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THE POLITICAL POTENTIAL OF CONSPIRACY

THEORIES: THE ROLE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL AND
SITUATIONAL FACTORS
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There is no easy explanation for why some people believe in
conspiracy theories. Susceptibility to conspiracy theories can be
associated with a range of various factors in which both
psychological and situational components play a significant role. In
this article, I aim to provide a review of potential psychological and
situational factors that fuel conspiracy theorising, focusing
primarily on examples relating to politics. Moreover, I aim to analyse
the effects of conspiracy theories on society and politics. At the
beginning, 1 will define the key terms used in psychology research.
Then, I will discuss psychological factors. 1 will review current
research on predispositions that drive people to believe conspiracy
theories. These may comprise psychological motives (epistemic,
existential, and social), cognitive factors (e.g. intuitive thinking
style), personality traits (e.g. maladaptive traits), or worldviews (e.g.
authoritarian worldviews). In the next section, I aim to illuminate
situational factors. Large-scale and threatening events may drive
people to seek explanations in the wrong places, specifically, in
conspiracies. A notable example is the COVID-19 pandemic when the
popularity of conspiracy theories greatly increased. Overall, a
combination of specific predispositions and situations may
significantly contribute to higher levels of conspiracy beliefs, which,
consequently, severely impact society.
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Conspiracy theories are widespread in society. Many surveyed respondents
worldwide believe in at least one conspiracy theory (Bowes, Costello and Tasimi
2023). In 2020, 25% of US adults agreed that ‘the coronavirus is being used to
force a dangerous and unnecessary vaccine on Americans’ (Uscinski et al. 2022,
6). In turn, in Germany, the endorsement of pro-Russian conspiracy narratives
increased between the spring and fall of 2022 (Lamberty and Frithwirth 2023, 4).
For instance, in April, 12% of respondents agreed that ‘Putin is acting against a
global elite that is pulling the strings behind the scenes’; in October, it increased
to 18%. Moreover, 20-26% of respondents partly agreed and partly disagreed
with this statement. As another example, the GLOBSEC study conducted in
Central and Eastern European countries in 2022 demonstrated that around 30-
50% of respondents believe in conspiracy theories related to democracy, for
example, that democracy does not exist, and the world is ruled by hidden elites
(Hajdu et al. 2022). These percentages were particularly high in Bulgaria and
Slovakia, reaching 54% in both countries.

First, to properly characterise the phenomenon of conspiracy theories, it is
crucial to present key terms and definitions. In psychology, conspiracy theories
are often defined as beliefs about a group of people collaborating secretly to
illegitimately achieve malevolent goals related to harming others (Zonis and
Joseph 1994). Another definition describes conspiracy theories as unverified
belief in a conspiracy in a situation for which this does not seem to be a
particularly convincing and plausible explanation of the event (Brotherton 2013).
Another definition of conspiracy theories was proposed by Nera and Schopfer
(2023), who characterised conspiracy theories as claims that the public is
ubiquitously lied to about certain aspects of reality to allow certain groups to
achieve a harmful goal that serves their own benefit. Furthermore, some
definitions of conspiracy theories are epistemologically agnostic, whereas others
are epistemologically normative (ibid.). The first group do not stake claims about
the truth of conspiracy theories. They assume that any suspected conspiracy can
be treated as a conspiracy theory, even if some of these claims turn out to be true
(e.g. the Watergate scandal), like the definition by Zonis and Joseph (1994). In
contrast, epistemologically normative definitions assess the truth value of
conspiracy theories, that is, whether suspicions of conspiracy are justified (e.g.
Brotherton 2013). However, it is difficult to judge with certainty whether a given
conspiracy claim is true or false. In this article, I rely on the epistemologically
agnostic approach to conspiracy theories, which researchers often use.

Beliefs in conspiracy theories can be studied in reference to the endorsement of
specific conspiracy theories on a particular topic or in reference to more general
worldviews, specifically, conspiracy mentality (Imhoff, Bertlich and Frenken
2022).

Specific conspiracy theories are focused on specific issues or events (ibid.). They
concern beliefs about the existence of a conspiracy related to a particular
phenomenon. Most often, these are topics related to important social and
political events, like the war in Ukraine (Lamberty and Frithwirth 2023) or the
COVID-19 pandemic (Uscinski et al. 2022). Thus, specific conspiracy theories are
an application of the idea that there are conspiracies behind important events
that are hatched in a specific context by specific people for particular purposes
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(Imhoff, Bertlich and Frenken 2022). Specific conspiracy theories refer to
particular content; hence, they may be related to other variables in various ways.
For instance, belief in conspiracy theories about ‘gender ideology’ was correlated
with social distance towards gay men and lesbians (Marchlewska et al. 2019).
Moreover, specific conspiracy theories may change over time and, compared to
conspiracy mentality, are more susceptible to experimental manipulation
(Imhoff, Bertlich and Frenken 2022).

In turn, conspiracy mentality can be described as the general proneness of seeing
the world in conspiracist terms, creating a monological belief system (ibid.). It is
a relatively stable predisposition that varies from individual to individual.
Conspiracy mentality takes the form of a continuum, in which one extreme
represents paranoid suspicion and a strong tendency to endorse conspiracy
theories, while the other extreme represents the unreflective acceptance of all
official versions of events. The essence of the conspiracy mentality is that people
who believe in one conspiracy theory are likelier to endorse others, even if they
are unrelated or contradictory (Galliford and Furnham 2017). Therefore,
conspiracy mentality remains a strong predictor of belief in specific conspiracy
theories (Imhoff, Bertlich and Frenken 2022). It should be noted that conspiracy
mentality is also referred to as ‘conspiracist ideation’ or ‘conspiracy thinking’
(Douglas et al. 2019).

Explaining why people believe in conspiracy theories is not easy. Various
psychological, political, and social factors may underlie conspiracy beliefs (ibid.).
In the sections below, I describe some of the most important psychological and
situational factors that can make a person more inclined to believe in conspiracy
theories.

Motivations

Douglas, Sutton and Cichocka (2017) proposed a classification of motives behind
conspiracy beliefs focusing on epistemic, existential, and social needs essential to
healthy psychological and social functioning. Deprivation of those needs can
worsen well-being and result in maladaptive, harmful psychological responses as
well as deterioration of mental health (Biddlestone et al. 2022). As a result, it can
increase the tendency to accept simplified explanations offered by conspiracy
theories since they seem to satisfy frustrated needs, point out the enemy
responsible for all misfortunes, and help to make sense of the situation.

Epistemic motives of conspiracy beliefs refer to the psychological need for
certainty and knowledge (Douglas, Sutton and Cichocka 2017). Feelings of
uncertainty inhibit people’s capacity to predict and anticipate potentially
threatening events (Biddlestone et al. 2022). Conspiracy theories offer consistent
explanations for complex phenomena; therefore, they especially appeal to people
who experience unpleasant feelings of uncertainty. They help deal with the
unpredictability of events, and, at the same time, they can protect one’s beliefs in
the face of threatening information and alternative views (Douglas et al. 2019).
For instance, in previous research, conspiracy beliefs related to intolerance of
uncertainty (e.g. Larsen et al. 2021) and a higher need for cognitive closure (e.g.
Marchlewska, Cichocka and Kossowska 2018), which is a desire to have certain
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and unambiguous knowledge about a given topic and an ambiguity aversion.
People prone to believe in conspiracy theories also tend to look for patterns,
meanings, and agency in the environment, which may help to deal with
uncertainty. For instance, participants with a higher tendency to conspiracy
beliefs perceived non-existing, illusory patterns in chaotic paintings (van
Prooijen, Douglas and De Inocencio 2018) and deeper meaning in statements that
were grammatically correct and seemed profound, but they were nonsense (i.e.,
pseudo-profound bullshit) (Pennycook et al. 2015). Moreover, people who
endorse conspiracy theories look for agency and intentionality in events (e.g.
Douglas et al. 2016) and are more prone to believe in paranormal phenomena
(e.g. van Prooijen, Douglas and De Inocencio 2018). Furthermore, conspiracy
beliefs are related to a lower ability to analytic thinking, overreliance on intuitive
thinking, and susceptibility to cognitive biases (e.g. Lantian, Wood and Gjoneska
2020), which I will discuss in more detail in the section on cognitive factors.

