=

o
JOURNALISM STUDIES g ROUtledge
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2026.2700622 ! Taylor & Francis Group

8 OPEN ACCESS

Gender-Inclusive Language Shapes News Evaluations: An
Experimental Study of the Effects on Perceived Credibility,
Reactance, and Media Skepticism among News Users

Annabell Halfmann ©, Jonathan Schwenzer @ and Teresa K. Naab

Institute for Media and Communication Studies, University of Mannheim, Mannheim, Germany

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

Gender-inclusive language (GIL) is increasingly used in journalism in Received 9 December 2025
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largely unexplored. We conducted a preregistered online

experiment with a sample representative of the adult German News: credibility: .
. - . . - . ews; credibility; media

population (N=812), manipulating linguistic form in two news skepticism; reactance;

articles on topics unrelated to gender: masculine-only form (e.g., gender-inclusive language;

“Birger”), pair form (e.g., “Burger und Biirgerinnen”), or star form experiment

(“Burger*innen”). We expected that, depending on their attitude

toward GIL, people would use GIL as a positive or negative

credibility cue. Furthermore, as opponents tend to be deeply

involved in the social conflict surrounding GIL, we expected GIL

to trigger reactance and media skepticism among this group. Our

findings revealed that the star form slightly influenced credibility,

depending on attitude congruence. In addition, it triggered

affective but not cognitive reactance among opponents and,

unexpectedly, reduced their media skepticism. The pair form had

no impact, likely because it is more common and less

ideologically loaded. Theoretically, these results extend previous

research on trust in journalism by suggesting that small linguistic

cues indicating gender inclusivity can shape people’s evaluations

of news articles.

KEYWORDS

For many languages worldwide, a shift toward greater gender inclusivity is being dis-
cussed. Gender-inclusive language (GIL) provides an alternative to the generic use of mas-
culine-only forms to refer to people whose gender is unknown or irrelevant and to mixed
groups (Stahlberg et al. 2007). In natural gender languages (e.g., Swedish, English), in
which nouns have no grammatical gender, this concerns personal pronouns which
reflect the gender of human referents (e.g., the citizen — he; Stahlberg et al. 2007). A stron-
ger debate, however, surrounds grammatical gender languages, in which every noun (i.e.,
inanimate objects and humans) is assigned a grammatical gender and in which masculine
personal nouns and pronouns are used generically. For instance, the German word
“Burger” can be used to refer to male citizens, but also to citizens of any gender. These
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languages are widely spoken worldwide (e.g., Spanish, Russian, Hebrew, German; Jakiela
and Ozier 2018; Stahlberg et al. 2007). A common GIL form is the pair form, which names
both masculine () and feminine (¢) forms, as in “Blrgery, und Blirgerinneng.” Some newer
forms deviate from standard orthography, such as the (gender) star form (*) in German,
which adds an asterisk before the feminine word ending (“Biirger*innen”), the interpoint
in French (-), or the asperand (@) in Spanish. These newer GIL forms are intended to be
more inclusive than the traditional pair form, aiming to represent individuals beyond
the gender binary (Lange and Von Stockhausen 2025; Stahlberg et al. 2007).

Over the past years, GIL has been increasingly used in journalistic content in many
countries around the world (Fried and Awad 2024; James 2022; Jones et al. 2023; Link
2024; Waldendorf 2024). In Germany, for example, the use of GIL in several popular
German newspapers doubled between 2019 and 2021 (from 9 to 20 percent; Waldendorf
2024). Possible reasons for this are that journalists may want to contribute to gender
equality through their use of language, feel institutional or social pressure to do so, or
pursue specific content-related goals with the use of GIL, such as drawing attention to
certain actors or topics (Fried and Awad 2024; Marketagent, 2021).

Attitudes toward GIL are polarized: Supporters claim that GIL could contribute to
gender equality in society and that the use of GIL in news increases the mental represen-
tation of women and non-binary people (e.g., Hansen, Littwitz, and Sczesny 2016). This is
consistent with the widely held belief that journalists should promote tolerance and
diversity (Loosen, Reimer, and Hélig 2020; Meuleneers 2024). On the other hand, frequent
arguments against GIL are that it would be unaesthetic, cumbersome, and difficult to
understand (Bruns and Leiting 2024; Vergoossen et al. 2020). Some opponents interpret
the use of GIL as part of an ideological or political agenda (Erdocia 2022; Johnson 2026;
Mau, Lux, and Westheuser 2023). They consider GIL in the news as further proof that main-
stream media are leftist and biased (Ojala 2021; Strémbéck and Akerlund 2025).

These attitudes could influence how individuals evaluate and respond to news using
GIL. A key unanswered question is how GIL influences perceived credibility. Previous
research shows that individuals tend to perceive news as more credible when it
appears congruent with their pre-existing attitudes or beliefs (e.g., Metzger, Hartsell,
and Flanagin 2020). However, it remains theoretically and empirically unclear to what
extent news users rely on subtle, non-content-related linguistic features as cues for infer-
ring such attitude congruence and, in turn, evaluating credibility. From the perspective of
heuristic information processing, people often use easily observable cues as a shortcut to
judge the credibility and quality of information (Metzger and Flanagin 2013; Sundar 2008).
This has been shown, for example, for cues like source labels and user comments (e.g.,
Leuppert et al. 2026; Naab et al. 2020; Sundar, Knobloch-Westerwick, and Hastall 2007).
Extending this perspective, the present study examines whether GIL may function as a
heuristic cue that signals ideological positioning and thereby influences how readers
with different attitudes toward GIL evaluate and respond to news.

