.

To describe online user commentary about the economy, I collect news posts and com-
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ments from Reddit, a U.S.-based news aggregator and social media platform. Although pub-

lic discussion of economic and social issues occurs across many online platforms including

news websites, Twitter/X, Facebook, TikTok, and others, Reddit offers several advantages

for this analysis. Reddit data are relatively accessible to collect (Baumgartner et al., 2020),

and content is organized into topic-specific communities known as “subreddits,” which facili-

tate classification by subject area. Reddit is also well suited for studying public responses to

news because of its platform structure. Users submit news stories and external links as posts

within subreddits, while other users respond through nested comment threads. In many

cases, comment sections attract substantial engagement and may be read more extensively

by Reddit users than the linked news article itself (Glenski, Pennycuff, and Weninger, 2017).

Although Reddit does not represent the full universe of online discussion about news and

economic issues, it is large, widely used, and especially important as a platform for news

consumption. Approximately 26% of U.S. adults report using Reddit, compared to 21% who

report using Twitter/X, and 78% of Reddit users report getting news from the platform

(Barthel et al., 2016; Gottfried and Park, 2025). Reddit comment sections therefore provide

a large-scale, naturalistic record of how audiences respond to economic journalism.

I collect a random sample of economic news posts submitted to r/news (the highest-traffic

subreddit focused on US news) as well as r/conservative to guard against Reddit’s liberal

skew (Gottfried and Park, 2025) between 2008–2024 along with the top 16 most liked user-

submitted comments on each post. I assign each post and comment a stance label toward

the US economy using gpt-4o-mini (−1 = negative economic evaluation, 0 = neutral or

off-topic, +1 = positive). In total I collect 21,314 posts and 219,299 comments.4

Figure 2 shows that comments about the economy on Reddit are persistently negative

throughout the sample period. This negativity deepens markedly during the 2021-2025

4Economic news posts were identified using the same keywords as mainstream news. The sample was
then filtered by taking a random 10% of the total number of economic news posts, balanced on year and
subreddit. The economic stance labels were validated against a hand-coded set of 260 labels with an average
accuracy and macro-F1 of 0.90. The total number of comments is fewer than 16 × 21,314 because some
posts have fewer than 16 comments.
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period; online commentary mirrors declining consumer sentiment levels. These results are

not purely driven by partisanship — while comments on /r/conservative are overall more

negative than /r/news during 2021–2025, the mean comment tone on both subreddits is

meaningfully lower compared to 2016-2020 levels. This shift in negativity is substantive:

after the pandemic, up to 20% of economic news threads on r/news had at least three of

their four most popular comments expressing negative economic evaluations (Figure A3).

Additionally, negative comments are prevalent both on positive and negative news: even

on posts sharing positive economic news, negative comments outnumber positive by up to

a factor of five (Figure A2). Finally, a Granger causality test (Appendix A.6) shows that

changes in comment tone precede consumer sentiment, providing suggestive evidence that

user commentary plays a role in shaping consumer sentiment.

Figure 2: Mean Comment Tone on Economic News

Notes: Mean comment stance on economic news posts, by community (r/news = blue; r/Conservative =
red; combined = purple). Stance coded −1 (negative), 0 (neutral), +1 (positive) via GPT-4o-mini. Thin
lines are monthly means; thick lines are LOESS smooths. Dashed line marks zero.

Figure 3 integrates these findings, plotting rolling 48-month Pearson correlations of news

and comment tone against consumer sentiment (Appendix Figure A4 disaggregates by sub-

reddit; the results are substantively similar). Through the 2008–2016 period, news tone

tracks consumer sentiment tightly with correlations as high as 0.8, reinforcing that news re-
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flects aggregate indicators. By contrast, Reddit comments during this period are much more

weakly correlated with consumer sentiment. However, news tone diverges from consumer

sentiment twice — first in 2018–2020, then again in 2021–2025. During the latter period,

comment tone on Reddit replaces mainstream news as the stronger correlate of consumer

sentiment, reaching a correlation of 0.8, while news tone plunges below 0.2. Audience com-

mentary online constitutes an increasingly informative signal about how citizens actually

experience the economy, one that can diverge sharply from the institutional signal carried

by news coverage.

Figure 3: Rolling Correlations with Consumer Sentiment

Notes: Rolling 48-month Pearson correlation with the University of Michigan consumer sentiment index.
Blue/solid = economic news tone (Shapiro et al. score); orange/dashed = Reddit comments (r/news +
r/Conservative combined). Dashed horizontal line marks zero correlation.

In this section, I show that mainstream economic news tracks macroeconomic indicators,

creating a striking divergence during recent years between coverage tone and audiences’ own

perceptions of economic conditions. These audience perceptions are reflected in, and po-

tentially shaped by, increasingly negative online commentary about the economy. These

patterns establish empirical scope conditions for what I develop in the following section as
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disconnect signaling: institutional coverage is sharply at odds with both audiences’ own

experiences and with readily accessible online commentary about the economy made by or-

dinary citizens. The mismatch between official economic information and reader perceptions

informed by both lived experiences and online commentary informs perceptions of elites

as out of touch. When authoritative economic signals systematically diverge from public

economic sentiment, mainstream news loses credibility as a trusted interpreter of economic

reality. Under such conditions, economic reporting ceases to function primarily as persuasive

information and instead becomes a cue that media and other elites are out of touch with

ordinary Americans.

3 A Theory Of Disconnect Signaling

Conventional theory argues that economic news shapes public opinion through persuasion,

source credibility, and sociotropic signaling (Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981; Zaller, 1992; Hether-

ington, 1996; Druckman, 2001; Kayser and Peress, 2026). However, as the preceding anal-

ysis demonstrates, economic news tone has diverged substantially from online commentary

and consumer sentiment in recent years. Meanwhile, media trust has declined dramatically

(Ladd, Tucker, and Kates, 2018; Brenan, 2025), while broader forms of institutional distrust

persist in the form of skepticism toward expertise (Eyal, 2019) and the growing success of

populist politicians in the United States and abroad. Existing explanations attribute these

trends to substantive failures of elite responsiveness and strategic elite attacks on media

credibility (Ladd, 2012; Guriev, Melnikov, and Zhuravskaya, 2021; Rodrik, 2021; Silva and

Wratil, 2023).

I argue that the disconnect between economic news coverage and public perceptions

of economic conditions informed by both lived experience and online commentary drives

perceptions of elites as out of touch, ultimately fueling institutional distrust. This mechanism

operates through second-order beliefs generated by different sources of news and information.
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The institutional origins of news coverage mean that news signals what media and other elites

believe about the world, affecting readers’ second-order beliefs about these elites. Meanwhile,

online commentary signals what ordinary citizens believe about the economy. Elites appear

disconnected when citizens believe that those who govern, advise, and inform them hold

a fundamentally different understanding of the world; when audiences’ perceptions of elite

beliefs conflict with their perceptions of public experience, elites appear “out of touch.”5

This framework allows for two pathways for the information environment to signal dis-

connect. Second-order beliefs about elites shaped by mainstream news could conflict with

readers’ prior beliefs about economic conditions.6 This pathway predicts that reader prior

beliefs are a key moderator of the disconnect signaling effect. Much literature focuses on

the dominance of sociotropic signals in news in shaping economic perceptions (Kinder and

Kiewiet, 1981; Hetherington, 1996; Kayser and Peress, 2026). However, reader beliefs about

the economy may also be shaped by lived experience (Healy, Persson, and Snowberg, 2017) or

alternative sociotropic signals such as perceptions of public consensus (Johnston and Ballard,

2016), giving readers grounds for skepticism of contrary institutional reporting.

The second pathway focuses on alternative sociotropic signals provided by online com-

mentary. Online commentary about economic conditions may provide powerful counter-

narratives to institutional accounts because of its authenticity as the expression of ordinary

citizens (Chen and Xie, 2008; Lee, 2012; Anspach and Carlson, 2020; Thorson, Vraga, and

Ekdale, 2010; Cao, Xu, and Yang, 2023).7 Such commentary is increasingly salient as more

5In the context of economic news, public experience and first-order economic perceptions are tightly
connected. The state of the economy is an aggregate welfare claim — perceptions of economic conditions
are largely constituted by reader perceptions of community economic experience (Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981;
Ansolabehere, Meredith, and Snowberg, 2014; Bisbee and Zilinsky, 2023). The experimental results support
this intuition; news and comments move both first-order perceptions and citizen second order economic
beliefs in the same direction. Elites appear out of touch when readers perceive elite views of the economy to
diverge from their own — or from what they perceive ordinary citizens to be experiencing.

6Note that news can still have some first-order persuasive effect while still signaling disconnect if news
shifts readers’ beliefs about elites more than it shifts readers’ own beliefs.

7Empirically, I focus on user comments on news articles, but the theory is general to all forms of internet-
enabled audience discussion and commentary on news and social issues: TikTok reaction videos, podcasts,
Youtube videos, and other forms of user-generated content. The key concept is that the commentary source
can credibly claim to represent the views of a meaningful segment of the public.
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Americans consume news using the Internet and social media (St. Aubin and Liedke, 2026).

This highly accessible, prevalent testimony about economic experiences and conditions from

members of the public could serve as an alternative sociotropic signal that competes with

the aggregate indicators presented in mainstream coverage. When these signals of public

experience diverge from institutional accounts, elites appear out of touch with public expe-

rience.

Disconnect signaling may then manifest in several downstream political attitudes. First,

citizens may trust experts and news media less; the media organizations that produce the

news and the experts whose perspectives are often featured in the news are the most proximal

targets for trust declines when news narratives conflict with reader perceptions. Trust in

experts and media organizations has eroded broadly; existing accounts emphasize partisan

elite cueing (Ladd, 2012; Archer and Peterson, 2025; Guess et al., 2021; Eyal, 2019) although

Ladd (2012) also finds that some properties of news itself (tabloid style coverage) can erode

trust. The disconnect signaling mechanism is distinctive yet complementary, predicting that

trust can decline when news — even factually correct reporting — fails to reflect audience

perceptions.

Second, citizens may be less likely to believe that politicians care about their concerns, a

political attitude related to perceptions of elite responsiveness (Eulau and Karps, 1977; Craig,

Niemi, and Silver, 1990). Political elites frequently misperceive public opinion (Broockman

and Skovron, 2018; Walgrave et al., 2023), and some evidence shows that these representation

gaps fuel anti-elite sentiment (Silva and Wratil, 2023). Conflict between news coverage and

reader beliefs could shape perceptions that politicians care about the concerns of the public

if readers associate news coverage with the beliefs of political elites along with media and

experts. Readers may infer that politicians rely on mainstream news for information (Herbst,

1998), or may simply treat media, experts and politicians as broadly undifferentiated elites

(Guo and Lei, 2025). However, negative economic information can affect evaluations of

politicians through standard retrospective logic (Lewis-Beck, 1988; Fiorina, 1981), indepen-
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dent of the disconnect mechanism. As perceptions of the economy decline, politicians and

public officials can be blamed for poor conditions directly. Therefore, my (pre-registered) ex-

pectation is that effects of economic news on trust in media and experts are most diagnostic

of the disconnect signaling mechanism.

Third, disconnect signaling could increase people-centric populism. Populism is typically

defined as a combination of anti-elite attitudes and people-centric preferences (Mudde, 2004);

trust in media and experts and responsiveness perceptions capture the anti-elite dimension,

while people-centric populism captures normative preferences for governance by ordinary

people rather than elites (Castanho Silva et al., 2020). This is politically consequential but

several steps down the causal chain, requiring that citizens translate institutional discontent

into populist preferences. Prior work linking representation failures to populist attitudes

finds mixed evidence: while Silva and Wratil (2023) finds small effects of representational

gaps on anti-elite attitudes, they find no effects on people-centric populist attitudes.

The first hypothesis tests the first pathway through readers’ prior beliefs about the econ-

omy: disconnect arises when reader priors about the economy conflict with news articles’

authoritative signals about economic conditions. Thus, readers’ prior economic beliefs will

be the key moderator8 that affects how economic news affects attitudes associated with elite

disconnect: trust in media and experts, perceptions that politicians care about ordinary

citizens’ concerns, and people-centric populist sentiment. Economically dissatisfied read-

ers exposed to positive economic news experience maximal disconnect, while economically

satisfied readers experience none.

H1 (Article Backlash). Positive articles (compared to negative articles) decrease trust

in media and experts (H1a), perceptions that politicians care (H1b), and increase people-

8Income, perceived socioeconomic status, and personal economic hardship are plausible alternative mod-
erators, but the disconnect mechanism operates through perceived mismatch between one’s beliefs about
the economy and the signal conveyed by news coverage. A high-income respondent who nonetheless views
the economy pessimistically — common during recent years — should experience the same disconnect as a
low-income pessimist, because in both cases the positive article contradicts their understanding of economic
reality. Measuring economic pessimism directly captures this perceptual mismatch, whereas objective indica-
tors would misclassify respondents whose perceptions diverge from their material circumstances. Appendix
results confirm this reasoning: income does not moderate disconnect effects (Table A14).
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centric populism (H1c) more for economically dissatisfied respondents.

The second set of hypotheses tests the second pathway that news drives disconnect:

through conflict with other signals of public opinion. While the article backlash hypothesis

depends on mismatch between news and readers’ economic priors, public testimony about

economic conditions and experiences that conflicts with official accounts could cause dis-

connect perceptions independent of economic priors. I predict that in the presence of such

negative informal accounts, positive news increases disconnect perceptions on average for all

readers, not just the economically dissatisfied.