Existential motives of conspiracy beliefs refer to the need for security and control
(Douglas, Sutton and Cichocka 2017). Feelings of lack of control, powerlessness,
or fear can increase the tendency to believe in conspiracy theories since they can
be used to cope with existential threats and insecurities (Biddlestone et al. 2022).
Alternative explanations of conspiracy theories can provide a sense of illusion of
control and power (Douglas et al. 2019). Previous studies found positive
associations of conspiracy beliefs with the need for control (e.g. Gligori¢ et al.
2021), perceived lack of socio-political control (e.g. Bruder et al. 2013), and
anomie (e.g. Enders et al. 2023), which is a belief that social conditions and
institutions are irreversibly crumbling. Also, endorsement of conspiracy theories
was connected with depression and anxiety (e.g. Bowes et al. 2021). Additionally,
some studies suggest that chronic lack of control and dispositional anxiety can be
associated with conspiracy beliefs more than situational anxiety and acute lack
of control (Kriippel, Yoon and Mokros, 2023; Stojanov, Bering and Halberstadt
2020). However, it should be noted that threats in real life, like disasters, may
arouse a higher threat to perceived control than experimental manipulations
(ibid.).

Social motives of conspiracy beliefs concern the need to maintain a positive
image of self and the groups that one belongs to (Douglas, Sutton and Cichocka
2017). Conspiracy theories offer the opportunity to attribute one’s failures to
others, which protects one’s image and releases one from responsibility for an
unfavourable position. Conspiracy theories may support people in enhancing
self-esteem and defending this positive image through the conviction that they
possess accurate, important information that others do not have. Previous
research demonstrated that higher levels of conspiracy beliefs were associated
with the need for uniqueness (e.g. Imhoff and Lamberty 2017), individual
narcissism (e.g. Cichocka, Marchlewska and Biddlestone 2022), and collective
narcissism (e.g. Golec de Zavala, Bierwiaczonek and Ciesielski 2022). Collective
narcissism is the belief that one’s group (e.g. nation or religious group) is great
and unique but not appreciated enough by others (Golec de Zavala et al. 2009).
In particular, groups that perceive themselves as threatened or undervalued tend
to believe that others conspire against them (Uscinski and Parent 2014).

Overall, previous meta-analyses confirmed that epistemic, existential, and social
motives are associated with conspiracy beliefs (Biddlestone et al. 2022; Bowes,
Costello and Tasimi 2023). Moreover, in a meta-analysis by Biddlestone and
colleagues (2022), the variables included in the motives were often more
strongly related to specific conspiracy theories than to conspiracy mentality. For
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example, anomie, which is an existential motive, was not significantly associated
with conspiracy mentality. Instead, anomie may lead to the adoption of specific
conspiracy theories that relate to current socio-political conditions.

Cognitive factors

Conspiracy beliefs are also rooted in cognitive processes, such as thinking
patterns or cognitive styles (Lantian, Wood and Gjoneska 2020). People who
believe in conspiracy theories are characterised by a lack of reflection and
excessive reliance on intuition (e.g. Binnendyk and Pennycook 2022). They rely
on simple explanations offered by conspiracy theories and avoid looking for
information from reliable sources, especially since official narratives are often
complex and ambiguous (Douglas et al. 2019). At the same time, they
overestimate their capacity to understand complex causal relationships. In
previous research, endorsement of conspiracy theories was related to higher
intuitive thinking (e.g. Swami et al. 2014) and lower analytic thinking (e.g.
Cavojové, Srol and Ballova Mikugkova 2022; Swami et al. 2014), as well as a lack
of critical thinking ability (e.g. Lantian et al. 2021) and scientific reasoning (e.g.
Cavojova, Srol and Ballova Mikugkova 2022). Negative relationships between
reflective thinking and conspiracy beliefs were confirmed in a recent meta-
analysis (Yelbuz, Madan and Alper 2022). Another study worth mentioning is the
one by Caroti and others (2023), which demonstrated that critical thinking
education interventions in school students decreased the level of conspiracy
beliefs. Thus, cognitive style is a significant factor underlying conspiracy beliefs,
which may be susceptible to intervention.

Furthermore, cognitive biases and heuristics are also prevalent among
conspiracy believers. Heuristics are part of intuitive thinking that can be
characterised as mental shortcuts that enable quick and efficient evaluation of
complex information (van Prooijen, Klein and MiloSevi¢ Pordevi¢ 2020).
Heuristics are useful and allow people to function with minimal mental effort, but
can lead to false judgments and cognitive biases. For instance, conspiracy beliefs
were associated with conjunction fallacy (e.g. Brotherton and French 2014),
jump-to-conclusions bias (e.g. Pytlik, Soll and Mehl 2020), and ‘major event-
major cause’ bias (e.g. Leman and Cinnirella 2007). The conjunction fallacy is a
tendency to perceive implausible casual connections between coinciding events
that are probably not directly related (Lantian, Wood and Gjoneska 2020).
Jumping to conclusions is a tendency to make rash decisions that are not based
on enough evidence (Pytlik, Soll and Mehl 2020). The ‘major event-major cause’
bias refers to inferring that big-scale and significant events (e.g. the death of a
famous person) are more likely to have a major cause (Leman and Cinnirella
2007). An attractive explanation for such an event may be a conspiracy theory
that clearly indicates the perpetrator and the cause of the event. Conspiracy
beliefs were also connected with stereotyping, which arises from heuristics
(Lantian, Wood and Gjoneska 2020).

Additionally, the endorsement of conspiracy theories can be related to reflexive
open-mindedness, an inflated openness to possibilities, and the tendency to
naively accept new information as valid (Binnendyk and Pennycook 2022;
Pennycook and Rand 2020). In this case, people high in reflexive open-
mindedness may unreflectively accept alternative conspiracist claims and, at the
same time, be sceptical toward all official non-conspiracist narratives. People
who avoid assessing their beliefs based on various evidence are more open to
conspiracy theories. Overall, cognitive factors, including thinking skills, usage of
heuristics, and cognitive biases, may drive conspiracy beliefs.
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Personality Traits

Furthermore, research to date suggests that some personality traits may
contribute to the endorsement of conspiracy theories. For instance, in previous
studies, conspiracy beliefs were associated with maladaptive traits, like Dark
Triad or Dark Tetrad personality traits (e.g. Kay 2021; Telicak, Halama and Kohut
2023). The Dark Triad is composed of Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and
narcissism. In turn, the Dark Tetrad consists of these three traits plus sadism.
What they have in common is their undesirable, socially problematic, and
maladaptive nature, which results in difficult relationships with others. They are
maladaptive, but they are distinct from clinical psychopathology. In general, all
those traits were associated with conspiracy beliefs in previous research,
although the results were not always consistent, especially in the case of sadism
(e.g. Telicdk, Halama and Kohut 2023). Moreover, some approaches suggested
that the potential explanation for the connection with conspiracy theories may
differ for each of the Dark Tetrad traits, and some indicated that they have a
similar background. For instance, Kay (2021) suggested that conspiracist
ideation may result from the common core of Dark Tetrad traits rather than
features unique to each trait. In his study, most of the relationships between
facets of Dark Tetrad traits and conspiracist ideation were explained by the
propensity to entertain odd beliefs, be fatalistic, and distrust others.