More specifically, this research aims to investigate how GIL in news articles influences
the perceived credibility of news articles. In doing so, we compare the masculine-only
form to two forms of GIL, namely the pair and star forms, which are frequently used in
German news articles and vary in their perceived ideological salience (Waldendorf
2024). We use the term credibility to refer to a person’s judgment about the truthfulness
of the content of a specific news item (Appelman and Sundar 2016; Fawzi et al. 2021).
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However, individual responses to linguistic cues in news may extend beyond such article-
level evaluations of credibility. Because GIL can be perceived as ideologically loaded, it
may also evoke resistance to the message and broader distrust toward journalism. To
capture these broader responses, we examine two further outcomes: reactance and
media skepticism. Reactance refers to negative responses (e.g., anger and counter-argu-
mentation) that arise when individuals perceive a message as attempting to threaten their
freedom (Brehm and Brehm 1981). We distinguish between affective and cognitive reac-
tance to assess whether GIL elicits emotional rejection or prompts readers to engage
more critically with the article through counterarguing (Rains 2013). Media skepticism
refers to a more general “subjective feeling of alienation and mistrust toward the main-
stream news media” (Tsfati 2003, 160). Examining these constructs together allows us
to capture three distinct types of outcomes: evaluation of the specific message (credi-
bility), immediate negative responses to the message (reactance), and more generalized
orientations toward journalism (media skepticism).

Overall, the study contributes to research on heuristic processing in news evaluation by
examining whether GIL functions as a heuristic cue that shapes credibility evaluations and
broader audience responses, such as reactance and media skepticism. Beyond the specific
case of GIL, the results may inform research on other ideologically charged linguistic
forms in media texts, such as expressions associated with political correctness or diversity
(e.g., Gonzalez, Wilson, and Davis 2023), which may similarly shape how individuals evalu-
ate and respond to journalistic content. From a practical perspective, the findings shed
light on whether the use of GIL has unintended side effects that journalists should
know about.

Effects of GIL on the Perceived Credibility of News Articles

Research on journalism has extensively examined credibility as a key concept for under-
standing how individuals evaluate news (Kohring 2019; Metzger et al. 2003). Credibility is
commonly conceptualized as a multidimensional construct that captures individuals’
evaluations of the quality and believability of information (Metzger et al. 2003; Metzger
and Flanagin 2013). Prior research distinguishes between different levels of credibility,
including source credibility, medium credibility, and message credibility, each referring
to evaluations of different objects in the communication process (Metzger et al. 2003;
Sundar 2008). While credibility is closely related to the broader concept of trust in
news media, the two are not identical. Trust typically refers to a general willingness to
rely on media institutions, whereas credibility captures more immediate, content-
specific evaluative judgments (Fawzi et al. 2021; Kohring 2019).

Because the present study examines responses to individual news articles, it focuses on
message credibility, defined as “an individual’s judgment of the veracity of the content of
communication” (Appelman and Sundar 2016, 63). In the context of journalism, perceived
credibility refers to the extent to which individuals consider news to be accurate, auth-
entic, and believable (Appelman and Sundar 2016). Accuracy concerns whether the infor-
mation appears factually correct and verifiable (Metzger and Flanagin 2013). Authenticity
captures whether reporting appears transparent and sincere rather than persuasive or
agenda-driven (Metzger and Flanagin 2013; Metzger, Hartsell, and Flanagin 2020). Believ-
ability refers to the overall plausibility of the message and the degree to which individuals
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accept it as true, often inferred from perceived objectivity and balance (e.g., coverage of
multiple sides of an issue; Metzger, Hartsell, and Flanagin 2020).

Empirical evidence on the effects of GIL on credibility is limited and mixed. Hansen,
Littwitz, and Sczesny (2016) found no differences in credibility between pair and mascu-
line-only forms in news articles, whereas Li (2019) reported slightly higher credibility when
transgender people’s preferred pronouns (e.g., using a female pronoun with a male name)
were used in reporting on transgender issues. These findings are difficult to generalize
and do not address newer GIL forms such as the star form. As discussed above, one of
the key factors that news users consider when assessing credibility is the accurate report-
ing of facts (Loosen, Reimer, and Hoélig 2020; Metzger et al. 2003). On a purely linguistic
level, GIL may appear more accurate than the masculine-only form because it explicitly
specifies the gender composition of the persons or groups mentioned, thereby reducing
ambiguity about who is being addressed (Meuleneers 2024). Taken together, these con-
siderations suggest that the use of GIL could influence credibility judgments, but existing
evidence does not allow clear conclusions about the direction of the effect. We therefore
explore how GIL (vs. masculine-only form) in news articles influences the perceived credi-
bility (RQ1).!

However, potential effects of GIL on credibility are unlikely to depend solely on the
informational or semantic properties of the linguistic form itself. In addition to message
content, readers also rely on observable features of a message or its context (i.e., cues)
as signals of credibility (Metzger and Flanagin 2013). From a heuristic information-proces-
sing perspective, credibility evaluations often rely on cues, which can trigger heuristics,
that is, simple decision rules used to estimate credibility (Metzger and Flanagin 2013;
Sundar 2008). Research shows that individuals rely on various cues, including source
labels, design features, or user comments, when assessing credibility (e.g., Eder, Pohl,
and Sehl 2025; Harris, Sillence, and Briggs 2009; Leuppert et al. 2026; Naab et al. 2020;
Sundar, Knobloch-Westerwick, and Hastall 2007). Numerous studies further demonstrate
that people evaluate news as more credible when it aligns with their own attitudes and
less credible when it contradicts them (e.g., Jia 2021; Metzger, Hartsell, and Flanagin 2020;
Meyer, Marchionni, and Thorson 2010; Zarouali et al. 2021). Importantly, such attitude
congruence can also be evaluated heuristically in response to cues (similarity or self-
confirmation heuristic; Metzger and Flanagin 2013; Sundar 2008).

