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Abstract

Historical records suggest that the political extremes—at both the “left” and the “right”—substantially endorsed conspiracy
beliefs about other-minded groups. The present contribution empirically tests whether extreme political ideologies, at either side
of the political spectrum, are positively associated with an increased tendency to believe in conspiracy theories. Four studies con-
ducted in the United States and the Netherlands revealed a quadratic relationship between strength of political ideology and con-
spiracy beliefs about various political issues. Moreover, participants’ belief in simple political solutions to societal problems
mediated conspiracy beliefs among both left- and right-wing extremists. Finally, the effects described here were not attributable
to general attitude extremity. Our conclusion is that political extremism and conspiracy beliefs are strongly associated due to a
highly structured thinking style that is aimed at making sense of societal events.
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Extreme political ideologies are responsible for several of the
major human tragedies in the previous century, both at the left
(e.g., communism) and the right extreme (e.g., Fascism) (Bau-
meister, 1997; Midlarsky, 2011). Although these ideologies
differ substantially in content, it has been argued that extreme
ideologies are grounded in a similar underlying psychology
(Greenberg & Jonas, 2003). Understanding this underlying
psychology is necessary for explaining why rigid adherence
to political ideology can have such destructive consequences.
Historical records suggest that the tragedies caused by extre-
mism are rooted substantially in a tendency to be distrustful and
paranoid toward groups of other-minded individuals, as
reflected in a belief in conspiracy theories. As a case in point,
a core assumption underlying the holocaust was the belief in a
Jewish conspiracy for world domination, combined with the
belief in a Jewish conspiracy causing the German defeat in
WW-I. Likewise, most communist regimes were characterized
by a fear for conspiracies, thereby suspecting any citizen that
had even the slightest connection with the “imperialist West”
of being a potential enemy of the state or spy (Pipes, 1997;
Robins & Post, 1997).

Importantly, the political currents that are considered rela-
tively extreme in modern democracies (e.g., populism) are far
more moderate than, and in many ways hard to compare with,
20th-century Fascists or communists. Nevertheless, also in
modern Western societies, people with (relatively) extreme
political beliefs seem less trustful of institutions than people
with moderate political beliefs (Inglehart, 1987). As such, there

may be a structural tendency for people with relatively extreme
political beliefs to endorse conspiracy theories. Here, we
empirically test the prediction that extreme political ideologies
are associated with increased susceptibility to conspiracy
beliefs.

Political Extremism and Conspiracy Beliefs

One common feature of political extremists is that they have a
highly structured thinking style aimed at making sense of soci-
etal events. Specifically, political extremism is associated with
black-and-white thinking in which social stimuli are dichoto-
mously classified as good or evil, positive or negative, and the
like (Greenberg & Jonas, 2003). It has been noted that political
extremists have a “crippled epistemology,” in that they receive
or trust information about political issues mainly from their
extremist ingroup and ignore other sources of information
(Hardin, 2002). This crippled epistemology is reflected in polit-
ical extremists’ tendency to cling to their ideology in a closed-
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minded and rigid fashion, seeing their preferred policy as the
simple and only solution to societal problems (Fernbach,
Rogers, Fox, & Sloman, 2013; see also Tetlock, Armor, &
Peterson, 1994).

Such belief in simple political solutions facilitates coping
with feelings of uncertainty and fear by making the world more
understandable and predictable (Kruglanski, Pierro, Mannetti, &
De Grada, 2006). The association between managing uncertainty
and political extremism is counterintuitive, as political extre-
mists tend to be particularly confident of their political beliefs
(Toner, Leary, Asher, & Jongman-Sereno, 2013). This paradox
is resolved, however, by theorizing on compensatory conviction.
This research domain suggests that uncertainty in one life
domain produces increased certainty about one’s ideologies, as
reflected in values, opinions, and groups (McGregor, 2006).
Such personal ideals may compensate for personal uncertainties
by providing self-regulatory clarity, and by imbuing the world
with meaning and purpose. Complementary research findings
indeed reveal that threats or uncertainties increase the extremity
by which people endorse their ideologies (e.g., Castano et al.,
2011; Hogg, Meehan, & Farqueharson, 2010; McGregor, Pre-
ntice, & Nash, 2013).

