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How does the level of sophistication in political messages affect citizens? While research has examined how politicians

use this element to distinguish themselves, little is known about how it resonates with citizens. We theorize that using

simple language in political communication can increase citizens’ political knowledge and influence their beliefs about

politicians. In a study conducted in Germany using preregistered and large-scale survey experiments, respondents were

shown political statements that varied in linguistic sophistication and other factors. The results indicate that simplicity

improves citizens’ political knowledge and helps them fill in gaps in information about politicians’ socioeconomic

backgrounds. Additionally, simple language has no direct impact in the electoral arena but was found to moderate the

effect of politicians’ policy positions. Our findings suggest that linguistic styles can be a powerful tool in contemporary

political campaigns.

ocial scientists and the media often portray citizens as
being distant from and disenchanted with politics. One
common explanation for this is that citizens perceive
political decision-making as being too complex and difficult
to understand (Achen and Bartels 2017; Caramani 2017, 58).
Of course, this perspective is hardly new to political science;
classical scholarship spanning questions on political trust
(Hetherington 1998), dealignment (Dalton, Flanagan, and Beck
1984), and citizens’ knowledge in general (Lupia 2016; Pop-
kin 1991; Zaller 1992) discusses citizens’ frustration from var-
ious perspectives. Along with globalization shocks, scholars
and commentators suggest that the perception of “complex
politics” has contributed to the rise of new challengers to
democracy.
In fact, populists capitalize on the idea that politics is too
complex by offering simple solutions to political problems,
both in terms of their conceptual framework—the people

versus the elite—and through their use of simple language
and imagery that is intended to represent “ordinary people”
(Bischof and Senninger 2018; Canovan 1999; Kriesi 2018;
Mudde 2004; Taggart 2002, 76). These symbols, which sim-
plify politics and society, are often seen as having a significant
impact on politicians” electoral appeal. They are also at the
heart of the populists’ strategy, as they authenticate and le-
gitimate populists’ contention that they are truly representing
the ordinary people by speaking the language of the bar, as
Mancini (2015, 84-90) puts it. Here, we are interested in how
exactly simple language might work as a heuristic for the
masses.

While recently scholars have begun to integrate this rather
symbolic dimension of political discourse by delivering an-
swers to the question of who simplifies political discourse
(Benoit, Munger, and Spirling 2019; Decadri and Boussalis
2020)—frequently politicians on the political right (Bischof
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and Senninger 2018; Schoonvelde et al. 2019; but see Mc-
Donnell and Ondelli 2022)—the effects of simple political
language on citizens and their beliefs remain largely undis-
covered. This is puzzling because on the one hand, its rele-
vance finds suggestive evidence in politicians’ style of speech;
examples of simplification include several populist politicians
(Hayward and Faulconbridge 2019; Shugerman 2018; Swaim
2015). On the other hand, the major motivation for research
on simple political language is that simplicity should resonate
with the receivers of political messages: citizens. In fact, when
asked how important language is for their perception of poli-
ticians, 85% of German respondents in a survey conducted by
the authors suggest that language is key for their perception of
politics and politicians.'

Beyond that, theoretically, we have strong reason to believe
that the style and tone used by politicians should matter to
citizens and their knowledge about and engagement with
politics. An enormous strand of research in political science
understands parties and politicians not only as representing
the interests of citizens (Adams et al. 2004) but also as shaping
their political knowledge (Bisgaard and Slothuus 2018; Bull-
ock 2011; Chong and Druckman 2007; Druckman 2001;
Slothuus and De Vreese 2010). Moreover, studies in education
point toward the importance of message simplicity and clarity
for learning. Simpler language eases individuals” learning and
engagement with information; it increases their knowledge
about the received content (Anderson 1983; Pitler and Nen-
kova 2008). Combining these findings suggests that we have a
strong reason to assume that simpler political messages should
allow citizens to better understand, comprehend, and reflect
on them; it should increase their knowledge about political
messages.

Beyond knowledge of politics, research on populism spe-
cifically emphasizes that populists’ style of speech also provides
a more subtle heuristic about the populist politician. It signals
that they are “ordinary persons” as opposed to members of the
political elite (Bischof and Senninger 2018; Canovan 1999;
Mudde 2004; Taggart 2002). This suggests that another effect
of simple language of politicians might lie in how citizens
perceive the socioeconomic backgrounds of politicians. Thus,
beyond the actual content of a message, simplicity should lead
citizens to suspect that the message sender is of a rather modest
social background—for instance, educationally or in terms of
class. Previous research emphasizes the importance of social
background for candidate voting appeals (Hoyt and DeShields
2020; Robison et al. 2020; Vivyan et al. 2020), but in real-world

1. To ensure that the question did not prime respondents before they
were shown the treatment vignettes, we asked this question as the last
question of our survey.

settings, citizens often appear to be unaware of politicians’
social backgrounds and, thus, might rely on heuristics to fill
information gaps about them (see also Popkin 1995, 27-28).
We argue that citizens might use simple language as a heuristic
to judge politicians’ class backgrounds. In turn, this might
make voters more likely to vote for candidates who rely on
simpler campaign messages, as these are more likely to be per-
ceived as “belonging to the people.”

To understand how simple versus sophisticated language
affects citizens’ perception of political candidates, specifically
their statements and voting appeals, we designed two pre-
registered, large-scale and well-powered survey experiments
in Germany (5,800 and 7,200 respondents).” To test our the-
oretical arguments for knowledge uptake, we asked respon-
dents a set of outcome variables after receiving the vignette
treatments: an open-ended question asking respondents to
reproduce the content of the vignette and a positional question
on the message. To understand if language is used as a heu-
ristic, we asked respondents to piece together a profile de-
scribing the sender of the last vignette they were shown. More
specifically, respondents were asked to name the message
sender’s party, gender, educational background, and social
class. Although both the sender’s party and gender were shown
to the respondents, educational background and social class
were not. Thus, the responses to this question allow us to test
whether respondents implicitly but systematically relied on the
treatment, and differences in linguistic sophistication, to fill in
the lack of information about a politician’s educational and
social class background.

To test the electoral consequences of language sophistica-
tion, we rely on a conjoint experiment in which we asked
respondents to choose between two candidates randomly
communicating in a simple and sophisticated style in addition
to a set of important characteristics such as party affiliation.
We used the treatment text of one vignette message from our
first experiment to test the effect of simple versus sophisti-
cated language on candidates’ electoral appeals. We differ-
entiate between a low and high information environment to
examine if the level of language sophistication operates as a
heuristic in the electoral arena.

We find that sophisticated language affects citizens’ com-
prehension of political statements. When asked to assess a
statement from a politician, respondents exposed to a sophis-
ticated statement are, on average, further away from the correct
position than respondents who read a simpler statement.

2. The preanalysis plans are available online (experiment 1: https://
osf.io/rmdnz/overview; experiment 2: https://aspredicted.org/ND4_3BX).
We report all deviations from the preanalysis plans in app. SL.3.1.
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We also show that respondents use language implicitly as
a heuristic for the unknown qualities of the politicians
(i.e., education and social class background). Respondents are
more likely to state that politicians belong to a lower class and
have a lower level of education if their statement uses sim-
pler language. Using a set of robustness tests, we also further
substantiate that this effect is driven by the treatment and not
by omitted (i.e., unobserved) textual characteristics.

