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ABSTRACT 

Conspiracy theories have a long history in America, but have managed to garner the 

attention of mainstream media in the wake of the Trump presidency. Over the course of his 

tenure, Trump made over 30,500 false or misleading statements amounting to an average of 20 

per day for a four-year term (Kessler, 2021). Making statements that may serve your position or 

bolster one’s image with no regard for their actual truth is what is considered to be bullshit. 

Given that many such statements were made using social media platforms, the present study 

sought to investigate the intersection of conspiracy beliefs, bullshit receptivity, and social media 

behaviors in order to develop a more comprehensive understanding of these phenomena and 

how they may interact. It was found that belief in conspiracy is a statistically significant predictor 

of bullshit receptivity, and can affect one’s ability to detect misinformation. Higher levels of 

bullshit receptivity were found to be related to a higher likelihood of spreading false information 

on social media. A comprehensive intervention for addressing conspiracy and bullshit is 

described using the Stokols (1996) social ecological model.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

It was once said that “at any given moment, public opinion is a chaos of superstition, 

misinformation, and prejudice” (Vidal, 1999, p. 21). Though seemingly pessimistic in his outlook, 

author Gore Vidal had spoken a truth that was eventually to be realized in its purest form as 

thousands gathered outside of the U.S. Capitol building on January 6, 2021. Prior to this 

assembly, originally dubbed the March to Save America, claims by former President Donald 

Trump that the 2020 election was rife with voter fraud had been churned and stoked on social 

media. Shortly after the polls closed on November 3, 2020, the first Stop the Steal Facebook 

group was started by a conservative non-profit group called Women for America First. In fewer 

than 24 hours this group had added more than 320,000 followers to its ranks with new 

engagements occurring at peak rates of 36 posts per minute (Frenkel, 2020). While the original 

Stop the Steal group was blocked by Facebook moderators within days of its creation, the 

message had already spread exponentially and could not be clawed back. The misinformation 

central to the movement had already found homes on various other social media platforms from 

the familiar, such as Twitter, YouTube, Pinterest, and Reddit, to the more obscure Gab, Parler, 

Telegram, and MeWe, where it continued to proliferate (#StopTheSteal, 2021). It is the purpose 

of the present study to investigate how conspiratorial beliefs, such as a stolen election, can 

inform social media behaviors that facilitate their spread. 

The insurrection that took place on January 6, 2021, ended up costing over $1.5 million 

in damages (Wolfe, 2021) and nine human lives (Cameron, 2022). Although this incident was its 

own manifestation of misinformation and disinformation pulled from the ether of the internet into 

the real world, the Stop the Steal movement is also an umbrella where other conspiracy theories 

born from social media untruths have come to coalesce, at times with their own violent result. In 

2016, Wikileaks published a series of emails from Hilary Clinton’s former campaign manager 
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John Podesta, who had several correspondences with D.C. business owner James Alefantis 

(Fisher et al., 2016; Gillin, 2016). In these emails a fundraiser for the Clinton presidential 

campaign was discussed, potentially to be held at Mr. Alefantis’s pizzeria, Comet Ping Pong. 

Days later, an individual Tweeting under the username “@DavidGoldbergNY” posted that these 

leaked emails named Hilary Clinton as the center of a “pedophile ring” that performed Satanic 

rituals and human sacrifices in the basement of the Comet Ping Pong building. This Twitter post 

was shared—retweeted—over 6,000 times before finding its way to other social media platforms 

such as Reddit and 4chan, and finally being picked up by Alex Jones, the far-right host of the 

InfoWars talk show. In a YouTube video that amassed nearly 500,000 views prior to its removal, 

Alex Jones said “When I think about all the children Hillary Clinton has personally murdered and 

chopped up and raped, I have zero fear standing up against her. Yeah, you heard me right. 

Hillary Clinton has personally murdered children. I just can’t hold back the truth anymore” 

(Fisher et al., 2016).  

The conspiracy now known as Pizzagate, continued to grow in its complexity and 

adherents, as social media users believed they had deciphered the true meaning of the 

Podesta-Alefantis emails. It was theorized that certain words were actually code to describe 

children and acts of pedophilia. Words such as “hotdog”, “sauce”, and “cheese pizza”, were 

taken to mean “young boys”, “orgy”, and “child pornography”—as “child pornography” shares 

the initials c. p. with “cheese pizza” (Aisch et al., 2016). When considering the natural propensity 

of adults to protect the young, if one were to take these assertions at face value, it may become 

more understandable how a believing individual could be moved to outrage by the prospect of 

children being raped, tortured, and murdered in a public place with no law enforcement 

intervention. This is what moved Edgar Welch to drive from North Carolina to the Comet Ping 

Pong in December of 2016, carrying a loaded assault rifle, a Colt revolver, and a folding knife 

(Fisher et al., 2016). Mr. Welch was determined to scour the basement of the pizzeria, free the 

captive children, and finally bring a collection of Democratic political elites to justice. In addition 
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to not finding any kidnapped or exploited children, Welch also failed to find a basement in the 

establishment. Though several shots were fired during the ordeal, no one was harmed, and Mr. 

Welch was arrested by local authorities on weapons charges. 

There are many important lessons that can be gleaned from the Pizzagate incident, with 

the most glaring being the tangible consequences of internet rumor. To those outside of the 

sphere of 4chan and InfoWars, this seemed to be an isolated incident of one individual with 

some crazy ideas going too far; however, what Pizzagate truly amounted to, was a canary-in-

the-coalmine. Despite taking place four years prior to the January 6th insurrection, Pizzagate 

made clear that there was space on the internet for conspiracy to thrive, there are means for 

conspiracy to move from fringe to more mainstream platforms, there is an audience of millions 

ready to engage with such content, and—perhaps most importantly—if the message is 

compelling enough, this audience can be spurred to acts of violence and vigilantism. 

More to this point, instead of dying out with the arrest of Edgar Welch and the 

demonstrable absence of both abused children and a basement at the Comet Ping Pong, the 

Pizzagate narrative lived on and morphed into an even larger and more complex conspiracy 

web known as QAnon. QAnon pulled several threads from the Pizzagate story and expanded it 

beyond powerful members of the Democrat party to include billionaires (such as George Soros 

and Mark Zuckerberg), and Hollywood elites (Wong, 2020). In 2020, Wayfair—an American 

online retailer that sells home goods—came under suspicion by QAnon followers as a 

participant in child sex-trafficking (Spring, 2020). This idea was promoted across social media 

where individuals claimed that certain Wayfair products seemed to be conspicuously overpriced 

and had the same names as children who had been reported missing, indicating that the 

company was selling children under the guise of selling furniture (Dickson, 2020). Despite a 

timely statement from the company that the high prices were for industrial grade furniture and 

an algorithm is used to generate product names based on geographic locations, first names, 

and common words, and the high prices for certain items were accurate as they were industrial 
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grade products (Reuters Staff, 2020), the rumor persisted. Further investigation found many of 

the children who were supposedly being trafficked, were not actually missing children (Dickson, 

2020). One such case was that of a young teen runaway who was found after being away from 

home for two days earlier that year. In another case, a young woman responded to the rumor 

that she was sold and shipped in a large storage cabinet that shared her name, by live 

streaming a video of herself stating that everything was fine and she had never been kidnapped 

or exploited. This video was viewed over 500,000 times but was unable to sway an audience 

who believed that her captors had forced her to make it (Contrera, 2021; Dickson, 2020). 

There are many consequences to the persistence of the Wayfair conspiracy, beginning 

with the company and children who suddenly found themselves at the heart of it. During the 

height of the conspiracy’s popularity, the Wayfair customer service email and phone lines were 

bombarded with accusations and death threats demanding the release of the children (Contrera, 

2021). The young people and their families were subject to harassment and a new fear that their 

children may now actually be abducted, with one teen reporting severe anxiety that resulted in 

hives, and another who was recognized by a Walmart employee that called the police though 

the young man told her everything was ok. The fear of the existence of a cabal of satanic child 

traffickers stoked by this conspiracy theory prompted the commission of 52 crimes between 

2016 and 2021 (Jensen, 2022). The fear that their children would be kidnapped and abused is 

what led a New Hampshire woman to barricade her kitchen before setting it on fire with herself 

and her two children inside. In California, a woman drowned her three young children to 

“protect” them, believing her ex-boyfriend to be part of a child sex trafficking ring running 

rampant in their small town; in an interview with a local news outlet she stated that she “…prefer 

they not be tortured and abused on a regular basis for the rest of their life” (Carillo, 2021). There 

was no evidence of abuse by the children’s father, who had been alerting authorities in the 

months prior about the woman’s deteriorating mental state (Hamilton & Winton, 2021), her 

social media beginning to echo the sentiments of QAnon believers. 
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Adding to the list of real-world consequences, is the cost of individuals who were unable 

to access help. As the Wayfair scandal grew, Polaris—the non-profit that runs the U.S. National 

Human Trafficking Hotline on behalf of the Department of Health and Human Services, received 

hundreds of reports relating to Wayfair (Polaris, 2020). The huge increase in call volume 

resulted in the siphoning of resources away from individuals in other cases who may have 

needed them. 

All of these conspiracies are fueled by misinformation and serve only to induce hate and 

panic that creates a danger to public safety, as well as a burden to support systems. Such 

threats to the public safety are thinly veiled at best, as an audience member asked Charlie Kirk 

(a promoter of QAnon theory and founder of the conservative non-profit Turning Point USA), 

“When do we get to use the guns? … How many elections are they going to steal before we kill 

these people?” (Media Matters Staff, 2021). Current technologies exist on social media to 

moderate and remove potentially harmful content, however, news feed algorithms for platforms 

such as Facebook, may end up perpetuating conspiracy and misinformation. The Facebook 

algorithm is designed to promote user engagement and push content that is gaining in 

popularity, meaning a trending QAnon post may be inadvertently spread by Facebook before 

getting flagged by the moderation algorithm (Lima, 2021; Shu et al., 2017). The ability of 

misinformation to evade detection by current safety algorithms means it is up to the user to 

make decisions about the validity of what they are consuming online. Therefore, it is imperative 

to public interest to empirically examine the mechanisms related to the spread and reception of 

misinformation on social media. 

Misinformation 

To begin the exploration of human interactions with misinformation, one must first define 

what constitutes misinformation. Wu and colleagues (2019) provide a comprehensive model 

defining misinformation as “…all false or inaccurate information that is spread in social media.” 