We propose here that belief in conspiracy theories is funda-
mentally related with these sense-making processes. We define
conspiracy beliefs as suspicions that a number of actors join
together in secret agreement, and try to achieve a hidden goal,
which is perceived as unlawful or malevolent (Zonis & Joseph,
1994; cf. Swami & Furnham, 2014). Such conspiracies typi-
cally consist of either powerful others (e.g., politicians, CEOs,
scientists) or societally marginalized groups (e.g., Muslims,
Jews). Our reasoning is rooted in theorizing that conspiracy
beliefs constitute a monological belief system. Specifically,
conspiracy beliefs provide a mental framework that confirms
and facilitates other conspiratorial ideas, rendering belief in
one conspiracy theory an excellent predictor of belief in
other conspiracy theories (Goertzel, 1994; Lewandowski,
Oberauer, & Gignac, 2013; Swami, Chamorro-Premuzic, &
Furnham, 2010; Swami et al., 2011, 2013; Wood, Douglas, &
Sutton, 2012). Hence, although conspiracy theories can differ
substantially in content, they are driven by similar underlying
psychological processes.

Various authors noted that these underlying processes are
characterized by a desire to make sense of threatening soci-
etal events. Early writings by Hofstadter (1966) already sug-
gested that conspiracy beliefs are aimed at providing causal
explanations for complex but distressing social events, an
insight that was resonated theoretically by various authors
(e.g., Bale, 2007; Clarke, 2002). Empirically, research
reveals that interventions designed to increase sense-
making desires—such as inducing a lack of control or uncer-
tainty—have the potential to increase conspiracy beliefs
(Newheiser, Farias, & Tausch, 2011; Sullivan, Landau, &
Rothschild, 2010; Van Prooijen & Jostmann, 2013; Whitson
& Galinsky, 2008). This suggests that conspiracy beliefs feed
into a core feature of political extremists, namely, a desire to
make sense of societal events through a set of clear-cut

assumptions about the world. Various authors noted that the
crippled epistemology that characterizes political extremism
is also inherent to conspiracy beliefs (Sunstein & Vermeule,
2009; Swami et al., 2013).

Thus far, only one study observed a relation between polit-
ical extremism and conspiracy beliefs (Inglehart, 1987). How-
ever, this study neither conducted a statistical test of this
relation nor did it test for mediating processes. Moreover,
instead of measuring conspiracy beliefs, Inglehart measured
respondents’ distrust in their nation’s judicial system. This is
an unsatisfactory measure of conspiracy beliefs, as people may
distrust institutions for nonconspiratorial reasons (e.g., sus-
pected incompetence). At present, the empirical evidence for
a relation between political extremism and belief in conspiracy
theories is scarce at best. The current research aims to fill this
void.

We conducted four studies (one in the United States and
three in the Netherlands) in which we asked participants to
classify themselves on a political left versus right dimen-
sion. In addition, participants responded to questions asses-
sing their conspiracy beliefs about a range of current
political issues (Douglas & Sutton, 2011). We predicted a
quadratic effect, indicating that participants at the extreme
left and the extreme right are more strongly inclined to
believe in conspiracy theories than politically moderate
participants.

Study |

Method

Study 1 was conducted among 207 U.S. participants (92 male,
97 female, and 18 gender not reported; age range: 18—76 years)
through Amazon Mechanical Turk. Only 185 participants were
retained due to missing values on political ideology. Partici-
pants classified themselves on a political left-right dimension
(1 = extremely left-wing, 7 = extremely right-wing; M =
3.65, SD = 1.69).

Participants responded to 6 items pertaining to conspiracy
beliefs about the financial crisis (1 = completely disagree,
7 = completely agree), an example item being “The financial
crisis is the result of a conspiracy between bankers and corrupt
politicians.”' Responses to these items were averaged into a
reliable financial conspiracy scale (o = .86; M = 3.69, SD =
1.45). Furthermore, participants answered four questions about
their conspiracy beliefs regarding global warming (1 = cer-
tainly not, 7 = certainly), for example, “Do you believe that
politicians have a vested interest in changing the facts about
global warming?”’. Responses to these items were averaged
into a reliable climate conspiracy scale (o = .80; M = 4.02,
SD = 1.50).

Additionally, we assessed the 20-item paranoia scale by
Fenigstein and Vanable (1992), which measures how paranoid
people are about others trying to harm them personally. Exam-
ple items are “I sometimes feel as if I’'m being followed” and
“I have often felt that strangers were looking at me critically.”
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Table I. Statistics for the Regression Models of Studies 1, 2a, 2b, and 3.