GIL may likewise function as a cue that prompts news users to heuristically evaluate
attitude congruence, and, in turn, credibility, because it is widely perceived as socially
and politically meaningful (Johnson 2026; Vergoossen et al. 2020). Its use can signal ideo-
logical positioning of the communicating organization: organizations using GIL may be
interpreted as having a feminist and left-wing political orientation (Burnett and Pozniak
2021; Decock et al. 2024; Gustafsson Sendén, Renstrom, and Lindqvist 2021; Vergoossen
et al. 2020; Waldendorf 2024), whereas organizations that use the masculine-only form are
more likely to be perceived as politically conservative (Burnett and Pozniak 2021; Walden-
dorf 2024). Consequently, for individuals with positive attitudes toward GIL, its use in
news may signal fairness, inclusiveness, and representational accuracy (e.g., Hansen, Litt-
witz, and Sczesny 2016; Meuleneers 2024), thereby enhancing perceived authenticity and
believability. For individuals with negative attitudes, the same linguistic form may signal
ideological advocacy or bias (Johnson 2026; Metzger, Hartsell, and Flanagin 2020), under-
mining these perceptions. Thus, GIL may serve as a heuristic cue whose impact on



JOURNALISM STUDIES (&) 5

credibility depends on attitude congruence. Building on these mechanisms, we hypoth-
esize that attitudes toward GIL moderate the effect of GIL (vs. masculine-only form) on
the perceived credibility of news articles, such that individuals with positive attitudes per-
ceive articles as more credible when GIL is used, whereas individuals with negative atti-
tudes perceive articles as less credible when GIL is used (H1).

Incongruence between individuals’ attitudes toward GIL and the linguistic form used
in a news article may, however, reduce perceived credibility more strongly among
people with negative attitudes than among those with positive attitudes. When linguis-
tic forms are interpreted as signaling ideological disagreement, highly involved individ-
uals are particularly likely to infer bias or advocacy, which can undermine perceived
authenticity and believability of news. This pattern is consistent with research on the
hostile media effect, which shows that involvement—that is, strong personal commit-
ment to one side of a socially controversial topic—fosters perceptions of bias and
lower credibility (Fawzi et al. 2021; Perloff 2015). Strong negative attitudes toward con-
tested social issues are often associated with higher involvement and stronger motiva-
tional investment, regardless of the specific reasons underlying these attitudes (Jost
2015). Individuals with negative attitudes toward GIL may therefore be particularly sen-
sitive to its use as a cue of ideological disagreement, for example, because they associ-
ate it with broader societal changes in language norms, gender roles, or recognition of
non-binary identities (Bradley 2020; Douglas and Sutton 2014; Johnson 2026; Saguy and
Williams 2022). This heightened sensitivity may lead to /arger credibility reductions
when GIL is used.

In contrast, individuals with positive attitudes toward GIL are likely to perceive the
masculine-only form as less threatening, because this linguistic form represents the
societal status quo and does not necessarily signal opposition to, or suppression of,
the linguistic and social changes associated with GIL (Bruns and Leiting 2024; Link
2024; Waldendorf 2024). To examine this potential asymmetry, we investigate
whether the strength of credibility effects differs depending on both attitude valence
and congruence between attitudes and linguistic form. Specifically, we examine
whether credibility reductions resulting from attitude-incongruent language are stron-
ger among individuals with negative attitudes toward GIL when exposed to GIL than
among individuals with positive attitudes when exposed to the masculine-only form
(RQ2).

Based on these differences, we further expect GIL in news articles to trigger reactance
and media skepticism primarily among individuals with negative attitudes. We will explain
this in more detail below.

Reactance in Response to GIL in News Articles

According to reactance theory (Brehm and Brehm 1981), people are generally convinced
that they possess freedoms so that they can determine their own actions, emotions, and
attitudes (Dillard and Shen 2005). Reactance is an unpleasant motivational arousal that
occurs when people experience that their freedoms are threatened or lost. It functions
as a motivator for restoring freedom (Brehm and Brehm 1981) and consists of affective
and cognitive components (Dillard and Shen 2005; Rains 2013). Whereas affective reac-
tance relates primarily to feelings of anger (Dillard and Shen 2005), cognitive reactance
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denotes counterarguing, meaning unfavorable, disagreeing cognitions about a message
(Nabi, Moyer-Gusé, and Byrne 2007; Rains 2013).

Previous studies suggest that some opponents of GIL have publicly argued that this
language is being imposed on citizens by an out-of-touch elite that patronizes the popu-
lation (Johnson 2026; Mau, Lux, and Westheuser 2023). In such accounts, GIL is described
as an ideological agenda, and those who use it are labeled as “language police” or “woke
gestapo” (Johnson 2026, 15). Drawing on these interpretations, when people with nega-
tive attitudes read GIL in news articles, they may perceive it as a signal that their freedom
to speak is under threat. Furthermore, due to the broader social change associated with
GIL, some individuals may perceive challenges to established ways of thinking about
gender roles and identities (Douglas and Sutton 2014). Accordingly, news users may
assume that journalists and news organizations that use GIL intend to promote such
changes. They may suspect that this intention extends beyond linguistic form to the
reporting itself, leading them to infer persuasive or biased intent (e.g., through one-
sided or opinionated reporting; Dillard and Shen 2005). Therefore, in line with reactance
theory (Brehm and Brehm 1981), GIL in news articles could lead individuals with negative
attitudes to experience affective and cognitive reactance in response to the article. We
thus hypothesize that when GIL is used in a news article, people with negative attitudes
experience higher levels of (H2a) affective and (H2b) cognitive reactance than when the
masculine-only form is used.

Media Skepticism in Response to GIL in News Articles

In addition, GIL in news articles could lead to a feeling of estrangement and mistrust
toward the mainstream news media among people with negative attitudes, that is,
media skepticism (Tsfati 2003). A previous study by Otto, Thomas, and Maier (2018)
found that although media skepticism is a fairly stable attitude construct, it also varies
by situation (i.e., 15% situation-specific variance). The study revealed that people tend
to generalize their evaluations of particular news articles to their overall trust in the main-
stream media (Otto, Thomas, and Maier 2018). Applied to people with negative attitudes
toward GIL, this could mean that GIL in news articles is a marker that mainstream media
are leftist and biased (Johnson 2026). This idea is consistent with the finding that
opponents publicly argue that GIL is used exclusively by the mainstream media, poli-
ticians, and academics. They portray them as an outgroup that intends to “re-educate”
everyone else due to their “leftist identity politics” (Meuleneers 2024, 168). Based on
these considerations, we assume that people with negative attitudes toward GIL general-
ize from individual news articles, which they perceive as biased due to GIL, to the main-
stream media. Hence, we hypothesize that when GIL is used in a news article, individuals
with a negative attitude experience higher levels of media skepticism than when the mas-
culine-only form is used (H3).