(p. 1) and identifying several closely related concepts to fall under this umbrella: disinformation, 
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fake news, rumor, urban legend, spam, and troll. They stressed the importance of standardizing 

how these phenomena are defined, in order to provide uniformity across the body of literature. 

As such, the current author will be employing language similar to that which was outlined by Wu 

and colleagues (2019) in an effort to more seamlessly add to the current discourse. 

That said, it is believed that Wu et al.’s (2019) definition of misinformation could use two 

additional points of refinement regarding intent, and questionable information. Thus, the 

definition of misinformation will be modified to “false or unverified information spread 

intentionally or unintentionally on social media” (see Figure 1). What follows are definitions and 

background for the six specific instances of misinformation. 

 
 

Figure 1. Specific types of misinformation. 
 

Disinformation 

 Disinformation primarily relates to the motivation of the individual who is spreading 

information. In this case, an individual would be deliberately spreading dubious information for 

the purpose of deceiving their audience (Fallis, 2015; Merriam-Webster, n.d.; Wu et al., 2019). 

On social media, this may look like a user promoting a post that they know to be false, or even 

going as far as to create a false post by means of misrepresentation or manipulation, such as 

seen in the growing presence of deepfakes. Deepfake refers to audio and video materials that 
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have been altered in a way that misrepresents the original recordings (Tolosana et al., 2020). 

As computer technologies—particularly machine learning—continue to improve, so does 

deepfake quality.  

In 2019 and again in 2020, manipulated videos of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi went 

viral, each having been viewed over two million times (Denham, 2020; Harwell, 2019). Both 

videos made the Speaker appear intoxicated by slowing the audio by 75% and splicing in other 

audio clips to give the impression of slurring. The videos received tens of thousands of 

comments related to the Speaker’s drunken appearance and babbling. It is clear from the user 

engagement that there is at least some portion of viewers who believed the video was real. 

Former President Donald Trump, retweeted one of the manipulated videos to his 60 million 

followers at the time, with the remark “PELOSI STAMMERS THROUGH NEWS 

CONFERENCE” (Mervosh, 2019; Trackalytics, n.d.). Regardless of whether the former 

president knew for certain the videos were altered, he was not hindered in leveraging them for 

political gain.  

In addition to shifting civic discourse and creating civil liability in the form of potential 

defamation lawsuits, deepfakes have the capability of being used for criminal acts as well. A 

2017 study by the Cyber Civil Rights Initiative (Eaton et al., 2017) found that nearly 13% of 

respondents reported having experienced being threatened with or victimized by the posting of 

sexually-explicit images of themselves on the internet without their consent. With the invention 

of several user-friendly apps, it has become possible for individuals with no computer science 

background to easily make deepfake videos, opening an entirely new avenue for the creation of 

nonconsensual pornography (i.e., revenge porn) that does not even require the victim to have 

participated in any sexual act (Brown, 2020; Cole, 2018; Greengard, 2019; Spivak, 2018). As 

technology develops, the law continues to lag behind. As of 2020, only 42 state had specific 

laws outlining criminal penalties regarding nonconsensual pornography (FindLaw Legal Staff, 

2022). In 2018, Senator Ben Sasse (R-NE) introduced a landmark bill that would make it a 



 

8 
 

felony offense carrying penalties of up to 10 year imprisonment, for the knowing creation and 

distribution of malicious deepfake materials, however, no further action has been taken on the 

bill since (Malicious Deep Fake Prohibition Act of 2018, 2018).  

Disinformation is perhaps the most insidious of misinformation types, as it is specifically 

designed to move undetected past moderator algorithms, may be shared by unwitting 

recipients, is intended to manipulate public opinion, and carries limited civil and criminal 

penalties. 

Fake News 

Though the words “fake news” seem to have been coined by the Trump presidency, its 

existence reaches well back into history. Fake news relates to the method in which 

misinformation is presented, that is as legitimate journalism (Shu et al., 2017). This type of 

misleading, sensationalistic, scandal-mongering reporting was once called “yellow journalism” 

by William Randolf Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer in the 1890s (Milestones: 1866–1898 - Office of 

the Historian, n.d.). Some accounts have tracked the misrepresentation of rumor as news back 

to the days of the Knights Templar (D. Jones, 2017). In the following work, the author explores 

fake news as a disambiguation from the Trump coinage—though using the same term—as an 

umbrella for a specific style of misinformation.  

When it comes to intent, it may or may not be the aim of a media outlet to promote false 

or dubious information. What makes fake news especially pernicious, is that whether intentional 

or unintentional, false information is being spread by an apparent authority, thus giving it more 

weight than if spread by an individual and making it considerably harder to claw back. As an 

example of an unintentional spread of fake news, The Lancet medical journal was the source 

that originally published the now infamous article that purported to link the childhood measles-

mumps-rubella vaccine to autism (Wakefield et al., 1998). However, once more information 

became available that undermined the legitimacy of the study, the article was retracted by the 

editors of the journal (The Editors of The Lancet, 2010). In spite of this, in 2014 a man tweeted 
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“Healthy young child goes to doctor, gets pumped with massive shot of many vaccines, doesn't 

feel good and changes - AUTISM. Many such cases!”; that man, was the 45th president of the 

United States (Trump, 2014). 

When it comes to individual attributes that contribute to a person’s likelihood of 

spreading fake news, Lawson and Kakkar (2021) found a strong interaction between political 

ideology and the Big 5 personality trait conscientiousness. They concluded that individuals who 

were more conservative in their ideologies and lower in conscientiousness were more likely to 

spread false news stories related to Covid-19 on social media. 

 As for the deliberate spread of fake news, the author would advance Fox News as a 

prime example and prolific offender. Results from a 2011 poll conducted by public opinion 

researchers at Farleigh Dickinson University found that respondents who reported watching Fox 

News actually knew less about current events than respondents who did not watch news at all 

(Cassino & Woolley, 2011). More to this point, Fox and its anchors have been subject of 

numerous lawsuits regarding the factuality of their reporting. In 2020, a case was brought 

against on-air personality Tucker Carson who stated “Remember the facts of the story. These 

are undisputed. Two women approached Donald Trump and threatened to ruin his career and 

humiliate his family if he doesn’t give them money. Now, that sounds like a classic case of 

extortion” (McDougal v. Fox News Network, 2020, p. 4). Extortion being a criminal act, and Mr. 

Carlson asserting that his statements were “the facts”, led one of the aforementioned women to 

seek relief on the grounds of defamation. The case was eventually dismissed on the grounds 

that the complainant was unable to demonstrate that Mr. Carlson’s remarks could be interpreted 

as statements of fact (McDougal v. Fox News Network, 2020). It is clear that Fox News puts the 

onus of determining the truth value of their reporting in the hands of the viewer, making a 

viewer’s critical thinking vigilance a prime concern. And with over 50 million social media 

followers across platforms (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) at the time of authorship, and over 

two million prime time viewers, there is much to be concerned about (Katz, 2021). 
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Rumor 

 Rumor will be defined as information that has not been verified, which can be spread 

intentionally or unintentionally (Wu et al., 2019). Suffice it to say the nature of the rumor must be 

able to be subjected to empirical verification processes, to the exclusion of matters of religion, 

myth, magic, and the paranormal/supernatural. For example, “I don’t think Jan actually quit 

smoking” is a rumor that could be verified using various methods such as behavioral trace 

(finding cigarette butts in Jan’s trash), interview (asking Jan if she is still smoking), or naturalistic 

observation (surveilling the local gas station to see if Jan purchases cigarettes), to name a few. 

The statement “I heard Jan is a werewolf” would fall outside of the purview of rumor, as 

werewolves—being supernatural entities—by definition do not exist within the laws of nature 

and thus cannot be quantified using scientific methodology. For the present purposes, rumors 

may include topics of science fiction (e.g., humans inhabiting other planets), as science fiction 

by necessity must obey the laws of science. If a rumor violates the laws of nature or science, it 

becomes a matter of fantasy and would fall in the scope urban legend (see next section). That 

said, once verified a rumor has the possibility of being either true or false. True rumors become 

facts and would be removed from the current model, while false rumors would become 

misinformation. 

 A 2012 study tracing the lifecycle of political rumors spread on Twitter found that after 

their initial introduction to the Twittersphere, false rumors experienced several subsequent 

spikes of resurgence over the 13 months they were tracked (Shin et al., 2018). True rumors, 

however, did not experience any such resurgence after their initial spike when they were new. 

The periodic reintroduction of false rumors was found to be a staple move of obscure websites 

and could have profound effects on how individuals judge the validity of the content, as will be 

later discussed. 

 It is important also to consider the nature of the online environment when it comes to the 

spread of rumors. When considered in its most simple form, the foundation on which e-life is 
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built is trust (Tang & Liu, 2015). In order for the Web to function in its current state, trust must 

exist in e-commerce (e.g., online banking, e-Bay), review sites (e.g., Yelp, Rate My Professors), 

expert sites (e.g., WebMD, Verywell Mind), and news sites (e.g., BBC, Huffington Post). With 

the addition of social media, people can also directly connect to individuals that they trust, such 

as friends, family, and public figures (celebrities, politicians, athletes, etc.). With trust implicit in 

the system, new considerations arise when it comes to the spread of rumor. Studies on factors 

that influence the likelihood that rumors will be repeated have identified anxiety and uncertainty 

as key determinants for whether a rumor is spread, with individuals in higher states of arousal 

being more likely to transmit a rumor regardless of its actual truth value (Jaeger et al., 1980; 

Rosnow et al., 1986, 1988). More to the point of online trust relationships, these studies found 

that when arousal level was controlled for, source authority was a key mitigating factor for the 

spread of rumors, even in cases where the content of the rumor seemed improbable. This is of 

particular importance to the realm of social media, where dubious authorities are easily 

connected to.  

Furthermore, the connection need not be direct in order for a less-than-trustworthy 

source to gain credibility with an individual. Applying the transitive property of trust, if a rumor is 

presented through a trusted individual, then the recipient may confer some of their trust of that 

individual onto the original source (Tang & Liu, 2015). For example, if Jan trusts her brother and 

Jan’s brother trusts the Star—an American tabloid with a 12% accuracy rating according to 

O’Conner (2010)—then Jan will trust the Star to some degree. In such a case, Jan would be 

more likely to share a false rumor from the Star if she receives it from her brother. Spreading 

rumors of celebrity pregnancy may seem of little consequence, but it should be apparent how 

this dynamic could easily map onto more serious matters such a public health information. 