H2 (Commentary Mismatch). Positive articles decrease trust in media and experts

(H2a), perceptions that politicians care (H2b) and increase populist attitudes (H2c) more in

the context of negative commentary.

4 Experimental Design

I tested the causal effects of the mismatch mechanism using an original 2× 2 survey experi-

ment fielded in late February 2026 on Prolific. 2,400 participants were recruited; 2,249 were

retained after excluding respondents who completed the survey too quickly or failed atten-

tion checks.9 To compare the effects of official news articles to user commentary, I showed

participants an economic news article paired with user comments, randomly assigning the

economic attitude of both article and comments. Specifically, after collecting pretreatment

covariates (including perceptions of current economic conditions), participants read either a

positive or negative economic news article accompanied by a set of four neutral or negative

user comments.10 Participants were given the option to leave their own optional, additional

9These exclusion criteria were preregistered. Appendix B provides additional details of the exclusion
criteria and Appendix D shows that experimental results including all respondents are substantively similar.

10I did not test a comment condition with positive comments. This decision was both theoretically informed
and motivated by budget and power constraints. In order to provide the cleanest empirical test of the article
backlash hypothesis (H1), a neutral (or no comment) condition was essential to test the pure effects of news
article tone without any interference effect from comment tone. In order to provide the cleanest test of the
comment mismatch hypothesis (H2), negative comments were needed to test whether positive articles affect
disconnect attitudes differently when comments are contradictory (ie, negative) vs. when they were not
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comment. Post-treatment outcome measures were collected immediately after stimuli expo-

sure. Table 1 summarizes the design.

Neutral Comments Negative Comments

Positive Article ↓ Trust in Media, Ex-
perts for Economically
Negative (H1)

↓ Trust in Media,
Experts for Everyone
(H2)

Negative Article No change in Trust in
Media, Experts

No change in Trust in
Media, Experts

Table 1: Experimental conditions with expectations for trust in media and experts outcome
informed by theoretical hypotheses.

The negative and positive news articles were constructed to vary only in tone while keep-

ing all other features similar. Each article also contained a quote from an expert economist.

The topic of the news article was also randomly assigned between general economic condi-

tions and unemployment — consistent with the pre-registered analysis plan, all experimental

results average over these topic conditions (disaggregated results available in Appendix C.4).

The comment sets were identical across conditions (although the order of the comments was

randomized). Negative comments were sourced from Reddit and pilot data and expressed a

mix of general economic frustration and specific grievances about the price of groceries and

the job market. Neutral comments asked questions about the article or made tangents rele-

vant to information in the article without making economic judgments. Extensive pretesting

and manipulation checks confirmed both that the tone of the article and comments were

received as intended and that the stimuli were judged to be highly realistic (Appendix C.4).

Figure 4 shows the positive general economic conditions article and negative comments —

the mismatch condition. Stimuli screenshots for other conditions are shown in Appendix B.2.

The primary disconnect outcome was trust in experts and media, a three-question index

contradictory (positive, or neutral both satisfy this condition). I also note that positive economic comments
appeared to be incredibly rare — positive economic comments only composed 3% of the total comments in
the Reddit economic news sample.
The control condition used neutral comments as a baseline condition rather than a no-comment baseline,

holding layout and cognitive load constant while varying comment tone only. Additionally, I chose to use sets
of all-negative or all-neutral comments in order to provide the simplest test of comment tone given sample
size constraints.
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Figure 4: Example Stimulus: Mismatch Condition

Notes: Positive article (left) with negative comments (right). Stimuli were presented as HTML-rendered
pages to increase realism. See Appendix B for all stimulus screenshots.

combining trust in media, perceptions of experts as out of touch, and trust in experts.

I also measured “politicians care,” using an index combining the classic ANES measure

“Public officials don’t care about people like me” with two other anti-elite questions drawn

from recent literature (Oliver and Rahn, 2016; Castanho Silva et al., 2020). People-centric

populism was additionally measured based on a validated scale (Castanho Silva et al., 2020;

Bertsou and Caramani, 2022).11 In the empirical analyses below, I reversed the measure of

11Here I note a minor deviation from the preregistration which combined people-centric populism and
“politicians care” into a single six-item disconnect composite (H1a/H2a); trust in media and experts was
H1b/H2b. The main text reports sub-indices separately and relabels them (trust in media and experts =
H1a/H2a; “politicians care” (elite responsiveness) = H1b/H2b; populism = H1c/H2c) because they respond
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people-centric populism so that positive values for all dependent variables indicate greater

disconnect. I also measured economic perceptions pre-treatment and post-treatment and

additionally collected measures of second-order economic beliefs — that is, what respondents

believed the typical member of the media, typical expert, typical politician, and ordinary

citizen thought about the economy. All questions were based on 5-point Likert scales.

The experimental design, analysis plan, and advance interpretations of results were

approved by New York University’s IRB (IRB-FY2026-10976) and preregistered at OSF

(https://osf.io/4szgp). Design details including exact stimuli, measures, and exclusion

criteria are reported in Appendix B; sample demographics, balance, and attrition checks

are reported in Appendix B.5. No substantive or significant differential attrition was found

between groups.

5 Results

I begin with analysis of how the news and comment treatments affect economic perceptions

and second order beliefs, then present the hypothesis tests investigating how disconnect

signaling affects trust in media and experts, “politicians care” perceptions, and populism.

I test the two theoretical pathways presented in Section 3: through contrasts between elite

signals in news and reader priors about the economy (the article backlash hypothesis); and

through contrasts with user commentary (the commentary mismatch hypothesis).

All models are estimated with OLS with HC2-robust standard errors. Consistent with

the pre-registered analysis plan, no family-wise correction is applied across hypotheses.12 All

models also include pre-registered covariates collected prior to treatment assignment: eco-

nomic perceptions, media and expert trust, anti-elite and populist attitudes, news interest,

partisanship, education, and income. Regression tables are available in Appendix D.

differently to the treatments. The composites are reported in Table A18.
12Each test is an independent theoretical claim at α = 0.05 (Rubin, 2021). In any case, all of the

statistically significant primary hypothesis tests are highly significant and would survive Holm-Bonferroni
corrections.
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5.1 News and Comments Affect Second-Order Beliefs

Disconnect signaling theory predicts that news articles signal the beliefs of elites, while

news comments signal the beliefs of the general public. I test this first layer of the causal

chain: to what extent does exposure to different economic news and comments actually

affect experimental respondents’ perceptions of the economy and their beliefs about the

economic beliefs of other groups — citizens, politicians, media organizations, and economic

experts? Conventional theories of media effects predict that articles should persuade readers

to adopt economic perceptions in line with the institutional narrative presented by the article

(Kinder and Kiewiet, 1981; Hetherington, 1996; Coppock, 2023), while disconnect signaling

also predicts substantial relative effects on readers’ perceptions of elite beliefs. Conventional

frameworks also predict that articles should dominate comments when it comes to changing

respondents’ views of the economy: articles come from authoritative news sources, while

comments are written with no guarantee of credibility (Druckman, 2001). In order for

comments to meaningfully affect disconnect, comments must first have comparable effects

to those of news articles on first-order economic perceptions and beliefs about how ordinary

citizens view the economy.
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Figure 5: Treatment Effects on Economic First- and Second-Order Beliefs
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Notes: Treatment effects of positive article (blue) and negative comments (red) on first- and second-order
economic perceptions, estimated in a pooled OLS model with pre-registered covariate adjustment. Baseline
condition: negative article, neutral comments. Article effect estimates are pooled across comment conditions
and vice versa for simplicity (regression coefficients in Table A15). Unpooled estimates that allow for
interaction effects between comment and article tone are substantively similar (Table A16; Figure A12).
Scales are untransformed Likert scales (one to five points); the standard deviation of all outcomes is close
enough to 1 such that standardized effects are substantively equivalent. Error bars = 95% CI.

Figure 5 shows the average treatment effects of article and comment tone on first- and

second-order beliefs about the economy (see Table A15 for raw regression coefficients, and

Table A16/Figure A12 for substantively similar results from a model that includes the in-

teraction of comment and article tone). Higher values indicate more optimistic economic

views — or more optimistic views attributed to media, experts, politicians, or ordinary cit-

izens. Consistent with conventional theory, exposure to the positive article (compared to

the negative article) increases both first-order economic perceptions and beliefs about how

citizens view the economy. However, as predicted by disconnect signaling, the positive article

exposure has much larger effects on elite-oriented second-order beliefs, causing respondents

to believe journalists, experts, and politicians perceive economic conditions as positive. The

effect on politician second-order beliefs is particularly striking because politicians are not

mentioned directly in either stimulus.13

13The question order of second order belief referents was randomized between citizens, media, politicians,
and experts. This helps to rule out the alternative explanation that priming drives this effect — respondents
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The results also show that exposure to negative user comments (compared to neutral

comments) decreases economic perceptions and citizen second-order beliefs while not affect-

ing elite second-order beliefs. Additionally, comment tone affects economic perceptions and

citizen second-order beliefs as much as article tone, even though its comparison baseline is

weaker (negative comments are judged against neutral comments, while negative articles are

judged against positive ones). When negative comments are paired with positive articles,

the positive article’s effect on economic perceptions is muted to the point of losing signif-

icance (illustrated directly by Figure A12). Comments substantially offset, and may even

overwhelm institutional information signals. Together, these results lay support for the first

steps of the causal chain: articles shift what readers believe elites think, while comments

shift readers’ perception of public experience.

5.2 Article Backlash

Next, I turn to the first pathway through which article signals of elite beliefs could lead to

disconnect perceptions: through respondent priors about the economy. The article backlash

hypothesis (H1) predicts that positive economic news increases disconnect perceptions for

economically dissatisfied respondents — while decreasing them for economically satisfied

respondents. To test this hypothesis, I regress each measure of disconnect (Yi) — trust in

media and experts, the “politicians care” index, and reversed people centric populism —

on an indicator for positive article exposure (PA) interacted with pre-treatment economic

perceptions (EP; higher = more economically satisfied), with negative comment tone (NC)

included as a control.14

are more likely to rate politicians as feeling more positive about the economy compared to citizens regardless
of question order.

14My pre-registered primary specification compares article tone effects within the neutral comments arm
for maximally clean identification. However, the pooled estimates, pre-registered as an alternative speci-
fication, increase precision with no substantive differences. Additionally, as discussed in the observational
data, negative comments are the ecological standard. The formal test of whether comment tone interacts
with article tone shows a null result, suggesting that pooling adds little confounding. See Appendix D
for full robustness checks (including a specification that relaxes the linearity assumption of the moderation
relationship) and the pre-registered specification results.
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Yi = β0 + β1PAi + β2EPi + β3PAi × EPi + β4NCi + δXi + ϵi

β3 > 0 confirms the hypothesis. Figure 6 presents average marginal effects of the positive

article across the distribution of pre-treatment economic perceptions (this distribution skews

toward negative economic perceptions; full distribution illustration in Figure A10).

Figure 6: H1: Effect of Positive Economic News by Prior Economic Satisfaction
Trust in Media and Experts
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Notes: Average marginal effect of positive economic article (compared to negative article) across the prior
economic satisfaction distribution, estimated using a linear specification and pre-registered covariate adjust-
ment. Shading = 95% CI. Each outcome is a different facet of perceptions of disconnect, ordered from most
proximal (trust in media and experts) to least proximal (populist attitudes).

The results for trust in media and experts clearly validate the theoretical predictions.

Pre-treatment economic perceptions moderate the effects of reading the positive article on

trust in media and experts, increasing it for the most economically satisfied (AME = 0.2),

while decreasing it for the most dissatisfied (AME = -0.2); the interaction coefficient is

substantively and statistically significant (β3 = 0.11, p < .001). This index effect is driven

both by declines in trust in experts and in national news organizations (Appendix D.4).

The results for the politicians care index are also consistent with the disconnect signaling

theory. The interaction coefficient is significant (β3 = 0.06, p < .02); positive article exposure

increases perceptions that politicians care more for economically satisfied respondents than
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dissatisfied. While Figure 6 suggests that the article backlash effect is somewhat muted —

positive news did not cause economically dissatisfied respondents to feel that politicians cared

substantively less — additional analysis suggest that effects at the low end of the economic

prior spectrum are likely attenuated by floor affects. The median politicians care index score

for the most economically dissatisfied respondents in the baseline condition (negative news,

neutral comments) is 1 out of 12 scale points (compared to 8 points for the most economically

satisfied group; see Figure A11). The baseline condition is negative economic news, which

is expected to depress perceptions of elites through standard retrospective accountability

logic (Fiorina, 1981) independent of the disconnect signaling mechanism; there is simply no

remaining scale range for a positive article to push them further downward via mismatch.

The results suggest that the disconnect mechanism affects the politicians care index at

least as much as negative economic information, even if the floor prevents direct backlash

measurement.

There is no detectable effect on people-centric populist attitudes, although the interaction

coefficient is directionally consistent. While conflicting news causes changes in institutional

trust, these signaling effects do not appear to translate into preferences for people-centric

populist attitudes within the timeframe of a single exposure.

