NEW VOICES

Are conspiracy theories
just harmless fun?
Daniel Jolley with the latest in our series for budding writers
(see www.bps.org.uk/newvoices for more information)

onspiracy theories are a popular
topic of conversation. Widespread
in society, almost everyone has an
opinion on them. But what is a conspiracy
theory? Who believes them? And,
arguably most importantly, are they just
chatter of little concern, or do they have
real behavioural outcomes that should
bother us?
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9/11 attacks were planned (Kay, 2011),
or that President John F. Kennedy was
assassinated by the government
(McCauley & Jacques, 1979). Further,
these events have also been shown to be
accompanied by several contradictory
conspiracy theories. For example, some
conspiracy theories argue that Princess
Diana was murdered by the royal family;

whereas others argue that she faked her
own death (Wood et al, 2012). It is also
important to note that some conspiracy
theories have been proven to be true. For
example, the Watergate inquiry, where the
US home defence were planning to
orchestrate terrorism and blame it on
Cuba (Swami & Coles, 2010).
Beliefs in conspiracy theories are
relatively widespread (Swami & Coles,
2010). Some scholars perceive this as
surprising since conspiracy theories are
often seen as foolish and illogical (e.g.
Melley, 2002). Nonetheless, this
popularity has been documented in
several sources. For example, in a 2008
survey of 16,063 people in 17 nations,
only 46 per cent believed the official
account that Al Qaeda was behind the
9/11 terrorist attacks, with the majority
either believing it was orchestrated by the
US government or Israel, or reporting that
they did not know (Allen, 2008).

What is a conspiracy theory?

references

Conspiracy theories can be defined in a
variety of ways, and it appears each
scholar refers to their own definition. One
definition is that of McCauley and Jacques
(1979), who broadly define conspiracy
theories as an attempt to explain the
ultimate causes of events as secret plots
by powerful forces, rather than as overt
activities or accidents. Another definition,
used in a variety of publications, is that of
a proposed plot by powerful people or
organisations, working together in secret
to accomplish some (usually sinister) goal
(e.g. Coady, 2006; Douglas & Sutton,
2008; Goertzel, 1994; Wood et al., 2012).
Both definitions base conspiracy theories
around those who can be perceived as
powerful.
Conspiracy beliefs can come in many
different forms, and can be observed in a
wide variety of different countries and
cultures (e.g. Swami, 2012; Zonis &
Joseph, 1994). Indeed, many significant
political and social events have been
shown to have accompanying conspiracy
theories, such as theories suggesting the
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However, following on from this,
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research by Wood et al. (2012) has
believers as paranoid individuals
found that beliefs in several mutually
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incompatible conspiracy theories were
conspiracy theories were the product of
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participants still reported beliefs in both
of these theories. Therefore, Wood et al.
(2012) went on to argue that these
mutually incompatible theories are
positively correlated because both are
associated with the view that authorities
are engaged in a cover-up and are hiding
something. This suggests that conspiracy
theories form a monological belief system,
which draws coherence from a central
belief system. For example, these
individuals hold the belief that ‘powerful’
forces are involved in deceiving the
public, so they will endorse any account
which supports this central belief; even if
these multiple beliefs are contradictory.
Hence, as also argued by Goertzel (1994),
beliefs in conspiracy theories may be
centrally linked.

Are they just harmless fun?