Study Dependent variable Model F (df) AR? AIC Rel. LL
I Financial conspiracy beliefs Control variables 9.06 (3, 181)**+* A3 648.94 0.625
Linear 0.60 (I, 180) <.0l 650.32 0.313
Quadratic 4.23 (1, 179)* .02 648.00 I
Climate conspiracy beliefs Control variables 11.07 (3, 18])*** .16 648.39 <.001
Linear 25.67 (I, 180)*** A1 625.72 0.844
Quadratic 2.29 (1, 179) .0l 625.38 I
2a Conspiracy beliefs Control variables 23.79 (3, 1006)*+* .07 321391 0.126
Linear 0.29 (1, 1005) <0l 3215.61 0.054
Quadratic 7.83 (1, 1004)** .0l 3209.76 I
Belief in simple political solutions Control variables 12.89 (3, 1006)**+* .04 3667.72 0.007
Linear 4.07 (1, 1005) <0l 3665.64 0.019
Quadratic 9.89 (I, 1004)** .0l 3657.74 |
2b Conspiracy beliefs Control variables 51.00 (3, 1293)*** 0l 4135.29 0.11
Linear 5.92 (1, 1292)* <.0l 4131.36 0.075
Quadratic 7.17 (1, 1291)** .0l 4126.18 I
Belief in simple political solutions Control variables 22.59 (3, 1293)%** .05 4695.76 <0.001
Linear 8.21 (I, 1292)** .0l 4689.55 <0.001
Quadratic 22.07 (I, 1291y#* .02 4669.56 I
3 Conspiracy beliefs Control variables 0.65 (2, 243) <.001 4669.56 <0.001
Linear 1.42 (1, 242) .0l 771.07 0.129
Quadratic 6.05 (I, 241)* .02 766.97 I

Note. Akaike information criterion (AIC) is based on the MIXED procedure in SPSS 21.0 with ML estimation (smaller-is-better); rel. LL denotes the relative

likelihood of a model, exp([AIC,i,—AIC;]/2).
*p < .05; ¥p < .01; F*p < .001.

These items were averaged into a reliable interpersonal para-
noia scale (o = .92; M = 3.17, SD = 1.12).

Results and Discussion
Interpersonal Paranoia

We entered gender and age as control variables in Step 1 of a
hierarchical regression analysis, added the linear effect of polit-
ical ideology in Step 2, and added the quadratic term in Step 3.
Political ideology did not display a linear or quadratic rela-
tionship with interpersonal paranoia, linear F(1, 181) = 1.26,
p = .26; quadratic F' < 1. This excludes the alternative possibil-
ity that the political extremes are more paranoid in general. To
further test whether the political extremes are more paranoid
only about political and societal events, we include interperso-
nal paranoia as an additional control variable in Step 1 of our
analysis of conspiracy beliefs.

Financial Conspiracy Beliefs

The main findings of all four studies are displayed in Table 1.
The analysis of belief in a financial conspiracy theory revealed
significant effects of age (B = .14, p = .03) and of interpersonal
paranoia (§ = .35, p <.001) in Step 1. In Step 2, no linear asso-
ciation between political ideology and conspiracy beliefs about
the financial crisis emerged (B = —.06, p = .44). The linear
term was significant in Step 3 (B = —.61, p = .03), but more
important was that the quadratic effect was significant as well
(B = .58, p = .04). As predicted, belief in conspiracy theories
about the financial crisis were endorsed by participants at both

political extremes, and less so by politically moderate partici-
pants (see Figure 1a).

Climate Conspiracy Beliefs

At Step 1, the analysis of belief in a climate conspiracy theory
revealed strong effects of interpersonal paranoia (f = .25, p <
.001) and of gender, indicating that men endorsed climate con-
spiracy theories more strongly (M = 4.48, SD = 1.50) than
women (M = 3.61, SD = 1.36; B = —.25, p <.001). The linear
effect of ideology in Step 2 was significant (f = .33, p <.001);
as might be expected, the political right endorsed climate con-
spiracy theories more strongly than the political left. The quad-
ratic effect in Step 3 was not significant (B = .40, p = .13), but
the quadratic pattern suggested that particularly the extreme
right believes in a climate conspiracy theory (see Figure 1b).
In that sense, it is noteworthy that the quadratic effect is signif-
icant if gender is removed as control variable (B = .52, p =
.05), suggesting that climate conspiracy theories flourish par-
ticularly among right-wing extremist men—a possibility that
future research may examine further.

Studies 2a and 2b

Studies 2a and 2b were two independently conducted, nation-
ally representative samples of the Dutch electorate. We mea-
sured conspiracy beliefs through a composite scale with
items assessing how probable or improbable participants per-
ceived a range of conspiracy theories (for a similar procedure,
see Douglas & Sutton, 2011), thereby testing whether the
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Figure 1. Belief in a financial conspiracy theories (la) and belief in a
climate conspiracy theory (1b) as a linear and quadratic function of
political orientation (Study I).

hypothesized quadratic effect reflects a generalized tendency to
believe in conspiracy theories among both political extremes.
Moreover, we tested the assumption that the hypothesized
quadratic relation is mediated by political extremists’ tendency
to believe in simple political solutions for societal problems
(Fernbach et al., 2013; Hardin, 2002).