Several additional analyses clarify the scope, structure, and mechanism of the effects,

lending support to the theoretical interpretation. Perhaps most strikingly, partisanship plays

a limited moderating role. Theories of partisan-motivated reasoning lead to the strong expec-

tation that Democrats under the Trump presidency would distrust positive economic news,

and vice versa. However, analysis in Appendix C.5 shows that prior-conflicting economic

news decreases trust in media and experts and the politicians care index equally for both

Democrat and Republican respondents. An instrumental variables analysis provides addi-

tional evidence for the proposed second-order belief mechanism: using random assignment

to article tone as an instrument for change in an additive index of elite second-order beliefs, I

estimate the complier average causal effect (CACE) on trust in media and experts separately
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by economic prior. Among economically dissatisfied respondents, each unit increase in per-

ceived elite economic optimism caused by positive article exposure decreases trust in media

and experts by 0.28 SD; among respondents with neutral or positive priors, the CACE is in-

distinguishable from zero (Appendix C.3). This is consistent with trust declines being driven

specifically by the meta-perceptual channel — positive news erodes trust because it shifts

what dissatisfied readers believe elites think. Estimates disaggregated by topic condition

suggest that the jobs article slightly attenuates the reported coefficients, which is theoreti-

cally consistent because the jobs article was perceived as less positive and has smaller effects

on elite second order beliefs (Appendix C.4). Additionally, exploratory analyses find little

evidence that the article backlash effect is moderated by household income or news interest,

suggesting the divergence mechanism operates through perception and cognition rather than

structural socioeconomic position or media habits (Appendix C.6).

To contextualize the effects documented here, I examine Ladd (2012)’s landmark study

that argues elite influence causes declines in media trust using a survey experiment featuring

attacks on the press from both Republican and Democratic politicians. In this study, the

average effect of elite criticism on measures of media trust is about 0.16 standard deviations,

with heterogeneity by partisanship and education; the effect of criticism by respondents’

copartisan elites is larger, at 0.26 standard deviations.15 This is roughly equivalent in mag-

nitude to the effect I show of exposure to a positive economic news article for respondents

with negative economic priors (d = −0.36 for the most negative prior group based on the

primary article backlash specification, d = −0.16 for respondents with any negative priors

(Table A27)). This equivalence is striking not only because elite criticism is one of the pri-

mary theoretical explanations for declines in media trust but also because the treatment (a

direct attack on the press) is substantively stronger than the mere presentation of an article

15Ladd (2012)’s original work presents results separately by partisan group and in undstandardized units. I
re-analyze the data to provide comparable effects — see Table A26. Of course, apples-to-apples comparison
is difficult because Ladd measures a different treatment, has different theoretical predictions, and uses a
feeling thermometer scale rather than a direct measure of trust. However, the comparison provides a rough
contextualization of the effects documented here.
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containing economic information.

5.3 Comment Mismatch

Next, I investigate the second pathway through which news signals of elite beliefs could drive

disconnect outcomes: through the juxtaposition of negative user comments. The preceding

analysis shows that negative user comments cause readers to perceive the economy more

negatively; the comment mismatch hypothesis (H2) thus predicts that the positive article

increases disconnect attitudes when paired with negative comments compared to when paired

with neutral comments. Notably, the comment mismatch hypothesis is agnostic to the

economic prior of the reader; the logic is that user commentary replaces the prior in creating

a counter-point for article backlash.

I test this hypothesis by estimating the following model:

Yi = β0 + β1PAi + β2NCi + β3PAi × NCi + δXi + ϵi

The interaction coefficient β3 < 0 confirms the hypothesis. Figure 7 presents the average

marginal effect of the positive article at neutral vs. negative comment tone for each outcome;

the difference between the two points in each panel is the interaction coefficient β̂3.
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Figure 7: H2: Article Effects By Comment Stance
Trust in Media and Experts
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Notes: Average marginal effect of a positive article on each outcome, estimated separately at neutral and
negative comment stance. Each panel reports β̂3, the interaction coefficient (positive article × negative

comment): the gap between the two points within a panel equals β̂3, so a negative value indicates that the
positive-article effect is more negative when paired with negative rather than neutral comments. Error bars
= 95% CI.

The results show that on average, positive articles do not decrease trust in media and

experts at all when paired with neutral comments, but they do when paired with negative

comments; this difference is statistically significant (β3 = −0.13, p < .05). Comment mis-

match appears to have no effect on the “politicians care” index or populist attitudes: β3

cannot be distinguished from zero, although the result for the politicians care index is di-

rectionally consistent.16 Additional analyses show robustness at the item level and across a

variety of alternative specifications (Appendix D).

The main theoretical argument for the comment mismatch effect operates through learn-

ing : negative comments inform readers of public dissatisfaction, while the positive article

signals elite optimism, ultimately creating disconnect perceptions. However, an alternative

priming explanation also predicts the same effect: negative comments could amplify discon-

nect perceptions for the economically dissatisfied while having no effect for the economically

16I also estimate a not-quite-significant positive effect of the mismatch on people centric attitudes:
(β3 = 0.12, p < 0.1). One interpretation is noise; scale reliability of the populism index compared to
other constructs is poor (α = 0.55 in pilot data) and covariate R2 = 0.27 is low, increasing variance and
reducing precision relative to the other outcome measures. Another interpretation is that this is driven by
negative comments decreasing people centric populism for the economically satisfied. Figure 8 also offers a
basis for this interpretation, although it is necessarily speculative given the lack of statistical power.
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satisfied, leading to a substantive aggregate effect that masks heterogeneity. The distinction

has both interpretive and normative stakes. If learning drives the effect, comments make

disconnect salient to readers regardless of their prior economic views, potentially extending

the reach of disconnect signaling beyond those with negative personal economic experiences.

If priming drives the effect, comments selectively amplify skepticism among the economically

dissatisfied, concentrating disconnect signaling rather than broadening it.

Figure 8: Triple Interaction: Positive Article Effect by Comment Tone and Pre-Treatment
Economic Perceptions

Notes: Average marginal effect of positive economic article across the prior economic satisfaction distribution,
estimated using a linear specification and pre-registered covariate adjustment. Shading = 95% CI. Marginal
effect lines plotted separately for negative and neutral comments.

To distinguish these sub-mechanisms, I examine to what extent the comment mismatch

effect on trust in media and experts varies by pre-treatment economic satisfaction using

a triple interaction specification (PA × NC × EP).17 The triple interaction coefficient is

near-zero and not statistically significant (β = −0.01, p = 0.8, Table A19). Figure 8 plots

the AME of the positive article over the distribution of pre-treatment economic perceptions

separately for each comment condition.18 The slopes are equivalent between comment condi-

17This analysis was preregistered as RQ1. The minimum detectable effect for this test is approximately
0.3 SD per 1 pre-treatment economic perception scale point.

18NB: The average difference between the slope of each line is exactly equal to the interaction coefficient
estimated in H2.
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tions for the trust in media and experts and politicians care outcomes; the interactive effect

of comment mismatch is evenly distributed across the spectrum of pre-treatment economic

beliefs.19 These results suggest that any priming effects among dissatisfied respondents are

roughly offset by satisfied respondents learning from comments, producing no detectable net

effect.20 Heterogeneity analysis of treatment effects on second-order belief outcomes further

supports the dual-mechanism interpretation: negative comments shift positive-prior holders’

perceptions of citizen economic views downward, while positive articles shift negative-prior

holders’ perceptions of elite economic views upward. Moreover, both of these effects are

magnified in the mismatch condition (Appendix C.2).

The operation of the learning channel has substantive implications. Comments do not

merely amplify preexisting discontent — they generate new disconnect perceptions. Eco-

nomically satisfied readers who encounter negative comments update their beliefs about how

ordinary citizens view the economy, and this updated perception of public dissatisfaction is

sufficient to erode trust in conflicting institutional coverage. Comments expand the scope

of the article backlash mechanism beyond the economically aggrieved to anyone exposed to

conflicting audience signals.

6 Conclusion

I find that exposure to economic news that conflicts with readers’ economic perceptions

causes elites to appear out of touch. Moreover, online commentary exacerbates this dy-

namic by providing alternative economic narratives that clash with institutional accounts.

More precisely, I find that positive economic news causes readers who felt the economy

was performing poorly to trust experts and media less and to feel that public officials care

less about their concerns, while the addition of negative commentary causes broader trust

19I also observe a not-statistically significant but substantive difference in slopes for the people-centric
populism outcome. These results suggest that while economically satisfied readers update their perceptions
about public economic mood, this in fact translates to lower preferences for popular sovereignty, not more;
however, this interpretation is necessarily speculative.

20This null interpretation was preregistered.
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declines even among audiences without economic grievances. This effect appears to be me-

diated via second-order beliefs: disconnect perceptions are a direct consequence of a clash

between reader priors and the beliefs of elites signaled by news articles. These findings may

appear puzzling given the extensive persuasion literature showing that counter-attitudinal

information rarely backfires (Nyhan, 2021; Coppock, 2023); however, the mechanism only

requires counter-attitudinal news to move elite second-order economic beliefs more strongly

than first-order economic beliefs, a pattern confirmed by the experimental results. Curi-

ously, partisanship plays little role in moderating this effect: the recognition of elite-public

disconnect may be a cross-cutting response, not a partisan one.

The implications of disconnect signaling are far reaching. The erosion of trust in knowl-

edge institutions can lead to greater susceptibility to misinformation, reduced compliance

with expert guidance on issues such as public health and climate, and the erosion of a shared

factual basis for democratic deliberation (Ognyanova et al., 2020; Sturgis, Brunton-Smith,

and Jackson, 2021). The mechanism is particularly concerning because it shows that trust

can decline because of structural features of accurate reporting. Such conditions were par-

ticularly widespread during recent years, but disconnect signaling may become even more

prevalent as aggregate economic indicators grow less and less representative of typical house-

holds. Economic gains are increasingly concentrated in high-growth sectors and localities,

biasing economic coverage toward top income deciles (Jacobs et al., 2021) — and this trend

shows no signs of abating. Journalists, economists, and politicians may need to reconsider

whether macroeconomic indicators reliably capture citizens’ economic experiences, let alone

whether such indicators reported in news coverage inform economic perceptions.

The results also cut against the conventional wisdom that institutional signals dominate

audience information processing. The experimental results show that user comments affect

economic perceptions as much as news articles; readers appear to integrate comment signals

as legible public testimony, rather than discounting them in the presence of conflicting au-

thoritative news. This extends the small but growing literature on the political effects of user
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comments from toxicity and incivility (Anderson et al., 2018; Thorson, Vraga, and Ekdale,

2010) and informational effects (Cao, Xu, and Yang, 2023; Lee, 2012; Lee and Jang, 2010;

Anspach and Carlson, 2020) to judgments of elite credibility inferred from comment-driven

public consensus. These effects of online commentary not only have meaningful effects on

readers’ perceptions of public economic opinion but also affect disconnect attitudes; eco-

nomic news paired with conflicting reader comments causes readers to reduce trust in media

and experts, independent of economic priors.

Additionally, the findings suggest that new models of how voters form economic percep-

tions may be needed in the contemporary era of institutional distrust and the high-choice,

networked media environment. While mainstream economic news coverage tracks macroe-

conomic indicators, the “vibecession” period saw macroeconomic indicators break from con-

sumer sentiment despite positive news coverage — something puzzling given conventional

sociotropic theories of economic perceptions. I show both that the tone online user com-

mentary broadly tracked economic perceptions and that readers use such signals to make

inferences about economic conditions. Moreover, positive news coverage causes readers with

negative economic beliefs to trust news and institutions less, further reducing the potential

for authoritative sources to shape public opinion. This provides one possible explanation

for the persistence of the consumer sentiment gap. This perspective contributes to a small

but growing literature on “me-cro economic perceptions,” where what citizens value most is

the economic condition of “people like them” (Ansolabehere, Meredith, and Snowberg, 2014;

Nagler, Zilinsky, and Linn, 2022). Voters may remain “sociotropic” — but instead of relying

on societal reports of economic conditions from news media, they construct their inferences

about public economic experience from user commentary online.

The present study has important limitations that suggest exciting avenues for future re-

search. The extent to which user commentary affects economic perceptions and how this

may affect theories of economic voting, while incidental to this study’s focus on disconnect

signaling theory, deserves a more thorough treatment. What signals are most effective, and
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how prevalent are they in the contemporary high choice media environment? While I focus

on economic news, disconnect signaling may also travel to issue contexts that feature con-

flict between aggregate reporting and reader experience such as immigration, vaccines, and

climate change. Future research could also disentangle the downstream consequences of dis-

connect signaling: floor effects attenuate the extent to which I identify effects on perceptions

of politicians, and I do not find evidence of direct translation of disconnect perceptions to

populist attitudes. Finally, the continued evolution of the information environment raises

important additional questions. As Americans increasingly turn away from mainstream

news, semi-professional content creators and AI-mediated information consumption blur the

boundaries between institutional authority and public voices. Disconnect signaling may rep-

resent a vulnerability of communication increasingly shaped by audience participation and

algorithmic mediation.
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A Additional Observational Analysis

A.1 News Tone by Outlet

Figure A1 replicates the main observational result disaggregated by outlet. The pattern of
positive news tone during 2021–2025 despite depressed consumer sentiment holds across all
five publications individually; no single outlet drives the aggregate result.
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Economic News Tone vs. Consumer Sentiment by Source (2008−)

Figure A1: News tone vs. consumer sentiment by outlet, 2008–2025.