Another common area of research regarding the relationship between
personality and conspiracy beliefs was personality factor models, such as the Big
Five model, which consists of five traits: neuroticism, agreeableness,
extraversion, openness to experience, and conscientiousness. Nejat, Heirani-
Tabas and Nazarpour (2023) hypothesised that the Big Five traits could refer to
motives of conspiracy beliefs in specific ways. Neuroticism could be related to
existential motives of conspiracy beliefs due to increased anxiety and stress
vulnerability. High levels of agreeableness could be negatively associated with
conspiracy beliefs since increased optimism and trust toward others may
suppress the impact of existential motives. In the case of extroversion, social
motives could be crucial, as this trait is related to the significant role of social
relationships. In turn, openness and conscientiousness could refer to epistemic
motives. People open to experience could be less prone to conspiracy beliefs
since openness is the opposite of the need for closure, which is a part of epistemic
motives. Conscientiousness, as a striving for order and accuracy, may be
negatively related to conspiracy beliefs and their epistemic motives. However, in
the study, only extraversion positively predicted conspiracy beliefs. Furthermore,
meta-analyses conducted in recent years have provided inconsistent results
(Bowes, Costello and Tasimi 2023; Goreis and Voracek 2019; Stasielowicz 2022).
Goreis and Voracek (2019) indicated that none of the Big Five traits were
correlated with conspiracy beliefs. In another meta-analysis, low agreeableness
and high neuroticism were related to conspiracy beliefs, but those relations were
weak (Stasielowicz 2022). In a meta-analysis by Bowes, Costello and Tasimi
(2023), agreeableness and conscientiousness were negative correlates, while
neuroticism and extraversion were positive correlates of conspiracy beliefs.
However, these relationships were weak. Overall, results indicate that
relationships between the Big Five traits and conspiracy beliefs are weak or
negligible.

In addition, belief in conspiracy theories was associated with psychopathology
factors such as schizotypy, paranoia, psychoticism, and the disposition to have
unusual experiences (ibid.). Taken together, the research findings on personality
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factors and conspiracy beliefs are somewhat inconsistent, but some traits, like
the Dark Tetrad traits, may drive conspiracy beliefs.

Worldviews and Ideology

Other factors that may play an essential role in the endorsement of conspiracy
theories are worldviews and ideology. Ideology is a set of beliefs through which
people perceive and understand the world (Thérisdottir, Mari and Krouwel
2020). It affects cognitive processes, affective reactions, and behaviour, including
conspiracy beliefs. Thus, ideology, such as political beliefs, can drive a person’s
tendency to believe in conspiracy theories. Moreover, increased sensitivity to
information that conflicts with one’s worldview may lead to attempts to defend
one’s beliefs using conspiracy theories (Douglas et al. 2019).

It is worth noting that political beliefs can be studied as unidimensional or
dimensional constructs (Czarnek, Szwed and Kossowska 2019). The
unidimensional approach covers the left-right continuum, whereas the
dimensional approach includes two dimensions encompassing economic and
cultural views. In the cultural dimension, right-wing views are related to a
preference for traditional values, whereas left-wing views refer to a preference
for social change and personal freedom. In turn, the economic dimension
includes a right-wing preference for a free-market economy versus a left-wing
preference for the welfare state. The two-dimensional approach is especially
common in post-communist countries such as Hungary and Poland (Bilewicz et
al. 2015). In addition, those dimensions are often negatively correlated, which
means that people with right-wing views on cultural issues may have left-wing
views on economic issues.

Much of the research to date has examined links between conspiracy beliefs and
political ideology. For instance, some studies indicated that conspiracy beliefs
were connected with right-wing views (e.g. Galliford and Furnham 2017). People
on the right are usually more close-minded, have a higher need for cognitive
closure, and perceive threats in the environment more often than people on the
left (Thérisdottir, Mari and Krouwel 2020). For this reason, right-wing views may
be associated with epistemic motives of conspiracy beliefs and the need for
threat reduction. Regarding the dimensional approach to political views, people
with right-wing cultural views may be particularly prone to conspiracy beliefs.
For instance, right-wing cultural views were linked to negative attitudes toward
vaccinations (Kossowska, Szwed and Czarnek 2021). Moreover, religious
fundamentalism, as a part of cultural right-wing views, was also related to the
endorsement of conspiracy theories, like coronavirus conspiracy theories
(Lowicki et al. 2022). However, it should be noted that the relationship between
religiosity and conspiracy beliefs is not clear. It occurs that probably only
religious fundamentalism is related to conspiracy beliefs, not general religiosity.

However, it turns out that left-wing people may also endorse conspiracy theories
(e.g. Imhoff et al. 2022; van Prooijen, Krouwel and Pollet 2015). In general,
especially people in the extremes of the political spectrum are more prone to
conspiracy thinking, and it can be either right or left extreme. A meta-analysis by
Imhoff and colleagues (2022) confirms this conclusion; the results suggest that
the relationship between political ideology and conspiracy endorsement may be
quadratic. Moreover, in a study by van Prooijen, Krouwel and Pollet (2015), belief
in simple political solutions was a mediator in the quadratic relationship
between political orientation and conspiracy beliefs. The authors concluded that
the relationship between political extremism and conspiracy beliefs results from
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a thinking style focused on seeking sense in societal events. Thus, conspiracy
beliefs are not limited to right-wing views and may depend more on the level of
extremity, regardless of the political side. Both extremes may be predisposed to
conspiracy mentality and share similar features, such as distrust and negative
attitudes toward outgroups with alternative views (Imhoff et al. 2022). In
addition, both right and left extremes may strive to maintain their beliefs rigid
because of crippled epistemology (van Prooijen, Krouwel and Pollet 2015).
However, they may endorse different types of conspiracy theories. For instance,
people on the left may believe more in conspiracies about capitalism, whereas
people on the right may endorse conspiracy theories about science or
immigrants. Overall, political ideology is related to conspiracy beliefs, but it
should be noted that this relationship is still stronger for the right side of the
political spectrum (Imhoff et al. 2022).

Furthermore, conspiracy beliefs were linked to right-wing authoritarianism (e.g.
Bowes, Costello and Tasimi 2023). Right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) is
characterised by submission toward established authorities, authoritarian
aggression, and conventionalism (Altemeyer 2004). It is also connected with
ethnocentrism, prejudice, and hostility toward minorities and homosexuals.
Conspiracy beliefs were also related to belief in a dangerous world, which can be
perceived as a precursor to RWA (Lantian, Wood and Gjoneska 2020). This belief
concerns perceiving the social world as threatening, where bad people menace
good people. Moreover, people who believe in conspiracy theories tend to believe
that the world is a competitive jungle, which is a conviction that weak people are
always dominated by those stronger (ibid.). In turn, this worldview can form the
basis for social dominance orientation (SDO), which can be defined as a support
for hierarchy in society and beliefs that lower-status groups should be dominated
since they pose a threat to higher-status groups (Pratto et al. 1994). Indeed,
previous studies demonstrated that people high in SDO are likelier to believe in
conspiracy theories (e.g. Bowes, Costello and Tasimi 2023). Overall, conspiracy
beliefs, RWA, and SDO have a common feature: the desire to maintain the socio-
political status quo (Thoérisdéttir, Mari and Krouwel 2020).