Method
Study 2a

Through a professional research agency, we recruited a nation-
ally representative sample of the Dutch electorate, consisting of
1,010 participants (534 men, 476 women; 172 participants
were younger than 35 years, 298 participants were between
35 and 49 years, and 540 participants were 50 years or older).
Participants’ education level was classified as low (n = 285),
average (n = 389), or high (n = 336). Political ideology was
measured on an 11-point scale (1 = extremely left-wing,

11 = extremely right-wing; M = 5.58, SD = 2.41). The study
was conducted online.

To measure conspiracy beliefs, we asked how probable or
improbable participants considered six conspiracy theories
(e.g., “It often happens that politicians are connected to orga-
nized crime”’; “The political arena was infiltrated by oil com-
panies when making the decision to go to war against Iraq”).
All items were measured on a scale ranging from 1 = highly
probable to 7 = highly improbable, but for simplicity we
recoded all items so that high scores reflect stronger conspiracy
beliefs. These items formed a reliable composite scale (o« = .80;
M = 3.71, SD = 1.22). Finally, we measured participants’
belief in simple political solutions with the following item:
“With the correct policies, most societal problems can be
solved very easily” (1 = completely agree, T = completely dis-
agree; recoded so that high scores reflect stronger belief in sim-
ple political solutions; M = 4.63, SD = 1.51).

Study 2b

Study 2b was a different nationally representative sample of the
Dutch electorate, conducted by the same research agency as
Study 2a. We recruited a total of 1,297 participants (681 men
and 616 women; 306 participants were younger than 35 years,
372 participants were between 35 and 49 years, and 619 parti-
cipants were 50 years or older). Of these, 354 had a low educa-
tion level, 534 an average education level, and 409 a high
education level. We again assessed political ideology on an
11-point scale (M = 5.67, SD = 2.48), measured conspiracy
beliefs with the same scale as in Study 2a (a0 = .82; M =
3.66, SD = 1.26), and solicited participants’ responses to the
same item of belief in simple structure (M = 4.60, SD = 1.51).

Results and Discussion
Study 2a

We entered gender, age, and education level as controls in Step
1 of the regression analyses. The linear effect of ideology was
added to the model in Step 2, and the quadratic term was added
in Step 3. The analysis on conspiracy beliefs indicated a signif-
icant effect of education level at Step 1 (B = —.23, p <.001). In
Step 2, there was no linear association between political ideol-
ogy and conspiracy beliefs (B = .02, p = .59). The linear term
was significant in Step 3 (f = —.32, p = .01), but more impor-
tantly, there was strong support for the predicted quadratic rela-
tion (B = .35, p = .005; see Table 1 for model fit statistics).
These findings, which are displayed in Figure 2a, again support
the assertion that the political extremes at both the left and the
right are most susceptible to conspiracy beliefs.

The analysis on participants’ belief in simple political solu-
tions revealed significant effects of age (B = .08, p = .01) and
education level (B = —.15, p <.001) at Step 1. The linear effect
at Step 2 was significant (B = .06, p = .04), pointing toward
slightly stronger belief in simple political solutions among the
right as opposed to the left. More important was the finding that
at Step 3 the quadratic effect was significant (f = .40, p =.002)
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Figure 2. Belief in conspiracy theories and belief in simple political
solutions as linear 2b quadratic functions of political orientation (Studies
2a and 2b).

and had a better fit to the data than the linear model (see
Akaike information criterion [AIC] values, Table 1). Both
political extremes believe—more strongly than politically
moderate participants—in simple solutions to societal
problems (Figure 2a). Moreover, belief in simple political
solutions was significantly correlated with conspiracy
beliefs (r = .28, p < .001).

Next, we tested whether belief in simple political solu-
tions mediates the quadratic association between political
ideology and conspiracy beliefs. For this purpose, we used
the MEDCURVE SPSS macro by Hayes and Preacher
(2010; 5,000 bootstrap samples). Results revealed a signifi-
cant indirect effect at the left extreme (—1 SD), 6 = .02, as
indicated by the fact that 0 is not in the 95% confidence
interval, 95% CI [—.04, —.001]. Likewise, the indirect effect
at the right extreme (+1 SD) was significant, 6 = .03, 95%
CI [.02, .05]. The indirect effect at the scale midst (i.e., the

political centre) was not significant, 6 = .005, 95% CI
[—.003, .015]. Belief in simple political solutions mediates
the relation between political ideology and conspiracy
beliefs among participants at both extremes, but not among
participants in the political centre.

Study 2b
In this sample, results revealed significant effects of gender
(B = —.10, p < .001) and education level (B = —.32,

p =.001) in Step 1. The linear association between political
ideology and conspiracy beliefs in Step 2 was significant,
indicating stronger conspiracy beliefs at the political right
(B = .07, p = .02). More importantly, the predicted quadra-
tic effect in Step 3 also was significant (f = .29, p = .008)
and had a better fit to the data than the linear model (see
AIC values, Table 1).