A.2 Macro Conditions Composite

The “macro conditions” series used in Figures 1 and 3 is constructed by regressing monthly
news tone (Shapiro et al. score) on three macroeconomic indicators: the unemployment
rate (BLS, seasonally adjusted), year-over-year CPI inflation (BLS, All Items), and monthly
GDP growth (BBK monthly GDP index from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis). This
regression yields data-driven weights that capture how strongly each indicator predicts news
tone, rather than imposing equal weights.

Table A1 reports the regression coefficients. Column 1 presents raw coefficients; Column
2 presents standardized (z-scored) coefficients for comparability across indicators. Together,
the three indicators explain a substantial share of the variance in monthly news tone.
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Table A1: Consumer Sentiment and News Tone Regressed on Macroeconomic Indicators

Dependent Variables: Consumer Sentiment Index News Tone
Model: (1) (2)

Variables
Constant 107.2∗∗∗ 0.0296∗∗∗

(2.872) (0.0038)
Unemployment rate -3.128∗∗∗ -0.0036∗∗∗

(0.3659) (0.0005)
Inflation (YoY %) -4.298∗∗∗ -0.0020∗∗∗

(0.4079) (0.0005)
GDP growth (monthly %) 0.0104 0.0003∗∗

(0.0938) (0.0001)

Fit statistics
Observations 214 214
R2 0.38574 0.22620

IID standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

A.3 Positive to Negative Comment Ratio

Figure A2: Ratio of positive to negative comments on /r/news, 2008–2025. Sample restricted
to positive news articles.
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A.4 Comment Negativity by Thread

Figure A3: Share of Threads Where ≥3 of Top 4 Comments Are Negative

Notes: Percentage of economic news threads where at least 3 of the top 4 comments by popularity express
negative economic evaluations, by subreddit. Limited to threads with at least 4 top-level comments. Point
size proportional to number of threads.

A.5 Rolling Correlations by Subreddit

Figure A4 replicates Figure 3 with the Reddit comment series disaggregated by subreddit.
The combined series (r/news + r/Conservative) outperforms either constituent subreddit
across most of the sample, justifying the pooling strategy: because r/news skews politically
liberal, including r/Conservative helps fill in the ideological gap. The combined series reaches
a peak rolling correlation of approximately 0.8 around 2022, but this peak is driven substan-
tially by r/Conservative — a pattern that may partly reflect partisan expression rather than
genuine economic pessimism. Nevertheless, r/news alone sustains a correlation of roughly
0.6 during the same period, which is substantially larger than the contemporaneous news
tone correlation and corroborates the main finding that public commentary tracks consumer
sentiment far more closely than professional news coverage does.
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Figure A4: Rolling 48-month Pearson correlations with consumer sentiment (University of
Michigan ICS), disaggregated by subreddit. “Combined” is r/news + r/Conservative pooled,
as in Figure 3.

A.6 VAR and Granger Causality

This appendix presents two vector autoregression (VAR) analyses: a four-variable system
relating monthly news tone to macroeconomic indicators, and a bivariate system relating
Reddit comment stance to consumer sentiment.

A.6.1 Macroeconomic Indicators and News Tone

To test whether macroeconomic conditions causally precede news coverage tone—rather
than merely co-moving with it—I estimate a vector autoregression jointly modeling monthly
news tone and three macroeconomic indicators: the unemployment rate, year-over-year CPI
inflation, and monthly GDP growth. The model is fit on the 2008–2025 period (N = 214
months), with lag order selected by AIC (p = 4).

Granger-causality tests reject the null that each macro indicator does not predict fu-
ture news tone for unemployment (F = 18.65, p < 0.001) and GDP growth (F = 20.75,
p < 0.001); the corresponding test for inflation is marginal (F = 1.74, p = 0.054). Fig-
ure A5 shows the impulse response of news tone to a one-standard-deviation shock in each
macroeconomic indicator: news tone responds within four to six months and in the expected
direction in each case.
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Figure A5: Impulse responses of news tone (Shapiro score) to one-standard-deviation shocks
in each macroeconomic indicator over a twelve-month horizon. Shaded bands are 95% boot-
strap confidence intervals.

Full coefficient estimates for the four-variable VAR are reported in Table A2.

A.6.2 Reddit Comment Stance and Consumer Sentiment

To test whether shifts in public discourse precede shifts in consumer sentiment, I estimate
a bivariate VAR on first differences of monthly Reddit comment stance and the University
of Michigan Index of Consumer Sentiment (ICS) over 2008–2025 (N = 203 months). Both
series are stationary in first differences (ADF p < 0.01), and lag order is selected by BIC
(p = 3).

The Granger-causality test indicates that changes in comment stance precede changes in
consumer sentiment (F = 4.76, p = 0.003), while the reverse relationship is not statistically
detectable (F = 1.31, p = 0.27). This unidirectional pattern is robust to alternative lag
orders and to using detrended stance levels rather than first differences (Table A3). Figure A6
reports the impulse responses: a positive shock to comment stance predicts a sustained
increase in consumer sentiment over the subsequent three months, while a shock to consumer
sentiment produces no detectable response in stance.
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Table A2: VAR coefficient estimates: news tone
equation of the four-variable VAR in lev-
els (p = 4). The other three equations
(with unemployment, inflation, and GDP
as dependent variables) are part of the
joint system but omitted as they are not
of substantive interest. Joint Granger
F-tests at the bottom show that each
macro variable’s lags jointly predict news
tone, even when individual lag coeffi-
cients are small.

News tonet

News tonet−1 0.705***

(0.083)

Unemp.t−1 0.001

(0.002)

Inflationt−1 -0.002

(0.002)

GDPt−1 0.001**

(0.000)

News tonet−2 -0.024

(0.099)

Unemp.t−2 -0.004

(0.002)

Inflationt−2 0.003

(0.004)

GDPt−2 -0.001

(0.000)

News tonet−3 -0.037

(0.098)

Unemp.t−3 0.003

(0.003)

Inflationt−3 -0.005

(0.004)

GDPt−3 0.000

(0.000)

News tonet−4 0.178*

(0.081)

Unemp.t−4 -0.000

(0.002)

Inflationt−4 0.003

(0.002)

GDPt−4 0.000

(0.000)

Constant 0.003

(0.004)

Granger F: Unemp. lags 18.65 (p = < 0.001)

Granger F: Inflation lags 1.74 (p = 0.054)

Granger F: GDP lags 20.75 (p = < 0.001)

Num.Obs. 210

R2 0.628

* p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001
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Table A3: Granger causality: Reddit comment stance and UM consumer sentiment (ICS)

spec lag direction F p.value

p = 3 (BIC, primary) 3 ∆ stance → ∆ ICS 4.758 0.003
p = 3 (BIC, primary) 3 ∆ ICS → ∆ stance 1.306 0.272
p = 4 (AIC) 4 ∆ stance → ∆ ICS 4.182 0.003
p = 4 (AIC) 4 ∆ ICS → ∆ stance 1.053 0.380
p = 6 6 ∆ stance → ∆ ICS 3.630 0.002

p = 6 6 ∆ ICS → ∆ stance 1.170 0.322
Detrended stance + ICS diff 1 stance (detrended) → ∆ ICS 4.786 0.029
Detrended stance + ICS diff 1 ∆ ICS → stance (detrended) 2.837 0.093

stance −> ICS ICS −> stance
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Figure A6: Impulse responses from a bivariate VAR on first differences of Reddit comment
stance and UM consumer sentiment, 2008–2025 (p = 3, N = 203). Shaded bands are 95%
bootstrap confidence intervals.

Full coefficient estimates for the bivariate VAR are reported in Table A4.
These results provide suggestive evidence that public discourse plays a role in shaping

consumer sentiment rather than passively reflecting it. The unidirectional Granger relation-
ship cannot rule out an unobserved common cause driving both series; the experimental
analysis in the main text provides the cleaner causal test.
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Table A4: VAR coefficient estimates:
Reddit comment stance and
UM consumer sentiment,
bivariate VAR on first dif-
ferences (p = 3).

∆ stancet ∆ ICSt

∆ stancet−1 -0.489*** 16.691*

(0.069) (7.642)

∆ ICSt−1 0.000 -0.026

(0.001) (0.070)

∆ stancet−2 -0.350*** 28.463***

(0.075) (8.362)

∆ ICSt−2 -0.001 -0.246***

(0.001) (0.067)

∆ stancet−3 -0.234** 21.721**

(0.071) (7.880)

∆ ICSt−3 -0.000 -0.008

(0.001) (0.069)

Constant -0.000 0.033

(0.003) (0.287)

Num.Obs. 200 200

R2 0.237 0.119

* p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001
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B Experimental Details

B.1 Ethics

The design and conduct of this study conforms to the APSA Principles and Guidance for
Human Subjects Research. The study was reviewed and approved by New York Univer-
sity’s Institutional Review Board (IRB-FY2026-10976). All participants provided informed
consent at the first stage of the online survey and were informed that participation was volun-
tary. Compensation was set above prevailing market rates for online survey work, averaging
approximately $18 per hour. Participant identifiers from Prolific were stored separately from
response data, replaced with anonymized study IDs in analysis files, and will not be shared
in any public release; identifying information is held under secure data storage practices
consistent with the IRB protocol to minimize risk of re-identification.

The participant pool is diverse along the dimensions most relevant to the study’s the-
oretical claims. Quota sampling on party identification (equal Democrat / Independent /
Republican shares) and on education (equal college / non-college shares) was used in part to
deliberately oversample respondents without a four-year degree relative to Prolific’s natural
distribution, ensuring meaningful representation of a group that is often underrepresented
in online convenience samples. No protected categories were used as inclusion or exclusion
criteria beyond residence in the United States and adulthood.

The most plausible ethical concern is that the experimental stimuli could mislead par-
ticipants about economic conditions; however, several features of the design substantially
mitigate this concern. First, the stimuli were drawn from realistic economic reporting and
audience commentary. The period in which the experiment was fielded was characterized by
genuinely mixed and idiosyncratic economic signals, such that both the article and comment
stimuli reflected ecologically valid components of the real-world information environment.
Second, all participants were fully debriefed at the end of the survey: they were informed
that the article and comments had been constructed as part of a randomized experiment
and that the stimuli should not be taken as a comprehensive representation of current eco-
nomic conditions. Third, a manual review of open-ended responses provided by participants
suggested that participants generally welcomed the opportunity to register their views and
frustrations about the economy. Taken together, the limited duration of exposure, the real-
ism of the stimuli relative to the contemporaneous news environment, the post-experiment
debriefing, and participants’ own reactions indicate that the design carried minimal risk of
meaningful harm or sustained misinformation.

B.2 Stimuli

Articles. Two article stimuli were written for each tone condition, covering two economic
subdomains: (1) general economic conditions (GDP, growth, consumer spending) and (2)
the labor market (jobs, unemployment, wages). Positive articles emphasized optimistic ag-
gregate indicators (e.g., strong job growth, GDP beating expectations); negative articles
emphasized deteriorating conditions (e.g., job growth stalling, consumer confidence declin-
ing). All articles were matched on structure (lede, body, expert quote), approximate length,
and reading level, and pretested for perceived positivity and realism. Positive articles scored
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4.27–4.69 on a 5-point positivity scale; realism scores were 3.27–3.47 for both article types,
with the jobs article rated slightly more realistic.

Figure A7: Article stimulus screenshots — general topic condition
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Figure A8: Article stimulus screenshots — jobs topic condition

Comments. Comment stimuli were drawn from a pool of genuine Reddit comments on
economic news posts and comments collected from participants in earlier pilot experiments,
lightly edited for length and formatting. Negative comments expressed skepticism toward
economic optimism, frustration with economic conditions, or distrust of institutional eco-
nomic reporting (e.g., “These numbers don’t reflect what I’m seeing at the grocery store”).
Neutral comments were off-topic or expressed no clear economic valence. Comments were
pre-tested for perceived tone and realism. Each condition displayed four comments beneath
the article, matched for approximate length.
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Figure A9: Comment stimulus screenshots.

B.3 Sample and Randomization

Participants (N = 2,400) were recruited via Prolific. To correct for Prolific’s demographic
skew, participants were quota-sampled on two dimensions: party identification (equal three-
way split: Democrat / Independent / Republican) and education (equal college / non-college
split). Participants were block-randomized within strata defined by pre-treatment economic
pessimism (econ pre) to maximize statistical power for heterogeneous-effects analyses.

Participants were excluded for: (1) speeding (completing the survey in under 40% of
median completion time — seven minutes), (2) failing attention checks, or (3) bot detection
(honeypot items or inconsistent response patterns). After exclusions, N = 2,249 are retained
for analysis.

B.4 Measures

Outcomes. Three outcome constructs are measured as standardized indices (higher = less
populist, more trusting) on a 5-point agree/disagree scale (items marked † reverse-coded).