Many studies also linked conspiracy beliefs to national collective narcissism
(Golec de Zavala, Bierwiaczonek and Ciesielski 2022). I described this issue in
this section since national collective narcissism is embedded around right-wing
views and authoritarianism. National collective narcissism describes a need for
recognition of its nation and concerns about its good image (Golec de Zavala and
Keenan 2021). It is related to right-wing extremism, populism (ibid.), RWA, and
SDO (Golec de Zavala et al. 2009). A recent meta-analysis confirmed that
collective narcissism is associated with conspiracy mentality and belief in
specific conspiracy theories, especially conspiracy theories about out-groups like
immigrants (Golec de Zavala, Bierwiaczonek and Ciesielski 2022). People high in
collective narcissism are sensitive to signals of insufficient in-group appreciation
and often experience intergroup threats (Biddlestone et al. 2020). Consequently,
they tend to believe that out-group members are conspiring against the in-group.
Conspiracy theories can provide specific targets on which to blame the in-group’s
failures and negative experiences. At the same time, they allow for maintaining a
positive image of the in-group. These aspects are related to the social motives of
conspiracy beliefs (Douglas et al. 2019). Furthermore, national collective
narcissism is also related to the endorsement of other conspiracy theories. For
instance, national collective narcissism was related to belief in coronavirus
conspiracy theories and their spreading during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Sternisko et al. 2023). This may happen since conspiracy theories can protect
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the professed beliefs and function as meaning-making activity, which is
important for collective narcissists due to being constantly concerned about the
in-group’s greatness and its recognition (Golec de Zavala, Bierwiaczonek and
Ciesielski 2022). Taken together, some worldviews, especially those
characterised by extremity, may drive conspiracy beliefs.

In addition to psychological predispositions, situational factors can be essential
in predicting conspiracy beliefs. Some social and political situations are
conducive to developing and spreading conspiracy theories. Moreover,
psychological and situational factors may interact and, as a result, increase the
endorsement of conspiracy theories. Thus, the combination of psychological and
situational factors may be crucial in explaining succumbing to conspiracy
theories. In the following section, I will discuss the role of situational factors and
their connections with individual predispositions.

Large-Scale Events

Conspiracy theories emerge especially after large-scale and distressing events,
such as social and economic crises, terrorist attacks, wars, natural disasters,
pandemics, rapid societal changes, or even the death of a famous person (van
Prooijen and Douglas 2017). Those circumstances may contribute to the increase
in the popularity of some conspiracy theories in society, which most concern
people susceptible to conspiracy claims. Belief in conspiracy theories during
times of crisis can satisfy epistemic, existential, and social motives. Conspiracy
theories arise when people experience feelings of existential threat, uncertainty,
fear, or powerlessness, which are present during a societal crisis (van Prooijen
2020). A meta-analysis by Biddlestone and colleagues (2022) demonstrated that
the association between conspiracy beliefs and perceived threats is particularly
strong for external rather than internal threats, consistent with the conclusion
that conspiracy theories emerge during societal crises. Moreover, in difficult
situations, people try to cope with unpleasant feelings and look for a sense of the
situation in conspiracies, which are usually simple and certain, in contrast to
official narratives (van Prooijen and Douglas 2017). In this way, conspiracy
explanations can appeal to people who do not tolerate ambiguity, think
intuitively, and are prone to cognitive biases; the ‘major event-major cause’ bias
may be of particular importance (Leman and Cinnirella 2007). Generally, an
increase in conspiracy beliefs could be observed during various significant social
and political events throughout human history (Douglas and Sutton 2023).
Referring to specific examples, conspiracy theories emerged after the JFK
assassination, the 9/11 attack, or, more recently, the COVID-19 pandemic.

The pandemic was a circumstance that affected the whole world and enabled the
natural observation of the emergence of conspiracy theories in times of crisis.
Conspiracy theories were focused, for instance, on the government, 5G radiation,
public figures like Bill Gates, pharmaceutical companies, or vaccinations (Grimes
2021). They also often refer to the origins, spread, and treatment of the
coronavirus (Douglas and Sutton 2023). Generally, COVID-19 conspiracy
theories have started to appear on social media since the pandemic outbreak
(Douglas 2021). These times were challenging for societies and affected all areas
of life. Therefore, people were experiencing fear, worries about their relatives,
and uncertainty about the future. Additionally, various preventive measures,
including social isolation, were necessary, which also had a negative impact on
well-being. Some people sought answers to difficult questions in conspiracy
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theories, attempting to deal with thwarted psychological needs. Moreover,
research demonstrated that certain individual factors, like national collective
narcissism, predicted a tendency to believe in and spread conspiracy theories
about COVID-19 (Sternisko et al. 2023). Crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic
may reveal weaknesses in a nation's leadership and health care; hence, this
threatens a national image important to collective narcissists. Thus, conspiracy
theories about the COVID-19 pandemic could serve to manage this identity threat.
COVID-19 conspiracy theories also had numerous adverse outcomes, which I will
mention below.

Socio-Political Situation

Conspiracy theories are common in politics and may attract people for political
reasons (Douglas and Sutton 2023). Populist leaders and authoritarian regimes
favour the development of conspiracy theories since they may serve strategic
functions (Giry and Glrpinar 2020). Conspiracy theories can be used to
manipulate people and their attitudes, especially those with extreme views.
Populism can be defined as a ‘political mentality that construes society as a
dichotomous struggle between “the people” versus “the establishment” (van
Prooijen 2018, 83). According to Thielmann and Hiblig (2023, 791), populism
and conspiracy mentality have a common basis, which is generalised
dispositional distrust, defined as ‘a belief that others are untrustworthy,
exploitative, and self-serving to one’s own disadvantage’. Both populism and
conspiracy theories deepen societal division and are based on ‘us versus them’
narratives. Furthermore, authoritarianism promotes political conspiracy
theories, especially if they protect the status quo (Osborne et al. 2023). People
high in right-wing authoritarianism try to protect the in-group and their beliefs,
which are propagated and reinforced by in-group leaders. Thus, right-wing
authoritarians especially believe in pro-establishment conspiracy theories
(Wood and Gray 2019).

Moreover, in populist and authoritarian regimes, conspiracy theories may take
the form of propaganda aimed at finding and combating alleged ubiquitous
enemies, which reinforces and legitimises their power (Giry and Glirpinar 2020).
The relationship between conspiracy beliefs and discrimination of certain groups
may be conditional on various situational factors, like political elections, during
which the motivation to defend in-group power may be higher (Biddlestone et al.
2020). Scapegoats may be various groups depending on the socio-political
situation, for instance, immigrants, Jews, or the LGBT community (Giry and
Giirpinar 2020; Soral et al. 2018). Thus, depending on their goals, politicians can
spread specific conspiracy theories and contribute to their prevalence in society.
For instance, if the LGBT community in Poland were not pointed out as a threat
to the nation by some far-right populist political leaders and their constituencies,
conspiracy theories about ‘LGBT ideology’ might not be so widespread. Belief in
this conspiracy theory in Polish public discourse was initially visible mainly in
the Catholic and far-right-wing political environments (Soral et al. 2018). Later,
it gained more attention, for instance, from concerned parents who feared the
‘LGBT ideology’, which allegedly threatens traditional family values and
encourages immorality among children (Korolczuk and Graff 2021).