Turning to the electoral effects that we test in a conjoint
experiment, our results suggest that changing the level of
language sophistication from simple to sophisticated does not
decrease the probability of choosing the candidate profile. The
observed effects are very small and not statistically significant
at conventional levels. However, our results show that lan-
guage sophistication can have an important moderating effect.
In the low information environment, sophisticated commu-
nication minimizes the positive average effects of candidates’
policy positions. While we do not find a direct effect of lin-
guistic sophistication in our experimental setup on vote choice,
language might pile up in real-world campaigns and shape
voters’ reflections on candidates in the long run—specifically if
candidates have a similar profile, which might be the case
specifically in primaries.

This article makes several contributions to the research on
political sophistication, party priming, and populism. First, to
our knowledge, we are the first to design a survey experiment
on language sophistication in the social sciences to test how
politicians’ linguistic style and tone resonate with citizens. This
is crucial to understand given that pundits, scholars, and the
media assume that linguistic sophistication matters to citizens
and their knowledge about politics. Second, by using a survey
design, we provide plausible causal evidence that simplification
not only fulfills its rather mechanical promise of increasing
citizens’ knowledge but also that citizens use it as a heuristic to
approximate the social background of politicians. This speaks
to and reinforces the conceptual ideas of populism; the lan-
guage of the bar appears to authenticate politicians’ claims to
be among the people instead of the elite. Third, we want to
point out that the implications of our findings travel well be-
yond the research agenda of populism and citizen knowledge.
Recently, increasing efforts are being made to not only analyze
what politicians say but also how they say it (Knox and Lucas
2021). Yet, the effects on citizens of how things are being
communicated are largely undiscovered in the social sciences.
Interestingly, in political science, scholars of party competition
have been emphasizing strategies of “obfuscation” or “blur-
ring” extensively but without referring explicitly to the lan-
guage used by politicians (see, e.g., Rovny 2012). Instead, this
scholarship has referred to contradictory ideological positions
that might ensure that parties can provide appeals to a broader
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audience (Somer-Topcu 2015). We add to this debate by
providing evidence that the type of language might as well be
used to establish broader appeals to specific voter segments.
We understand our article as being among the first studies to
provide evidence that the how might matter more than we
have anticipated so far.

HOW SIMPLE LANGUAGE MATTERS IN POLITICS
Previous research shows that party behavior and campaign
messages affect citizens and their decision-making at the
ballot box (Bisgaard and Slothuus 2018; Brader, Tucker, and
Duell 2012; Slothuus 2010). However, most research building
on this idea focuses on the topics and positions presented in
party messages (Adams et al. 2004; Kliiver and Spoon 2016;
Seeberg, Slothuus, and Stubager 2017; Slapin and Proksch
2008); it focuses on what is being communicated.

Recent scholarship is ever more interested in the style and
tone being used by politicians (Benoit et al. 2019; Eichorst and
Lin 2019; Knox and Lucas 2021; McDonnell and Ondelli 2022;
Schoonvelde et al. 2019; Slapin and Kirkland 2020; Valentim
and Widmann 2023). This research is built on the assumption
that how politicians communicate should matter as well. Most
prominently, conceptual research on populism emphasizes that
populists seek to simplify politics not only conceptually—-“the
elites versus the people”—but also in the style being used to
talk about politics. This scholarship contends that by using
simple language and exaggerated symbols, populists seek to
signal to be “ordinary persons” as opposed to a member of
the political elite (Bischof and Senninger 2018; Canovan 1999;
Mudde 2004; Taggart 2002). These signals are likely to get
through to citizens.

Findings in educational and linguistic sciences show that
with increasing sophistication, human beings are less likely to
comprehend and memorize information from texts (Ander-
son 1981; Flesch 1948; Pitler and Nenkova 2008). These
studies understand and measure “comprehensibility” (sophis-
tication) via text length, such as the number of words and
sentences (see also Spirling 2015). Transferring the insights
from these early studies in education to political science, we
might observe a similar mechanism at play when citizens
engage with political messages. In their observational study,
Bischof and Senninger (2018) show that there is a correlation
between the linguistic sophistication of party manifestos and
citizens” ability to correctly place parties in the ideological
space. The more sophisticated a party’s messages, the less able
citizens are to correctly place a party’s left-right position. How-
ever, as they outline in their conclusion, such an observational
test is no more than a correlation that could be driven by
unobserved characteristics and endogeneity. Thus, our first
goal is to test the relationship between sophisticated political
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messages and citizen knowledge with a more appropriate
research design.

H1. Message recall: Linguistically sophisticated po-
litical messages are more difficult to remember.

Beyond the more mechanical effects discussed above, we
suggest that simplification provides an important heuristic
for citizens about unobserved characteristics of politicians.
Behind the conceptual argument that populists simplify the
discourse stands the idea that populists can thereby authen-
ticate and legitimate the claim to be among “the people”
(Bischof and Senninger 2018; Canovan 1999; Mudde 2004;
Taggart 2002), and a similar argument has recently been
developed for Spanish language reference in the United States
(Zarate, Quezada-Llanes, and Armenta 2024). This means
that beyond the actual content of a message, less sophisti-
cation should lead citizens to suspect that the message sender
is of a rather modest social background—be it educationally
or in terms of class.

Vivyan et al. (2020) argue that what they call “humble
beginnings” can help politicians at the ballot box. Using a
conjoint experiment, they show that citizens are more likely to
vote for candidates with more humble class roots in Germany
and Britain. Similarly, Carnes and Lupu (2016, 838-839) find
that British, American, and Argentine voters perceive working-
class candidates as more capable of understanding their prob-
lems and concerns. Other research emphasizes the impor-
tance of social background for a candidate’s voting appeals as
well (Hoyt and DeShields 2020; Robison et al. 2020). Thus,
social background matters for voters’ decision-making at the
ballot box.

Yet, as a rich body of research shows, voters’ knowledge
and engagement with political candidates are limited, often
leading to restricted information about the candidates run-
ning (Bartels 1996; Crowder-Meyer, Gadarian, and Trounstine
2020; Fowler and Margolis 2014; Lupia 2016; Rittmann, Soh-
nius, and Gschwend 2023).> Referencing these informational
gaps, Popkin (1995, 18-19) outlines that “[t]o overcome the
limitations of their knowledge, voters use shortcuts.” Thereby,
sociodemographic shortcuts are understood by scholars as a
cost-effective tool to project a candidate’s policy positions
(Cutler 2002; Popkin 1995, 27-28). However, recent research,
such as in Germany, shows that voters barely recall the name
of the candidates running in a respective district, let alone any
type of socioeconomic background (Rittmann et al. 2023). We

3. To underscore this point, we provide a descriptive analysis in
app. SL7, which demonstrates the limited awareness of candidates among
German citizens.

also believe that for many citizens, seeking the actual infor-
mation about candidates’ socioeconomic background is too
costly (see, e.g., Lupia 2016). Consequentially, we suggest that
voters might rely on shortcuts to get hold of such information,
frequently implicitly, likely subconsciously, by relying on
heuristics (Petersen 2015; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock
1993; Steenbergen and Colombo 2018).