While we expect that the effects of GIL on reactance and media skepticism occur
among individuals with negative attitudes, we do not assume that the masculine-
only form elicits comparable negative responses among those with positive (or
neutral) attitudes towards GIL, because the masculine-only form still is common and
is less likely to be interpreted as a strong ideological cue (Bruns and Leiting 2024;
Link 2024; Waldendorf 2024). Nevertheless, we will also explore the effects of linguistic
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form on reactance and media skepticism for people with positive and neutral attitudes
toward GIL.

Differences Between GIL Forms

Finally, we assume that the GIL form used—pair versus star form—will make a difference
to the effects on credibility, reactance, and media skepticism. The star form in particular is
the subject of controversial debate, even among people who generally have a positive
attitude toward GIL (Zacharski 2024). One reason for this is that people with a strong ten-
dency toward linguistic prescriptivism perceive it as more linguistically disturbing
(Bradley 2020). It also attracts more attention because of its deviance from traditional
grammaticality. Therefore, the star form could be more easily used as a mental shortcut
for the expected ideological tendency of the reporting (Burnett and Pozniak 2021; Wal-
dendorf 2024). Additionally, compared to the pair form, the star form is intended to be
more inclusive, aiming to represent non-binary persons (Acke 2023). Thus, the social
change associated with this form is more significant and could pose a greater perceived
threat to the freedom of people who hold more traditional or sexist gender beliefs
(Bradley 2020). Supporting this notion, Zacharski (2024) found that general beliefs
toward GIL were not related to people’s willingness to use the pair form, suggesting
that its use is established in everyday life and is not seen as particularly gender-inclusive.

These differences could have the effect that when individuals evaluate the credibility of
news articles, the (non-)congruence with their own attitudes is more obvious when the
star form is used compared to the pair form. Moreover, people with a negative attitude
toward the star form are likely to experience stronger affective and cognitive reactance
as well as media skepticism when the star form is used compared to the pair form
because they perceive a greater (intended) restriction of their freedom and bias. In
sum, we hypothesize that the effects described in H1-H3 are stronger when the star
form (vs. masculine-only form) is used than when the pair form (vs. masculine-only
form) is used in a news article (H4).

Method

We conducted an online experiment with a 3 X2 mixed factorial design (use of GIL x
topic). Use of GIL served as a between-subject factor with participants reading two
news articles, both with the same linguistic form: either with the masculine-only form,
the pair form, or the star form. Participants were randomly assigned to one of these
three conditions: 50% read the masculine-only form, 25% the pair form, and 25% the
star form. This allocation ensured sufficient statistical power for testing the central com-
parison between GIL and masculine-only form, while also allowing us to examine differ-
ences between the pair and star forms. To examine the generalizability of our results, we
varied the news topics within participants. Article 1 reports on challenges and opportu-
nities in Germany’s economy, and Article 2 on artificial intelligence.

First, participants answered the control variables (i.e., age, gender, education, employ-
ment, frequency of news use). After that, each participant read both articles, presented in
random order. After reading each article, they answered all dependent measures once for
each article. Finally, attitudes toward GIL were assessed at the end of the questionnaire to
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avoid priming effects that might have influenced responses to the experimental stimuli.
To reduce the risk that the manipulation affected the attitude measure, we inserted
several unrelated filler questions before measuring attitudes (approx. two minutes).
Given that attitudes toward language use are generally considered relatively stable
over short time periods (Albarracin and Shavitt 2018; Gustafsson Sendén, Renstrom,
and Lindqvist 2021), carry-over effects are limited.

The survey included a suspicion check (i.e., participants were asked to guess the goal of
the study) and an attention check item (i.e., an instruction to select the answer option
“does not apply at all”). Because the data collection was part of a larger survey, complet-
ing the whole survey took 25 min on average. We preregistered hypotheses, method,
sample size justification (based on a simulation-based power analysis), analysis plan,
and exclusion criteria before data collection (https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.I0O/VNB6A).

Stimuli

The stimulus material consisted of two modified news articles from leading German news
outlets covering the topics of Germany’s economy and artificial intelligence. The articles
are approximately 300-350 words long. The linguistic form was experimentally manipu-
lated by systematically varying the use of GIL versus masculine-only form across 14
instances in each article, while keeping all other content identical across conditions.
Before reading the articles, participants were asked to imagine that they had encountered
the article on a news website or social media platform. To enhance external validity and
ensure mobile compatibility, the articles were formatted in the style of an online news
article and presented as image files. Figure 1 depicts an exemplary stimulus. The full ques-
tionnaire, including all stimulus materials, can be found on the OSF project page (https://
doi.org/10.17605/0SF.I0/2NT6U). To assess the effectiveness of the manipulation, partici-
pants completed a manipulation check in which they identified the linguistic form used in
the article (single choice between the three conditions and a “don’t know” option; each
option was illustrated with a brief example to ensure comprehension). In addition, partici-
pants identified the topic of the article (single choice between four topics and a “don’t
know” option).

Participants

A total of 1,005 participants (Nsjiuation = 2,010) who reported using news at least occasion-
ally and successfully passed both the attention check and the manipulation check on
recalling the article’s topics participated in the survey. A quota sample was used to
ensure representativeness of the German adult population regarding age, gender, edu-
cation, and geographical region (i.e., federal state). Cases in which participants failed
the manipulation check on recalling the use of GIL correctly were excluded. Recall accu-
racy for linguistic form was highest in the pair form condition (75%), followed by the star
form (72%), and the masculine-only form (55%). In line with our preregistration, 24 partici-
pants who correctly guessed the aim of the study were not excluded because their
responses did not significantly differ from the rest of the sample. The final dataset com-
prised 812 participants (52% female; Nsjtuation = 1,294), with a mean age of 44 years (SD =
14.12, range = 18-69). Regarding education, 20% reported low (e.g., no completed
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Deutschlands Wirtschaft vor
Herausforderungen. Was bedeutet
dies fur Biirger*innen?