Urban Legend 

 Many studies use the terms rumor and urban legend somewhat interchangeably, but for 

the present study the author would like to make a distinction. Urban legend may be considered 
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a unique melding of rumor and disinformation, as it is similar in its intent, spread, and seemingly 

unverified nature. Urban legends involve the deliberate propagation of false information, but 

diverge from rumor in that they may not be able to be verified, and disinformation in that it is the 

goal of the urban legend is to entertain or advise, and not maliciously manipulate social ontology 

(Fox Tree & Weldon, 2007; Wu et al., 2019). In light of this, urban legend content may include 

matters of folklore, mythology, magic, or the paranormal/supernatural. When considering a 

previous example—“I heard Jan is a werewolf”—where rumors tend to be framed in a more 

speculative fashion, urban legends purport fact—“Jan is a werewolf”. In this way, urban legends 

may be considered a narrative form of rumor (Dunn & Allen, 2005). To further differentiate, 

where rumors may be a product of wild speculation, urban legends often have some type of 

lesson, which could be cautionary (e.g., parents should check their children’s Halloween candy 

as partially unwrapped candy may be poisoned) or positive (e.g., if a person is an undercover 

police officer they are required by law to tell you if you ask) (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2007; Dunn & 

Allen, 2005; Fox Tree & Weldon, 2007). Urban legend tends to follow similar dissemination 

trends as rumor (unsurprising given their similarity), and tend also to make a reappearance as 

new audiences are found (Fox Tree & Weldon, 2007; Shin et al., 2018).  

 It is also worth noting that urban legends are never first-hand anecdotes of the 

storyteller. The story is typically something that happened to someone they know or have 

distant connections to. It is in this fashion that urban legends, like rumor, also benefit from the 

transitory property of trust when it comes to their spread. 

Spam 

Spam is a special instance of misinformation that is different from the previous types. 

Spamming involves overwhelming recipients with unsolicited information that may be malicious 

(e.g., disinformation, malware), or benign (e.g., advertisements, chain letters), and can be 

spread by humans or automated systems—bots (Fetterly et al., 2004; Wu et al., 2019). Though 

many may remember their inbox being flooded with Viagra emails in the mid-90s, today’s spam 
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landscape on social media looks a little different. Though in some cases still offering cheap 

pharmaceuticals and pornography, social media bots can serve purposes beyond advertising. 

One such function is called boosting. Boosting activities involve a spammer repeatedly posting 

links or keywords to a comment section, guestbook, or forum for the purposes of (1) making a 

page look more active/popular than it is, or (2) to catch the attention of search engine algorithms 

in order to increase a site or page’s ranking in search results (Gyongyi & Garcia-Molina, 2005).  

Bots on social media have also been employed to influence public opinion, not only by 

introducing unsolicited bulk disinformation posts to users, but by appearing to be human users 

who have profile pages and post and comment in human-like patterns. This has been 

increasingly problematic, particularly in the case of the 2016 presidential election. Armed with 

propaganda and disinformation instead of clickbait, social media bots flooded various platforms 

in an effort to sway public opinion regarding the 2016 election. In 2018, Twitter disclosed that it 

had removed over 50,000 bot accounts with Russian ties from its platform in relation to the 

presidential election (Swaine, 2018). A working paper from the National Bureau of Economic 

Research estimated that these bots were responsible for 3.23 percentage points of the actual 

vote in favor of Trump (Gorodnichenko et al., 2018). Three percentage points may seem like a 

small amount influence, but in a first-past-the-post voting system, just one additional vote can 

determine an election.  

Troll 

 Trolling is a behavior engaged in by human users—and also bots—for the purposes of 

interrupting discourse. Instead of disseminating false information, though that may also occur, 

the primary focus of the troll is to use hostility and divisive language (including hate speech) to 

either shout down other voices or create factions and discord such that factual information is no 

longer exchanged (as participants direct their energies toward addressing the troll) and 

participants abandon the platform. Additionally, trolls may strategically insert themselves into 

conversations for the purposes of triggering moderator action so a thread is locked or removed 



 

14 
 

(“tread jacking”). This serves the purpose of again scattering legitimate conversation 

participants and forcing them to other forums or platforms. This tactic of posting over-the-top 

offensive (or disgusting), off-topic content to derail discourse is called shitposting (Biggs, 2016; 

Blum, 2021). In short: trolls are bad faith participants in public forums. 

 
Figure 2. Shitpost from 4chan forum (NcGmc0Hr, 2022). 

 
 Studies have investigated individual and situational factors that may contribute to trolling 

behavior with interesting results. Cheng and their coresearchers (2017) focused primarily on 

situational attributes that may invite trolling behavior. They first found that anger begets more 

anger, meaning that where if an original post were negative or troll-like (similar to Figure 2), then 

participants were more likely to respond in-kind with a trolling post. Additionally, Cheng and 

colleagues (Cheng et al., 2017) found that negative affect had a role to play. Participants were 

given a 16-question timed quiz with the instructions indicating that the questions were simple 

and easily answered in the allotted time. To elicit negative mood, participants were given difficult 

questions that were substantially harder to answer in the time allowed; subsequently they were 

presented with their results which (falsely) indicated their scores were well below the average 

user. It was found that participants who experienced the negative stimuli were more likely to 

leave trolling comments. To give an additional layer to anger-begets-anger, it was also found 

that trolling begets more trolling, such that participants who have had a comment flagged by a 

moderator as a trolling post are more likely to troll in future discussions. In short, there becomes 

a vicious cycle of anger and trolling, that can have some spill-over into future interactions. 
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 Other studies that investigated personality factors as determinants of trolling behavior, 

with research by Buckels and colleagues (2013, 2014) finding the strongest predictor to be 

everyday sadism. While sadism is widely known as a part of the Dark Tetrad (Paulhus et al., 

2007), not all sadistic behavior rises to the level of pathology. What is termed everyday sadism 

refers to a subclinical version of the trait in which an individual derives pleasure from the direct 

and vicarious suffering of others (such as through consuming violent media). In their 2013 

study, Buckels set the stage by comparing participant levels of sadism—using the Short Sadistic 

Impulse Scale (O’Meara et al., 2011)—to their willingness to participate in harmful activities, in 

this case the “killing” of pill bugs (no bugs were actually harmed). They concluded that those 

who were higher in trait sadism were more likely to participate in the “extermination” tasks, 

where they either placed the pill bugs into the “bug grinder” themselves or handed cups 

containing the bugs to a confederate to “grind”, and report higher levels of pleasure afterward. 

Individuals who were high in sadism but chose other tasks reported lower levels of pleasure that 

the authors interpreted as a potential sign of regret. In their following study, Buckels and 

collaborators (2014) applied these findings to internet trolling and found everyday sadism to be 

the most robust predictor of trolling behavior. 

 Trolls also have the ability to influence how content is perceived, even if their comments 

are unrelated. Two studies by Anderson and collaborators (2014, 2018) found that when uncivil 

comments were left on news stories, other readers were more likely to have negative feelings 

towards the content of the article. This held true regardless of whether a trolling comment was 

actually related to the article’s content. These are very important findings, as it points to another 

way in which trolls are able to manipulate public attitudes and discourse. 

 Sest and March (2017) expanded on these findings by adding empathy (both cognitive 

and affective) to their predictor variables. In addition to further confirming everyday sadism as a 

factor, they found internet trolls to be high in affective empathy but low in cognitive empathy. 

This indicates that an individual would be cerebrally aware of behaviors that may cause distress 
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in others, but a lack of cognitive empathy prevents them from feeling remorseful. This is all to 

say trolls may have the perfect combination of knowing how to make people feel bad without 

regret or personal consequence. When combined with everyday sadism, negative affect, and 

unfettered access to the internet, it is plain to see that trolls can have enormous reach and 

profound consequences on social media. 

Conspiracy Theories 

 Conspiracy theories occupy a unique place in the realm of misinformation as they have 

the ability to straddle all of the various different forms. Given the nebulous nature of conspiracy 

theories, it is worth defining the phenomenon prior to proceeding. The first distinction to be 

made is the difference between a conspiracy and a conspiracy theory. Conspiracy is a legal 

term that describes a confederacy between two or more individuals or entities, created for the 

purpose of committing a criminal act through their joint efforts (Black, 1910). Federal conspiracy 

charges can incur criminal penalties of up to $250,000 in fines and five years in prison 

(Seaman, n.d.). Conspiracy theories relate to a tradition of explanation that rejects widely 

accepted or conventional accounts of a phenomenon and instead credits the occurrence to 

covert group(s) successfully carrying out a secret plot (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

 When distilled to their most basic attributes, conspiracy theories have seemingly simple 

requisite features: 

• A clearly identifiable conspiratorial group 

• A sinister plan 

• Efforts to maintain secrecy 

Conspiratorial groups have the unique property of being both vague and specific in their 

description (Byford, 2015). The conspiratorial group must be recognizable to the listener, like 

Catholics, communists, and Jewish people, however, conspiracy is by nature a secretive 

endeavor, so the group must also be obscured somehow. This may take the form of using 
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vague, geographical descriptors like “Hollywood”, Wall Street”, or “New York” to identify some 

kind of arcane epicenter where group members meet to carry out their machinations. It is also 

worth noting the personal characteristics of the conspirators, as they are of importance to the 

conspiratorial rhetoric. Conspirators tend to be described in extreme terms, sometimes to the 

extent of imbuing them with superhuman abilities. They tend to not only be greedy and corrupt, 

but also have the ability to manipulate the occult and access to special knowledge that is not 

available to others. For example, during the 2016 presidential race, Infowars host Alex Jones 

stated that he had on good authority that former president Barack Obama and then presidential 

candidate Hillary Clinton smell like sulfur, “I’m telling you she is a demon. […] They smell like 

Hell” (Stack, 2016). Framing the conspirators as amoral supermen is important to this rhetorical 

style, as it draws more clear lines in the battle between good and evil that is at the heart of all 

conspiracy theories. 