Additionally, a characteristic significantly related to susceptibility to populist
slogans and conspiracy theories, especially these accusing out-groups, is national
collective narcissism. People high in national collective narcissism more often
support right-wing populist parties (Golec de Zavala and Keenan 2021) and may
believe in conspiracy theories, which they spread. Collective narcissism and
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conspiracy theories share the same political functions: they create threatening
environments that undemocratic leaders exploit for their own benefits.
Therefore, the use of undemocratic practices, coercion, and violence can be
justified (Golec de Zavala, Bierwiaczonek and Ciesielski 2022).

Socio-Political Exclusion

Moreover, factors related to socio-political exclusion and lack of political power
play an essential role in proneness to conspiracy beliefs. People more often
endorse conspiracy theories targeted at their political rivals, and this tendency is
especially salient when people perceive that their political group is threatened
(Douglas and Sutton 2023). For instance, some political conspiracy theories may
emerge during elections, which can be related to increased feelings of
uncertainty (Douglas et al. 2019). However, they can also be prevalent after
elections, when rivals win, since people who are political losers more often
believe in conspiracy theories (Uscinski and Parent 2014). Furthermore, people
who experience political distrust (e.g. Walter and Drochon 2022), powerlessness
(e.g. Bruder et al. 2013; Uscinski and Parent 2014), lack of socio-political control
(e.g. Bruder et al. 2013), feelings of not being represented within the political
system (e.g. Uscinski and Parent 2014), and who reject the political system (e.g.
Walter and Drochon 2022) are more likely to believe in conspiracy theories. In
line with these findings, a meta-analysis by Imhoff and colleagues (2022)
indicated that deprivation of political control strengthens the relationship
between ideology and belief in conspiracy theories. Such theories may help
regain a sense of control, so they are appealing to political losers and those who
feel powerless.

Furthermore, the experience of ostracism, belonging to minority groups (e.g.
ethnic or religious minorities), and low social status also predispose to
conspiracy beliefs (e.g. Graeupner and Coman 2017; Uscinski and Parent 2014).
Conspiracy beliefs may be higher in low-status groups due to attempts to explain
their position and status (Douglas et al. 2019). A meta-analysis by Biddlestone
and colleagues (2022) confirmed that a sense of deprivation and societal
marginalisation were significant risk factors for conspiracy beliefs. Thus,
conspiracy theories help excuse disadvantaged positions of self and in-group.
They protect the socio-political status quo and help people cope with difficult life
situations (Jolley, Douglas and Sutton 2018).

New Media

The Internet and social media are further situational factors facilitating the
transmission of conspiracy theories (Bangerter, Wagner-Egger and Delouvée
2020). In these times, conspiracy explanations can be widely transmitted, making
gaining new supporters easier. The availability of conspiracy claims increases the
risk of potential exposure to them and their endorsement by individuals.
However, according to Enders, Uscinski and colleagues (2023), the Internet may
be less affected by conspiracy theories than is often assumed, and the
relationship between social media use and conspiracy beliefs may depend on
individual-level predispositions, such as conspiracy thinking. Other studies
demonstrated that conspiracy thinking is related to using non-mainstream media
(e.g. Walter and Drochon 2022) and the tendency to share false information
online (Enders et al. 2023). Overall, the transmission process of conspiracy
theories may depend on individual differences, situational factors, and the
specific content of conspiracy theories. These factors may affect belief in
conspiracy theories and the intention to spread them (Bangerter, Wagner-Egger
and Delouvée 2020).
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Conspiracy theories have serious adverse consequences and are associated with
various maladaptive behaviours. Some scholars suggest that potential benefits of
conspiracy theories may exist, yet numerous studies confirm their negative
impact on individuals and societies, especially democratic societies (Jolley, Mari
and Douglas 2020).

Although conspiracy theories attempt to meet psychological needs, they do not
do this effectively and may worsen individuals’ well-being (ibid.). Belief in
conspiracy theories may lead to greater deprivation of those needs rather than
satisfying them. For instance, conspiracy theories can increase feelings of
powerlessness, uncertainty (Jolley and Douglas 2014), and existential threat (van
Prooijen 2020). Instead of satisfying the existential need, conspiracy theories can
be a source of existential threat. In addition, conspiracy beliefs are related to
increased feelings of intergroup threat, and they may strengthen feelings of
alienation, which frustrate social motives of conspiracy beliefs (Jolley, Mari and
Douglas 2020).

Conspiracy theories also lead to various societal harms (Biddlestone et al. 2022).
They are related to the deterioration of public health, which could be observed
during the COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, a meta-analysis by Bierwiaczonek,
Gundersen and Kunst (2022) confirmed associations between conspiracy beliefs
and unwillingness to follow public health guidelines, rejection of COVID-19
vaccines, and support for alternative treatments like chloroquine. Furthermore,
conspiracy beliefs were generally associated with science denialism, for example,
in the domains of global warming and vaccinations (Jolley, Mari and Douglas
2020). Conspiracy theories can also pose a threat to social cohesion since they
are related to the support of political violence (e.g. Enders et al. 2023), civic
disengagement, such as disengaging from voting (e.g. Jolley and Douglas 2014),
extremist ideology (e.g. Imhoff et al. 2022), and populism (e.g. Thielmann and
Hilbig 2023). Populism and conspiracy beliefs are integral parts of societies, and
they both are based on us vs. them narratives, so they deepen societal division
and have harmful consequences for societies (ibid.).

Additionally, conspiracy beliefs have intergroup consequences and may lead to
problematic intergroup relations in the form of prejudice, intergroup
discrimination, and the legitimisation of injustice (Biddlestone et al. 2020). They
offer an opportunity to justify immoral acts toward out-groups accused of
conspiracies. The reason for this may be an attempt to reduce the alleged control
assigned to the out-group, regardless of the actual status of the group: both
powerful and powerless groups can be accused of conspiring. Relationships with
negative intergroup attitudes are especially visible in the context of collective
narcissism, which is strictly connected with out-group conspiracy theories and
sensitivity to in-group threats (Golec de Zavala, Bierwiaczonek and Ciesielski
2022). A meta-analysis by Golec de Zavala, Bierwiaczonek and Ciesielski (2022)
indicated that out-group conspiracy theories often mediated the relation
between collective narcissism and prejudice or discrimination of specific out-
groups. For instance, Catholic collective narcissism predicted outgroup hostility,
and this effect was mediated by gender conspiracy beliefs (Marchlewska et al.
2019). Conspiracy theories allow collective narcissists to blame others for in-
group failures and justify the out-group hostility as a necessary defence against
out-groups that undermine the in-group’s greatness (Biddlestone et al. 2020;
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Golec de Zavala, Bierwiaczonek and Ciesielski 2022). Thus, conspiracy beliefs can
be a defensive reaction to protect the in-group image.