1

| X ¢ B &

Deutschland steckt in der Wirtschaftskrise. Als einziges G7-
Land ist die deutsche Wirtschaft im Vorjahr geschrumpft.
Auch in diesem Jahr wird die Bundesrepublik Wachstums-
Schlusslicht sein. Okonom*innen warnen, dass das Wachstum
in den kommenden Jahren nicht ausreichen wird, um das
Wohlstandsniveau zu halten. Diese Entwicklung wirft die
Frage auf, wie Politiker*innen Deutschland wieder
wettbewerbsfahig machen kdnnen, so dass keine langfristigen
negativen Auswirkungen auf die Biirger*innen des Landes
entstehen.

Politiker*innen machen oftmals die Energiekrise fiir die
schwichelnde Wirtschaft verantwortlich. Sicher haben die
stark gestiegenen Energiepreise infolge des Ukrainekriegs zu
der hohen Inflation, damit zu geringerer Kaufkraft und zu
schwicherem Wirtschaftswachstum beigetragen. Inzwischen
sind die Gaspreise aber wieder auf das Niveau von 2018
gefallen.

Okonom*innen verweisen vor allem auf strukturelle Probleme.
Das zunehmende Durchschnittsalter der Biirger*innen und
Bildungsschwichen bei Schiiler*innen sind zwei
Schlisselfaktoren. Auch der Mangel an Arbeitskraft werde in
den kommenden Jahren deutlich spiirbar sein, da mehr
Biirger*innen in Rente gehen, als junge nachriicken

werden. Zudem miissten Vorschriften und Regeln auf allen
Ebenen entschlackt werden, sodass sie diejenigen schiitzen, die
Schutz brauchen, aber Unternehmen, Selbststindige und
Arbeitnehmer*innen nicht unnétig belasten.

Und was nun? Um die Wirtschaft anzukurbeln, sind
Investitionen von Staat und Unternehmen erforderlich. Doch
die Uneinigkeit in der Politik fiihrt dazu, dass Investor*innen
am Wirtschaftsstanddort Deutschland zweifeln und
Biirger*innen zunehmend verunsichert sind. So wollte die
Bundesregierung mit dem sogenannten
Wachstumschancengesetz Steuerentlastungen und
Biirokratieabbau flir Unternehmen mit einem Gesamtvolumen
von rund sieben Milliarden Euro ermdglichen. Beschlossen
wurde nach ldngerem Streit mit der Opposition aber nur eine
»Light-Variante“ des Gesetzes — mit einem deutlich geringeren
Finanzvolumen. Laut Vertreter*innen von
Wirtschaftsverbanden reicht das beschlossene
MaBnahmenpaket nicht aus, um die Wirtschaft zu beleben.

Die Folgen der Wirtschaftskrise zeigen sich nicht nur im
eigenen Geldbeutel. Einer Studie des Deutschen Instituts fiir
Wirtschaftsforschung (DIW) zufolge belastet die
wirtschaftliche Lage des Landes auch die psychische
Gesundheit der Biirger*innen.

79 Kommentare Meine Kommentare ~ Highlights ~ Neueste/Alteste

Figure 1. Example of a stimulus article using the star form (¥).



10 A. HALFMANN ET AL.

professional training), 49% medium (e.g., professional training), and 31% high educational
attainment (e.g., university degree).

Measures

Attitude Toward GIL

First, participants read a short introduction to GIL and the masculine-only form to ensure
they understood these linguistic forms. Then, to measure general attitudes toward GIL,
they were asked to answer five items on a bipolar scale ranging from 1 to 7 (e.g.,
“What do you personally think about the use of GIL in written texts?”: bad—good, nega-
tive—positive, harmful-beneficial, unfair-fair, foolish-wise), following previous research
(e.g., Arendt and Karadas 2020; Arendt, Steindl, and Kiimpel 2016). In addition, we used
these items to assess attitudes toward specific GIL forms, namely the pair form (i.e., use
of male and female forms, as in “Biirger und Burgerinnen”) and star form (i.e., use of
special characters, as in “Blirger*innen”). We created mean indices for general attitude
toward GIL (a=.96, M=3.60, SD=1.92) and specific attitude toward the pair form (a
=.97, M=4.86, SD =1.80) and star form (a=.97, M=3.31, SD=1.99), with higher values
indicating more positive attitudes.

Credibility

We measured the perceived credibility of the news articles with three items developed by
Appelman and Sundar (2016). Participants were asked to indicate how well the adjectives
"accurate,” “authentic,” and “believable” describe the content of the news article they just
read (1 = describes it very poorly, 7 = describes it very well; Article 1: a=.91, M=4.51, SD =
1.40, Article 2: a=.88, M=4.70, SD = 1.24)

Reactance

To assess affective reactance, participants were asked to rate how angry, irritated,
annoyed, and aggravated they felt while reading the article (1 =not at all, 7=very
much; Dillard and Shen 2005). Cognitive reactance was measured with items referring
to counterarguing (Nabi, Moyer-Gusé, and Byrne 2007): “| found myself actively agreeing
with the points mentioned in the article (reversed),” “l found myself actively disagreeing
with the article,” “I was looking for flaws in the arguments mentioned in the article,” and
“It was easy to agree with the arguments made in the article (reversed)” (1 = strongly dis-
agree, 7 = strongly agree). We computed mean indices for affective reactance (Article 1: a
=.86, M=2.99, SD = 1.54, Article 2: a=.89, M=2.54; SD =1.48) and cognitive reactance
(Article 1: a=.72, M=3.42, SD =1.28, Article 2: a=.69, M=3.22, SD=1.15).

Media Skepticism

Media skepticism was measured with five items adapted from Tsfati and Peri (2006): “In
general, when you think about the German news media—television, radio, internet,
and newspapers—do you think they...” (1) “are fair,” (2) “are accurate,” (3) “are
unbiased,” (4) “tell the whole story,” and (5) “can be trusted?” Answer categories were
coded from 1 (never) to 7 (always), and all answers were reversed to represent media skep-
ticism (Article 1: a=.94, M=4.17, SD =1.38, Article 2: a=.94, M=4.14, SD=1.37).
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Frequency of News Use

To measure the general frequency of news use, participants were asked how often they
usually read, hear, or watch current news on a ten-point scale (M =5.69, SD=2.36; 0=
never, 9 = more than 10 times a day).