 Once conspirators have been identified, they next need a plan with a sinister goal. Prior 

to the mid-1980s, the overarching goal of many conspiracy theories involved the worldwide 

spread of communism and anarchy as the Red Scare continued to live on through conspiracists 

(Byford, 2015). These theories eventually made way for the New World Order to be the central 

goal of many conspiracy theories, with televangelist Pat Robertson writing a book detailing how 

the Establishment is secretly pushing a globalist agenda to one day create an authoritarian 

world government (Robertson, 1991). One key element to all conspiratorial plots is the element 

of foreknowledge. Foreknowledge is evidence of a plan and indicates who the conspirators may 

be. Following the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center, the Jerusalem Post newspaper ran a 

story which reported that the Israeli consulate had been contacted with the names of 4,000 

individuals who may have been in the area during the attacks. This story became corrupted in 

its retelling by David Duke (former Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan) who suggested these 

4,000 Israelis were warned to stay away from the World Trade Center on September 11th 

(Byford, 2015; Collins, 2014; Tobias & Foxman, 2003). Further iterations of this story would 
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expand the “4,000 Israelis” to include American Jewish people. Thus, it is the position of the 

9/11 Truth Movement that the attacks were orchestrated by the “Jewish elites” who were 

protecting their own by instructing 4,000 people not to show up for work that day. 

Types of Conspiracies 

The means by which conspiratorial groups go about achieving their ultimate goal breaks 

conspiracy theories into several basic groups: event/historical, legal, scientific, and medical. 

These typologies each come with their own unique features and potential dangers, and are 

worth exploring individually. 

 Event/historical theories would relate to a specific historical event, typically connecting 

coincidences into a web of conspiracy. To use the 9/11 Truth Movement as further example, 

another conspiracy theory that came from the World Trade Center attacks (this one not anti-

Semitic) draws from a 1940s conspiracy theory likening the events of 9/11 to Pearl Harbor. It 

was theorized that Franklin D. Roosevelt allowed the attack on Pearl Harbor to occur in order to 

engage in World War II (Dallek, 2018; Tobias & Foxman, 2003). Similarly, the U.S. government 

and then President George H. W. Bush, allowed the 9/11 attacks to happen in order to engage 

in warfare in the Middle East. Other historical conspiracy theories can be revisionist or 

altogether dismissive. Holocaust deniers posit that because there are no signed documents 

from Hitler outlining or ordering the Holocaust, that it never happened and they myth was 

necessary for Ally forces to occupy Germany and Jewish citizens to extract money from the 

German government (Museum of Tolerance, n.d.; United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 

n.d.). An example involving a more recent event again puts Alex Jones in the spotlight for 

claiming that the 2012 school shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary was a government-led hoax 

perpetrated by the Left in order to leverage an anti-gun agenda (Mistich, 2021; Porterfield, 

2021). This landed Jones in a series of complex defamation lawsuits that would ultimately end 

in a judgement of nearly $1.5 billion against him (Rueb, 2019). 
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 Legal conspiracy theories focus on specific aspects of the law and often involve 

sovereign citizens and self-proclaimed constitutional scholars. Sovereign citizenship refers more 

to an ideology, as no formal group or leadership exists. Sovereign citizens believe that the 

original common law government that was put in place by the nation’s founders was secretly 

replaced with admiralty law—the laws governing international commerce (Collins, 2014; 

Southern Poverty Law Center, n.d.). Because of this clandestine change of government, 

sovereign citizens believe they have the ability to choose which (if any) laws to obey as the 

“new government” was improperly placed. This belief can create a brooding distrust of 

government officials and lead to a myriad of legal woes that range from tax evasion or driving 

without a license, to homicide. In 2010 sovereign citizen beliefs motivated father and son Jerry 

and Joe Kane who fatally shot two Arkansas police officers during a traffic stop (Harris, 2010; 

MacNab, 2010; Southern Poverty Law Center, n.d.). Though the preferred weapon of the 

sovereign citizens is paper, typically burdening the court systems with frivolous filings, violent 

consequences are not unheard of. Terry Nichols, an accomplice to the Oklahoma City bombing 

of the Murrah Federal Building in 1995 was a sovereign citizen, as was Joe stack, who, in 2010, 

died by suicide flying his single engine airplane into the IRS building in Austin, Texas.  

 Scientific conspiracy theories can be particularly pernicious as many of them appear to 

wear the trappings of science. Though the battle cry of “do your own research” has become 

ubiquitous in the conspiracy world, particularly in QAnon circles, the enthusiasm for rigorous 

research tend to end with that statement. Consider the flat-earth conspiracy theory where 

adherents believe that the Earth is not a globe. A 2018 documentary distributed on Netflix—

Behind the Curve—featured prominent flat-earthers Mark Sargent and Patricia Steere, footage 

of the seemingly well-attended annual flat-earth conference, and several “experiments” meant to 

prove that the Earth is flat (Clark, 2018). The film depicts individuals attempting to replicate the 

results of the famed Bedford Level experiment, which has served as a central piece of evidence 

for flat-earth movement. In 1849 an English inventor named Samuel Rowbotham posted three 
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markers in what was called the “Old Bedford” river on the supposition that when viewed straight-

on from the riverbank, the markers would align, indicating that the Earth is flat (Inglis-Arkell, 

2014; Rowbotham, 1849; “Scientific Wager.,” 1871; The Flat Earth Society, n.d.). This was 

exactly what Rowbotham saw and printed in his 1865 volume titled Zetetic Astronomy 

(Rowbotham, 1865). The book concluded with a wager of 500 pounds to anyone who could 

establish that the world was round, and a career surveyor named Alfred Wallace, knowing what 

was seen was merely a mirage accepted the bet. Wallace knew that density gradients of air are 

different over bodies of water with the ability to refract light in a way that would make the 

markers appear to be aligned, though they were actually following the curvature of the Earth. 

Wallace gave a public demonstration supervised by three referees, using a telescope with 

crosshairs to observe the markers. The referees found the Earth to be round and even though 

the bet was settled, the tenacity of the belief persisted. A man present at the Wallace 

demonstration was so steadfast in his belief that the world was flat that he made it his 

prerogative to harass and discredit Wallace until losing a libel lawsuit in 1871 and owing Mr. 

Wallace 600 pounds for his actions (“Scientific Wager.,” 1871). Pseudo-scientific conspiracy 

theories may seem compelling as they appear to employ something that resembles the scientific 

method, however, unlike true science they do not revise themselves when presented with 

conflicting evidence. The film Behind the Curve ended on a similar note. The laser level markers 

on the lake indicated a curve in the Earth’s surface and the “experimenters” concluded that they 

needed more powerful equipment (Clark, 2018). 

 Medical conspiracy theories are worth separating from other types of scientific 

conspiracy as they pose a clear and present danger to public health. As previously mentioned, 

the retracted article linking autism to the measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) vaccine continues to 

influence public health decisions to this day. As of 2000, measles had been declared eradicated 

in the United States by the World Health Organization (WHO), however, an outbreak in 2019 

severely jeopardized that status (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). The 
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outbreak of measles appeared to be triggered by unvaccinated individuals travelling abroad and 

then incubated in closely-knit communities with larger numbers of unvaccinated and under-

vaccinated (the MMR requires a second dose for maximum coverage) residents (Patel et al., 

2019). A 2021 global study found North American populations to be the lowest in their trust of 

vaccines and also lowest in related knowledge (Benoit & Mauldin, 2021). This lack of trust and 

lack of knowledge can have real world consequences, as that same year nearly seven million 

cases of Covid-19 were reported in unvaccinated individuals, more than three times the 

infection rate of vaccinated individuals (Johnson et al., 2022). When it comes to vaccine 

decisions related to children, Brunson (2013) found social media to be a key player. It was 

concluded that the more vaccine nonconforming individuals that were present on a parent’s 

social media, the more likely that parent was to be vaccine nonconforming themselves. 

Complications of Conspiracy Theories: The Absence of Evidence is Not the 

Evidence of Absence. Conspiracy theories present unique challenges to those who try to 

combat them. They are deliberately engineered in such a manner that both directly addressing 

and ignoring them serve as confirmatory evidence to the conspiracist. To enlist experts in a 

public debate may appear to validate a conspiracy theory, as it is being elevated to the level of 

sharing a stage with professionals. However, to ignore a conspiracy theory gives more credence 

to the idea that conspiracists may be “on the right track” because mainstream science or 

academia is refusing to acknowledge them. Pointing to a lack of evidence or a collection of 

conflicting evidence is also of little use in combating conspiracy theories as it can simply be 

taken as additional proof of a coverup, whereby strengthening the argument of the conspiracist. 

While intellectual curiosity is an important asset, un-honed it can take individuals far 

outside of the realm of normal. To harken back to “do your own research”, in these cases 

research typically involves an extensive consumption of internet-based media and occasionally 

books that give the appearance of scholarly authorship with extensive footnotes, but those 

notes tend to be circular and self-referencing (Byford, 2015). Research is an academic process, 
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and it seems that those who are the most vulnerable to the misinformation of the internet are 

those who have not been in a classroom for a while. A study during the 2016 presidential 

election found that individuals over the age of 65 were seven times more likely than other age 

groups to share a fake news story (Guess et al., 2019). 

There are many other potential social risks that come with widespread endorsement of 

conspiracy theories. To begin, they have the potential to prevent progress and innovation. 

Climate change denial can stifle innovations in the field of renewable energy technologies. 

Additionally, time spent convincing conspiracists of the real and present dangers of climate 

change is only extending the existence of the issue and the possibility of it becoming worse. In a 

more tangible example, those who are refusing the Covid-19 vaccine are becoming sick and 

continuing the spread of the virus with their resistance. Much of the attitude seems to be product 

of the nirvana fallacy, which follows the idea that if a solution is not perfect then it is not worth 

attempting (Scott, 2019). Voltaire can be quoted with a tidy summation borrowed from Italian, 

which translates to “better is the enemy of good“ (Voltaire, 1877). These conspiracy theories 

make clear that no intervention short of perfection will be accepted, and the goal posts for what 

constitutes perfection are ever moving with the expansion of the theories. Community 

psychology is built on the grounds of small wins and being denied the opportunity for even 

incremental progress towards improving social issues is a blow to the field (Weick, 1984). 

Conspiracy theories also have the capability of interfering with the education system. 