The main aim of this article was to provide an overview of psychological and
situational factors that may increase the endorsement of conspiracy theories.
First, I discussed the role of psychological factors, including motivational
underpinnings, cognitive factors, personality traits, worldviews, and ideology. In
the following section, [ focused on situational factors, covering large-scale events,
socio-political situation, socio-political exclusion, and ways of conspiracy
theories transmission that may foster the development of conspiracy theories in
society, particularly among susceptible individuals. Finally, I discussed the
consequences of conspiracy beliefs, highlighting their harmful effects on
individuals, public health, social cohesion, and intergroup relations. Taken
together, the individual’s susceptibility combined with the specific socio-political
situation may particularly translate into greater acceptance of explanations
offered by conspiracy theories, which, in consequence, may have a harmful
impact on society. In summary, conspiracy beliefs are complex phenomena
stemming from various psychological and situational factors. More research,
especially experimental, is needed to understand the mechanisms of conspiracy
beliefs and to develop potential ways to prevent them, thereby protecting society
from their harmful consequences.

This research was funded by National Science Centre, Poland (grant no
2020/39/1/HS5/00176).

Altemeyer, Bob. 2004. “Highly Dominating, Highly Authoritarian Personalities.” The
Journal of Social Psychology 144 (4): 421-448.

Bangerter, Adrian, Pascal Wagner-Egger and Sylvain Delouvée. 2020. How Conspiracy
Theories Spread. In Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories, eds. Butter, Michael
and Peter Knight, 206-218. New York: Routledge.

Biddlestone, Mikey, Aleksandra Cichocka, Iris ZeZelj and Michal Bilewicz. 2020.
Conspiracy Theories and Intergroup Relations. In Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy
Theories, eds. Butter, Michael and Peter Knight, 219-230. New York: Routledge.

Biddlestone, Mikey, Ricky Green, Aleksandra Cichocka, Karen M. Douglas and Robbie M.
Sutton. 2022. “A Systematic Review and Meta-analytic Synthesis of the Motives
Associated with Conspiracy Beliefs.” PsyArXiv, April 8. Available at
https://doi.org/10.31234 /osf.io/rxjqc.

Bierwiaczonek, Kinga, Aleksander B. Gundersen and Jonas R. Kunst. 2022. “The Role of
Conspiracy Beliefs for COVID-19 Health Responses: A Meta-Analysis.” Current Opinion
in Psychology 46: 101346.

Bilewicz, Michal, Aleksandra Cichocka, Paulina Gorska and Zsolt Peter Szabdé. 2015. “Is
Liberal Bias Universal? An International Perspective on Social Psychologists.”
Behavioral and Brain Sciences 38: 17-18.

Binnendyk, Jabin and Gordon Pennycook. 2022. “Intuition, Reason, and Conspiracy
Beliefs.” Current Opinion in Psychology 47: 101387.



JourNAL oF COMPARATIVE PoOLITICS 64

Bowes, Shauna M., Thomas H. Costello, Winkie Ma and Scott O. Lilienfeld. 2021. “Looking
under the Tinfoil Hat: Clarifying the Personological and Psychopathological Correlates
of Conspiracy Beliefs.” Journal of Personality 89: 422-436.

Bowes, Shauna M., Thomas H. Costello and Arber Tasimi. 2023. “The Conspiratorial Mind:
A Meta-Analytic Review of Motivational and Personological Correlates.” Psychological
Bulletin 149 (5-6): 259-293.

Brotherton, Robert. 2013. “Towards a Definition of ‘Conspiracy Theory.” PsyPAG
Quarterly 88 (3): 9-14.

Brotherton, Robert and Christopher C. French. 2014. “Belief in Conspiracy Theories and
Susceptibility to the Conjunction Fallacy.” Applied Cognitive Psychology 28 (2): 238-
248.

Bruder, Martin, Peter Haffke, Nick Neave, Nina Nouripanah and Roland Imhoff. 2013.
“Measuring Individual Differences in Generic Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories Across
Cultures: Conspiracy Mentality Questionnaire.” Frontiers in Psychology 4: 225.

Caroti, Denis, Jais Adam-Troian, Manon Theraud and Virginie Bagneux. 2023. “Critical
Thinking Education to Decrease Conspiracy and Paranormal Beliefs Among
Secondary School Students: A Phase [ Trial.” PsyArXiv, July 5. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.31234 /osf.io/p5qzg.

Cavojové, Vladimira, Jakub Srol and Eva Ballovd Mikuskova. 2022. “How Scientific
Reasoning Correlates with Health-Related Beliefs and Behaviours during the COVID-
19 Pandemic?” Journal of Health Psychology 27 (3): 534-547.

Cichocka, Aleksandra, Marta Marchlewska and Mikey Biddlestone. 2022. “Why Do
Narcissists Find Conspiracy Theories so Appealing?” Current Opinion in Psychology 47:
101386.

Czarnek, Gabriela, Paulina Szwed and Matgorzata Kossowska. 2019. “Right- and Left-
wing Prejudice toward Dissimilar Groups in Cultural and Economic Domains.”
European Journal of Social Psychology 49 (4): 807-823.

Douglas, Karen M. 2021. “COVID-19 Conspiracy Theories.” Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations 24 (2): 270-275.

Douglas, Karen M. and Robbie Sutton. 2023. “What Are Conspiracy Theories? A
Definitional Approach to Their Correlates, Consequences, and Communication.”
Annual Review of Psychology 74 (1): 271-298.

Douglas, Karen M., Robbie M. Sutton, Mitchell J. Callan, Rael J. Dawtry and Annelie J.
Harvey. 2016. “Someone Is Pulling the Strings: Hypersensitive Agency Detection and
Belief in Conspiracy Theories.” Thinking & Reasoning 22 (1): 57-77.

Douglas, Karen M., Robbie M. Sutton and Aleksandra Cichocka. 2017. “The Psychology of
Conspiracy Theories.” Current Directions in Psychological Science 26 (6): 538-542.
Douglas, Karen M., Joseph E. Uscinski, Robbie M. Sutton, Aleksandra Cichocka, Turkay
Nefes, Chee Siang Ang and Farzin Deravi. 2019. “Understanding Conspiracy Theories.”

Political Psychology 40 (S1): 3-35.

Enders, Adam M., Amanda Diekman, Casey Klofstad, Manohar Murthi, Daniel Verdear,
Stefan Wuchty and Joseph Uscinski. 2023. “On Modeling the Correlates of Conspiracy
Thinking.” Scientific Reports 13: 8325.

Enders, Adam M., Joseph E. Uscinski, Michelle I. Seelig, Casey A. Klofstad, Stefan Wuchty,
John R. Funchion, Manohar N. Murthi, Kamal Premaratne and Justin Stoler. 2023. “The
Relationship Between Social Media Use and Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories and
Misinformation.” Political Behaviour 45 (2): 781-804.

Galliford, Natasha and Adrian Furnham. 2017. “Individual Difference Factors and Beliefs
in Medical and Political Conspiracy Theories.” Scandinavian Journal of Psychology 58
(5): 422-428.

Giry, Julien and Dogan Giirpinar. 2020. Functions and Uses of Conspiracy Theories in
Authoritarian Regimes. In Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories, eds. Butter,
Michael and Peter Knight, 317-329. New York: Routledge.

Gligori¢, VukaSin, Margarida Moreira da Silva, Selin Eker, Nieke van Hoek, Ella
Nieuwenhuijzen, Uljana Popova and Golnar Zeighami. 2021. “The Usual Suspects:
How Psychological Motives and Thinking Styles Predict the Endorsement of Well-
Known and COVID-19 Conspiracy Beliefs.” Applied Cognitive Psychology 35 (5): 1171-
1181.