Results

As preregistered, we conducted multilevel regression analyses to account for the nested
data structure, with random intercept terms by participant to account for intra- and inter-
personal variance (Hox, Moerbeek, and van Schoot 201 8).2 We ran the models using the R
package Ime4 (Bates et al. 2025). Person-level predictors (Level 2) were grand-mean cen-
tered, and situation-level predictors (Level 1) were group-mean centered. Unless other-
wise specified, education, age, gender (0 =“male,” 1 =“female”), frequency of news use,
and article version (—0.5 =“Article 1,” 0.5 = “Article 2”) were included as control variables.
Education was dummy coded into two variables (i.e., upper secondary/post-secondary
education and first/second stage of tertiary education with primary/lower secondary edu-
cation serving as the reference group). Following Hox, Moerbeek, and van Schoot (2018),
we estimated multilevel models for each dependent variable. To assess users’ reactance
on different levels in response to GIL and following Koch et al. (2023), we conducted sep-
arate statistical analyses for cognitive and affective reactance. We gradually added fixed
coefficients to each model, examining the improvement using likelihood ratio difference
tests. For evaluating significance, we applied Satterthwaite approximations for degrees of
freedom. Marginal and conditional R*> were computed to yield estimates of the amount of
variance explained (Nakagawa and Schielzeth 2013).

Following our preregistration, we used the mean index of attitude toward GIL to create
a subsample consisting of participants with positive and negative attitudes (N=572) to
test RQ1, RQ2, and H1, as well as a subsample only of participants with negative attitudes
(N=360) to test H2 and H3. To that end, we trichotomized the variable according to
whether participants reported a positive (index score > 5), negative (index score < 3),
or neutral attitude (index score > 3 and < 5).

The analysis code, data, and a full report of all analyses conducted can be found on the
OSF project page (see link above; tables for all analyses can be found in the Online Sup-
plement on OSF).

Preregistered Confirmatory Analyses

To test effects on perceived credibility, we conducted a multilevel analysis with GIL (—0.5
="“not used,” 0.5 = “used”), attitude toward GIL, and control variables as predictors, using
the subsample of participants with positive or negative attitudes. Regarding RQ1, we
found no significant effect of GIL on credibility (b =0.03, SE=0.11, t=0.29, p =.772). Fur-
thermore, there was no significant interaction between use of GIL and attitude toward GIL
(b=0.06, SE=0.05, t=1.21, p =.228), meaning that the effect of GIL on credibility was not
moderated by attitudes. Thus, H1 is rejected.

We also explored whether the valence of attitudes toward GIL moderates the effect of
attitude-incongruent linguistic form on perceived credibility (RQ2). Attitude congruence
(coded as —0.5) was assigned to participants whose attitude toward GIL matched the
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linguistic form used in the article (i.e., participants with positive attitudes reading GIL
articles and participants with negative attitudes reading masculine-only articles). Attitude
incongruence (coded as +0.5) was assigned in all other cases within the subsample of par-
ticipants with clearly positive or negative attitudes. We repeated the above-described
analysis, using attitude-incongruent linguistic form, attitude valence (—0.5 = “negative,”
0.5 ="“positive”), and control variables as predictors. Attitude valence significantly pre-
dicted credibility (b =0.41, SE=0.16, t = 2.60, p =.010), but there was no significant inter-
action between attitude-incongruent linguistic form and attitude valence (b = —0.14, SE =
0.22, t=—0.62, p = .544).

To test effects on affective and cognitive reactance as well as on media skepticism, we
conducted three multilevel analyses using the subsample that consists only of people
with negative attitudes toward GIL. In line with H2a, GIL led to significantly higher
levels of affective reactance (b=0.35 SE=0.15, t=2.31, p=.021). The fixed effects
explained 6% of the variance in affective reactance (marginal/conditional R*=.06/.51).
However, no significant effect was found on cognitive reactance (b=0.03, SE=0.13, t=
0.23, p=.819). H2b is thus rejected. To account for theoretically expected pathways, we
included affective and cognitive reactance as control variables in the analysis predicting
media skepticism, as prior research suggests that reactance toward perceived persuasive
attempts can shape more general evaluations of media beyond individual message evalu-
ations (e.g., Koch and Peter 2017; Otto, Thomas, and Maier 2018; Rains 2013).> GIL led to
lower media skepticism (b =-0.36, SE=0.13, t = —2.67, p =.008). As this effect works in the
opposite direction to that assumed, H3 was rejected. The fixed effects explained 21% of
the variance in media skepticism (marginal/conditional R*=.21/.89).

H4 postulated that the effects of H1, H2, and H3 should be stronger when the star form
is used than when the pair form is used. We repeated the analyses described above using
the dummy variables star form (—0.5 = “not used,” 0.5 = “used”) and pair form (—0.5 = “not
used,” 0.5 =“used”) instead of GIL as predictors, as well as the specific attitude measures
for pair and star forms. Neither pair nor star form had a significant direct effect on per-
ceived credibility. However, as predicted, regarding perceived credibility, the interaction
between star form and attitude toward star form was significant (b=0.12, SE=0.05, t=
2.18, p=.030). Figure 2 shows that people with negative attitudes toward the star form
reported higher credibility when the star form was not used, whereas those with positive
attitudes reported higher credibility when the star form was used. In contrast, pair form
and attitude toward pair form did not significantly interact in influencing perceived credi-
bility (b =-0.02, SE=0.06, t =—0.25, p=.800). The fixed effects explained 6% of the var-
iance in perceived credibility (marginal/conditional R*>=.06/.59). Similarly, the star form
significantly increased affective reactance among people with negative attitudes (b=
0.48, SE=0.18, t=2.74, p=.006), while the pair form did not (b=0.19, SE=0.19, t=
1.02, p =.309). The fixed effects explained 7% of the variance in affective reactance (mar-
ginal/conditional R* =.07/.51). However, neither the pair form (b =0.02, SE=0.16, t=0.15,
p =.882) nor the star form (b =0.03, SE=0.15, t =0.23, p =.820) had a significant effect on
cognitive reactance in this subsample. Finally, only the star form (b =-0.38, SE=0.16, t =
—2.47, p =.014), but not the pair form (b =-0.32, SE=0.16, t=—1.96, p=.051) had a sig-
nificant (negative) effect on media skepticism. The fixed effects explained 21% of the var-
iance in media skepticism (marginal/conditional R*=.21/.89). To conclude, H4 is only
partially confirmed: All the significant effects of GIL mentioned above appear to apply
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Figure 2. Interaction effect of attitude toward star form and use of star form in predicting the per-
ceived credibility of news articles. Note. The interaction is based on a subsample of participants
with positive and negative attitudes (Nparson = 572; Nsituation = 915).

only to the star form. The differentiated analysis of the GIL forms additionally revealed a
significant effect on perceived credibility—again, only for the star form.