Results on belief in simple political solutions revealed a
significant effect of education level in Step 1 (B = —.23,
p <.001). In Step 2, the linear association between political
ideology and belief in simple political solutions was signif-
icant (B = .08, p = .004), as was the quadratic effect in Step
3 (B = .53, p <.001). The quadratic model had a better fit
to the data than the linear model (see AIC values, Table 1).
The effects on conspiracy beliefs and belief in simple polit-
ical solutions are displayed in Figure 2b. Conspiracy beliefs
and belief in simple political solutions were again signifi-
cantly correlated (r = .32, p < .001).

We again tested the indirect effect of political ideology on
conspiracy beliefs through belief in simple political solutions
using MEDCURVE (Hayes & Preacher, 2010). Results
revealed significant indirect effects at the left extreme (—1
SD), 6 = .023, 95% CI [—.04, —.005], and at the right extreme
(+1 8SD), 6 = .046, 95% CI [.03, .07]. This time, the indirect
effect was also significant at the midpoint of the scale (i.e., the
political centre), albeit more than twice as weak compared to
the extremes, 6 = .01, 95% CI [.002, .02]. More important is
that the main finding of Study 2a—that belief in simple polit-
ical solutions mediates the relation between political ideology
and conspiracy beliefs among participants at both extremes—is
replicated in this second nationally representative sample of the
Dutch electorate.

Study 3

Study 3 was designed to rule out a possible alternative explana-
tion for the effects reported here. Our line of reasoning is based
on the assumption that only ideological attitudes—and not just
any attitude—regulate uncertainty by providing meaning to the
world (e.g., McGregor & Marigold, 2003). It is possible, how-
ever, that people with extreme political attitudes have more
extreme attitudes in general, leading them to also endorse rel-
atively extreme beliefs (such as belief in various conspiracy
theories). In Study 3, we tested whether the effects are specific
for political ideology by also measuring a range of nonideolo-
gical attitudes.
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Method

As part of a larger study on voting behavior (relying on a
research panel coordinated by the second author), we included
a brief questionnaire. The study was conducted online, and par-
ticipants were approached through e-mail. A total of 268 parti-
cipants were recruited (190 men, 71 women, 7 gender not
reported; age range 2788 years).

Political ideology was measured on a scale ranging from 1
(very left-wing) to 11 (very right-wing; M = 4.63, SD =
2.09). We measured conspiracy beliefs by asking how probable
participants considered nine conspiracy theories (1 = very
improbable, 7 = very probable), such as “Major companies
within the pharmaceutical industry deliberately spread dis-
eases, to sell medication” and “Illegal activities of politicians
and managers are usually covered up.” These items were
averaged into a reliable scale of conspiracy beliefs (a0 = .86;
M = 2280, SD = 1.15).

To measure nonideological attitudes, we asked participants
to evaluate a total of 18 different attitude objects (1 = very
unfavourable, 7 = very favourable). Participants specifically
evaluated various products (e.g., Apple computers), activities
(e.g., camping), types of food (e.g., pizza), and ideas (e.g.,
astrology).

Results and Discussion
Conspiracy Beliefs

Gender and age were again entered as control variables in a
hierarchical regression model, with the linear and quadratic
effects of ideology as the main predictors. The effects of the
control variables at Step 1, and of ideology at Step 2, were not
significant (ps > .23). The linear term was significant in Step 3
(B = —.61, p = .03), but more importantly, the quadratic term
was significant as well (B = .70, p = .01; see model fit statistics
in Table 1). As can be seen in Figure 3, the political extremes
again endorsed stronger conspiracy beliefs than political mod-
erates, replicating the main finding.

Nonideological Attitudes

We then tested how these effects relate to participants’ noni-
deological attitudes through three types of analyses. First, we
tested the quadratic effects of ideology on these attitude items
(while again controlling for the linear effect, and for gender and
age). This analysis revealed nonsignificant quadratic effects for
17 of the 18 attitude items (.08 < ps <.99). The only exception
was that the political extremes had a more positive attitude
about watching documentaries than moderates; (AR* = .03)
quadratic B = .77, p = .008; Bonferroni corrected threshold
(assuming » = 0 and o = .05) = .003. The political extremes
did not differ in most of their general attitudes from political
moderates.

Second, we tested whether the political extremes would
respond more extremely on the general attitude items. We cal-
culated extremity indexes for each attitude item using the
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Figure 3. Belief in conspiracy theories as a linear and quadratic
function of political orientation (Study 3).

procedure by Fernbach et al. (2013): We subtracted the scale
mean (4.0) from participants’ raw scores and took the absolute
value. This renders scores ranging from 0 (i.e., a raw score of 4)
to 3 (i.e., raw scores of 1 or 7). The results indicated that the
quadratic effect of political ideology was nonsignificant for the
extremity scores of all 18 attitude items (.06 < ps < .96).
Extreme political ideology was not associated with more
extreme nonideological attitudes.