JourNAL oF COMPARATIVE PoOLITICS 65

Golec de Zavala, Agnieszka, Kinga Bierwiaczonek and Pawet Ciesielski. 2022, “An
Interpretation of Meta-Analytical Evidence for the Link between Collective Narcissism
and Conspiracy Theories.” Current Opinion in Psychology 47: 101360.

Golec de Zavala, Agnieszka, Aleksandra Cichocka, Roy Eidelson and Nuwan Jayawickreme.
2009. “Collective Narcissism and Its Social Consequences.” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 97 (6): 1074-1096.

Golec de Zavala, Agnieszka and Oliver Keenan. 2021. “Collective Narcissism as a
Framework for Understanding Populism.” Journal of Theoretical Social Psychology 5
(2): 54-64.

Goreis, Andreas and Martin Voracek. 2019. “A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of
Psychological Research on Conspiracy Beliefs: Field Characteristics, Measurement
Instruments, and Associations With Personality Traits.” Frontiers in Psychology 10:
205.

Graeupner, Damaris and Alin Coman. 2017. “The Dark Side of Meaning-Making: How
Social Exclusion Leads to Superstitious Thinking.” Journal of Experimental Social
Psychology 69: 218-222.

Grimes, David Robert. 2021. “Medical Disinformation and the Unviable Nature of COVID-
19 Conspiracy Theories.” PLOS ONE 16 (3).

Hajdu, Dominika, Jana Kazaz, Katarina Klingova and Michal Kortis. 2022. GLOBSEC Trends
2022. Available at https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/publications/globsec-
trends-2022-central-and-eastern-europe-amid-war-ukraine.

Imhoff, Roland, Tisa Bertlich and Marius Frenken. 2022. “Tearing Apart the ‘Evil’ Twins:
A General Conspiracy Mentality Is Not the Same as Specific Conspiracy Beliefs.”
Current Opinion in Psychology 46: 101349.

Imhoff, Roland and Pia K. Lamberty. 2017. “Too Special to Be Duped: Need for Uniqueness
Motivates Conspiracy Beliefs.” European Journal of Social Psychology 47 (6): 724-734.

Imhoff, Roland, Felix Zimmer, Olivier Klein, Jodo H. C. Anténio, Maria Babinska, Adrian
Bangerter, Michal Bilewicz, et al. 2022. “Conspiracy Mentality and Political
Orientation across 26 Countries.” Nature Human Behaviour 6 (3): 392-403.

Jolley, Daniel and Karen M. Douglas. 2014. “The Social Consequences of Conspiracism:
Exposure to Conspiracy Theories Decreases Intentions to Engage in Politics and to
Reduce One’s Carbon Footprint.” British Journal of Psychology 105 (1): 35-56.

Jolley, Daniel, Karen M. Douglas and Robbie M. Sutton. 2018. “Blaming a Few Bad Apples
to Save a Threatened Barrel: The System-]Justifying Function of Conspiracy Theories.”
Political Psychology 39 (2): 465-478.

Jolley, Daniel, Silvia Mari and Karen M. Douglas. 2020. Consequences of Conspiracy
Theories. In Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories, eds. Butter, Michael and
Peter Knight, 231-241. New York: Routledge.

Kay, S. Cameron. 2021. “Actors of the most fiendish character: Explaining the associations
between the Dark Tetrad and conspiracist ideation”. Personality and Individual
Differences 171: 110543.

Korolczuk, Agnieszka and Elzbieta Graff. 2021. Anti-Gender Politics in the Populist Moment.
London: Routledge.

Kossowska, Matgorzata, Paulina Szwed and Gabriela Czarnek. 2021. “Ideology Shapes
Trust in Scientists and Attitudes towards Vaccines during the COVID-19 Pandemic.”
Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 24 (5): 720-737.

Kriippel, Jonas, Dahlnym Yoon and Andreas Mokros. 2023. “Clarifying the Link between
Anxiety and Conspiracy Beliefs: A Cross-Sectional Study on the Role of Coping with
Stressors.” Personality and Individual Differences 202: 111966.

Lamberty, Pia and Lea Frithwirth. 2023. Pro-Russian Disinformation and Propaganda in
Germany. Available at https://cemas.io/en/publications/pro-russian-
disinformation-and-propaganda-in-germany/.

Lantian, Anthony, Virginie Bagneux, Sylvain Delouvée and Nicolas Gauvrit. 2021. “Maybe
a Free Thinker but Not a Critical One: High Conspiracy Belief Is Associated with Low
Critical Thinking Ability.” Applied Cognitive Psychology 35 (3): 674-684.

Lantian, Anthony, Michael Wood and Biljana Gjoneska. 2020. Personality Traits,
Cognitive Styles and Worldviews Associated with Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories. In
Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories, eds. Butter, Michael and Peter Knight,
155-167. New York: Routledge.



JourNAL oF COMPARATIVE PoOLITICS 66

Larsen, Emmett M., Kayla R. Donaldson, Megan Liew and Aprajita Mohanty. 2021.
“Conspiratorial Thinking During COVID-19: The Roles of Paranoia, Delusion-
Proneness, and Intolerance of Uncertainty.” Frontiers in Psychiatry 12: 698147.

Leman, Patrick and Marco Cinnirella. 2007. “A Major Event Has a Major Cause: Evidence
for the Role of Heuristics in Reasoning about Conspiracy Theories.” Social
Psychological Review 9 (2): 18-28.

Lowicki, Pawetl, Marta Marchlewska, Zuzanna Molenda, Adam Karakula and Dagmara
Szczepanska. 2022. “Does Religion Predict Coronavirus Conspiracy Beliefs? Centrality
of Religiosity, Religious Fundamentalism, and COVID-19 Conspiracy Beliefs.”
Personality and Individual Differences 187: 111413.

Marchlewska, Marta, Aleksandra Cichocka, Filip Lozowski, Paulina Gérska and Mikotaj
Winiewski. 2019. “In Search of an Imaginary Enemy: Catholic Collective Narcissism
and the Endorsement of Gender Conspiracy Beliefs.” The Journal of Social Psychology
159 (6): 766-779.

Marchlewska, Marta, Aleksandra Cichocka and Matgorzata Kossowska. 2018. “Addicted
to Answers: Need for Cognitive Closure and the Endorsement of Conspiracy Beliefs.”
European Journal of Social Psychology 48 (2): 109-117.

Nejat, Pegah, Ali Heirani-Tabas and Mohammad M. Nazarpour. 2023. ,Moral foundations
are better predictors of belief in COVID-19 conspiracy theories than the Big Five
personality traits”. Frontiers in Psychology 14: 1201695.

Nera, Kenzo and Céline Schopfer. 2023. “What Is so Special about Conspiracy Theories?
Conceptually Distinguishing Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories from Conspiracy Beliefs in
Psychological Research.” Theory & Psychology 33 (3): 287-305.

Osborne, Danny, Thomas H. Costello, John Duckitt and Chris G. Sibley. 2023. “The
Psychological Causes and Societal Consequences of Authoritarianism.” Nature
Reviews Psychology 2 (4): 220-232.