Scholars discuss a range of such heuristics, ranging from
names (Crabtree et al. 2022) to voters’ personality traits
(Petersen 2015). Following this lead, we seek to understand
the language used by politicians working as a heuristic for
voters. We propose that voters rely on simple language to
judge a candidate’s socioeconomic background, with simpler
messages making voters believe that candidates have a lower
socioeconomic status. In line with the arguments provided by
research on populism, we therefore expect that linguistic style
is an informational cue for citizens that informs them about
politicians’ socioeconomic backgrounds:

H2. Sophistication as a heuristic: Linguistically so-
phisticated messages increase citizens’ perceptions of
politicians with regard to class and education.

In line with that and based on the findings by Carnes and
Lupu (2016, 838-839) and Vivyan et al. (2020), we have
reason to assume that effects of simple language travel to the
electoral arena. If simple language is a heuristic for lower
status markers and ceteris paribus “humble beginnings,” vot-
ers should be more likely to vote for candidates who rely on
simple messages.

H3. Sophistication as an electoral heuristic: Voters are
less likely to vote for candidates who use linguisti-
cally sophisticated messages.

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

What would constitute a valid test for these theoretical ideas?
In the optimal case, we would observe citizens” engagement
with politicians’ statements in the press, then record how
they react to simpler messages, including whether they con-
nect simplicity with different socioeconomic backgrounds.
Such a test in the real world is not achievable, which is why we
turn to survey experimental designs. Using survey experi-
ments allows us to randomly assign respondents to different
political messages containing varying degrees of linguistic
sophistication. We preregistered our hypotheses and designs
along with our analysis code on OSEF.*

4. Before going into the field, we conducted a pilot study for our first
experiment. The pilot study led to small changes in the design (e.g.,



In our first and main experiment, we collaborated with
Bilendi and bought access to a sample of 6,000 German respon-
dents split across three cross sections from October through
December 2020.° Originally, we planned to survey all respon-
dents at a single point in time, but that was not possible be-
cause of the Covid-19 pandemic. In order to rule out that
our findings could be driven by specific policy junctures of the
pandemic, we decided to survey respondents in three waves.
In each of the three waves, we apply quota sampling involving
individuals that represent the voting age population accord-
ing to age, gender, and geography (i.e., state). For more in-
formation about our sampling approach, please consult ap-
pendix section SI.3.5.

As we discuss in detail below, the German language allows
us to convincingly design treatments of low and high so-
phistication while keeping other factors, such as the content of
the statement, constant. The German language is particularly
well suited to accomplish this task because of its richness in
terms along with the possibility to construct long sentences
(Schachtelsiitze). Beyond this pragmatic reason, Germany
offers a significant and representative case for studying the
sophistication of language because of its political discourse
and political landscape, encompassing the populist radical
right “Alternative fiir Deutschland” (AfD) to the populist rad-
ical left “Die Linke.”

Political communication and its level of sophistication in
Germany are highly comparable to other European countries,
indicating that Germany represents a typical case in this re-
gard. In the appendix, we show that relevant text features
of German party manifestos are similar to other German-
speaking countries in Europe. We also show that parliamen-
tary speeches in Germany are similar to those in the United
Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Sweden in terms of different
measures of sophistication and other text features (see app. SL.6)
(Schoonvelde et al. 2019). Additionally, Germany closely
resembles other European countries in terms of the socio-
economic characteristics of its politicians (see table SI 22).
Together, these characteristics suggest that Germany repre-
sents a typical case concerning the theorized relationship be-
tween the level of sophistication in political communication
and its effects on citizens’ political knowledge and beliefs about
politicians.

At the beginning of the survey, respondents are informed
that they take part in a scientific survey seeking to understand
their political preferences. This is followed by several questions

attention test). We report all changes after the pilot study in our
preanalysis plan.

5. Wave 1: October 15-23, 2020; wave 2: November 9-13, 2020; wave 3:
November 25 to December 1, 2020.
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about political attitudes, behavior, interest, and knowledge.
Next, respondents answer socioeconomic background ques-
tions including gender, age, and education. Subsequently, re-
spondents are randomly exposed to the experimental com-
ponent of our survey, which builds on vignette experimental
designs. We show respondents statements from politicians on
three issues: asylum policy, climate change, and the budget.
The three issues represent salient political topics that are fre-
quently discussed in the media. They are chosen in order to
compare possible effects of sophistication across issues. Each
statement begins with an introduction: “When asked about X,
a politician from party Y answered the press as follows.” We
chose this introduction along with the information about the
politician as it also closely resembles how the German press
tends to report statements by politicians.” We note that re-
spondents were debriefed after the experiment that the state-
ments do not reflect real statements by politicians. This is
important as it forestalls deception in our experiment.

Given that we are not interested in estimating effects
stemming from the sender’s characteristics (e.g., education,
age, expertise) but, rather, in the effect of the sophistication of
the message, we opt for a fairly neutral introduction. Our
introductory text does not provide any information about the
politician’s characteristics other than the gender and party.”
We believe that information about the partisan affiliation of
the politician is relevant and cannot be omitted from the ex-
periment without diminishing the external validity.

A key question in relation to our experimental design is
external validity; “the confidence one has that the cause-effect
relationship holds over variation in persons, settings, treat-
ment variables, and measurement variables” (Druckman 2022,
61). We do believe that our design provides high confidence
that the cause—effect relationship we might uncover travels
to other settings, that is, the real-world setting. For one, our

6. See, for instance, a recent example from the German newspaper “Die
Zeit” on a meeting of the governing coalition: https://www.zeit.de/politik
/deutschland/2023-08/ampel-koalition-kabinettsklausur-meseberg-live: “Auch
Bundeswirtschaftsminister Robert Habeck (Griine) und Bundesfinanzmin-
ister Christian Lindner (FDP) lobten die gute Atmosphiare der zweitdgigen
Kabinettsklausur. Habeck sagte, man miisse verstehen, ‘dass verschiedene
Blickwinkel eine Stérke sind.” Eine ‘lernende Geschlossenheit” ins Zentrum zu
stellen, sei ‘der Geist dieser Klausur gewesen.” Auch Lindner sprach von einer
‘guten Tagung.’” [English translation: Federal Minister of Economic Affairs
Robert Habeck (Greens) and Federal Minister of Finance Christian Lindner
(FDP) also praised the good atmosphere of the two-day cabinet retreat. Habeck
said, “We must understand that different perspectives are a strength.” Putting
“learning unity” at the center was “the spirit of this retreat,” he added. Lindner
also spoke of a “good meeting.”]

7. Note also that when writing the term “a politician” in German, one
cannot avoid stating the gender. We therefore randomly indicate whether
the politician is male (ein Politiker) or female (eine Politikerin).


https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2023-08/ampel-koalition-kabinettsklausur-meseberg-live
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2023-08/ampel-koalition-kabinettsklausur-meseberg-live
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introductory text is a statement that could easily be found
in the German press. An illustrative example from the Frank-
furter Allgemeine Zeitung further substantiates this claim: In
an article about the budget, several direct quotes from politi-
cians were introduced with the following sentence: “In the
debate about future issues such as climate protection, several
applicants for the SPD party chairmanship are pushing for a
move away from the black zero, that is, foregoing new debts.”
Furthermore, the way respondents engage with the statements
closely mirrors the real-world setting, as we designed state-
ments based on actual statements made by politicians. Of
course, the setting—an online webpage with an article con-
taining potentially several statements—might be different. But
if we sought to isolate a reader’s immediate reaction to one
such statement in the real world, this would look very much
alike to the experimental setting we use here.”