Unfounded fears of critical race theory (CRT) have flooded the national conversation with nine 

states banning its teaching in public schools (Ray & Gibbons, 2021). Though on its surface a 

difference in perspectives on education, the banning of CRT seems to speak more to a fear of 

the unifying of minority voices that may result in a globalistic, one-world government in which 

straight white people become the enslaved. As a guest on the Fox News Show The Five, former 

U.S. Representative Sean Duffy stated: “The Democrat Party is pushing this ideology, and they 

have a long history as racists, segregationists, they supported Jim Crow, and they are doing the 



 

23 
 

same thing here just in a different way. Now they've switched from Black and now they have 

gone to whites but this is the M.O. of Democrats: racism, segregation, separation on race, and it 

will destroy our country” (The Five, 2021). In 2021, 33-page guide to combatting CRT was 

published by the Citizens for Renewing America, an organization headed by Russell Vought, the 

former director of the Office of Management and Budget appointed by Trump and vocal 

supporter of the Stop the Steal conspiracy. The handbook states that “Critical Race Theory (and 

all other branches of Critical Social Justice) is part of a takeover ideology with an end goal of 

completely controlling all institutions that are a part of American life (Citizens for Renewing 

America, 2021, p. 8)”, eventually going on to say—in a section titled How Will You Be 

Attacked?—"[CRT proponents] are not trying to win an academic debate, they are attempting to 

socially replace you. (p. 8)”. All of these sentiments have a similar ring to the Great 

Replacement conspiracy theory, which will be discussed further in a later section. CRT has its 

roots as a framework for interpreting law, but has spread to other field to become a lens for 

research and analysis (“Critical Race Theory,” 2022). That is to say, CRT is not material for the 

K–12 classroom. However, a report from Ballotpedia stated that in November of 2022, 

schoolboard candidates in 1,221 school districts across 49 states all took a formal position on 

CRT (Ballotpedia, 2022). It is not material what those positions were, as the important fact is 

that it is being discussed at all in an arena where it is not being taught. Making CRT into a 

conspiracy-fueled wedge issue takes valuable resources away from conducting the actual 

business of running a school district, and has even resulted in violence and arrests (Groves, 

2021). 

Conspiracy theories have a long-standing tradition of promoting anti-Semitism,  

xenophobia, nationalism, racism, sexism, and anti-LGBT+ acceptance. Additionally, as 

mentioned with the sovereign citizens, conspiracy can sew distrust of government, law 

enforcement, and public figures in addition to creating confusion around civil and criminal law. 

All of this can lead to social tension with friends and family, in addition to radicalizing and 
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inciting violence in ways previously discussed. Even if the number of incidents is not terribly 

large, any non-zero number of violent outbursts or victimization motivated by conspiratorial 

beliefs should be of concern to the members of the community and social psychology field. To 

dismiss this opportunity for an ounce of prevention is to accept a pound of consequences. 

Conspiracists 

Conspiracists are the individuals who believe in conspiracy theories. For those who 

watched the events of the January 6th insurrection unfold, what became apparent was that 

education, income, and occupation had little bearing on who participants were and their capacity 

for disruption and violence. Preliminary research reported by researchers from the University of 

Chicago (Pape, 2021) found the strongest predictor of violent participation in the insurrection to 

be belief in the Great Replacement. Also called racial replacement or white genocide, the Great 

Replacement is a white nationalist conspiracy theory that originated in a 2012 novel (of the 

same name) written by French author Renaud Camus (Anti-Defamation League, n.d.). Camus 

suggests that the promotion of diversity, immigration, and miscegenation will lead to the 

extinction of the native white European population. Pape (2021) found that individuals living in 

counties that experienced a decline in non-Hispanic white residents (creating a sort of anecdotal 

“evidence”) were four-times more likely to be part of the insurrectionist movement. Observations 

of the January 6th participants is the current body of literature on conspiracists writ large; that is, 

that there is no one clear typology when it comes to conspiracists. With the connection between 

belief and conspiracy theories and violence palpable, it is worth further exploring what currently 

is known about who the conspiracists are and how they got to be that person. 

Individual Differences. When it comes to conceptualizing a conspiracist, pictures of an 

unemployed, basement-dwelling white male may emerge. However, many studies have found 

this conception to be far too simple an image of the demographic features of a conspiracist. To 

revisit Pape (2021), those data indicated that while the conception of white and male may hold 

for the insurrectionists who were arrested, the overwhelming majority of that group were 
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employed, with 30% holding “white-collar” jobs, such as Field Operations Specialist for Google, 

Regional Portfolio Manager at BB&T Bank, architect, physician, attorney, etc. In the case of 

other conspiracy theories, particularly those related to medical mistrust (e.g., HIV was created 

by the U.S. government), other studies have found that black and Latinx individuals are more 

likely than white individuals to endorse such conspiracies. Unfortunately, this mistrust of medical 

professionals is appropriately founded for minority groups, who have experienced substantial 

disparities in healthcare both historically, such as with the Tuskegee syphilis study, and 

contemporarily, as white women are four-times more likely to die during childbirth than their 

white counterparts (CDC, 2020). Methods for building trust between communities of color and 

the medical establishment exceed the scope of the present research, however, this unfortunate 

history must be considered for present purposes as it is salient as a factor that may influence 

the internalization of conspiracy theories. 

 In recent years there has been widespread dissemination of conspiracy theories by 

political outlets, so much so it has resulted in the freezing and de-platforming of figures with as 

much political significance as the president of the United States (@Twitter, 2021). Prior 

research has investigated the relationship between political ideology and conspiratorial beliefs 

and find that the political main supplier—so to speak—of conspiracy to be whichever party is 

favoring media coverage at the time. Despite the current climate seeming to have a constant 

spotlight on conservative politics, it would appear that individuals on the left and right extremes 

of the political spectrum have rates of conspiracy theory belief that are much the same (Oliver & 

Wood, 2014; Uscinski, 2019; van Prooijen et al., 2015). When considering belief in four 

conspiracy theories—two related to former President George W. Bush, a Republican, and two 

about former Democratic President Barack Obama—Hollander (2017) found that the stronger 

an individual identified as a Republican, the more sure they were that conspiracy theories 

related to Obama ([1] Obama was born outside of the U.S., [2] the Affordable Care Act will 

create health care death panels) were true and those related to Bush ([1] the government knew 
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about 9/11, [2] Bush redirected floodwaters from Hurricane Katrina to poorer neighborhoods) 

were false. The reverse scenario was also found, where those identifying more strongly as a 

Democrat were more likely to believe the theories about Bush and less likely to believe those 

about Obama.  

 In addition to party affiliation, political efficacy has also been found to play a role in the 

adoption of conspiratorial beliefs. Studies have found that the more a person feels that the 

government does not represent their interests or is ineffectual, the more likely they are to 

endorse conspiracy theories (Ardevol‐Abreu et al., 2020; Jolley & Douglas, 2014). It may be 

concluded that feelings of political powerlessness might compel an individual to seek 

explanations from places that seem better advocates for their personal priorities. When 

compared to the even-toned, orderliness of C-SPAN or a mainstream news anchor desk, the 

high-energy and high-volume of programs such as InfoWars or The Joe Rogan Experience, 

may appear—at least on the surface—more proactive, as they seem to be angry along with the 

viewer. This seeming connection between the appearance of anger and feelings of advocacy 

may prove fertile grounds for future research, though it exceeds the scope of the current paper.  

 Another known factor that contributes to belief in conspiracy theories is education level, 

however its role may be a little more complex than other predictors. Studies have found that 

instead of directly predicting conspiratorial beliefs, education level contributes to a constellation 

of other attributes that in turn predict beliefs. These attributes include feelings of control, belief in 

simple solutions, perceptions of one’s social class, assigning of intentionality where it is unlikely 

(or unable) to exist, and analytical thinking (Douglas et al., 2016; Swami et al., 2014; van 

Prooijen, 2017; van Prooijen et al., 2015). These complex relationships make it difficult to say 

that raising of education levels alone will eliminate the belief in conspiracy, as other individual 

factors may also contribute to the same attributes. For example, as mentioned before, education 

contributes to feelings of control, but feelings of control may also be influenced by personality 

traits, minority status, just world beliefs, and personal experiences such as being the victim of a 
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crime. The complicated nature of education as a predictor leaves ample room for exploration in 

studies such as the present one.  

 Oliver and Wood (2014) also explored individual willingness to attribute phenomena to 

the intentional actions of unseen forces. They had similar findings as previously mentioned 

studies, but they also investigated an additional predictor of belief in Manichean narratives. 

Manichean-style themes are a common rhetorical tool in conspiracy theories. Manicheism refers 

to a religious movement that began in the third century in Persia and lasted through the 17th 

century (Editors of the Encyclopedia Britannica, 2022). It was founded by a prophet named Mani 

who described a dualistic universe in which there was a perpetual war between good and evil 

that exists both inside and outside of man (Coyle, 2014). The inner battle exists between the 

goodness of the soul and the evilness of the fleshly body that must interact with the world and is 

one that may be won through the acquisition of special spiritual knowledge and an ascetic 

lifestyle. The outer battle exists between the believer—acting as the force of good—and the evil 

of the rest of the world. It is easy to see how these themes fit easily into conspiratorial narrative 

as they are by nature conspiratorial, that is, forces of evil are constantly planning and scheming 

against the forces of good who must stay forever vigilant. There additionally exists a paradoxical 

concept that is interlaced in these narratives where the more powerful the evil has become, the 

closer it is to being defeated (Byford, 2015). This idea of a final showdown on the horizon can 

be a compelling one, as it means that utopia will soon follow and those forces of good will be 

heroes. The January 6th insurrection follows this narrative arc, where the failure of Donald 

Trump to be re-elected was an indication that the evildoers were on the crux of fully realizing 

their political machinations, and that it was now time for the forces of good to act. In the 

aftermath, participants were hailed as patriots and heroes by their confederates, and Ashli 

Babbitt—a participant killed by Capitol police—was labelled a martyr (Woodward et al., 2021). 

The concept of obtaining special spiritual knowledge (mentioned previously) is another theme 

that is found in much of the conspiracy theory literature as well. An interesting feature of this 



 

28 
 

device is that it can mean stepping closer to a version of self-actualization, spiritual purity, and 

sometimes a version of holy powers for the forces of good, but conversely, many conspiracy 

theories put forth the idea that similar (or inverse) knowledge is also available to the side of evil, 

who may also use it to acquire powers to further their agenda. This feeds into the deep anti-

Semitic roots of many conspiracy theories that have imbued people of the Jewish faith with traits 

from general malice to superhuman strength (Byford, 2015; Uscinski, 2019). A simple 

conclusion is that Jewish religious rituals, customs, and language have simply been wildly 

misconstrued by the cultural majorities of many countries, so as to give the group an air of 

arcane mystery, as a function of this Manichean thought process. Support for Manichean ideas 

are complex and may be an umbrella-factor for other domains. While there has been support for 

Manichean ideals as a predictor, this is clearly a rich and multi-faceted idea that also intertwines 

with the need for simple solutions, feelings of control, and self-esteem. 