People-centric populism:

• “Politicians ought to be following the will of the people” (Akkerman, Mudde, and
Zaslove, 2014; Bertsou and Caramani, 2022)
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• “It’s important for a political leader to be like the people he or she represents” (Cas-
tanho Silva et al., 2020; Bertsou and Caramani, 2022)

• “Politics is a fight between the good people and the corrupt elite” (Akkerman, Mudde,
and Zaslove, 2014)

Politicians care:

• “Public officials care about what people like me think” (ANES; Campbell, Gurin, and
Miller 1954)

• “Politicians understand the economic reality I am living in” (SSRS Economic Attitudes
Tracker)

• “The system is stacked against people like me” † (Oliver and Rahn, 2016)

Trust in media and experts :

• “When it comes to public policy, I’d rather place my trust in experts than the opinions
of ordinary people” (Oliver and Rahn, 2016; Bertsou and Caramani, 2022)

• “Experts often claim to know what’s best, but they’re frequently out of touch with
reality”†

• “The news media can be trusted to report the news fully, accurately, and fairly.”†
(ANES)

Each index is the unweighted average of its component items after reverse-coding, stan-
dardized to mean 0, SD 1 in the full post-exclusion sample.

Economic Perceptions. The primary moderator econ pre is a 5-point pre-treatment item:
“Over the past year, would you say that the national economy has gotten better, stayed about
the same, or gotten worse?” (Much Better to Much Worse). An alternative moderator
econ identity is based on Nagler, Zilinsky, and Linn (2022) and asks whether “Now thinking
not of yourself personally, but thinking of people like you — how do you think people like
you are doing financially right now?”.

Covariates. Pre-treatment political attitudes (5 items, 5-point agree/disagree): “Politi-
cians need to follow the will of the people”; “The system is stacked against people like
me”; “Public officials care about what people like me think”; “The news media presents
fair and accurate information”; “When it comes to public policy, I’d rather put my trust in
experts than the opinions of ordinary people”. Additional covariates: econ identity, party
identification (5 point scale), news interest, education, and household income.

Manipulation checks. Post-treatment items measured perceived article tone (5-point),
article trust (5-point), and second-order beliefs about how well media, experts, politicians,
and citizens think the economy is doing (5-point, same anchors as econ pre).
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Table A5: Sample demographics and covariates (attention-passing sample)

Variable Type Mean SD Min Median Max

Age Continuous 43.00 14.29 18 41 86
Household income ($) Continuous 64567.36 42180.96 10000 60000 150000
Education (years) Continuous 14.67 2.43 8 14 20
Female Binary (0/1) 0.55 0.50 0 1 1
White Binary (0/1) 0.77 0.42 0 1 1

News interest 4-point scale 3.16 0.89 1 3 4
Economic perceptions (pre) 5-point scale 2.24 1.08 1 2 5
Democrat (party lean) Binary (0/1) 0.48 0.50 0 0 1
Republican (party lean) Binary (0/1) 0.39 0.49 0 0 1

B.5 Experimental Descriptives and Balance

Figure A10: Histogram and density plots of experiment demographic covariates
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Table A6: Balance table; Max.Diff.Un shows the largest standardized difference in unad-
justed means between any pair of treatment arms.

Var Type Max.Diff.Un

pid5 num Contin. 0.02
education yrs Contin. 0.05
age Contin. 0.11
sex Male Binary 0.02
faminc num Contin. 0.08

econ pre Contin. 0.05
white Binary 0.03
newsint Contin. 0.08

B.5.1 Differential Attrition

Table A7: Survey completion rate by experimental treatment assignment

group attrition rate n

1: Positive Article, Negative Comments 0.973 620
2: Positive Article, Neutral Comments 0.974 612
1: Negative Article, Negative Comments 0.969 617
1: Negative Article, Neutral Comments 0.973 619

I check to see if respondents who do not complete the survey differ by treatment assign-
ment. Overall, there is very low attrition (2%) that is equivalent across treatment groups.
There is no significant or substantive difference between groups; the largest difference is 0.3
percentage points with p = 0.7.
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Figure A11: Baseline outcome distributions by prior economic satisfaction (control condition:
negative article, neutral comments). Summed scales (0–12); higher = more trust/politicians
care/populism. Dashed lines indicate scale floor and ceiling.

C Additional Experimental Analysis

C.1 Economic Perceptions: Article Average Marginal Effects

Figure A12 supplements Figure 5 in the main text by showing the average marginal effect of
the positive article estimated separately at neutral and negative comment conditions, using
a fully interacted model. The regression coefficients for this model can be found in Table
A16.
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Figure A12: Average marginal effect of positive article on first- and second-order economic
perceptions, estimated separately at neutral and negative comment conditions (fully inter-
acted OLS model with pre-registered covariate adjustment). Green = neutral comments;
orange = negative comments. Error bars = 95% CI.

C.2 Economic Perceptions: Effects By Economic Prior

Figure A13 shows marginal treatment effects on first and second order economic perception
outcomes by pre-treatment economic perceptions using an OLS model that regresses the out-
come on the triple interaction Positive Article × Negative Comment × Economic Perception
(Pre). The regression coefficients for this model can be found in Table A17. For ease of in-
terpretability, the top panels of the figure show the average marginal effect of positive article
exposure by comment condition on elite-oriented second order economic perceptions while
the bottom panels show the average marginal effect of negative comment exposure by article
condition on citizen-oriented second order beliefs and first-order economic perceptions. This
analysis is exploratory and was not preregistered, but highlights two additional findings that
further support disconnect signaling theory.

First, the effects of exposure to negative comments on respondents’ perceptions of public
economic sentiment support the comment-learning account of disconnect signaling theory.
Negative comments lead economically satisfied respondents to view ordinary citizens as more
pessimistic about the economy while economically dissatisfied respondents likely already
assume that the public holds negative views of economic conditions. Moreover, this effect
is concentrated in the positive article condition rather than the negative article condition.
Economically satisfied respondents who read a positive article accompanied by negative
comments are exposed to the greatest opportunity for learning, as the comments provide the
only signal that contradicts the article’s favorable portrayal of the economy. By contrast,
the negative article condition reduces the additional informational value of the comments.
However, this learning primarily affects second-order beliefs about public sentiment and does
not necessarily extend to respondents’ own assessments of economic conditions.

Second, positive articles increase elite second-order beliefs more among respondents who
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were initially pessimistic about the economy. This pattern is consistent with pessimistic re-
spondents entering the experiment with lower priors about elite economic optimism, whereas
optimistic respondents may already hold relatively high pre-treatment beliefs about elite
views, leaving less room for updating. Importantly, this effect is strongest when posi-
tive articles are paired with negative comments. This pattern is consistent with a signal-
differentiation mechanism. For pessimistic respondents, negative comments align with their
prior beliefs about public economic sentiment, while the positive article does not. The dis-
agreement between the two sources makes the article more clearly identifiable as an elite
signal. As a result, respondents can more readily attribute the positive economic assessment
to elites and update their beliefs about elite views accordingly.

Figure A13: Average marginal effect of stimuli tone on manipulation-check outcomes across
econ pre and across comment tone. Full 2×2 sample, controlling for pre-registered covariates.
Top: AME of positive article by comment tone on elite meta-beliefs; Bottom; AME of
negative comment by article tone on citizen metabeliefs.

C.3 Article Backlash: Elite Perception Movers as Compliers (IV)

I use a preregistered exploratory IV/CACE analysis to test the theoretical mechanism; are
H1 trust in media and experts and politicians care effects are driven by article exposure
causing changes in elite second-order beliefs? The manipulation checks analysis provides
suggestive evidence, showing that positive article exposure causes respondents to infer that
politicians, media organizations, and experts view the economy more positively; additional
analysis shows that this effect is stronger for respondents with negative priors (C.2). To
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investigate the mechanism more rigorously, I use an instrumental variables analysis where
random assignment instruments for change in second-order beliefs to estimate the complier
average causal treatment effect (CACE) for negative-prior respondents and positive-prior
respondents separately. Using this analytical framework, I am able to recover estimates of
elite metaperceptions on trust outcomes.

Table A8: IV/CACE estimates by prior economic perception subgroup

Group Outcome N First Stage F CACE SE

Economy Worse elite responsiveness 1544 231.5 0.030 (0.048)
Economy Worse epistemic trust 1544 231.5 -0.275*** (0.057)
Economy Same or Better elite responsiveness 705 55.9 0.258* (0.125)
Economy Same or Better epistemic trust 705 55.9 0.157 (0.112)
All elite responsiveness 2249 278.5 0.078 (0.046)

All epistemic trust 2249 278.5 -0.174** (0.050)

Table A8 shows the results. Among respondents with negative priors (who felt that
the economy was either “somewhat worse” or “much worse”), the CACE is substantively
negative: -0.275. Among respondents with neutral or positive priors, the CACE is not dis-
tinguishable from zero. These results provide strong evidence that trust is affected primarily
through movement of second-order beliefs, and that movement of these beliefs causes declines
in trust only for negative prior participants.
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Dependent Variable: so elite avg
Worse Same/Better All

Model: (1) (2) (3)

Constant 2.5∗∗∗ 3.8∗∗∗ 3.3∗∗∗

(0.35) (0.47) (0.27)
Pos. article 0.58∗∗∗ 0.41∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.05) (0.03)
Neg. comment -0.007 -0.006 -0.006

(0.04) (0.06) (0.03)
Econ pre 0.07 -0.05 -0.02

(0.04) (0.06) (0.02)
Will of the people (pre) 0.03 0.03 0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
System stacked (pre) 0.03 0.05∗ 0.04∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) 0.05∗∗ -0.09∗∗∗ -0.02

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) 0.07∗∗∗ -0.16∗∗∗ -0.01

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) 0.06∗∗∗ 0.003 0.04∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.01)
News interest -0.03 -0.005 -0.05∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Democrat -0.12∗∗ -0.17 -0.16∗∗∗

(0.06) (0.11) (0.05)
Republican -0.06 -0.15∗ -0.11∗∗

(0.07) (0.09) (0.05)
Education (yrs) -0.01 -0.01 -0.008

(0.008) (0.01) (0.007)
Log income -0.04 0.04 -0.02

(0.03) (0.04) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) 0.02 -0.07∗∗ -0.01

(0.03) (0.04) (0.02)

Observations 1,540 703 2,243

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A9: First-stage regressions: instrument (article pos tone) on endogenous regressor
(so elite avg, the average elite second-order belief). “Worse” = econ pre ≤ 2; “Same/Better”
= econ pre ≥ 3. Coefficient on Pos. article gives the first-stage strength of the instrument
within each subgroup.
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Dependent Variables: Trust Media/Experts Politicians Care
Trust: Worse Trust: Same/Better Trust: All Resp.: Worse Resp.: Same/Better Resp.: All

Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Constant 3.3∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 3.5∗∗∗ 2.8∗∗∗ 2.2∗∗∗ 2.7∗∗∗

(0.30) (0.66) (0.29) (0.29) (0.69) (0.28)
Elite SO (instrumented) -0.27∗∗∗ 0.16 -0.17∗∗∗ 0.03 0.26∗∗ 0.08∗

(0.06) (0.11) (0.05) (0.05) (0.13) (0.05)
Neg. comment -0.14∗∗∗ -0.15∗∗∗ -0.14∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.09∗ -0.08∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.02)
Econ pre 0.14∗∗∗ -0.07 0.009 0.08∗∗∗ 0.06 0.07∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.05) (0.02) (0.03) (0.05) (0.02)
Will of the people (pre) -0.05∗∗ -0.06 -0.05∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
System stacked (pre) -0.04∗∗ -0.09∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗∗ -0.31∗∗∗ -0.39∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.04∗ -0.11∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.42∗∗∗ -0.41∗∗∗ -0.42∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.32∗∗∗ -0.34∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.03 -0.06∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (0.01) (0.04) (0.01)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.44∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.42∗∗∗ -0.04∗∗∗ 0.006 -0.03∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (0.01) (0.03) (0.01)
News interest 0.04∗∗ 0.01 0.02 -0.01 0.01 0.003

(0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.01)
Democrat 0.06 0.14 0.07∗ 0.01 0.03 0.03

(0.05) (0.10) (0.04) (0.04) (0.11) (0.04)
Republican -0.19∗∗∗ -0.03 -0.15∗∗∗ -0.02 0.10 0.03

(0.06) (0.08) (0.04) (0.05) (0.09) (0.04)
Education (yrs) 0.010 0.02∗ 0.01∗∗ 0.0005 -0.006 -0.002

(0.007) (0.010) (0.006) (0.006) (0.01) (0.005)
Log income 0.01 -0.007 0.02 0.01 0.007 0.01

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.01)
Econ identity (pre) -0.004 -0.02 -0.02 0.08∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)

Observations 1,540 703 2,243 1,540 703 2,243

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A10: Full IV/CACE (second-stage) regression coefficients by prior economic percep-
tion. Endogenous regressor: average elite second-order belief (so elite avg), instrumented by
random article-tone assignment. Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors in parentheses.

C.4 Stimulus Variation

A potential concern is that results reflect idiosyncratic features of the stimulus rather than
the concept of interest.(Fong and Grimmer, 2023). This concern primarily affects the theory’s
scope conditions; to what extent the mechanism illustrated on a limited set of stimuli are
portable to the ecological population of economic news, which may differ in multiple ways.
To address this concern, in addition to article and comment tone participants were also ran-
domly assigned to one of two article topics: general economic conditions or unemployment.
The pre-registered primary specification used in the main text presents estimates which are
pooled across the two topic conditions which anchor different positions on a tradeoff between
treatment strength and ecological validity. In this section, I discuss the differences between
the two topic conditions and present robustness analysis estimating effects for each topic
condition.