Treatment and pretests of our treatment
Respondents are exposed to three statements about three
issues (i.e., climate change, budget, and asylum policy). The
order of the appearance of issues is randomized. For each of
the three issues, we have designed six versions. The dif-
ferent versions represent variation with regard to the level
of sophistication (high/low), which is our main variable of
interest, and the party representative’s position on the issue
(in favor/neutral/against).

A key critique of existing research emphasizes that off-
the-shelf operationalizations of textual sophistication such
as readability scores frequently lack validation and reli-
ability (see also Klare 1963; Redish 2000). To address such
concerns, we conducted our own extensive pretest to learn
about the ideal representation of textual sophistication for
the purpose of our research interest. Crucially, our ap-
proach follows recent suggestions in the literature to sep-
arate the discovery and estimation of latent representations
of text (e.g., sophistication) (Egami et al. 2022). In our com-
prehensive pretest, we combine crowdsourcing and a pair-
wise comparison framework (building on the workflow pre-

8. The original quote reads as follows: “In der Debatte um Zukunftsthemen
wie den Klimaschutz dringen mehrere Bewerber fiir den SPD-Parteivorsitz auf
eine Abkehr von der schwarzen Null, also den Verzicht auf neue Schulden”
(https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/streit-um-bundeshaushalt-politik-der
-schwarzen-null-unter-druck-16325078.html).

9. When we talk about setting, we frequently question “mundane real-
ism,” the correspondence to the actual treatment that people receive in their
everyday lives (Findley, Kikuta, and Denly 2021, 371). This is a common
critique and applies to almost all survey experiments. But as Mutz (2011,
chap. 8) outlines and Druckman (2022) foreshadows in the quote presented in
the main text, experimental realism is what we seek to achieve with our ex-
periment. We seek to create a controlled study that is meaningful and engaging
to participants, triggering behavior that is spontaneous and natural.

sented in Benoit et al. 2019)."° More precisely, we first extract
hundreds of text snippets from German party manifestos. In
a second step, we let crowd coders evaluate the sophistication
of pairs of snippets. We then identify relevant predictors of
sophistication using random forests.

The results of the pretest revealed that German citizens
consider the length of the political message, the length of
words in the message, and the rarity of words in the message
as major sources of sophistication. Accordingly, our treatment
conditions representing high and low levels of sophistication
vary on these dimensions. To make sure that the treatment is
internally consistent, the three identified dimensions do not
vary randomly but rather are lumped together so that the
treatment condition “high sophistication” consists of longer
text, longer words, and rarer words. Conversely, the treatment
condition “low sophistication” consists of shorter text, shorter
words, and more familiar words. The two panels in figure 1
provide an example."

The two texts represent statements on climate change that
present the same position “against” but vary in their level of
sophistication.'”” Both texts consist of three sentences and
follow the same structure. In the first sentence, the politician
rejects a CO, cap. In the second sentence, the politician fur-
ther rejects the funding of green energy. Finally, in the third
sentence, the politician says that parliament should hold off
on introducing new legislation. Even though the two texts
present the same message, one can clearly see that they vary
with regard to text length and word length. The text repre-
senting the high sophistication condition in the lower panel
consists of 60 words and has an average of 6.7 characters
per word. The upper panel shows the low sophistication
condition. The text consists of 48 words, and the average
number of characters per word is 5.5.

In addition to text length and word length, the two texts
vary with regard to the inclusion of familiar words. For each
text used in our survey experiment, we calculated the per-
centage of words that are among the 1,000 most frequently

10. For details, please consult the section “Pre-Test Textual Sophis-
tication” in our preanalysis plan.

11. Please note that the English translation provided may not fully cap-
ture the nuances and differences in sophistication present in the original
German statements. The translation is intended to convey the main ideas and
content, but because of language variations, some subtleties of language may
be lost in the process.

12. To ensure external validity, we introduced nine restrictions for
positions in relation to political parties and certain issues. For instance, if
the politician belongs to the radial right party AfD, the position on the
issue asylum policy must take on the value against. The reason for that lies
in the fact that—to the best of our knowledge—not a single AfD politician
holds a “pro” position toward refugees and their rights. We report a full
overview of these restrictions in app. SI.3.2.


https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/streit-um-bundeshaushalt-politik-der-schwarzen-null-unter-druck-16325078.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/streit-um-bundeshaushalt-politik-der-schwarzen-null-unter-druck-16325078.html
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Ich setze mich gegen eine klare Obergrenze des CO2-AustoRes in Deutschland ein. Zudem finde ich,
dass Okostrom wie zum Beispiel Erdwdrme nicht gefordert werden sollte. Was einen weiteren Punkt in
der Klimadebatte betrifft, meine ich, dass wir im Bundestag nichts liberstiirzen sollten und mit neuen
Gesetzen warten sollten.

English version: | am campaigning against a clear upper limit for CO2 emissions in Germany. | also think that green electricity such as
clean power should not be promoted. With regard to another point in the climate debate, | think that we in the Bundestag should not rush
anything and wait with new laws.

Ich engagiere mich gegen eine konsequente Maximalgrenze des KohlenstoffdioxidaustoBes in unserem
Land. Zudem billige ich die Ansicht, dass regenerative Energie wie zum Beispiel Geothermie nicht
gefordert werden sollte. Was eine zusatzliche Komponente in der Klimaauseinandersetzung betrifft,
vertrete ich die Meinung, dass wir im Parlament und den entsprechenden AusschiiBen nicht unbedacht
sein sollten und mit der Verabschiedung neuer Gesetzgebung zuwarten sollten.

English version: | am working against a consistent maximum limit for carbon dioxide emissions in our country. | also approve of the view that
renewable energies such as geothermal energy should not be promoted. With regard to an additional component in the debate about climate
change, | believe that we in Parliament and the relevant committees should not act with precipitation and wait before adopting new legislation.

Figure 1. Treatment text example: different levels of sophistication, same issue and position.

used words according to the Leipzig Corpora Collection
(Biemann et al. 2013). The numbers are 67.3% for the upper
panel and 65.0% for the lower panel. As the example shows,
differences regarding this summary statistic are not always
large. We therefore further manipulated the word familiarity
by using more and less frequent synonyms. In the case of
climate change, an example is given in the second sentence of
the two texts. To describe green energy, the simpler text in the
upper panel uses Okostrom (eco-power), while the sophisti-
cated condition includes the term regenerative Energie (re-
newable energy). The former term is frequently used in the
German news corpus 2020 (1,527 occurrences), while the
latter is used less frequently (316 occurrences). Similarly, ac-
cording to Google trends data, the former is more frequently

used as a search term compared to the latter. Table SI 2 in
the appendix provides further examples of how we manipu-
lated our treatment texts across conditions. Figure 2 shows
descriptive statistics providing evidence that the treatment
conditions “high” and “low” vary according to the features
identified in our pretest."