Pennycook, Gordon, James Allan Cheyne, Nathaniel Barr, Derek ]J. Koehler and Jonathan
A. Fugelsang. 2015. “On the Reception and Detection of Pseudo-Profound Bullshit.”
Judgment and Decision Making 10 (6): 549-563.

Pennycook, Gordon and David G. Rand. 2020. “Who Falls for Fake News? The Roles of
Bullshit Receptivity, Overclaiming, Familiarity, and Analytic Thinking.” Journal of
Personality 88 (2): 185-200.

Pratto, Felicia, Jim Sidanius, Lisa M. Stallworth and Bertram F. Malle. 1994. “Social
Dominance Orientation: A Personality Variable Predicting Social and Political
Attitudes.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 67 (4): 741-763.

Pytlik, Nico, Daniel Soll and Stephanie Mehl. 2020. “Thinking Preferences and Conspiracy
Belief: Intuitive Thinking and the Jumping to Conclusions-Bias as a Basis for the Belief
in Conspiracy Theories.” Frontiers in Psychiatry 11: 568942.

Soral, Wiktor, Aleksandra Cichocka, Michat Bilewicz and Marta Marchlewska. 2018. The
Collective Conspiracy Mentality in Poland. In Conspiracy Theories and the People Who
Believe Them, eds. Joseph E. Uscinski, 372-384. New York: Oxford University Press.

Stasielowicz, Lukasz. 2022. “Who Believes in Conspiracy Theories? A Meta-Analysis on
Personality Correlates.” Journal of Research in Personality 98: 104229.

Sternisko, Anni, Aleksandra Cichocka, Aleksandra Cislak and Jay ]. Van Bavel. 2023.
“National Narcissism Predicts the Belief in and the Dissemination of Conspiracy
Theories During the COVID-19 Pandemic: Evidence From 56 Countries.” Personality &
Social Psychology Bulletin 49 (1): 48-65.

Stojanov, Ana, Jesse M. Bering and Jamin Halberstadt. 2020. “Does Perceived Lack of
Control Lead to Conspiracy Theory Beliefs? Findings from an Online MTurk Sample.”
PLOS ONE 15 (8).

Swami, Viren, Martin Voracek, Stefan Stieger, Ulrich S. Tran and Adrian Furnham. 2014.
“Analytic Thinking Reduces Belief in Conspiracy Theories.” Cognition 133 (3): 572-
585.

Telicak, Peter, Peter Halama and Michal Kohut. 2023. "The Relationship between Dark
Tetrad and Conspiracy Beliefs. No Consistent Results across Three Different Samples
from Slovakia". Current Psychology, available at
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12144-023-05171-2.

Thielmann, Isabel and Benjamin E. Hilbig. 2023. “Generalized Dispositional Distrust as
the Common Core of Populism and Conspiracy Mentality.” Political Psychology 44 (4):
789-805.



JourNAL oF COMPARATIVE PoOLITICS 67

Thérisdoéttir, Hulda, Silvia Mari and André Krouwel. 2020. Conspiracy Theories, Political
Ideology and Political Behaviour. In Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories, eds.
Butter, Michael and Peter Knight, 304-316. New York: Routledge.

Uscinski, Joseph, Adam Enders, Casey Klofstad, Michelle Seelig, Hugo Drochon, Kamal
Premaratne and Manohar Murthi. 2022. “Have Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories
Increased over Time?” PLOS ONE 17 (7).

Uscinski, Joseph E. and Joseph M. Parent. 2014. American Conspiracy Theories. New York:
Oxford University Press.

van Prooijen, Jan-Willem. 2018. Populism as Political Mentality Underlying Conspiracy
Theories. In Belief systems and the perception of reality, eds. Rutjens, Bastiaan and
Mark Brandt, 79-96. London: Routledge.

van Prooijen, Jan-Willem. 2020. “An Existential Threat Model of Conspiracy Theories.”
European Psychologist 25 (1): 16-25.

van Prooijen, Jan-Willem and Karen M. Douglas. 2017. “Conspiracy Theories as Part of
History: The Role of Societal Crisis Situations.” Memory Studies 10 (3): 323-333.

van Prooijen, Jan-Willem, Karen M. Douglas and Clara De Inocencio. 2018. “Connecting
the Dots: Illusory Pattern Perception Predicts Belief in Conspiracies and the
Supernatural.” European Journal of Social Psychology 48 (3): 320-335.

van Prooijen, Jan-Willem, Olivier Klein and Jasna MiloSevi¢ Pordevi¢. 2020. Social-
Cognitive Processes Underlying Belief in Conspiracy Theories. In Routledge Handbook
of Conspiracy Theories, eds. Butter, Michael and Peter Knight, 168-180. New York:
Routledge.

van Prooijen, Jan-Willem, André P. M. Krouwel and Thomas V. Pollet. 2015. “Political
Extremism Predicts Belief in Conspiracy Theories.” Social Psychological and
Personality Science 6 (5): 570-578.

Walter, Annemarie S. and Hugo Drochon. 2022. “Conspiracy Thinking in Europe and
America: A Comparative Study.” Political Studies 70 (2): 483-501.

Wood, Michael ]. and Debra Gray. 2019. “Right-Wing Authoritarianism as a Predictor of
pro-Establishment versus Anti-Establishment Conspiracy Theories.” Personality and
Individual Differences 138: 163-166.

Yelbuz, Biisra Elif, Ecesu Madan and Sinan Alper. 2022. “Reflective Thinking Predicts
Lower Conspiracy Beliefs: A Meta-Analysis.” Judgment and Decision Making 17 (4):
720-744.

Zonis, Marvin and Craig M. Joseph. 1994. “Conspiracy Thinking in the Middle East.”
Political Psychology 15 (3): 443-459

Ni enostavne razlage, zakaj nekateri ljudje verjamejo v teorije zarote. Dovzetnost
za teorije zarote je lahko povezana z vrsto razli¢nih dejavnikov, pri katerih igrajo
pomembno vilogo tako psiholoske kot situacijske komponente. V tem clanku Zelimo
ponuditi pregled moznih psiholoskih in situacijskih dejavnikov, ki spodbujajo
teorije zarot, pri cemer se osredoto¢amo predvsem na primere v zvezi s politiko.
Poleg tega Zelimo analizirati ucinke teorij zarot na druZbo in politiko. Na zacetku
opredelimo kljucne pojme, ki se uporabljajo v psiholoskem raziskovanju, nato
razpravljamo o psiholoskih dejavnikih. Pregledali bomo trenutne raziskave o
predispozicijah, zaradi katerih ljudje verjamejo v teorije zarote. Ti lahko vkljucujejo
psiholoske motive (epistemicne, eksistencialne in socialne), kognitivne dejavnike
(npr. intuitivni stil razmisljanja), osebnostne lastnosti (npr. neprilagojenost) ali
poglede na svet (npr. avtoritarnost). V naslednjem razdelku Zelimo osvetliti
situacijske dejavnike. ObseZni in grozeli dogodki lahko ljudi spodbudijo k iskanju
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pojasnil na napacnih mestih, torej v zarotah. Pomemben primer je pandemija
COVID-109, ko so teorije zarote postale priljubljene, zato bomo izpostavili tudi viogo
omenjene pandemije. Na splo$no lahko kombinacija posebnih predispozicij in
situacij bistveno prispeva k visjim stopnjam prepricanj o zaroti, kar ima posledicno
mocan vpliv na druZbo.

Klju¢ne besede: teorije zarot; zarotniska prepricanja; politika; napovedovalci;
posledice.