The positive general economic conditions stimulus article was constructed to as a strong
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treatment, covering multiple economic indicators and featuring an expert quote that directly
links economic developments to the welfare of ordinary households. Although I argue that
the general conditions article is a “strong treatment,” it still is well within plausible levels of
realism. In fact, the week before experiment launch, CNBC published an article featuring an
economist quoted as saying, ”Inflation fell to its lowest level since May and key items such
as food, gas and rent are cooling off. This will provide much needed relief for middle class
and moderate-income families.” An inflation-focused stimulus article using this quote was
not used in the full study because pre-test participants actually rated it below an acceptable
threshold for realism, despite being minimally adapted from a real news article.

The second topic condition (unemployment) was minimally adapted from a real CNBC
news article about jobs data released in early February 2026. Both negative and positive
versions of each article topic were pre-tested for realism and article tone; the jobs topic
condition was rated as slightly more realistic overall and with a smaller gap in perceived
tone between positive and negative articles. On a 5 point scale, the positive (negative) jobs
article was rated a 4.27 (2.0) for tone and 3.5 (4.1) for realism, while the positive (negative)
general article was rated 4.7 (1.8) for tone and 3.3 (4.1) for realism in a N=120 pre-test.
Given the weaker perceived difference in tone, I expect the jobs article to have attenuated
effects in comparison to the general conditions article which represents a cleaner test of the
theoretical mechanism. I do not claim that the two article topics represent the entirety of the
population of economic news; however, they do serve as informative points on a spectrum of
stimuli strength and ecological validity.

The article backlash for negative-prior readers is robust to stimulus choice: while the jobs
topic condition shows the expected attenuated effect, H1a and H1b remain directionally con-
sistent and in some cases retain statistical significance when estimated in independent topic
conditions. The difference between the coefficient of interest is not statistically significant
between topic conditions. Similar results hold for H2a.
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Dependent Variables: Trust Media/Experts Politicians Care People-centrism (rev.)
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Constant 3.0∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 3.1∗∗∗ 3.0∗∗∗ 2.7∗∗∗ 2.6∗∗∗

(0.23) (0.23) (0.22) (0.21) (0.33) (0.32)
Pos. article -0.45∗∗∗ -0.04 -0.08 0.08∗ -0.008 -0.04

(0.09) (0.05) (0.08) (0.05) (0.12) (0.07)
Econ pre -0.04∗ 0.01 0.03 0.07∗∗∗ 0.02 0.04

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02)
Jobs topic -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.03

(0.08) (0.05) (0.08) (0.05) (0.12) (0.07)
Neg. comment -0.14∗∗∗ -0.07 -0.08∗∗∗ -0.08 -0.04 -0.09

(0.03) (0.05) (0.02) (0.05) (0.04) (0.07)
Will of the people (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.48∗∗∗ -0.48∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.04)
System stacked (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.08∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.42∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.35∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ 0.007 0.007

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.42∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
News interest 0.03∗ 0.03∗ -0.0006 -0.002 -0.04∗∗ -0.04∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat 0.10∗∗ 0.10∗∗ 0.01 0.01 -0.14∗∗ -0.14∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06)
Republican -0.13∗∗∗ -0.14∗∗∗ 0.02 0.02 -0.13∗∗ -0.13∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06)
Education (yrs) 0.01∗∗∗ 0.01∗∗ -0.003 -0.003 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗

(0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.008) (0.008)
Log income 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) -0.02 -0.02 0.09∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.02 0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Pos. article × Econ pre 0.14∗∗∗ 0.07∗ 0.02

(0.03) (0.04) (0.05)
Pos. article × Jobs topic 0.20∗ 0.03 0.01 -0.02 -0.02 0.02

(0.12) (0.07) (0.11) (0.07) (0.16) (0.10)
Econ pre × Jobs topic 0.001 0.03 0.01

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
Pos. article × Econ pre × Jobs topic -0.05 -0.02 0.005

(0.05) (0.05) (0.07)
Neg. comment × Pos. article -0.18∗∗ -0.04 0.14

(0.07) (0.07) (0.10)
Neg. comment × Jobs topic 0.004 0.06 -0.02

(0.07) (0.07) (0.10)
Neg. comment × Pos. article × Jobs 0.11 -0.04 -0.05

(0.10) (0.10) (0.14)

Observations 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A11: Article backlash and comment mismatch effects across stimulus topic condi-
tions. The three-way interactions (article pos tone × econ pre z × article topicJobs) and
(comment neg tone × article pos tone × article topicJobs) test whether H1 and H2 effects
differ between article topics.
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C.5 Partisan Heterogeneity

The preregistered moderator for H1 (Article Backlash) is a measure of pre-treatment eco-
nomic perceptions. This measure was chosen because it is the most theoretically relevant
quantity - the divergence theory specifically states that distrust and disconnect arise when
contradictory institutional signals clash with prior evaluations of the economy.

One potential concern is that because partisanship and economic perceptions are corre-
lated (r = 0.55), results are driven more from partisan motivated reasoning than disconnect
signaling. This is plausible; during a Republican (Trump) administration, positive articles
could cause Democrats (negative economic perceptions) to decrease trust in media (and vice
versa for Republicans).

To analyze the extent to which this potential confounding may affect results, I estimate
effects within partisan subgroups separately. I choose this analysis strategy as opposed to
estimating an interaction model for simplicity. Table A12 shows the regression coefficients
for the article backlash hypothesis (H1) while Table A13 estimates the H2 interaction. The
interaction coefficient of positive article tone × econ pre is substantively similar across party
groups, indicating that within partisanship categories, positive article exposure causes eco-
nomically dissatisfied to decrease trust and politicians care perceptions and vice versa for
economically satisfied respondents. Similarly, the comment mismatch effect (H2) on trust
in media and experts is identical across partisan groups. The similarity of the economic
perceptions interaction across partisan subgroups suggests that disconnect signaling’s effect
on media and expert trust operates independently from partisan motivated reasoning.

The most notable partisan heterogeneity is that comment mismatch causes Republicans
to feel that politicians care less but at the same time reduces populist attitudes while leaving
Democrats relatively unaffected. One possible interpretation of this heterogeneity is that
Republicans interpret comment mismatch as evidence that politicians are less responsive to
ordinary citizens; the fact that populism moves in the opposite direction may reflect more
complex heterogeneity even within the subgroup. Given the exploratory nature of these
analyses, this interpretation is purely speculative.
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Dependent Variables: Trust Media/Experts Politicians Care People-centrism (rev.)
Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans

Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Constant 3.1∗∗∗ 2.8∗∗∗ 3.0∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 2.7∗∗∗

(0.30) (0.35) (0.28) (0.34) (0.49) (0.48)
Pos. article -0.15∗∗∗ 0.01 0.03 0.12∗∗∗ 0.05 0.10∗

(0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.07) (0.06)
Econ pre (z) -0.04 -0.07∗∗ 0.007 0.02 0.04 0.02

(0.05) (0.03) (0.06) (0.03) (0.06) (0.05)
Neg. comment -0.19∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗ -0.14∗∗∗ -0.09∗ -0.02

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06)
Will of the people (pre) -0.008 -0.10∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗ -0.07∗∗ -0.45∗∗∗ -0.50∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.06) (0.06)
System stacked (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗ -0.31∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.17∗∗∗ -0.09∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.04∗ -0.11∗∗∗ -0.41∗∗∗ -0.40∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗ -0.12∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.35∗∗∗ -0.32∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗ -0.005 0.03

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.48∗∗∗ -0.37∗∗∗ -0.01 -0.02 -0.10∗∗∗ -0.06∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
News interest 0.03 0.01 -0.03 0.006 -0.01 -0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Education (yrs) 0.010 0.01 0.004 -0.006 0.02∗ 0.02

(0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008) (0.01) (0.01)
Log income 0.006 0.04 0.01 0.03 -0.002 0.02

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Econ identity (pre) -0.02 -0.04 0.08∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗ 0.02 0.04

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Pos. article × Econ pre 0.12∗∗ 0.13∗∗∗ 0.09 0.08∗∗ 0.06 0.05

(0.06) (0.04) (0.07) (0.04) (0.08) (0.06)

Observations 1,070 798 1,070 798 1,070 798

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A12: Article backlash effect (H1) estimated separately for party subgroups. Models
(1), (3), and (5) estimate for Democratic leaners; models (2), (4), and (6) estimate for
Republican leaners.
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Dependent Variables: Trust Media/Experts Politicians Care People-centrism (rev.)
Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans

Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Constant 3.1∗∗∗ 2.7∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 2.8∗∗∗ 2.8∗∗∗ 2.6∗∗∗

(0.31) (0.36) (0.29) (0.34) (0.52) (0.48)
Neg. comment -0.14∗∗∗ -0.09 -0.13∗∗∗ -0.06 -0.14∗ -0.15∗

(0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.06) (0.08) (0.08)
Pos. article -0.17∗∗∗ 0.08 -0.05 0.23∗∗∗ -0.02 -0.009

(0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.06) (0.08) (0.08)
Econ pre 0.02 -0.007 0.05 0.05∗∗ 0.07 0.04

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.04)
Will of the people (pre) -0.01 -0.10∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗ -0.07∗∗ -0.45∗∗∗ -0.50∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.06) (0.06)
System stacked (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗ -0.31∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.17∗∗∗ -0.09∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.05∗∗ -0.11∗∗∗ -0.41∗∗∗ -0.40∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗ -0.12∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.35∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗ -0.005 0.03

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.48∗∗∗ -0.37∗∗∗ -0.01 -0.02 -0.10∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
News interest 0.03 0.009 -0.03 0.002 -0.01 -0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Education (yrs) 0.010 0.01 0.004 -0.007 0.02∗ 0.02

(0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008) (0.01) (0.01)
Log income 0.007 0.04 0.01 0.03 -0.001 0.02

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Econ identity (pre) -0.02 -0.04 0.08∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗ 0.02 0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Neg. comment × Pos. article -0.09 -0.09 0.06 -0.17∗∗ 0.09 0.25∗∗

(0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.08) (0.10) (0.12)

Observations 1,070 798 1,070 798 1,070 798

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A13: Comment mismatch effect (H2) estimated separately for party subgroups. Mod-
els (1), (3), and (5) estimate for Democratic leaners; models (2), (4), and (6) estimate for
Republican leaners. The interaction coefficient Neg. comment × Pos. article is the H2
mismatch estimate.

C.6 Exploratory Analysis: Income, News Interest

The effect of positive article exposure on disconnect outcomes may be heterogeneous by news
interest or income in addition to pre-treatment economic perceptions.

A27



Dependent Variables: Trust Media/Experts Politicians Care People-centrism (rev.)
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Constant 2.7∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 3.0∗∗∗ 3.1∗∗∗ 3.0∗∗∗ 3.2∗∗∗ 2.5∗∗∗

(0.23) (0.33) (0.21) (0.31) (0.21) (0.49) (0.33)
Pos. article 0.21∗∗ 0.01 -0.03 -0.18 -0.03 -0.83∗ 0.10

(0.10) (0.35) (0.09) (0.31) (0.09) (0.47) (0.13)
News interest 0.10∗∗∗ 0.03∗ -0.008 -0.001 -0.008 -0.04∗∗ -0.02

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04)
Neg. comment -0.003 -0.33 -0.05 -0.06 -0.05 -0.24 0.07

(0.09) (0.35) (0.09) (0.31) (0.09) (0.46) (0.13)
Econ pre 0.01 0.01 0.07∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.04 0.04

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Will of the people (pre) -0.05∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.48∗∗∗ -0.48∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.04)
System stacked (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.08∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.42∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.42∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.35∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ 0.006 0.007

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.43∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat 0.10∗∗ 0.10∗∗ 0.01 0.01 0.01 -0.14∗∗ -0.14∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06)
Republican -0.13∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ 0.02 0.02 0.02 -0.14∗∗ -0.13∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06)
Education (yrs) 0.01∗∗∗ 0.01∗∗∗ -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗

(0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.008) (0.008)
Log income 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.004 0.01 -0.01 0.03

(0.02) (0.03) (0.01) (0.03) (0.01) (0.04) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) -0.02 -0.02 0.09∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.02 0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Pos. article × News interest -0.10∗∗∗ 0.02 0.02 -0.02

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
News interest × Neg. comment -0.04 -0.009 -0.009 -0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
Pos. article × Log income -0.010 0.02 0.08∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
Log income × Neg. comment 0.02 -0.002 0.02

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Observations 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A14: Exploratory: household income and news interest as moderators of main article
and comment treatment effects.

Income moderator effects are largely null with the exception of populism. This suggests
that the primary divergence mechanism operates through perception and cognition rather
than objective socioeconomic position. News interest effects are largely null with the excep-
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tion of trust in media and experts. This finding is exploratory, but one possibility is that
higher news interest respondents may already be skeptical of positive economic coverage
from prior exposure, amplifying distrust when exposed to a positive article.21

D Regression Tables and Robustness

Regression tables in this appendix report the full set of estimated coefficients, including all
pre-registered covariates.