Regarding control variables, the article version had direct effects on perceived credi-
bility and affective reactance. Higher education was linked with decreased perceived
credibility, whereas frequency of news use was linked with increased credibility. The
other controls did not have significant effects. Additional exploratory analyses testing
gender as a moderator did not yield any significant effects (see R Markdown on OSF).

Preregistered Exploratory Analyses

To be able to gauge the effects of GIL in news articles for the full sample, we repeated the
analyses described above for the subsamples not yet considered (see Online Supplement
on OSF for a full report of the results). As expected, neither pair nor star form had a sig-
nificant effect on perceived credibility among participants with neutral attitudes toward
GIL. Similarly, neither pair nor star form significantly influenced cognitive or affective reac-
tance, or media skepticism among the subsamples of participants with positive or neutral
attitudes.*

Discussion

This study examined whether small linguistic cues—specifically gender-inclusive
language (GIL) in German news articles—shape perceived credibility and, among GIL
opponents, elicit reactance and broader media skepticism. We tested the effects of two
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frequently used GIL forms (i.e., pair and star forms) as opposed to the masculine-only form
in two news articles on topics unrelated to GIL.

In the aggregate, GIL did not influence perceived credibility, and positive versus nega-
tive attitudes toward GIL did not moderate this effect. Likewise, (in)congruence between
one’s general attitude toward GIL and linguistic form in news articles did not influence
credibility perception, even in interaction with attitude valence. However, when we
parsed GIL forms, the star form interacted with attitudes: People with negative attitudes
toward the star form perceived news articles using the star form as less credible than
articles not using the star form. The highest credibility ratings resulted from people
with positive attitudes toward the star form in response to news articles with the star
form. Crucially, the pair form showed no such interaction effects. This pattern aligns
with work showing that people read the star form as a stronger ideological signal than
the pair form, because it deviates from traditional grammaticality and signals greater
inclusivity by aiming to represent individuals beyond the gender binary (Acke 2023;
Bradley 2020; Burnett and Pozniak 2021). Thus, depending on their attitude, people
may use the star form as a positive or negative credibility cue to heuristically infer the
ideological positioning of the reporting and its congruence with their own views. This
finding is consistent with theories of heuristic processing that emphasize the use of
salient cues to judge the credibility of information (Metzger and Flanagin 2013; Sundar
2008). In contrast, the pair form is closer to standard orthography and is becoming
increasingly normalized, even among many opponents of GIL (Zacharski 2024), making
it less meaningful in terms of the ideological orientation of news producers. The
finding that there was no direct effect on perceived credibility replicates Hansen, Littwitz,
and Sczesny’s (2016) results for the pair form. In contrast, Li (2019) found an increase in
credibility due to pronoun accuracy, which may be because this was central to the
topic of the news article under study (i.e., transgender coverage). Consequently, GIL
does not automatically shape perceived credibility; only the more diagnostic star form
seems to influence credibility, depending on attitude congruence—and possibly only if
the article content is not connected to GIL.

Furthermore, we investigated effects on experiences of reactance and media skepti-
cism among people with negative attitudes toward GIL because of their particularly
strong involvement in the social conflict surrounding GIL (e.g., Erdocia 2022; Johnson
2026). GIL increased affective, but not cognitive reactance. When we distinguished
between pair and star forms, we found that only the star form significantly influenced
affective reactance. Thus, GIL opponents may indeed perceive the star form in news as
an interference with their freedom, as others may use it to contribute to changing
language and gender norms, triggering the negative emotions typical of affective reac-
tance (e.g., anger and annoyance; Brehm and Brehm 1981; Dillard and Shen 2005). This
matches previous findings that revealed this group’s very negative and emotional reac-
tions to GIL (Erdocia 2022; Johnson 2026; Mau, Lux, and Westheuser 2023). On the
other hand, regarding the cognitive dimension of reactance, neither of the two GIL
forms provoked arguments against the articles. That is to say, GIL did not make opponents
skeptical about the reporting on the two topics examined (Dillard and Shen 2005).
However, as the topics of the stimulus articles were not related to gender issues, it
cannot be ruled out that such a spillover effect occurs when news articles deal with
GIL or associated social change. Previous research has shown that different linguistic
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features can trigger reactance, for example, imperative expressions (e.g., “must”) and
exclamation points (for an overview, see Ma et al. 2025). Our research adds to this by
showing that linguistic forms perceived as being ideologically loaded and orthographi-
cally atypical, such as the star form, can cause affective reactance among people with a
negative attitude toward these forms.

Unexpectedly, GIL reduced media skepticism among people with negative attitudes—
a pattern again significant for the star, not the pair form. This finding seems counterintui-
tive, given that the star form also caused this group of people to perceive the articles as
less credible. Two explanations seem plausible: First, there may be a divergence between
how opponents strategically position GIL in public discourse and how linguistic cues are
processed privately by individuals (Marx 2025). Whereas some opponents of GIL publicly
label its use by the mainstream media as a leftist and oppressive agenda (e.g., Johnson
2026; Stromback and Akerlund 2025), when individuals encounter the star form in
actual news texts, they may read it as a signal of institutional professionalism and adher-
ence to inclusion norms, which they may recognize despite disliking the linguistic form
(Loosen, Reimer, and Holig 2020; Meuleneers 2024). Thus, at the institutional level, the
star form could indicate to them that the mainstream media fulfill their function in
society, reducing media skepticism (Tsfati 2003, 2010).