Aside from sophistication, we make sure that treatment
conditions are as similar as possible across issues and that all
texts follow the same structure to ensure that the observed
effects of the treatment stem from our manipulations." In

13. Please see table SI 4 for the raw data.
14. The remaining treatment vignettes are listed in the preanalysis plan
(see pages 4-9).
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appendix SI.3.4, we report that treatment text does not differ
with regard to sentiment and emotional vocabulary.

Outcome variables

We measure several outcome variables—posttreatment
only—which allows us to test our theoretical arguments.
Our first argument about message recall is captured in two
different ways. To begin with, we ask respondents to briefly
reproduce the politician’s position. For this purpose, the
respondents write their answer in a text box. We apply a bag of
words representation of the texts and use the cosine similarity
between the treatment text and the text written by the
respondents as outcome variables. The measure is bounded
between 0 and 1 and indicates the cosine of the angle between
two document vectors. When the value is closer to one, it
means the angle is smaller and the texts are more similar. The
cosine similarity is a measure of the relative occurrence of
common attributes and captures the orientation of the data
attributes and not their magnitude. The attribute vectors of
two documents are the term frequency vectors of the doc-
uments, and the cosine similarity can be seen as a method of
normalizing documents. Thus, it measures similarity between
documents independent of the length of the documents. Our
approach is similar to Ziegler (2022), who suggests that the
cosine similarity between treatment text and respondents’

open-ended answers provides useful information about
respondents’ understanding of the treatment information."
We use both the raw data and preprocessed data for our
analysis. The data preprocessing includes removing stop
words, punctuation, and numbers and applying word stem-
ming. In addition, we take advantage of a state-of-the-art
transformer model to capture the semantic similarity between
open-ended responses and treatment texts. We use BERT multi-
lingual base model to create embeddings reflecting the rela-
tionships among words, where proximity in the embedding
space represents similarity in latent meaning (Devlin et al.
2018; Kjell, Giorgi, and Schwartz 2023).

Subsequently, we ask respondents to position the politician’s
statement, which reads as follows: “Based on the statement you
just read, how much does the politician support 1) the fight
against climate change, 2) a balanced budget, 3) a ban on
refugees?” Respondents are then shown a five-point Likert scale

15. In the appendix, we present keyness statistics (see fig. SI 5). Responses
that have a low cosine similarity score frequently state that the respondent
does not understand the position and that the text is too complicated as
indicated by the high keyness scores of the terms “verstanden,” “habe,”
“kompliziert,” and “unverstidndlich.” This provides evidence that answers
with lower cosine similarity scores indeed do not capture the position well. We
note that respondents were prohibited from copying and pasting the treat-
ment text.



to share their responses ranging from “not supporting at all” to
“strongly supporting.” For each respondent’s answer, we then
measure the absolute distance to the “correct” answer. For
example, if respondents are shown a statement that indicates
that the politician supports the fight against climate change,
the “correct” answer would be 5. If respondents are shown a
statement that indicates that the politician does not support the
fight against climate change, the “correct” answer would be 1,
and if respondents are shown a statement that indicates that
the politician has a neutral position toward the fight against
climate change, the “correct” answer would be 3. This approach
mimics a situation in which an expert assesses a position as
either against/neutral/in favor (i.e., the correct answer), and
our measure of the distance to the correct answer captures
whether people can assess like experts.

Second, we seek to test whether sophistication influences
respondents’ perception of politicians. In essence, this boils
down to testing a violation of “information equivalence”
(Dafoe, Zhang, and Caughey 2018), meaning that we seek
to understand whether confronting respondents with sim-
plicity drives them to update their beliefs about candidates’
socioeconomic background and not only their beliefs about
the usage of simple language.

To do so, we ask the respondents to bring together several
characteristics of the message sender, a politician, after they
saw the treatment text. They do so by choosing between
several attribute levels. To avoid respondent fatigue, this
question is only asked with regard to the final of the three
statements and reads as follows: “Considering the last state-
ment, if you had to describe the politician, which of the fol-
lowing characteristics do you think would best describe him/
her?” The attributes include class and education to test how
the politician is perceived and gender and party to test the
respondents’ attention. Respondents are asked to drag-and-
drop attribute features into a profile box, and they can ex-
plicitly leave attributes empty as a nonresponse (see fig. SI4 for
a screenshot). The appearance of these attributes is random-
ized. In total, we collect various outcome measures to test our
hypotheses. Education and class are both measured using
ordinal variables with three categories (i.e., high, intermedi-
ate, and low education and upper, middle, and lower class,
respectively).

Additional variables, attention, and

manipulation tests

As mentioned above, we asked respondents to answer a
number of questions before they were exposed to the treat-
ments, including questions about voting behavior, gender,
year of birth, left-right self-placement, and class identifica-
tion. We asked all of these questions prior to the treatments, as
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almost all of them might be subject to posttreatment biases
(Montgomery, Nyhan, and Torres 2018) and are unlikely to
prime respondents in any meaningful way toward our treat-
ment—linguistic sophistication.

In addition, we check whether respondents respond to
our manipulation. First, we find that respondents spend an
additional four seconds reading the high sophistication state-
ment compared to the simpler one. In waves 1 and 2 and
our pilot study, this difference is even more noticeable—
ranging from 5.5 seconds to 7.2 seconds. Considering that the
sophisticated statement contains an additional 12 words
and 1.2 characters per word on average, we conclude that re-
spondents spend a reasonably greater amount of time on the
high sophistication statement. Second, we opt for a factual
manipulation check using a single question that is (1) asked
of all participants in the experiment, (2) specifically about
the experimental material, and (3) has factually correct or
incorrect answers (Kane and Barabas 2019). As mentioned
above, the final statement is followed by a drag-and-drop task
to describe the politician regarding class, education, gender,
and party affiliation. The correct levels of two of the attributes
(i.e., gender and party) were presented before and are thus
known. We use respondents’ answers to test the attentiveness
to the treatment material. We find that 65% could identify
the correct gender and 52% answered correctly with regard to
the party. Given that respondents already engaged with two
other statements and answered several outcome questions
before this final exercise, we consider the level of attention to
the treatment material to be satisfactory.'

Estimation

To test our first hypotheses, we estimate models of the fol-
lowing form to return the average treatment effect of our
survey experimental manipulation:

y, =B+ Bttty +6 te. (1)

y indicates the response for respondent i, which is either the
cosine similarity score or the distance to the “correct” answer.
B, is the estimated effect of a randomly assigned binary
treatment variable ¢ indicating the level of the sophistication
(high versus low)."” Even though we aim to create similar
treatment conditions across the three issues, we cannot rule

16. We use an attention check to assess respondent attentiveness during
the study (Kane and Barabas 2019). Prior to the presentation of our treat-
ment, we ask respondents how often they usually work out. Right after the
question, we instruct respondents to ignore the question but to answer “click
here.” We find that 56% of the respondents followed our instruction.
Reestimating our findings on those who passed the attention test does not
change the conclusions drawn from our analysis (see tables SI 18-SI 21).