21The correlation of news interest with pre-treatment economic perceptions is extremely low: r = −0.02,
suggesting that news interest captures something else than just proxying for negative economic priors.
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D.1 Manipulation Check Outcomes

Dependent Variables: econ post so media so experts so pols so citizen
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Constant 0.63∗∗∗ 3.3∗∗∗ 2.6∗∗∗ 3.9∗∗∗ 0.93∗∗∗

(0.19) (0.38) (0.35) (0.35) (0.27)
Pos. article 0.10∗∗∗ 0.59∗∗∗ 0.68∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.08∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03)
Neg. comment -0.08∗∗∗ 0.002 -0.05 0.03 -0.23∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03)
Econ pre 0.75∗∗∗ -0.17∗∗∗ 0.21∗∗∗ -0.09∗∗∗ 0.47∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Will of the people (pre) -0.01 0.03 -0.03 0.08∗∗∗ -0.02

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
System stacked (pre) -0.03∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.03 -0.0003 -0.001

(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.04∗∗∗ -0.04 -0.06∗∗ 0.04 -0.09∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) 0.02∗∗ -0.04 -0.04 0.03 0.0007

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) 0.01 0.03 0.08∗∗∗ -0.004 0.04∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
News interest 0.006 -0.05∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.02 0.04∗∗

(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat -0.05 -0.21∗∗∗ -0.17∗∗∗ -0.11∗ -0.03

(0.04) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04)
Republican 0.05 -0.25∗∗∗ 0.08 -0.17∗∗∗ 0.06

(0.04) (0.08) (0.07) (0.07) (0.05)
Education (yrs) -0.004 -0.008 -0.007 -0.01 -0.004

(0.005) (0.01) (0.009) (0.009) (0.007)
Log income 0.004 -0.02 -0.01 -0.02 -0.007

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) 0.07∗∗∗ -0.04 0.04 -0.04 0.11∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

Observations 2,245 2,242 2,239 2,238 2,240

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A15: Main effects of positive article and negative comments on manipulation-check
outcomes; pooled additive specification corresponding to Figure 5 in the main text.

A30



Dependent Variables: econ post so media so experts so pols so citizen
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Constant 0.62∗∗∗ 3.4∗∗∗ 2.6∗∗∗ 4.0∗∗∗ 0.92∗∗∗

(0.19) (0.38) (0.35) (0.35) (0.27)
Neg. comment -0.05 -0.10∗ -0.15∗∗∗ -0.03 -0.19∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04)
Pos. article 0.13∗∗∗ 0.48∗∗∗ 0.59∗∗∗ 0.27∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗

(0.03) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04)
Econ pre 0.75∗∗∗ -0.17∗∗∗ 0.21∗∗∗ -0.09∗∗∗ 0.47∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Will of the people (pre) -0.01 0.03 -0.03 0.09∗∗∗ -0.02

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
System stacked (pre) -0.03∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.03 -0.0008 -0.001

(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.05∗∗∗ -0.04 -0.05∗∗ 0.04 -0.09∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) 0.02∗∗ -0.04 -0.04 0.03 0.0007

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) 0.01 0.03 0.08∗∗∗ -0.005 0.04∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
News interest 0.006 -0.05∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.02 0.04∗∗

(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat -0.05 -0.20∗∗∗ -0.17∗∗∗ -0.11∗ -0.03

(0.04) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04)
Republican 0.05 -0.24∗∗∗ 0.09 -0.17∗∗ 0.06

(0.04) (0.08) (0.07) (0.07) (0.05)
Education (yrs) -0.004 -0.008 -0.007 -0.01 -0.004

(0.005) (0.01) (0.009) (0.009) (0.007)
Log income 0.005 -0.02 -0.01 -0.02 -0.007

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) 0.07∗∗∗ -0.04 0.04 -0.04 0.11∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Neg. comment × Pos. article -0.07 0.21∗∗ 0.19∗∗ 0.11 -0.06

(0.04) (0.09) (0.08) (0.08) (0.06)

Observations 2,245 2,242 2,239 2,238 2,240

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A16: H2 mismatch on manipulation-check outcomes. Neg. comments × Pos. article
is the interaction of interest.
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Dependent Variables: econ post so media so experts so pols so citizen
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Constant 0.62∗∗∗ 3.4∗∗∗ 2.6∗∗∗ 4.0∗∗∗ 0.97∗∗∗

(0.20) (0.39) (0.36) (0.36) (0.28)
Neg. comment -0.008 -0.42∗∗∗ -0.31∗∗ -0.30∗∗ -0.20∗∗

(0.08) (0.15) (0.13) (0.15) (0.10)
Pos. article 0.12 0.50∗∗∗ 0.63∗∗∗ 0.16 -0.05

(0.08) (0.16) (0.15) (0.14) (0.11)
Econ pre 0.75∗∗∗ -0.18∗∗∗ 0.22∗∗∗ -0.12∗∗ 0.46∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04)
Will of the people (pre) -0.01 0.03 -0.03 0.09∗∗∗ -0.02

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
System stacked (pre) -0.03∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.03 -0.0004 -0.002

(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.04∗∗∗ -0.04 -0.05∗∗ 0.04 -0.09∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) 0.02∗∗ -0.04 -0.04∗ 0.02 0.0005

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) 0.01 0.02 0.08∗∗∗ -0.006 0.04∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
News interest 0.006 -0.05∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.02 0.04∗∗

(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat -0.05 -0.20∗∗∗ -0.17∗∗∗ -0.11∗ -0.03

(0.04) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04)
Republican 0.05 -0.24∗∗∗ 0.09 -0.17∗∗ 0.06

(0.04) (0.08) (0.07) (0.07) (0.05)
Education (yrs) -0.004 -0.009 -0.008 -0.01 -0.005

(0.005) (0.01) (0.009) (0.009) (0.007)
Log income 0.004 -0.01 -0.01 -0.02 -0.006

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) 0.07∗∗∗ -0.05 0.04 -0.04 0.11∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Neg. comment × Pos. article -0.14 0.78∗∗∗ 0.52∗∗ 0.59∗∗∗ 0.22

(0.12) (0.22) (0.20) (0.20) (0.15)
Neg. comment × Econ pre -0.02 0.14∗∗ 0.07 0.12∗∗ 0.002

(0.03) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05)
Pos. article × Econ pre 0.006 -0.006 -0.02 0.05 0.07

(0.04) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05)
Neg. comment × Pos. article × Econ pre 0.03 -0.25∗∗∗ -0.15∗ -0.21∗∗ -0.13∗

(0.05) (0.09) (0.08) (0.09) (0.07)

Observations 2,245 2,242 2,239 2,238 2,240

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A17: RQ1 triple-interaction specification on manipulation-check outcomes. Neg. com-
ment × Pos. article × Econ pre is the three-way interaction of interest.

D.2 Primary Specification Tables

These tables report the coefficients of the primary specification models used in the main text
for both H1 and H2. The tables report models for all three disconnect outcomes: trust in
media and experts, “politicians care”, and people-centric populism as well as a pre-registered
index that combines both politicians care and people-centrism outcomes.
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Dependent Variables: Trust Media/Experts Politicians Care People-centrism (rev.) Disconnect
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4)

Constant 3.0∗∗∗ 3.1∗∗∗ 2.7∗∗∗ -3.5∗∗∗

(0.23) (0.22) (0.33) (0.24)
Neg. comment -0.10 -0.09 -0.16 0.15

(0.08) (0.08) (0.12) (0.09)
Pos. article -0.29∗∗∗ -0.07 -0.02 0.06

(0.08) (0.08) (0.11) (0.09)
Econ pre -0.05∗ 0.04 0.01 -0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Will of the people (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.48∗∗∗ 0.30∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)
System stacked (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ 0.29∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.08∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗ 0.34∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.35∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ 0.006 0.04∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.42∗∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ 0.06∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01)
News interest 0.03∗ -0.0006 -0.04∗∗ 0.02

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01)
Democrat 0.10∗∗ 0.01 -0.14∗∗ 0.07

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.04)
Republican -0.14∗∗∗ 0.02 -0.13∗∗ 0.06

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.05)
Education (yrs) 0.01∗∗∗ -0.003 0.02∗∗∗ -0.01∗

(0.006) (0.005) (0.008) (0.006)
Log income 0.02 0.01 0.03 -0.03

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) -0.01 0.09∗∗∗ 0.02 -0.07∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Neg. comment × Pos. article -0.10 -0.02 -0.02 0.03

(0.12) (0.11) (0.16) (0.12)
Neg. comment × Econ pre 0.01 0.02 0.03 -0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Pos. article × Econ pre 0.12∗∗∗ 0.06∗ -0.008 -0.04

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Neg. comment × Pos. article × Econ pre -0.01 -0.02 0.07 -0.02

(0.05) (0.05) (0.07) (0.05)

Observations 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A19: RQ1: Triple interaction — comment tone × article tone × economic pessimism,
full 2×2 sample.

D.3 Robustness: Alternative Specifications

Figure A14 presents a non-parametric version of H1 in which econ pre is entered as a five-
level factor rather than a linear continuous moderator. The average marginal effect of a
positive article is estimated separately at each level.
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H1: AME of positive article by categorical econ_pre

Figure A14: H1 article backlash: AME of positive article at each level of econ pre (categor-
ical). Full 2×2 sample; comment neg tone as linear covariate. Points show point estimates;
bars show 95% CIs.

Table A20 reports regression coefficients for all robustness specifications. For H1 (article
backlash), robustness specifications include removing covariate adjustment, including the
full sample of respondents, restricting the data set to the neutral-comment condition as indi-
cated in my preregistration, using perceptions of the economic situation of “people like you”
(economic identity) (Nagler, Zilinsky, and Linn, 2022) as an alternative H1 moderator. For
H2 (comment mismatch), robustness specifications include removing covariate adjustment,
including the full sample of respondents.
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Dependent Variable: Trust Media/Experts
H1 unadj. H2 unadj. H1 no excl. H2 no excl. H1 neutral H1 econ id. H1 cat. econ pre

Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Constant 0.47∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 3.1∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 3.3∗∗∗ 3.1∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗

(0.07) (0.04) (0.22) (0.22) (0.30) (0.22) (0.22)
Pos. article -0.51∗∗∗ -0.07 -0.36∗∗∗ -0.04 -0.29∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.29∗∗∗

(0.10) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.08) (0.07) (0.05)
Econ pre -0.16∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗ 0.01 -0.03

(0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Neg. comment -0.12∗∗∗ -0.08 -0.14∗∗∗ -0.09∗∗ -0.14∗∗∗ -0.14∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.06) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)
Pos. article × Econ pre 0.18∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.02) (0.03)
Neg. comment × Pos. article -0.08 -0.10∗∗

(0.08) (0.05)
Will of the people (pre) -0.05∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
System stacked (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.07∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.35∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.36∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗ -0.35∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.43∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.45∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.42∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
News interest 0.03∗∗ 0.03∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.03∗ 0.03∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02)
Democrat 0.13∗∗∗ 0.13∗∗∗ 0.13∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04)
Republican -0.11∗∗∗ -0.11∗∗∗ -0.14∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04)
Education (yrs) 0.01∗∗∗ 0.01∗∗∗ 0.02∗ 0.01∗∗∗ 0.01∗∗∗

(0.006) (0.006) (0.008) (0.006) (0.006)
Log income 0.006 0.009 -0.002 0.02 0.01

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) -0.01 -0.02 -0.03 -0.07∗∗∗ -0.01

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Pos. article × Econ identity (pre) 0.11∗∗∗

(0.03)
Econ pre = 2 -0.01

(0.05)
Econ pre = 3 -0.08

(0.07)
Econ pre = 4 -0.07

(0.07)
Econ pre = 5 -0.34∗∗∗

(0.11)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 2 0.22∗∗∗

(0.07)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 3 0.37∗∗∗

(0.09)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 4 0.31∗∗∗

(0.08)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 5 0.47∗∗

(0.18)

Observations 2,249 2,249 2,392 2,392 1,126 2,245 2,245

Table A20: Robustness across specifications — trust in media and experts. Key coefficients:
Pos. article × Econ pre (H1); Neg. comment × Pos. article (H2).