 Hart and Graether (2018) attempted to construct an integrated model that 

simultaneously examined several factors that may influence conspiracy beliefs. In their model, 

they found schizotypy and dangerous-world beliefs to be the strongest predictors, followed by 

bullshit receptivity (to be discussed). Schizotypy is a personality trait that can lead to disordered 

thinking. It encompasses many features that seem to relate to conspiracy beliefs, such as 

interpersonal suspiciousness, aberrant ideas and perceptions, and odd or eccentric character. 

Dangerous-world beliefs were measured using a subscale from the Social Worldview Scale 

created by Duckitt and colleagues (2002). This scale measures fear of the social world being a 

dangerous place filled with bad people with questions such as “My knowledge and experience 

tells me that the social world we live in is basically a dangerous and unpredictable place, in 

which good, decent and moral people’s values and way of life are threatened and disrupted by 

bad people”. One can see that these items are consistent with themes of constant battling 

between good and evil, as seen in Manichean beliefs.  
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Cognitive Factors. In addition to the individual differences previously discussed, there 

are a number of cognitive factors that may also play a role in one’s beliefs in conspiracy 

theories. In the face of a novel event or one with an ambiguous explanation, a lack of 

understanding can cause distress in some individuals. The higher the levels of distress indicate 

an individual’s higher need for cognitive closure. The potential relationship between the need for 

cognitive closure and belief in conspiracy theories seems like a natural one, where conspiracy 

explanations would be adopted as a means of sense-making when other explanations are 

absent or dissatisfactory. In (2013), Leman and Cinnirella sought to explore this association 

between the need for cognitive closure and the belief in conspiracy theories, however, they 

ended up with mixed results. What is important to note, is that Leman and Cinnirella focused on 

the need for cognitive closure as a more static, dispositional feature. Other studies that 

investigated this same sort of sense-making need as a more mutable feature that could be 

influenced by situation and context, found much stronger links between need for cognitive 

closure and conspiracy beliefs (Marchlewska et al., 2017; Radnitz & Underwood, 2015). 

Marchlewska and colleagues (2017) summarize this succinctly in the title of their work, Addicted 

to Answers. These results dovetail nicely with the previously discussed findings related to 

Manichean and dangerous-world beliefs, as it is understandable that those who may feel that 

the world is unpredictable and descending into anarchy by the second, would seek to find 

explanations for any anomaly in order to determine its potential risk.  

An interesting study by van Elk (2015) compared differences in perceptual and 

attentional biases between conspiracists and skeptics. This study found significant differences 

between the two groups, where conspiracists tended to err on the side of faultier local-to-global 

inferences. Another way of viewing this could be that, in some cases, conspiracists exercise 

flawed inductive reasoning. Byford (2015) describes this as a major-event-major-cause error, 

but to most it may be a symptom of fundamental attribution. The fundamental attribution error 

describes a propensity to ascribe phenomena to dispositional qualities rather than situational 
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ones (E. E. Jones & Harris, 1967; Ross, 1977). Through this lens, a conspiracist may attribute a 

random event such as a fly landing on Hillary Clinton during a 2016 presidential debate to her 

terrible sulfur smell that Alex Jones claims on his show. 

It would seem that individuals who are averse to psychological discomfort are making 

mistakes when they are rushing to get an explanation, but then make inductive reasoning errors 

that may lead them to conspiratorial conclusions that are incorrect but may seem more plausible 

because they jibe well with other personal beliefs (e.g., the constant battle between good and 

evil). An additional layer that may contribute to these faulty conclusions would be a version of 

the Dunning-Kruger effect. In their landmark paper, authors Dunning and Kruger (1999) found 

that participants who performed the most poorly on a variety of tasks—humor, logical reasoning, 

and grammar—were the ones who were the most confident in their abilities in that particular 

domain. In the same report, the authors also test to see if evaluating one’s peers would impact 

one’s perceptions of their own competence. The results that were predicted, were participants 

would engage in a sort of “recalibration” or adjustment of their own competency self-rating after 

seeing how their peers performed. This recalibration would serve as an indicator of levels of 

metacognitive thinking. After having participants from the highest and lowest quartiles evaluate 

each other’s competency and then reassess their own, the authors found that the top 

performers (who had previously been more modest in how they viewed their own competency) 

changed how they rated their own competency after seeing that other participants performed 

substantially lower. Those in the bottom quartile maintained that they had done just fine, even 

after seeing that their peers outperformed them by a considerable amount. A more recent study 

by Vitriol and Marsh (2018) came to a similar conclusion when applying this model to conspiracy 

theories, where they found that people who overestimate their ability to understand causal 

relationships underlying complex political phenomena, were also more prone to conspiracy 

beliefs. They tested their theory following the 2016 presidential election and found this to be 

particularly true in the case where individuals maintained levels of unjustified confidence even 
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after having demonstrated little tangible political knowledge during the manipulation. An 

interesting caveat is that there were also significant, though weak, findings that indicated an 

increase in the belief of conspiracy by individuals who demonstrated higher political knowledge 

but endorsed the losing candidate—Hillary Clinton. This study has not been replicated following 

the 2020 presidential election, but these weak findings may provide some insight into the 

January 6th participants and supporters, some of which seemed to be well educated or even 

themselves politicians, who would have a reasonable understanding of political mechanisms. 

 Studies have sought to examine the role of critical/analytical thinking as it relates to 

conspiratorial ideation with interesting results. In the first part of a multi-part study, Swami and 

colleagues (2014) found statistically significant negative correlations for analytical thinking and 

open-mindedness, and a positive correlation for intuitive thinking style when analyzed with 

regard to levels of belief in conspiracy theories. Here, analytical thinking and open-mindedness 

refer to cognitive styles that processes information more carefully, and are willing to consider all 

related evidence—even evidence that may conflict with their original position—when evaluating 

information. Informed by these findings, Swami and colleagues conducted two follow-up studies 

using university students where they employed a modified scrambled-sentence verbal fluency 

task and cognitive disfluency task to prime analytic thinking in experimental group participants. 

For these studies, participants first completed measures for conspiratorial ideation, 

demographics, and other filler scales to prevent hypothesis guessing. Approximately five weeks 

later participants were recalled, the experimental group received the manipulation, the control 

group received neutral stimuli, and then both groups were retested for conspiratorial ideation. 

The modified scrambled-sentence verbal fluency task was one that had been used and 

validated by prior research. The instrument was made up of 10 sets of five-word clusters where, 

if one of the words were removed, the remaining four words could be rearranged into a simple 

sentence. For the experimental group, this task was modified with the addition of target words 

related to critical thinking (e.g., analyze, rational, ponder) that would be the priming agents. In 
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the study using the cognitive disfluency task, the manipulation was even more simple. Both the 

experimental and control groups received the same battery of surveys, however the 

experimental group surveys were presented in a font (Brush Script MT) that was difficult to read. 

As a result of having to work harder to read and understand the information being presented, 

analytical thinking processes were activated. In both of these studies, significant differences 

were found on the conspiratorial ideation inventory with the experimental groups reporting lower 

levels of ideation on the post-manipulation survey. These results were replicated in further 

studies with the general public. 

Somewhat similarly, Banas and Miller (2013) attempted to reduce conspiracy beliefs by 

inoculating participants with factual evidence and logical argumentation (an area where 

conspiracies tend to fail) prior to watching a video made by members of the 9/11 Truth 

Movement. They found that as little as a single typewritten page was sufficient to increase 

individual resistance to the persuasion of the film. In a follow-up study, they extend their findings 

by testing if their inoculation treatment could be undermined if they were preemptively attacked 

prior to being presented (e.g., warning participants that there are people who are out there 

wanting to change how they think). What was found was that this meta-inoculation was able to 

significantly reduce the effectiveness of the inoculation attempt, even though it contained no 

information about the 9/11 event itself. 

What the Swami and Banas studies show is that one’s level of conspiratorial belief can 

be subject to change based on context. What is also shown is that context is determined by the 

type of message an individual receives first. This could explain some of the traction Donald 

Trump received in claiming the 2020 presidential election was stolen. Trump began telling the 

public that the election was rigged a full seven months before it even took place, and by January 

6th of the following year, he had control of the narrative and supporters who became unmovable 

in their position, regardless of factual evidence (Inskeep, 2021). 

Bullshit 
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 As George Carlin once said, “Bullshit is the glue that binds us as a nation” (Uribisci, 

2008). Though a well-worn word in the national vernacular, considering what is bullshit actually 

has a substantial value to the scientific community who are interested in the communication and 

spread of social phenomena. In his seminal book, Frankfurt (2005) put forth that bullshit relates 

to any statement(s) that is made without regard for its actual truth value. Bullshit is not a 

phenomenon reserved for locker rooms or casual conversations, it also appears in the 

workplace and has the potential to impact corporate climate and employee satisfaction, as was 

found in a study by Ferreira and their co-researchers (2020). Although keenly aware of the 

bullshit, its presence made it difficult for employees to take actions as they were unsure if 

certain statements by supervisors were made legitimately, or simply to puff up their reputation 

and advance a position in the moment.  

Pseudo-profound Bullshit 

 Consider for a moment the following quote from Eckhart Tolle, taken from his book A 

New Earth: Awakening to Your Life's Purpose (2016, p. 115): 

“Life is the dancer, and you are the dance.” 

This book has sold over 2,000,000 copies and became one of the most-sold titles on the 

Oprah’s Book Club list (A Comprehensive Guide to All 98 Books in Oprah’s Book Club, 2022). 

On its surface, this phrase appears to be communicating a deep truth about life, however upon 

closer inspection one would realize that it contains no meaningful information. Like other forms 

of bullshit, this type of communication holds no regard for actual truth as it makes no specific 

claims. Like bluster in the workplace as previously described, this kind of bullshit is meant to 

impress, not advise. However, unlike the workplace where bullshit may derive perceived-

importance from references to tangible products, projects, or people, pseudo-profound bullshit 

relies on vagueness to create an air of mysticism that the listener assigns significance to.  