Third, we calculated correlations between belief in conspi-
racy theories and the extremity indexes for the general atti-
tudes. Our analyses revealed that only 5 (of the 18) of these
correlations were significant. Conspiracy beliefs were posi-
tively correlated with more extreme attitudes about Apple com-
puters (r = .13, p <.05), Ikea furniture (» = .15, p < .02),
smartphones (r = .20, p = .001), and public transport (r =
.13, p <.04). Conspiracy beliefs were negatively correlated
with extreme attitudes about astrology (r = —.26, p < .001).
The remaining 13 correlations were nonsignificant. After Bon-
ferroni correction for multiple testing, as indicated earlier, then
only the correlations with smartphones (4) and astrology (—)
remain upheld. Thus, the association between extremity of non-
ideological attitudes and conspiracy beliefs is inconsistent at
best. The results of Study 3 suggest that the effects of political
extremism do not generalize to any extreme attitude.

General Discussion

The present studies sought to test the hypothesis that the polit-
ical extremes—at both the left and the right—are most suscep-
tible to conspiracy beliefs. Results obtained in four studies
support this hypothesis by revealing a quadratic association
between political ideology and conspiracy beliefs. These find-
ings were mediated by participants’ belief in simple solutions
to societal problems (Studies 2a and 2b). These results suggest
that political extremists’ susceptibility to conspiracy beliefs is
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attributable to a highly structured thinking style that is aimed at
making sense of societal events (cf. Fernbach et al., 2013;
Greenberg & Jonas, 2003; Kruglanski et al., 2006).

The key contribution of the present research is twofold.
First, the increased susceptibility to conspiratorial ideas
among the political extremes is a relation that has previ-
ously been speculated about (Inglehart, 1987) but that has
not been adequately tested. Second, the studies presented
here add to the more general observation that the extreme
left and the extreme right, despite their differing ideologies,
share an underlying psychology to some extent (Greenberg
& Jonas, 2003). Due to a crippled epistemology, both
extremes might adhere to their belief system in a rigid fash-
ion (Hardin, 2002), leading them to perceive their political
ideas as the simple and only solution to societal prob-
lems—a style of sense making that also induces them to
perceive evil conspiracies as causal explanations for various
societal events.

It is likely that the left and the right differ in the type of
conspiracy theories that they endorse. One might speculate
that the extreme “left” particularly perceives conspiracies
about issues concerning—for instance—capitalism (e.g.,
multinationals), and that the extreme “‘right” particularly
perceives conspiracies about topics such as science (e.g.,
evolution and climate change) or immigration. Research
confirms that specific ideologies may drive specific conspi-
racy theories (Swami, 2012; Wright & Arbuthnot, 1974).
More important for the present purposes, however, is the
observation that both extremes share a general proneness
to conspiracy beliefs about societal events.

The present research focused on socio-cognitive pro-
cesses (i.e., sense-making strategies) to explain the relation
between political ideology and conspiracy beliefs. It is pos-
sible, however, that other processes contribute to this rela-
tion as well. For instance, extremists tend to display more
ingroup-favoritism than moderates (e.g., high levels of
nationalism; Greenberg & Jonas, 2003; Inglehart, 1987).
Correspondingly, there is a social dimension to conspiracy
beliefs, as people endorse conspiracy theories to make sense
of threats to a group that they connect their identity to
(Crocker, Luhtanen, Broadnax, & Blaine, 1999; Van Prooi-
jen & Van Dijk, 2014; Van Prooijen & Van Lange, 2014).
Future research can thus examine additional mediators or
moderators of the quadratic relation between political ideol-
ogy and conspiracy beliefs.

Correlation is not causation; and based on the present
findings, we can only speculate about the causality of the
effects described here. We suspect that the relation between
political extremism and conspiracy beliefs is bidirectional
and self-reinforcing. Radicalization toward more extreme
views may instigate a crippled epistemology that facilitates
the sense-making processes associated with conspiracy
beliefs. At the same time, belief in conspiracy theories
assumes deception and injustice, and perceived injustice has
been argued to be a major precursor of extremism
(Midlarsky, 2011). More relevant for the present purposes,

however, is the observation that political extremism and
conspiracy beliefs are strongly associated and that this is
attributable to a style of sense making that provides a
straightforward explanatory framework for the events and
problems that our society faces. It is concluded that extreme
political ideologies predict increased susceptibility to con-
spiracy theories.