A36



Dependent Variable: Politicians Care
H1 unadj. H2 unadj. H1 no excl. H2 no excl. H1 neutral H1 econ id. H1 cat. econ pre

Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Constant -0.73∗∗∗ 0.06 3.1∗∗∗ 3.0∗∗∗ 3.3∗∗∗ 3.2∗∗∗ 3.1∗∗∗

(0.07) (0.04) (0.20) (0.20) (0.28) (0.21) (0.21)
Pos. article -0.15∗ -0.01 -0.07 0.08∗∗ -0.06 -0.03 -0.03

(0.09) (0.06) (0.05) (0.03) (0.08) (0.06) (0.04)
Econ pre 0.35∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗

(0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Neg. comment -0.12∗∗∗ -0.15∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.04 -0.08∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.06) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Pos. article × Econ pre 0.07∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.06∗

(0.04) (0.02) (0.03)
Neg. comment × Pos. article 0.04 -0.07

(0.08) (0.05)
Will of the people (pre) -0.07∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
System stacked (pre) -0.33∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗ -0.34∗∗∗ -0.34∗∗∗ -0.33∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.43∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.41∗∗∗ -0.44∗∗∗ -0.42∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.05∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.02∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.04∗∗∗ -0.02∗ -0.02∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
News interest 0.002 0.0006 0.01 3.5× 10−5 -0.002

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Democrat 0.03 0.03 -0.04 -0.007 0.01

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04)
Republican 0.03 0.03 -0.06 0.05 0.01

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04)
Education (yrs) -0.004 -0.004 -0.006 -0.004 -0.003

(0.005) (0.005) (0.007) (0.005) (0.005)
Log income 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Econ identity (pre) 0.09∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Pos. article × Econ identity (pre) 0.03

(0.03)
Econ pre = 2 0.02

(0.04)
Econ pre = 3 0.10

(0.07)
Econ pre = 4 0.17∗∗

(0.07)
Econ pre = 5 0.05

(0.15)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 2 0.08

(0.06)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 3 0.06

(0.08)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 4 0.15∗

(0.08)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 5 0.34∗

(0.19)

Observations 2,249 2,249 2,392 2,392 1,126 2,245 2,245

Table A21: Robustness across specifications — politicians care. Key coefficients: Pos. article
× Econ pre (H1); Neg. comment × Pos. article (H2).
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Dependent Variable: People-centrism (rev.)
H1 unadj. H2 unadj. H1 no excl. H2 no excl. H1 neutral H1 econ id. H1 cat. econ pre

Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Constant -0.31∗∗∗ 0.06 2.7∗∗∗ 2.7∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 2.7∗∗∗ 2.5∗∗∗

(0.07) (0.04) (0.31) (0.31) (0.45) (0.32) (0.32)
Pos. article -0.08 -0.10∗ -0.03 -0.01 -0.01 -0.02 0.05

(0.09) (0.06) (0.08) (0.05) (0.11) (0.09) (0.07)
Econ pre 0.14∗∗∗ 0.02 0.03 0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04)
Neg. comment -0.04 -0.15∗∗ -0.05 -0.10∗∗ -0.04 -0.04

(0.04) (0.06) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04)
Pos. article × Econ pre 0.03 0.03 -0.01

(0.04) (0.03) (0.04)
Neg. comment × Pos. article 0.20∗∗ 0.11

(0.08) (0.07)
Will of the people (pre) -0.48∗∗∗ -0.48∗∗∗ -0.57∗∗∗ -0.48∗∗∗ -0.47∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04)
System stacked (pre) -0.14∗∗∗ -0.14∗∗∗ -0.14∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.10∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗ -0.04 -0.11∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) 0.0008 0.0007 0.009 0.009 0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.08∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.11∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
News interest -0.04∗∗ -0.04∗∗ -0.02 -0.04∗∗ -0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat -0.16∗∗∗ -0.16∗∗∗ -0.06 -0.15∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗

(0.06) (0.06) (0.08) (0.06) (0.06)
Republican -0.14∗∗ -0.14∗∗ -0.03 -0.12∗∗ -0.14∗∗

(0.06) (0.06) (0.08) (0.06) (0.06)
Education (yrs) 0.03∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗

(0.008) (0.008) (0.01) (0.008) (0.008)
Log income 0.03 0.03 0.01 0.03 0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)
Pos. article × Econ identity (pre) 0.02

(0.04)
Econ pre = 2 0.17∗∗

(0.07)
Econ pre = 3 0.23∗∗

(0.10)
Econ pre = 4 0.13

(0.09)
Econ pre = 5 -0.09

(0.15)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 2 -0.09

(0.09)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 3 0.06

(0.12)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 4 0.07

(0.11)
Pos. article × Econ pre = 5 -0.23

(0.23)

Observations 2,249 2,249 2,392 2,392 1,126 2,245 2,245

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A22: Robustness across specifications — populism. Key coefficients: Pos. article ×
Econ pre (H1); Neg. comment × Pos. article (H2).
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D.4 Item-Level Results

Dependent Variables: experts claim trust experts rev news trust rev
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Constant 1.6∗∗∗ 1.7∗∗∗ 0.71∗∗∗ 0.89∗∗∗ 0.47∗∗ 0.55∗∗

(0.34) (0.34) (0.27) (0.27) (0.24) (0.24)
Pos. article 0.33∗∗∗ 0.03 0.33∗∗∗ -0.02 0.21∗∗∗ 0.06

(0.10) (0.06) (0.07) (0.04) (0.06) (0.04)
Econ pre 0.04 -0.01 0.03 -0.03 0.04∗∗ 0.01

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Neg. comment 0.14∗∗∗ 0.07 0.14∗∗∗ 0.07∗ 0.06∗∗ 0.04

(0.04) (0.06) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04)
Will of the people (pre) 0.11∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗ 0.03 0.03 0.001 0.0008

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
System stacked (pre) 0.10∗∗∗ 0.10∗∗∗ 0.01 0.01 0.04∗∗∗ 0.04∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Officials care (pre, rev) 0.11∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗ 0.03 0.03 0.05∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) 0.10∗∗∗ 0.10∗∗∗ 0.04∗∗ 0.04∗∗ 0.74∗∗∗ 0.74∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) 0.31∗∗∗ 0.31∗∗∗ 0.75∗∗∗ 0.75∗∗∗ 0.02 0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
News interest -0.02 -0.02 -0.006 -0.003 -0.04∗∗∗ -0.04∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat -0.14∗∗ -0.14∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗ 0.02 0.02

(0.07) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04)
Republican 0.16∗∗ 0.17∗∗∗ -0.03 -0.03 0.20∗∗∗ 0.21∗∗∗

(0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Education (yrs) -0.02∗∗∗ -0.02∗∗∗ -0.007 -0.007 -0.008 -0.008

(0.009) (0.009) (0.007) (0.007) (0.006) (0.006)
Log income -0.01 -0.01 -0.04∗∗ -0.05∗∗ 0.01 0.010

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) -0.001 -0.001 0.03 0.03 0.008 0.009

(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Pos. article × Econ pre -0.10∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗

(0.04) (0.03) (0.03)
Neg. comment × Pos. article 0.15∗ 0.15∗∗ 0.03

(0.08) (0.06) (0.06)

Observations 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A23: Item-level results — trust in media and experts items. Odd columns: H1
spec (positive article × economic pessimism); even columns: H2 spec (negative comment ×
positive article).
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Dependent Variables: system stacked public officials rev econ reality rev
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Constant 1.6∗∗∗ 1.6∗∗∗ 0.57∗∗ 0.64∗∗∗ 1.6∗∗∗ 1.7∗∗∗

(0.27) (0.27) (0.25) (0.25) (0.32) (0.32)
Pos. article -0.09 -0.04 0.09 -0.06 0.20∗∗ -0.08

(0.06) (0.04) (0.07) (0.04) (0.09) (0.06)
Econ pre -0.06∗∗ -0.04∗∗ 0.005 -0.02 -0.07∗∗ -0.12∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Neg. comment 0.04 0.03 0.02 -0.01 0.13∗∗∗ 0.10∗

(0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05)
Will of the people (pre) 0.05∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
System stacked (pre) 0.69∗∗∗ 0.69∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.08∗∗∗ 0.08∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) 0.11∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗∗ 0.64∗∗∗ 0.64∗∗∗ 0.35∗∗∗ 0.35∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
News media fair (pre, rev) 0.02 0.02 0.06∗∗∗ 0.06∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) 0.03∗∗ 0.03∗∗ 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
News interest 0.02 0.02 -0.03∗ -0.03∗ 0.02 0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat -0.10∗∗ -0.10∗∗ 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03

(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06)
Republican -0.12∗∗ -0.12∗∗ 0.02 0.02 0.06 0.06

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06)
Education (yrs) -0.01∗ -0.01∗ 0.004 0.004 0.01 0.01

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.008) (0.008)
Log income -0.07∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) -0.09∗∗∗ -0.10∗∗∗ -0.06∗∗ -0.06∗∗ -0.09∗∗∗ -0.09∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Pos. article × Econ pre 0.02 -0.05∗ -0.11∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
Neg. comment × Pos. article 0.02 0.07 0.07

(0.06) (0.06) (0.07)

Observations 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A24: Item-level results — politicians care items. Odd columns: H1 spec; even columns:
H2 spec.
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Dependent Variables: will of ppl good corrupt leader represent
Model: (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Constant 1.5∗∗∗ 1.5∗∗∗ 2.4∗∗∗ 2.4∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗ 2.9∗∗∗

(0.25) (0.24) (0.39) (0.38) (0.31) (0.30)
Pos. article 0.05 0.05 -0.01 -0.02 0.001 0.04

(0.06) (0.04) (0.11) (0.06) (0.08) (0.05)
Econ pre 0.01 0.006 -0.06 -0.06∗ -0.01 -0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Neg. comment 0.03 0.07∗ 0.04 0.04 0.01 0.10∗

(0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.07) (0.04) (0.05)
Will of the people (pre) 0.53∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗ 0.19∗∗∗ 0.19∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗ 0.26∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)
System stacked (pre) 0.04∗∗ 0.04∗∗ 0.16∗∗∗ 0.16∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗ 0.07∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) 0.05∗∗∗ 0.04∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 0.04∗ 0.04∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) 0.007 0.007 0.01 0.01 -0.03∗ -0.03∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) 0.02∗ 0.02∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
News interest 0.05∗∗∗ 0.05∗∗∗ 0.03 0.03 0.003 0.002

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Democrat 0.06 0.06 0.18∗∗ 0.18∗∗ 0.05 0.05

(0.04) (0.04) (0.08) (0.08) (0.06) (0.06)
Republican -0.02 -0.02 0.16∗∗ 0.16∗∗ 0.14∗∗ 0.13∗∗

(0.05) (0.05) (0.08) (0.08) (0.06) (0.06)
Education (yrs) 0.002 0.002 -0.03∗∗∗ -0.03∗∗∗ -0.02∗∗ -0.02∗∗

(0.006) (0.006) (0.01) (0.01) (0.008) (0.008)
Log income -0.004 -0.004 -0.06∗∗ -0.06∗∗ 0.001 0.001

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Econ identity (pre) -0.005 -0.004 -0.008 -0.008 -0.03 -0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Pos. article × Econ pre -0.02 -0.004 -0.02

(0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Neg. comment × Pos. article -0.07 -0.005 -0.17∗∗

(0.05) (0.09) (0.07)

Observations 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245 2,245

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A25: Item-level results — populism items. Odd columns: H1 spec; even columns: H2
spec.
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D.5 Comparison to Ladd (2012)

Table A26: Effect of Elite Criticism on Media Feeling Thermometer (SD units)

(1) Average (2) Same-party (3) Resp. × Critic
effect interaction party cells

Any elite criticism -0.157† -0.076
(0.093) (0.104)

× Same-party match -0.180
(0.111)

Dem resp. × Dem critic -0.318∗

(0.140)
Dem resp. × Rep critic -0.017

(0.143)
Rep resp. × Dem critic -0.115

(0.142)
Rep resp. × Rep critic -0.200

(0.148)

Other treatment arms Yes Yes Yes
Respondent party FE Yes Yes
N 1002 1002 926

Notes: Replication of Ladd (2012) Appendix Table 5-1. Outcome is feeling thermometer toward the news
media, standardized by its sample SD (σ ≈ 22.5). All models estimated via weighted OLS using survey
weights. Column (1) regresses the standardized outcome on a pooled any-elite-criticism indicator. Col-
umn (2) decomposes that effect into the baseline elite-criticism response (for Independents and partisans re-
ceiving other-party criticism) and an additional shift for partisans receiving own-party criticism. Column (3)
replaces the pooled criticism dummy with cell indicators for every (respondent-party × criticism-party) com-
bination, restricted to partisan respondents. Other treatment arms (tabloid coverage, both-side criticism,
horserace coverage) and a respondent-party fixed effect are included where indicated. Standard errors in
parentheses. † p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001.
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Dependent Variables: Trust Media/Experts Politicians Care People-centrism (rev.)
Model: (1) (2) (3)

Constant 2.9∗∗∗ 3.3∗∗∗ 2.7∗∗∗

(0.22) (0.20) (0.31)
Pos. article -0.16∗∗∗ 0.01 -0.01

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
Neutral (3) -0.10∗ 0.11∗ 0.12

(0.06) (0.06) (0.08)
Positive (4-5) -0.14∗∗∗ 0.21∗∗∗ 0.008

(0.05) (0.06) (0.07)
Neg. comment -0.14∗∗∗ -0.08∗∗∗ -0.04

(0.03) (0.02) (0.04)
Will of the people (pre) -0.05∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ -0.48∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.04)
System stacked (pre) -0.06∗∗∗ -0.36∗∗∗ -0.14∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Officials care (pre, rev) -0.08∗∗∗ -0.43∗∗∗ -0.11∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
News media fair (pre, rev) -0.35∗∗∗ -0.07∗∗∗ 0.009

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Trust experts (pre, rev) -0.43∗∗∗ -0.02∗ -0.08∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
News interest 0.03∗ -0.0005 -0.03

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02)
Democrat 0.10∗∗ 0.002 -0.14∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06)
Republican -0.12∗∗∗ 0.03 -0.12∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06)
Education (yrs) 0.01∗∗∗ 0.0006 0.02∗∗∗

(0.006) (0.005) (0.008)
Log income 0.01 0.03∗ 0.04

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02)
Pos. article × Neutral 0.24∗∗∗ 0.02 0.12

(0.08) (0.08) (0.11)
Pos. article × Positive 0.20∗∗∗ 0.13∗ 0.08

(0.06) (0.07) (0.09)

Observations 2,245 2,245 2,245

Heteroskedasticity-robust standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1

Table A27: Results for H1 (positive article× economic pessimism) bucketed by pre-treatment
economic perceptions: negative and positive perceptions grouped together to facilitate com-
parison to Ladd (2012).
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