17. Fig. SI 1 shows balance tests for six pretreatment covariates.
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out that respondents’ prior perception toward the sophisti-
cation of the three issues differs. For example, it might be the
case that respondents have a greater interest in the issue of
“migration” than the issue of “budget.” As a result, they read
the text more carefully and are better able to give a “correct”
answer. To adjust for such possible baseline differences
across issues, we run an analysis with issue fixed effects ..
Our models also include position fixed effects §; to adjust for
possible baseline differences regarding the position commu-
nicated by the politician. Each respondent makes up three
observations in the data set. We therefore cluster our stan-
dard errors on the respondent identification variable. To test
the second hypothesis, we estimate ordinal logistic regression
models and include the same terms on the right-hand side of
the equation as above.

FINDINGS
Effects on knowledge
To begin with, we present results regarding the effect of po-
litical sophistication on message recall. The two panels in
figure 3A present estimated effects of sophisticated political
communication on the cosine similarity between the treat-
ment text and respondents’ open-ended answers in the three
waves and a pooled estimate. Using the raw data, the pooled
point estimate is —0.007 (95% CIL: —0.005, —0.010). The
point estimates for the individual waves range from —0.006
to —0.010. Across all waves, the cosine similarity is lower
when respondents receive a sophisticated message (as com-
pared to the simple message), which indicates that sophisti-
cated messages impede citizens’ message recall. The estimated
differences in cosine similarity between respondents receiving
the high and low sophistication treatments are larger when
using the preprocessed data. The point estimate for the pooled
data is —0.086 (95% CI: —0.082, —0.089), suggesting that
noise is substantially reduced compared to the raw data. The
point estimates for the individual waves range from —0.078
to —0.091. The results from the word embedding represen-
tations based on the transformer model point in the same
direction as the results from the bag of words representation.
When the political message is simple, the open-ended re-
sponses seem to match it better in terms of meaning. In the
overall model using the pooled data, the estimate is —0.008
(with a 95% CI between —0.012 and —0.003). Regardless of
the data and text representation, it shows that respondents
produce text that is more similar to the treatment text when
the statement is about refugees compared to the budget. This
might reflect the high level of exposure to the topic due to the
refugee crisis and its repercussion on German politics.

We now turn to our results regarding respondents’ distance
to the “correct” answer. Again, we find that the level of so-

phistication indeed has the potential to affect citizens’ com-
prehension of political statements. When asked to assess a
statement from a politician, respondents who are presented
with a sophisticated statement are on average further away
from the correct position than respondents who read a simpler
statement.

Figure 3B shows the pooled estimate and effect estimates
for all three waves. The point estimate for the pooled data is
0.123 (95% CI: 0.091, 0.155). The point estimates for the in-
dividual waves range from 0.087 to 0.160. Reassuringly, we find
rather small differences across the waves, suggesting that the
effects are not driven by time trends."® The size of the treatment
effect is substantial, comparable to the ceteris paribus differ-
ence of moving one unit on a three-point political knowledge
scale. One also has to keep in mind that we measure the out-
come right after the respondents have read the short text. As a
result, respondents are, on average, very close to the correct
answer. The average distance to the correct answer is 1.03.
Estimated coefficients for issue fixed effects in the pooled data
show that respondents are closer to the correct answer when
the statement is about refugees than when it is about the
budget. Again, this might stem from the high salience of the
subject due to the refugee crisis. In addition, we explore
whether respondents with high political interest and knowl-
edge respond differently to our treatment. As shown in ta-
ble SI 15, we do not find evidence for such heterogeneous
treatment effects. In sum, we find robust evidence across
survey waves that support our first hypothesis and are in line
with previous findings reported in Bischof and Senninger
(2018). However, our findings add the important layer to
previous research that the effect of sophistication is plausibly
causal in our study design.

Sophistication as a heuristic

Our second hypothesis states that sophisticated statements
affect citizens’ perception of politicians. More specifically, we
expect that citizens use sophistication as a heuristic such that
politicians using sophisticated language will be perceived as
belonging to a higher class and having a higher education.
Figure 4 reports the effects of our sophistication treatment
on politicians’ social class and educational backgrounds. Re-
call that our design did not include any information on the
educational and social class backgrounds of message senders.

18. Citizens might engage differently with positions and statements of
their own party compared to positions and statements of other parties
(Brader et al. 2012; Slothuus 2010; Taber and Lodge 2006; Zaller 1992). All
our findings are robust to the inclusion of a variable indicating whether
the party presented in the treatment text matches the respondent’s pre-
ferred party as well as the interaction of this variable with the treatment
variable (see Model 4 in tables SI 8-SI 13).
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Figure 3. OLS regression: average treatment effect of sophisticated political communication on message recall. Average treatment effect estimate and
95% CI. (A) Results using the cosine similarity as the outcome variable. (B) Results using the distance to the “correct” position as the outcome variable.
Results are based on the specification in Model 3 in tables SI 8 and S 11. Please note that the y-axes differ across panels.

Thus, any guesses by respondents on these factors are plau-
sibly only driven by differences across the treatment condi-
tions—meaning political sophistication.

Figure 4A reports the findings for social class, while the
figure 4B reports findings for educational backgrounds. Draw-
ing on the pooled data reported in figure 4A, we find that
citizens indeed seem to draw conclusions about politicians’
class belonging based on the level of sophistication in their
statements. It shows that the predicted probability of seeing
the politician as belonging to the upper class is 40.1% (95% CI:
38.4, 41.9) for exposure to statements that display simple
statements and 43.5% (95% CI: 41.7, 45.2) for exposure to
sophisticated statements. While the direction of the estimated
effect of sophisticated communication on perceived class be-
longing is stable across the cross sections of our survey, the
effect size varies and the estimate is not statistically different
from zero in cross sections 2 and 3.

We now turn to the treatment effect on the educational
background in figure 4B. The estimates resulting from the
pooled data show that the predicted probability of stating that
the politician has a high level of education is 42.8% (95% CI:
41.0, 44.5) if respondents are exposed to a sophisticated
statement. In the case of reading the simple statement, the
predicted probability is only 36.5% (95% CI: 34.8, 38.3). As a
result, textual sophistication of political statements seems to
send a very strong signal about the educational background of
politicians. As shown in figure 4B, the effect is strongest in
wave 1, but the result holds across survey waves.

Our treatment might affect respondents’ perceptions of
politicians differently depending on individual-level charac-
teristics. Even though we have not preregistered specific hy-

19. Since the profile question is only asked after the last treatment, we
have substantially less power in these estimates. Nonsignificance in cross
sections 2 and 3 is thus likely to be driven by lower power in the design.

potheses regarding heterogeneous treatment effects, we ex-
plore two relevant ways in which individuals’ responses to the
treatment might differ. The prime motivation for reporting
specifically these effects is that colleagues time and again asked
us about them. First, it might be that supporters of the populist
far-right party AfD respond stronger to sophisticated political
communication than other respondents. However, we find
that AfD supporters (measured by means of party identifica-
tion and self-reported vote choice) do not differ in their re-
sponse to the treatment (see table SI 16). In addition, it might
be that respondents’ own educational and class backgrounds
affect responses to the treatment. Also, here, we do not find any
significant differences in responses to the treatment across
individuals with different levels of education and class back-
ground (see table SI 17).

We note that almost all respondents provide answers to all
profile elements—even though the question design clearly
indicates that not answering the question would have been
an option. Throughout all cross sections, more than 98% of
respondents who read the task description also provide a
profile element about politicians’ social class and educational
background (see table SI 7). This suggests that most respon-
dents enjoyed engaging with the drag-and-drop task.