Acknowledgment
We acknowledge Ipsos (Netherlands) for conducting Studies 2a and 2b.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support
for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article:
NWO Conflict & Security Grant W.07.68.103.00, awarded to
Jan-Willem van Prooijen; and NWO Veni Grant 451.10.032,
awarded to Thomas Pollet.

Note

1. Complete scale items of all studies reported here, as well as Tables
with all Means and Standard Deviations, can be found in the online
supplementary materials.

Supplementary Material

The online data supplements are available at http://spps.sagepub.com/
supplemental.

References

Bale, J. M. (2007). Political paranoia v. political realism: On distin-
guishing between bogus conspiracy theories and genuine conspira-
tional politics. Patterns of Prejudice, 41, 45—60.

Baumeister, R. F. (1997). Evil: Inside human violence and cruelty.
New York, NY: Henry Holt.

Castano, E., Leidner, B., Bonacossa, A., Nikkah, J., Perrulli, R.,
Spencer, B., & Humphrey, N. (2011). Ideology, fear of death, and
death anxiety. Political Psychology, 32, 601-621.

Clarke, S. (2002). Conspiracy theories and conspiracy theorizing. Phi-
losophy of the Social Sciences, 32, 131-150.

Crocker, J., Luhtanen, R., Broadnax, S., & Blaine, B. E. (1999). Belief
in U.S. government conspiracies against blacks among black and
white college students: Powerlessness or system blame? Personal-
ity and Social Psychology Bulletin, 25, 941-953.

Douglas, K. M., & Sutton, R. M. (2011). Does it take one to know one?
Endorsement of conspiracy theories is influenced by personal will-
ingness to conspire. British Journal of Social Psychology, 50,
544-552.

Fenigstein, A., & Vanable, P. A. (1992). Paranoia and self-conscious-
ness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 62, 129—-138.

Fernbach, P. M., Rogers, T., Fox, C. R., & Sloman, S. A. (2013). Polit-
ical extremism is supported by an illusion of understanding. Psy-
chological Science, 24, 939-946.

Downloaded from spp.sagepub.com at University of Groningen on August 9, 2016


http://spps.sagepub.com/supplemental
http://spps.sagepub.com/supplemental
http://spp.sagepub.com/

Prooijen et al.

577

Goertzel, T. (1994). Belief in conspiracy theories. Political Psychol-
ogy, 15, 733-744.

Greenberg, J., & Jonas, E. (2003). Psychological motives and political
orientation—The left, the right, and the rigid: Comment on Jost
et al. Psychological Bulletin, 129, 376-382.

Hardin, R. (2002). The crippled epistemology of extremism. In A. Breton,
G. Galeotti, P. Salmon, & R. Wintrobe (Eds.), Political extre-
mism and rationality (pp. 3-22). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.

Hayes, A. F., & Preacher, K. J. (2010). Quantifying and testing indi-
rect effects in simple mediation models when the constituent paths
are nonlinear. Multivariate Behavioral Research, 45, 627-660.

Hofstadter, R. (1966). The paranoid style in American politics. In
R. Hofstadter (Ed.), The paranoid style in American politics
and other essays (pp. 3—40). New York, NY: Knopf.

Hogg, M. A., Meehan, C., & Farqueharson, J. (2010). The solace of
radicalism: Self-uncertainty and group identification in the face
of threat. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46,
1061-1066.

Inglehart, R. (1987). Extremist political position and perceptions of
conspiracy: Even paranoids have real enemies. In C. F. Graumann
& S. Moscovici (Eds.), Changing conceptions of conspiracy (pp.
231-244). New York, NY: Springer-Verlag.

Kruglanski, A. W., Pierro, A., Mannetti, L., & De Grada, E. (2006).
Groups as epistemic providers: Need for closure and the unfolding
of group-centrism. Psychological Review, 113, 84—100.

Lewandowski, S., Oberauer, K., & Gignac, G. (2013). NASA faked
the moon landing—Therefore (climate) science is a hoax: An anat-
omy of the motivated rejection of science. Psychological Science,
24, 622-633.

McGregor, 1. (2006). Offensive defensiveness: Toward an integrative
neuroscience of compensatory zeal after mortality salience, per-
sonal uncertainty, and other poignant self-threats. Psychological
Inquiry, 17, 299-308.

McGregor, 1., & Marigold, D. C. (2003). Defensive zeal and the uncer-
tain self: What makes you so sure? Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 85, 838-852.

McGregor, 1., Prentice, M., & Nash, K. (2013). Anxious uncertainty
and reactive approach motivation (RAM) for religious, idealistic,
and lifestyle extremes. Journal of Social Issues, 69, 537-563.

Midlarsky, M. L. (2011). Origins of political extremism. Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press.