 Extracting meaning where there is none is the hallmark of the conspiracist. Over a 

period of four years, a person (or persons) known only as “Q” made nearly 5,000 posts on 
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various social media platforms that were considered by adherents to be a source of insider 

political information, enlightenment, and prophecy (Tian, 2021). These so-called “Q drops” are 

the heart of the QAnon conspiracy theory. While some drops can be easily refuted (e.g. “Guns 

are safe. Stop falling for FAKE NEWS.”; Q, 2018), many take on the cryptic air of pseudo-

bullshit. 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Q drop in 8kun forum (Q, 2020a). 
 

 
 

Figure 4. Q drop in 8chan forum (Q, 2020b). 
 

While the contents of Figure 3 may seem about as harmless as the writings of Eckhart 

Tolle, it is the words in Figure 4 and the thousands of other drops like it that give cause for 

concern. One study found that individuals who were more receptive to pseudo-profound bullshit 

were also more likely to engage in antisocial behaviors (Erlandsson et al., 2018). At this point in 

history it may be safe to say that if there did not exist individuals who were willing to believe the 

drops, Q themselves likely would not have been such a prolific poster, and the events of 

January 6th would have gone differently. 

Believing Bullshit 

In conversation, humans tend to be biased toward believing the speaker, as there is a 

natural assumed honesty when interacting with another person (Arkes et al., 1991; Luo et al., 
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2020; Pennycook & Rand, 2020). A baseline willingness to believe is generally unproblematic 

as we live in a society built on mutual trust, one such example would be that when on the phone 

with a stranger (like a customer service agent), you trust that they are who they say they are 

and it is assumed that you are who you say you are. When it comes to bullshit, in the best-case 

scenario the information being acted on as though it were true, actually is true. In cases where 

the information is false, bullshit becomes a vehicle for the spreading of misinformation. The 

dangers of misinformation need not be re-discussed, but the idea that a piece of disinformation 

may be started maliciously by one person and then spread accidentally by countless more is 

worth considering. Now, instead of each recipient needing to trust the originator of a piece of 

fake news or spam, etc., the bar has been substantially lowered to where someone acting as a 

troll can leverage the trustworthiness of others to spread their message, so long as those 

people are just bullshitting. In this age of technology and global connectedness, there is no 

better arena to bullshit in than on social media. In order to stay in-touch or relevant, social 

media rewards users with fame and money to make fast decisions that will continue user 

engagement. What these rewards do, even for users who do not ultimately become influencers, 

is incentivize bullshit. If misinformation is what you say, and bullshit is how you say it, then 

social media would be where you say it, and that makes it an important piece of further 

understanding phenomena like conspiracy theories. 

Social Media 

 The omni-presence and importance of social media in the contemporary national 

discourse is one that cannot be understated. Even with recently instituted safety measures, 

social media platforms are not always adept at removing pernicious content in a timely fashion, 

whereby leaving individual decision-making as the only line of defense against its 

internalization. It is therefore necessary to examine how individuals engage with bullshit and 

misinformation on social media.  
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 An analysis of social media posts performance by news reporters in 2016 found that 

hyper-partisan posts that published false and misleading information received more user 

interactions (i.e., shares, likes, comments) than did factual news stories from longer-standing 

sources such as the New York Times, the Washington Post, and NBC News (Silverman, 2016; 

Silverman et al., 2016). A sample of one such post that contributed to this phenomenon can be 

seen in Figure 5. Despite the contrived images and captioning, the most liked comment for this 

this post on the Freedom Daily’s Facebook page was “Not even animals would do this. Time to 

hang these people.” (Silverman et al., 2016). Even with adequate leeway given for artistic 

license and free expression, the presence of such misinformation and support for violent 

response should give pause to any thoughtful practitioner. 

 

Figure 5. False Facebook post from the Freedom Daily (Silverman, 2016). 

Though to some this may seem obviously fake, as arson-homicide is decidedly rare in 

this country, there are several mechanisms that are unique to social media that make this, and 

other fabrications, appear more believable. News travels fast on social media, but the more 

people who are bullshitting without reading can create an effect that increases the number of 
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interactions a post has, whereby making it seem more legitimate (Luo et al., 2020). The sharing 

and re-sharing of a post, by users or by bots, can mean that a user may be presented with the 

same piece of information. This churning that results in multiple exposures is yet another 

mechanism that can create a sense of credibility around misinformation. Pennycook and 

colleagues (2018) found this to be particularly true in the case of fake news. In fact, participants 

who only had a single prior exposure to a fake news headline were more likely to rate it as true 

the next time they saw it. It was also found that as the number of exposures increased, so too 

did the strength of the conviction that the fake news headlines were true. An additional layer to 

consider is the tenacity of these perceptions. As part of the same study, when researchers 

exposed a group of participants to the fake news stimuli a week before re-exposure, they found 

that not even the one-week period diminished their findings, where a single prior exposure 

increased belief that the stimuli were factual, indicating a fairly robust phenomenon. This 

phenomenon is commonly called the illusory truth effect or the repetition truth effect and has a 

substantial body of literature supporting it (Arkes et al., 1991; Bacon, 1979). A meta-analysis of 

51 studies came to the same conclusions as Pennycook, but with a more moderate effect size 

(Dechene et al., 2010). It was found that the illusory truth effect holds true across numerous 

domains and modalities. 

Recently, some websites have attempted to place content warnings over posts that 

contain false or contain disputed information. Though this could be seen as a positive, proactive 

step by social media platforms, what it instead created was a new phenomenon called the 

implied truth effect. This unintended consequence describes a situation where an individual is 

aware that false posts are flagged by social media platforms and therefore is more likely to trust 

posts that have not been flagged, even if they are also false (Pennycook & Rand, 2020). 

As can be seen, there are many opportunities for misinformation to enter, proliferate, 

and even gain credibility once introduced to a social media platform. Users may be promoting 

false information without even being aware, or they may be actively participating in the spread 



 

38 
 

believing they are helping or saving others. With 86% of Americans reporting that they regularly 

get their news online and 53% saying that news comes from social media, it behooves 

researchers to expand the body of knowledge around social media behaviors (Shearer, 2021). 

A deeper understanding of social media behaviors can only serve to help develop successful 

interventions that can be used to combat the spread of conspiracy theories and other 

misinformation. 

Previous Studies 

 Previous studies in the areas of conspiracy, bullshit, and the spread of misinformation 

have laid a foundation for the present research and also left space to expand. In combining this 

existing knowledge in a novel way, it is the hope of the author to add another layer of nuance 

and understanding in the areas of conspiracy theories, bullshit receptivity, and social media 

behaviors. An important connection that is still left to be made by the existing literature is in the 

similarities between conspiracists and trolls. Studies have found both internet trolls and 

conspiracists to be low in the personality trait of consciousness (Buckels et al., 2014; Lawson & 

Kakkar, 2021). Additionally, trolls and conspiracists tend to be individuals who are more 

politically conservative, and more politically conservative individuals also tend to be more 

receptive to bullshit (Lawson & Kakkar, 2021; Pfattheicher & Schindler, 2016; Uscinski, 2019). 

The intersections of these domains delimit a group that is more likely to not only believe 

misinformation, but to also spread it with malicious fervor. 

Though many previous studies have sought to identify more stable features (e.g., 

personality traits) of an individual as that which informs conspiratorial beliefs, their weak findings 

may not be due a lack of association, but rather the effects of a temporal element (Banas & 

Miller, 2013; Brotherton et al., 2013; Lawson & Kakkar, 2021; Pennycook et al., 2015; Swami et 

al., 2014). When it comes to the world of social media, one need only be convinced of 

something long enough to repost it. As such, looking at dispositional attributes like personality 
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may be less informative than interpretation through a more situational lens. Table 1 provides a 

summary of research relevant to the present study. 

TABLE 1 

SUMMARY OF RELEVANT RESEARCH 

(Author, year) Research Objective Method Outcome 

(Pennycook et 
al., 2015) 

Validation of novel 
Bullshit Receptivity 
Scale (BRS) 

Individuals who are more 
receptive to bullshit will be 
lower in analytical 
thinking, and endorse 
paranormal beliefs, 
conspiratorial beliefs, and 
beliefs in alternative 
medicine. 

The novel scale was tested for 
internal reliability then 
replicated with additional 
pseudo-profound bullshit items. 
Analytic thinking was 
incorporated as a potential 
factor for bullshit receptivity and 
additional scales were added: 
paranormal beliefs, 
endorsement of alternative 
medicine, and belief in 
conspiracy theories. 

Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for 
entire BRS (α = .93). A positive 
correlation was found between 
analytic thinking & bullshit detection 
(r = .23, p = .013). Pearson’s 
product-moment correlations were 
found to be significant when testing 
the BSR and: paranormal beliefs (r = 
.30, p < .05), endorsement of 
alternative medicine (r = .24, p < 
.05), belief in conspiracy theories (r 
= .17, p < .05). 

(Brotherton et 
al., 2013) 

Validation of Generic 
Conspiracist Beliefs 
Scale (GCBS) 

Validation of a novel 
measure for conspiracist 
attitudes that are not 
related to a specific event 
(e.g., 9/11). 

An exploratory factor analysis 
was done on 75 original items 
before the final, 15-item short 
test was arrived at. Criterion 
validity and test-retest reliability 
were also examined, as was 
convergent and discriminant 
validity. 

Factor loadings revealed five distinct 
categories: (1) government 
malfeasance (GM; α = .93), (2) 
extraterrestrial cover-up (EC; α = 
.94), (3) malevolent global 
conspiracies (MG; α =.94), (4) 
personal well-being (related to 
health and personal liberty; PW; α = 
.95), (5) control of information (CI; α 
= .87). A strong, positive correlation 
and acceptable test-retest reliability 
was found between the GCBS and 
an existing validated scale. 

(Lawson & 
Kakkar, 2021) 

The need for chaos 
contributes to the 
spread of fake news 

Explore the possibility 
that conscientiousness 
and political ideology 
interact and affect how 
individuals perceive fake 
news. 

Participant levels of 
conscientiousness were 
measured using a Big 5 
personality inventory (BFI-2). 
They were asked to identify 
their political party and then 
evaluate 24 news stories for 
factuality. Participants were 
additionally asked if they would 
share the story with others. 

Statistically significant results 
indicated political ideology and 
conscientiousness interact and 
affect interactions with fake news 
where conservatives who were lower 
in conscientiousness were more 
likely to share fake news stories. 
The inclusion of fact-checker 
warnings on some stimuli did not 
change these results. 