One concern of the tests on heuristics discussed above is
that linguistic sophistication might not only affect how re-
spondents perceive unknown characteristics of message send-
ers but also how they classify experimentally revealed char-
acteristics. For instance, well-known gender biases might be
implicitly at play (Brians 2005; Chiao, Bowman, and Gill 2008;
Rohrbach et al. 2020): Respondents might read simpler lan-
guage as a descriptive trait more likely to occur for female
politicians than male politicians. In turn, they might implicitly
use this mechanism to guess the gender of the message sender
if they are not able to recall it. To further substantiate that
our treatment (i.e., sophisticated statements by politicians) is
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Figure 4. Ordinal logistic regression: politicians’ class and education. Predicted probability and 95% CI. For regression tables based on the pooled data, see
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responsible for citizens’ perception of politicians, we report
the findings of a robustness test below. We do so by testing if
the treatment affects other outcome categories in the profile
questions that are part of our treatment texts and potentially
recalled by respondents—namely, party affiliation and gender.
If outcomes regarding the two features are affected by the
treatment, it is evidence that the treatment affects outcomes
that it should not affect, which could be due to unobserved
characteristics of textual differences.

Figure 5B and C present predicted probabilities for pos-
sible answers to the two outcome variables gender and
party. Reassuringly, we find no differences in the predicted
probabilities across treatment conditions (i.e., simple versus
sophisticated). The point estimates are almost identical for
simple and sophisticated treatments. In addition, figure 5A
shows that there are also no differences with regard to stating
the correct gender and party. In sum, we find that our treat-
ment only affects outcomes that were not seen beforehand,
which is evidence that respondents use politicians’ language
as a heuristic for unknown characteristics and qualities of
the politician.”

Sophistication as an electoral heuristic
Our final hypothesis concerns the electoral effects of pol-
iticians” linguistic styles. If voters rely on language sophisti-

20. In our preanalysis plan, we register an additional hypothesis and
analysis regarding respondents’ engagement with messages. We propose
that citizens engage less with sophisticated messages and find that the
predicted probability of sharing a politician’s statement on social media is
indeed lower for citizens who were exposed to sophisticated statements
compared to citizens who read simpler statements.

cation as a heuristic, we expect to see politicians using simple
language to be rewarded electorally. This is because they are
perceived as being among the masses, “humble” candidates
rooted in their communities. To test this last hypothesis, we
conducted a second experiment: a preregistered large-scale
conjoint survey experiment.*’ A conjoint experiment allows
us to set up a multidimensional context providing informa-
tion about several candidate characteristics and draw a causal
relationship between the politicians’ language sophistication
and citizens’ voting behavior. We surveyed 7,200 German
citizens between August 19 and September 2, 2022. We again
partnered with Bilendi to collect our data and apply quota
sampling involving individuals that represent the voting age
population according to age, gender, and state.

After an introductory screen, respondents were presented
with six choice vignettes, each depicting a contest between
two current Members of Parliament who run for election.
The two profiles randomly exhibit information about the
candidate’s position with regard to climate change. For this
purpose, we reuse the treatment text on climate change de-
scribed above and randomly vary whether the position is for,
neutral, or against.”” The texts then again vary in their level

21. The anonymous preanalysis plan is available online (https:/as
predicted.org/blind.php?x =ND4_3BX). We do not deviate from the pre-
analysis plan but added some exploratory analysis (see app. sec. SL5.1).

22. Keep in mind that we ran the conjoint experiment two years after
our first experiment. This meant that the budget and the migration
treatments in our first experiment were no longer part of the policy de-
bate, which had moved on to questions about crisis management and the
war in Ukraine. We thus opted for the climate issue, as it was salient in the
policy debate and because the treatment texts were not outdated.


https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=ND4_3BX
https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=ND4_3BX
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Figure 5. Binary and multinomial logistic regression: predicted probabilities regarding party and gender. Predicted probability and 95% CI. For regression

tables, see table SI 14. y-axes differ across panels.

of language sophistication (i.e., simple versus sophisticated).
The vignettes include additional features that have shown to
be of high importance to voters (see, e.g., Bansak, Hainmueller,
and Hangartner 2016; Horiuchi, Smith, and Yamamoto 2018;
Senninger and Bischof 2023).

Crucially, our theory assumes that information environ-
ments might matter for how much voters make use of lan-
guage as a heuristic: In environments with less information
(henceforth low information), simple messages should be
more relevant heuristics than in high information environ-
ments. To approximate such environments in our conjoint
experiment, we vary the amount of candidate characteristics
shown to respondents (for a similar approach, see Kirkland
and Coppock 2018). Notice that the goal of our design is to
perfectly mimic a “lower” versus a “higher” information en-
vironment. The intention is not to perfectly mirror a “low”
and “high” information environment because this varies tre-
mendously across the contexts in which political messages
are embedded. The first three vignettes include the party af-
filiation, gender, and age of the candidates. This is our low
information environment. The final three vignettes add can-
didates’ experience, occupation, and their motivation to run.
Because of the comprehensive information about the candi-
dates presented in the final three vignettes, we label this the
high information environment. We use a factual manipulation
check to assess respondent attentiveness, which is described
in appendix SI1.5.3.

We estimate the average marginal component effect
(AMCE), which represents how much the probability of
choosing a candidate changes on average if one candidate’s
attribute switched levels. The AMCE represents a summary of
voters’ multidimensional preferences that combines direction-
ality and intensity (Abramson, Kocak, and Magazinnik 2022;

23. In the main part of this article, we analyze data from the full sample.
In the appendix, we show results for subsamples with a successful and un-
successful manipulation test (see fig. SI 10 and fig. SI 11).

Bansak et al. 2023). With regard to language sophistication,
we find no direct effects on the probability of choosing a can-
didate on average. The difference for the low information en-
vironment shown in figure 6 is not statistically significant at
conventional levels; the reported AMCE points in the expected
direction but is small in size (20.7 percentage point change). The
same is the case for the positive AMCE in the high information
environment (0.2 percentage point change) shown in figure 7.

While we do not find support for the idea that simple
language makes candidates more attractive at the ballot box,
the level of sophistication in candidates’ political communi-
cation might play a role for how citizens respond to a can-
didate’s policy position. As discussed regarding our first the-
oretical expectation, there is a plausible argument that using
sophisticated communication might hinder citizens’ com-
prehension and recall. When a policy position is presented in
a sophisticated manner, there is a possibility that it could be
misunderstood or met with increased uncertainty. This, in
turn, could result in reduced support for a candidate, despite
them holding a preferred policy position. Therefore, we ex-
amine whether sophistication plays a role in influencing re-
spondents’ preferences for candidates and their climate policy
position. We want to highlight that this analysis aligns with
our theoretical expectations and could offer insights for future
research concerning the connection between linguistic style
and citizens’ perceptions of politicians. However, it is crucial
to acknowledge that the analysis has not been preregistered.
Hence, it should be viewed as an exploratory analysis and
interpreted cautiously.