Second, the divergent effects may reflect differences between levels of evaluation cap-
tured by our measures. At the article level, the star form may activate bias heuristics, redu-
cing credibility (Metzger, Hartsell, and Flanagin 2020), whereas at the more general level
of media evaluations, it may signal adherence to professional or societal norms. This
difference is also notable in our measurements: Our credibility measure assessed the
accuracy, authenticity, and believability of the two articles, whereas our media skepticism
measure reflects broader judgments, including the fairness and trustworthiness of main-
stream media outlets in general. This reveals a limitation of the chosen measurement:
According to Appelman and Sundar (2016), we assessed message credibility, which is dis-
tinct from source-related credibility (e.g., reputability, trustworthiness). The star form may
have different effects even at the level of individual article evaluation, when perceptions
of the news source are assessed as well.

Notably, our finding for media skepticism is inconsistent with related research that did
not find an effect of GIL on feelings of alienation from the political system (Marx 2025).
Our results suggest that the star form may influence feelings of alienation and mistrust
toward the mainstream news media. However, contrary to Marx’s (2025) expectations,
our results do not signal a backlash—instead, the star form decreased media skepticism
among people with negative attitudes.

Some further limitations of our research need to be noted. Methodologically, our (pre-
registered) exclusion of participants who failed the linguistic form recall check means the
analyzed sample overrepresents “noticers,” which may have led to stronger effects on
credibility, reactance, and media skepticism. Participants were less able to remember
the use of the masculine-only form than the other linguistic forms, which can be
explained by the fact that this form is still most commonly used in news articles (Walden-
dorf 2024). How much news users notice GIL formulations when they read news articles in
everyday life may depend on how often, for which words (established vs. unfamiliar appli-
cations of GIL), and in which places (e.g., headings vs. main text) they are used. Further-
more, we applied an experimental design to focus on internally valid claims about the
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causal effects of GIL. Accordingly, the hypothetical news use situations did not incorpor-
ate various contextual factors that influence news use in everyday life, such as the partici-
pants’ usual media portfolio, social circumstances, branded sources, as well as visual and
audiovisual stimuli. Our findings warrant replication in ecologically rich environments.

Another limitation of this study is its focus on two specific forms of GIL in German. In
terms of the applicability of the results, we view two aspects to be of paramount impor-
tance: First, the GIL forms must be linguistically comparable. The pair form is used across
many grammatical gender languages (e.g., Italian, Russian; Horvath et al. 2016; Kirey-Sit-
nikova 2021). As mentioned above, although the star form has no exact equivalent else-
where, there are analogous forms designed to include non-binary people that also
deviate from orthographic norms in other languages (e.g., French, Spanish; Waldendorf
2024). Second, our assumptions depend on GIL being the subject of public debate and
being perceived as an ideological statement. In other countries, too, this applies mainly
to GIL forms that aim to include non-binary people and disrupt standard orthography
(Waldendorf 2024). Future studies should address the differences between GIL in
various forms and languages regarding their effect on news evaluations.

What is striking overall is that the star form seems to have relatively small effects on
perceived credibility, affective reactance, and media skepticism. In most cases, other pre-
dispositions (e.g., general media skepticism) and media characteristics (e.g., topic, source,
imagery, gender of journalists) are probably more decisive for how individuals evaluate
news. In this context, it can be noted that the two stimulus articles varied in their
effects on most outcome variables. This could be due to the different topics (economy
vs. artificial intelligence) or other, for example, stylistic differences between the articles.

In conclusion, our research shows that the star form polarizes credibility evaluations in
line with attitudes, triggers affective reactance among opponents, and—unexpectedly—
can reduce opponents’ media skepticism, while the pair form has no impact. Aggregating
across “GIL” obscures these differences. Theoretically, these results refine models of credi-
bility, media skepticism, and reactance in journalism by demonstrating that people may
use even small linguistic cues of gender inclusivity to evaluate article credibility and their
(mis)trust in the mainstream media, and that some people may perceive these cues as
threats to their freedom. Practically, our findings suggest making nuanced and user-
aware linguistic choices: When minimizing affective reactance is a priority, the pair
form provides a lower temperature alternative. When strong inclusion signaling is
desired, the star form may strengthen credibility among supporters without broadly
undermining credibility. Notably, the observed reduction in media skepticism among
opponents suggests that the star form in news does not fuel alienation, a frequently
raised argument against GIL (Marx 2025), but may even reduce it. Further research is
needed to clarify the extent to which the effects identified in this study apply to other
forms of GIL, in the context of politicized topics, and in everyday news use.

Notes

1. Please note that the preregistration included further research questions and hypotheses on
the effects of GIL on news selection and engagement. These are not part of the research
project reported in this manuscript. Therefore, the numbering of the RQs and hypotheses
deviates from the preregistration.
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2. We preregistered an additional random intercept for article. However, because only two
articles were used, that variance component was poorly identified. We therefore model
article as a fixed effect while retaining a random intercept for participants (Baayen, Davidson,
and Bates 2008; Hox, Moerbeek, and van Schoot 2018). Substantive results were unchanged.

3. We preregistered an additional hypothesis, which predicted that affective and cognitive reac-
tance mediate the effect of GIL on media skepticism. For greater clarity of the theory chapters,
this is not reported in detail in this manuscript, but the findings are included in the Online
Supplement. In brief, there was a positive indirect effect via affective reactance in the
expected direction (b=0.09, 95% CI [.01, .19]). Cognitive reactance was positively related
to media skepticism, but not a mediator, given that it was not influenced by GIL.

4. Following our preregistration, we also explored effects of GIL on perceived threat to freedom
(e.g., “The article tried to manipulate me”; Dillard and Shen 2005). While there was no signifi-
cant effect among people with negative attitudes, possibly due to power issues, there was a
small interaction effect between the use of and attitudes toward the star form for the full
sample (b=-0.15, SE=0.06, t=-2.57, p=.010). People with a negative attitude perceived a
slightly greater threat when the star form was used than when it was not.
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