Newheiser, A.-K., Farias, M., & Tausch, N. (2011). The functional
nature of conspiracy beliefs: Examining the underpinnings of
belief in the Da Vinci Code conspiracy. Personality and Individual
Differences, 51, 1007-1011.

Pipes, D. (1997). Conspiracy: How the paranoid style flourishes and
where it comes from. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster.

Robins, R. S., & Post, J. M. (1997). Political paranoia: The psychopo-
litics of hatred. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Sullivan, D., Landau, M. J., & Rothschild, Z. K. (2010). An existential
function of enemyship: Evidence that people attribute influence to
personal and political enemies to compensate for threats to control.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 98, 434—449.

Sunstein, C. R., & Vermeule, A. (2009). Conspiracy theories: Causes
and cures. The Journal of Political Philosophy, 17, 202-227.

Swami, V. (2012). Social psychological origins of conspiracy the-
ories: The case of the Jewish conspiracy theory in Malaysia. Fron-
tiers in Psychology, 3, 1-9.

Swami, V., Chamorro-Premuzic, T., & Furnham, A. (2010). Unan-
swered questions: A preliminary investigation of personality and
individual difference predictors of 9/11 conspiracist beliefs.
Applied Cognitive Psychology, 24, 749-761.

Swami, V., Coles, R., Stieger, S., Pietschnig, J., Furnham, A., Rehim,
S., & Voracek, M. (2011). Conspiracist ideation in Britain and
Austria: Evidence of a monological belief system and associations
between individual psychological differences and real-world and
fictitious conspiracy theories. British Journal of Psychology,
102, 443-463.

Swami, V., & Furnham, A. (2014). Political paranoia and conspiracy
theories. In J.-W. van Prooijen & P. A. M. van Lange (Eds.),
Power, politics, and paranoia: Why people are suspicious of their
leaders (pp. 218-236). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press.

Swami, V., Pietschnig, J., Tran, U. S., Nader, I. W., Stieger, S., &
Voracek, M. (2013). Lunar lies: The impact of informational fram-
ing and individual differences in shaping conspiracist beliefs about
the moon landings. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 27, 71-80.

Tetlock, P. E., Armor, D., & Peterson, R. S. (1994). The slavery debate
in antebellum America: Cognitive style, value conflict, and the
limits of compromise. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 66, 115-126.

Toner, K., Leary, M., Asher, M. W., & Jongman-Sereno, K. P. (2013).
Feeling superior is a bipartisan issue: Extremity (not direction) of
political views predicts perceived belief superiority. Psychological
Science, 24, 2454-2462.

Van Prooijen, J.-W., & Jostmann, N. B. (2013). Belief in conspiracy
theories: The influence of uncertainty and perceived morality. Eur-
opean Journal of Social Psychology, 43, 109—-115.

Van Prooijen, J.-W., & Van Dijk, E. (2014). When consequence size pre-
dicts beliefin conspiracy theories: The moderating role of perspective
taking. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 55, 63—73.

Van Prooijen, J.-W., & Van Lange, P. A. M. (2014). The social dimen-
sion of belief in conspiracy theories. In J.-W. van Prooijen & P. A.
M. van Lange (Eds.), Power, politics, and paranoia: Why people
are suspicious of their leaders (pp. 237-253). Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Whitson, J. A., & Galinsky, A. D. (2008). Lacking control increases
illusory pattern perception. Science, 322, 115-117.

Wood, M. ], Douglas, K. M., & Sutton, R. M. (2012). Dead and alive:
Beliefs in contradictory conspiracy theories. Social Psychological
and Personality Science, 3, 767-773.

Wright, T. L., & Arbuthnot, J. (1974). Interpersonal trust, political
preference, and perceptions of the Watergate affair. Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 1, 168—170.

Zonis, M., & Joseph, C. M. (1994). Conspiracy thinking in the Middle
East. Political Psychology, 15, 443—459.

Author Biographies

Jan-Willem van Prooijen is an associate professor at the Department
of Social and Organizational Psychology, VU University Amsterdam,

Downloaded from spp.sagepub.com at University of Groningen on August 9, 2016


http://spp.sagepub.com/

578

Social Psychological and Personality Science 6(5)

and senior researcher at the NSCR. His research focuses on the social
origins of injustice.

André P. M. Krouwel is an associate professor at the Department of
Communication Science, VU University Amsterdam and academic
director of Kieskompas (Election Compass). His research focuses on
the structure of political opinions, voting behavior, party choice, and

matching voters opinions with issue-positions of parties and
candidates.

Thomas V. Pollet works as an assistant professor at the Department of
Social and Organizational Psychology, VU University Amsterdam.
His research covers a wide range of topics in evolutionary psychology,
such as mate choice, kinship, and individual differences.

Downloaded from spp.sagepub.com at University of Groningen on August 9, 2016


http://spp.sagepub.com/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