We find that respondents care a lot about candidates’ po-
sitions on climate change. In both information environments,
we see that the probability of choosing a candidate increases
on average if the level switches from against to neutral (11 per-
centage points in the high information environment and
12 percentage points in the low information environment)
and even more so if the level switches from against to for
(14 percentage points in the high information environment
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Figure 6. Conjoint experiment. AMCEs: high information environment. y-axes differ across panels.

and 15 percentage points in the low information environ-
ment). At the time of writing, this result aligns well with the
current emphasis on climate issues and the backing for cli-
mate action. It highlights that respondents prioritize candi-
dates who support climate action, showcasing the significant
role of candidates’ policy positions for vote choice.**

To examine whether language sophistication relates to
respondents’ preference for candidates with a proclimate
stance, we estimate the average component interaction effect
between candidates’ positions and their level of sophistication.
In the case of the low information environment, the findings
suggest that a sophisticated style of communication reduces
the positive effect of the position. Figure 8 reports this inter-
action effect by plotting the AMCE’s separately for simple and
sophisticated communication.

Figure 8A illustrates that the positive probabilities of
choosing a candidate with an active climate change agenda
(i.e., “neutral” and “for”) are almost cut in half if the politician
communicates in a sophisticated manner. This suggests that
respondents indeed respond to the manipulation of the level
of sophistication in the texts. We do not see this effect in the
high information environment (fig. 8B), which suggests that
the level of sophistication matters less if additional informa-
tion about the candidate is presented. In the appendix, we
perform additional analysis akin to the first experiment and
show that there are no significant differences in responses
to candidates’ level of sophistication across individuals sup-
porting the populist far-right AfD and those who support

24. However, these are average effects, and it is important to note that
not all participants have the same preferences for politicians with pro-
climate stances. Citizens who support the Greens, SPD, and the Linke tend
to prefer such politicians more than those who vote for the CDU/CSU,
FDP, and particularly the AfD (see fig. SI 12).

other parties (see figs. SI 6 and SI 7). In addition, we find that
voting preferences across respondents belonging to the lower,
middle, and upper class are very similar (see figs. SI8 and SI9).

DISCUSSION
Relying on two large-scale and well-powered survey experi-
ments in Germany, we test the effect of simple language
in political statements on voters. In our first experiment, a
vignette survey experiment (n = 5,800), we show that lin-
guistic simplicity affects citizens in two important ways. First,
we find that linguistic simplification fulfills its more me-
chanical effect of alleviating citizens’ knowledge. This finding
speaks to a growing scholarly interest in how the tone and
style of speech affect citizens and their perception of cam-
paign messages (Benoit et al. 2019; Eichorst and Lin 2019;
Slapin and Kirkland 2020). In particular, research on lin-
guistic sophistication in political science is based on the idea
that how politicians speak to their voters should affect cit-
izens” perception of politics. Yet, studying these effects is
difficult—nearly impossible with observational data—and,
therefore, rarely done. Our study is the first to actually test
and report the causal effects of political sophistication on
citizens’ perceptions of politicians. This finding has severe
implications for contemporary political discourses—often
described as too complex and detached from citizens.
Second and most crucially, this first experiment reveals
the “heuristic effects” of linguistic sophistication. Simpler
messages can influence how citizens perceive politicians’ so-
cioeconomic backgrounds in low information environments.
Our respondents become significantly more likely to perceive
politicians to have lower education and lower social class sta-
tus if messages are kept simpler, while the opposite is the case
if messages become more sophisticated. We further underpin
these findings by reporting a set of robustness tests revealing
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Figure 7. Conjoint experiment. AMCEs: low information environment. y-axes differ across panels.

that our treatment has no effect on how citizens judge polit-
icians’ gender and party affiliation—both characteristics re-
vealed in the treatment texts. This finding has implications
well beyond the study of linguistic sophistication in politics. It
reveals that style of speech can potentially be strategically used
by politicians to signal to their citizens which socioeconomic
backgrounds of society they seek to represent. Given that al-
most all politicians in Western democracies are far better off
than their citizens—in fact part of “the elite”—using “the
language of the bar” might indeed be a strategic tool to chum
up to voters (Mancini 2015, 84-90). From this perspective,
sophistication can be understood as a form of descriptive
representation in which language is strategically used to relate

A Low-information environment
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to specific voter segments while signaling more distance to
others. Finally, it speaks well to the rich conceptual knowledge
that scholarly work on populism has provided us with (Ca-
novan 1999; Kriesi 2018; Mudde 2004; Taggart 2002, 76).

In our second experiment, based on a large-scale conjoint
experiment (n = 7,200), we do not find that the sophistica-
tion of political messages has direct electoral effects. We find
that other important candidate features such as party affilia-
tion and political positions matter most. This implies that
language sophistication seems to play a more minor role in
the electoral arena than media reports have speculated. This
is reassuring for democracies: It appears that voters perceive
message sophistication, but that it cannot be used to lure
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Figure 8. Conjoint experiment: position AMCEs for simple and sophisticated communication. y-axes differ across panels.
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voters to support candidates that they do not support ideo-
logically. This is especially the case in high information en-
vironments. However, as we show in low-information envi-
ronments—arguably the environment in which many voters
make decisions given that previous research underlines their
limited knowledge about candidates and politics (Crowder-
Meyer et al. 2020; Fowler and Margolis 2014; Lupia 2016;
Rittmann et al. 2023)—sophisticated language can diminish
the effect of candidates’ policy positions on electoral ap-
proval. We thus speculate that repeated messages during
campaigns, specifically if candidates show stronger ideolog-
ical alignment in policy positions, such as during primaries,
might nevertheless rest with voters and their perception of
candidates. Also, impressions about politics and politicians
are shaped by their everyday behavior; politics is not only
about voters’ decision-making at the ballot box but also about
their satisfaction with democratic processes and feeling of
being represented.

Given that we rely on experimental designs, questions
of generalizability naturally emerge. The German language
might be considered as fairly specific in its sophistication,
specifically in terms of grammar, as it allows speakers to build
very complicated syntax. Yet, every language knows simpler
and more complex forms of speech, and we show that Ger-
many serves as a representative example in the realm of simple
and sophisticated political communication. Thus, we have
little reason to assume that our findings do not travel beyond
the German case. In other aspects, such as the party system,
the German case very much resonates with other countries.
All in all, we find that there is little reason to believe that our
findings do not travel beyond the German case.

It has to be noted that we rely on a survey experimental
setting in which clearly identifiable statements by politicians
are presented. In the real world, such settings are less fre-
quently observed. Statements are oftentimes embedded into
larger journalistic pieces and might also be presented in a
debate type of style—with “pro” and “anti” positions taking
turns. This might mean that in such settings, a brief statement
could have less of an effect than we find above. However,
political actors of course present their citizens with several
messages across electoral cycles, which also allows them to
present a coherent linguistic style to them. This, then, is much
closer to the information citizens received in our experiments.
The repeated usage of language can resonate with voters and
might then also have electoral effects if used prominently and
often enough. This is speculation on our end and will need to
be put to the test in future research.

Finally, a key debate our article speaks to is a normative
one: How simple should political messaging be? Our find-
ings emphasize that voters might struggle to follow political

statements if they are too complex and filled with jargon.
Our open responses contain several statements that explic-
itly stated that respondents do not understand our complex
statements. Keeping in mind that respondents faced our state-
ments in an experimental environment without being em-
bedded in larger political debates, a key message of our find-
ings must be that political messages should seek to use simple
language even when engaging with complex concepts and
topics.
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