Current research has begun to explore
this question, and has made some
intriguing findings. For example, Douglas
and Sutton (2008) had participants read
materials containing conspiracy theories
about Princess Diana’s death, before rating
their own and others’ agreement with
conspiracy statements. It was found that
participants significantly underestimated
how much the conspiracy theories
influenced their own attitudes. They
conclude that conspiracy theories can
have a ‘hidden impact’ on the way you
think about events.
Moreover, current research has shown
that conspiracy theories are associated
with negative attitudes. For example,
Swami (2012) has demonstrated that
conspiracy beliefs are associated with
greater racist attitudes. Further, some
scholars have also shown negative
impacts on behavioural intentions. For
example, endorsement of birth control
and HIV/AIDS conspiracy theories, which
proposes that HIV/AIDS is a form of
genocide against African Americans, has
been associated with increased negative
attitudes towards contraceptive
behaviours (e.g. the use of condoms) (e.g.
Bogart & Thorburn, 2006). Similar results
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have been found in research
conducted by Hoyt et al. (2012), who
found HIV conspiracy beliefs were
associated with increased risk relating
to HIV. This therefore suggests that
conspiracy theories can have
potentially negative consequences
for the prevention of pregnancy and
sexually transmitted illnesses.
Thus far, there is a big limitation
of the research exploring conspiracy
theories: the majority of evidence is
only correlation-based. This does not
allow cause and effect to be explored.
For example, when considering the
correlation between feelings of
powerlessness and conspiracy theory
endorsement, there are two possible
explanations. First, this might be
because conspiracy theory beliefs
makes people feel powerless; or
second, because someone who feels
powerless is more likely to believe in
conspiracy theories. This limitation
also extends to the research on
behavioural impact: belief in HIV
conspiracy theories may lead to
increased risky behaviour, or it may
just be that those prone to such beliefs
are also more likely to be risk takers.
Nonetheless, a handful of scholars
HIV conspiracy beliefs were associated with increased risk relating to HIV
have investigated the impact of
conspiracy theories in an experimental
manner. This has allowed for a new
evidence of cause and effect, with
with respect to climate change, and
line of research to be developed that
conspiracy theories reducing one’s
disillusionment with climate scientists.
explores the direct consequences of
behavioural intentions.
That is, the conspiracy theory made one
conspiracies upon the individual, and
More recently, a study conducted by
feel powerless, uncertain and
society.
Jolley and Douglas (in press) has explored disillusioned, which subsequently
Some of the first experimental work
this effect further, by exposing
lessened their intentions to reduce their
was conducted by Butler and colleagues
participants to pro-conspiracy information carbon footprint.
(1995). The researchers explored the
concerning government involvement in
effects of exposing subjects to Oliver
Together, the research carried out
significant events, such as the death of
Stone’s JFK film, which argues that the
by Butler et al. (1995) and Jolley and
Princess Diana (versus informationassassination of JFK was a conspiracy by
Douglas (in press) points to the
refuting conspiracy theories). Results
the government. It was found that
conclusion that conspiracy theories
revealed that exposure to information
exposure to the film made people endorse
can have some potentially serious
supporting conspiracy theories reduced
the conspiracy to a greater extent, relative
consequences on individuals’ behaviours,
participants’ intentions to engage with
to those who had not viewed the film. In
and opens up new research questions
politics (e.g. voting). Furthermore, this
addition, increased conspiracy theory
concerning what other types of
was found to be caused by feelings of
endorsement was associated with lower
behaviours and feelings could be
powerlessness (i.e. beliefs that one’s
intentions to vote. Therefore, for the first
influenced by conspiracy theories.
actions will not make a difference).
time, this research shows some initial
Are beliefs in conspiracy theories just
Therefore, this research sheds more light
harmless fun? Current research thus far
on the specific dynamics in which
suggests this is not the case, and calls for
conspiracy theories might lead to
further empirical work to be carried out
potentially negative effects.
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Conference (25 - 26 April 2013)
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Detached Mindfulness
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MCT/ACT/CBT distinctive features
Trauma and PTSD
Generalized Anxiety Disorder
Major depressive disorder
Obsessive compulsive disorder
Schizophrenia
Borderline Personality disorder
Addictions

•
•

Medical Conditions
Social Anxiety

Processes:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Worry
Rumination
Attention
Mental Regulation
Beliefs
Control Processes

Pre-Congress Half-Day Workshops
(24 April, 2013):
Learn the latest treatment techniques with professional skills-based workshops
Wells: GAD and worry; | Nordahl: Borderline PD; | Fisher: OCD; |
Papageorgiou: Depression; | Wells: PTSD | Fisher: Distress in Cancer

Information & registration:

http://www.registration.no/mct2013/

read discuss contribute at www.thepsychologist.org.uk

63