(Hart & 
Graether, 2018) 

Psychological 
predictors of 
conspiracy theory 
beliefs 

An exploratory study of 
various psychological 
factors that may predict 
conspiracy beliefs. 

Levels of conspiracy belief 
were measured using the 
GCBS and then compared to 
scores on the BRS, hyperactive 
agency detection, dangerous-
world beliefs, scientific & 
religious belief, schizotypy, 
threat manipulation and affect. 

Pearson’s product moment 
correlations revealed schizotypy (r = 
.47), dangerous-world beliefs (r = 
.38), and bullshit receptivity (r = .17) 
as the strongest predictors of 
conspiracy beliefs. 
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TABLE 1 (continued) 

 

(Author, year) Research Objective Method Outcome 

(Swami et al., 
2014) 

Analytic thinking 
reduces belief in 
conspiracy theories 
 
A report of four studies 
performed by the authors 
to establish and replicate 
a relationship between 
conspiratorial ideation 
and various cognitive 
features. 

In Study 1 participants 
completed surveys relating to 
belief in conspiracy theories 
and five different cognitive 
styles. Studies 2–4 explored 
different ways to prime 
analytical thinking before 
measuring effects on belief in 
conspiracy.  

Study 1 found significant negative 
correlations for analytical thinking and 
open-minded thinking, and a 
significant positive correlation for 
intuitive decision-making as related to 
levels of conspiracy beliefs. Studies 2 
& 3 found that priming with an 
analytical thinking activity of any type 
reduces conspiracy beliefs. Study 4 
replicated the findings of Study 3 
sampling from the general population 
instead of students. 

 

Present Study 

 The present study seeks to expand on the burgeoning body of knowledge that has 

begun to explore connections between social media use, misinformation (here, disseminated as 

bullshit) and belief in conspiracy theory. As has been discussed, social media platforms are not 

always adept at removing pernicious content in a timely fashion, whereby leaving individual 

decision-making as the only line of defense against its internalization. It is therefore necessary 

to examine how individuals engage with false or misleading information on social media and 

how belief in conspiracy theories might mediate that engagement. Four primary and two 

secondary research questions guided the current research: 

RQ1: Does belief in conspiracy theories affect bullshit receptivity? 

RQ2: Do conspiratorial beliefs and/or bullshit receptivity affect individual ability to detect 

false information on social media? 

RQ3: Do conspiratorial beliefs and/or bullshit receptivity affect how individuals interact 

with false information on social media? 

RQ4: Is critical thinking related to conspiratorial beliefs and/or bullshit receptivity? 

RQa: What demographic factors contribute to belief in conspiracy theories? 

RQb: Does platform have an effect on how individuals interact with false information on 

social media? 
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CHAPTER II 
 

METHOD 
 

 
Procedure 
 
 Participants in this study received a link to the Qualtrics survey platform where they were 

presented with the various study measures. Those who meet inclusion criteria received the 

Generic Conspiracist Beliefs Scale (GCBS), Bullshit Receptivity Scale (BRS), Cognitive 

Reflection Test (CRT) and Misinformation Detection Task. Following the scales and detection 

task, all participants received a set of demographic questions and were subsequently debriefed. 

Figure 6 depicts the flow of the study procedure. All participants received all of the study 

components in the same order. Participants who did not provide consent, were under the age of 

18, and/or live outside the United States had their participation terminated.  

 

Figure 6. Research study flow. 
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Participants 

 Participants for this study were recruited from the student body of a large midwestern 

university, as well as from the general public. University students were made aware of the study 

through the university-wide strategic communication electronic newsletter and student research 

platform; the public was recruited using the Reddit forum r/SampleSize. Two hundred thirty-

seven participants (31% male, 66% female, 3% nonbinary) with an average age of 21.8 years 

responded to the survey. Some participants who were current undergraduates at the university 

received course credit as an incentive for their participation. This study was conducted with 

approval from the Wichita State University IRB following an application for exempt review 

(approval #5119). 

TABLE 2 

SAMPLE DEMOGRAPHIC FEATURES 

  Frequency Valid % 

Age 18-24 153 81.4 
 25-34 22 11.7 
 35-44 12 6.4 
 45+ 1 0.5 

Sex Male 58 31.2 

 Female 123 66.1 

 Nonbinary 5 2.7 

Education High School Graduate or GED 56 29.9 

 Some College 96 50.3 

 Certificate or Technical Degree 1 0.5 

 Associate's Degree 14 7.5 

 Bachelor's Degree 12 6.4 

 Master's Degree 7 3.7 

 Doctoral or Professional Degree 3 1.6 

Income < $20,000 40 21.3 

 $20,000–34,999 32 17.0 

 $35,000–49,999 19 10.1 

 $50,000–74,999 25 13.3 

 $75,000–99,999 28 14.9 

 $100,000+ 44 23.4 

Race/Ethnicity White, non-Hispanic 131 69.7 

 Non-White, non-Hispanic 34 18.1 

 Hispanic 23 12.2 
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TABLE 2 (continued) 

 
  Frequency Valid % 

Religious Preference Christian 102 54.3 

 Non-Christian Religion 10 5.3 

 Agnostic 22 11.7 

 Atheist 39 20.7 

 Prefer Not to Say 15 8.0 

Political Affiliation Democrat 66 35.3 

 Republican 31 16.6 

 Independent 28 15.0 

 Other 12 6.4 

 No Preference 50 26.7 

 
Materials 
 
Generic Conspiracist Beliefs Scale 

 The Generic Conspiracist Beliefs Scale (GCBS; Brotherton et al., 2013) was a 15-item 

inventory of statements related to five factors: Government Malfeasance, Extraterrestrial Cover-

up, Malevolent Global Conspiracies, Personal Well Being, and Control of Information. 

Participants are to read the nonevent-based statements (i.e., statements do not reference 

specific events, such as the moon landing) and rate how true they believe them to be on a five-

point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = Definitely not true to 5 = Definitely true. An average 

score was calculated for each of the five facets, as well as an overall score. A full copy of the 

instrument can be found in Appendix A. Cronbach’s alpha for this instrument has been 

calculated to be .95. 

Bullshit Receptivity Scale 

 The Bullshit Receptivity Scale (Pennycook et al., 2015) presented participants with 20 

statements in a random order, where half of those statements are mundane, and the other half 

meaningless. Meaningless statements were designed to appear profound on the surface, but 

they are actually vacuous and nonsensical. Such statements were created using two internet 

random sentence generators that select words from a bank and combine them to make 

grammatically and syntactically correct—albeit meaningless—sentences. One random sentence 
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generator used in the development of this measure was the Wisdom of Chopra 

(http://wisdomofchopra.com). This generator randomly selects words from a collection of Tweets 

posted by Deepak Chopra. The New Age Bullshit Generator (http://sebpearce.com/bullshit) 

drew from a word bank created by the author who populated it with New Age terms. This 

instrument and all of its items are available in Appendix B. The calculated Cronbach’s alpha for 

this instrument is .93.  

Cognitive Reflection Test 

The Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT) is a brief, three-question instrument that measures 

if an individual is using intuitive versus reflective/critical reasoning (Frederick, 2005). If someone 

is engaging in intuitive thinking, they will likely respond with an answer that may feel right but is 

actually incorrect. Those who engage in a more careful thought process are likely to arrive at 

the correct answer instead of first response that springs to mind. In their study of pseudo-

profound bullshit, Pennycook and co-authors (2015) found a statistically significant correlation 

between the BSR and CRT such that those scored higher on the CRT were less receptive to 

bullshit on the BSR; r(277) = -.33, p = .001. Cronbach’s alpha for the CRT has been calculated 

to be .78, demonstrating an acceptable level of internal consistency. In the present study, this 

measure was given after the GCBS such as not to influence their scores as a result of potential 

priming for critical thinking. Table 3 illustrates the questions and responses for the CRT. 

TABLE 3 

CRT QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES 

  
Intuitive 

Response 
Correct 

Response 

A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs $1.00 more than the ball. How 
much does the ball cost? ______ cents 

10 cents 5 cents 

If it takes 5 machines 5 minutes to make 5 widgets, how long would it take 100 
machines to make 100 widgets? ______ minutes 

100 minutes 5 minutes 

In a lake, there is a patch of lily pads. Every day, the patch doubles in size. If it takes 
48 days for the patch to cover the entire lake, how long would it take for the patch to 
cover half of the lake? ______ days 

24 days 47 days 
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Misinformation Detection Task 

To further investigate the relationship between conspiratorial beliefs and bullshit 

receptivity, participants were presented with a discrimination task where they were to determine 

if the content of a social media post was true or false. Social media posts were rendered using 

custom Python script. Twenty posts were created simulating the environments of Facebook, 

Twitter, and Instagram, for a total of 60 stimuli. Of the 20 posts, 10 contained factual 

information, and the rest false information. For each post, the default placeholder image was 

used as the profile picture and the name of the “user” blurred in order to limit their effects on 

participants. These vignettes were timestamped “now” and did not have any comments or 

“likes”—as would be expected of a recent post—which may have influenced participant 

judgement. The same, neutral picture was used in all “posts” across all social media platforms 

(see Figure 7). Content for each vignette was retrieved from the PolitiFact (https://politifact.com) 

Truth-O-Meter collection of independently fact checked social media posts, drawing from the 

True, False, and Pants on Fire groups. All stimuli used may be found in Appendix C.  

 

Figure 7. Facebook vignette screenshot. 
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 Once presented with the post, participants were asked to respond to two questions, the 

first of which asked if they believed the information to be true or false, and the second asked 

how they would respond to the post if they saw it in their social media feed. Additional 

information about follow-up questions can be found in Appendix C.  

Demographics 

Participants were asked to indicate their age, sex, education level, income, race, 

religious preference, political affiliation, and preferred social media platform. A table of 

demographic features can be found above in Table 2. 

Debriefing 

 In order to prevent the possibility of the present study itself becoming a spreader of false 

or misleading information, participants were debriefed at the end of their participation. They 

were provided accuracy scores for the Misinformation Detection Task based on the number of 

vignettes they correctly identified as true or false, and then given the ability to review each of the 

vignettes with information about (1) the response they provided, (2) whether or not the post was 

actually true or false, and (3) a link to the related PolitiFact source page.   

Design 
 
 The present study used a number of predictor variables to answer the research 

questions. Table 4 enumerates the variables that were analyzed. 

TABLE 4 

VARIABLES ANALYZED 

 

  Description Sample Item 

Generic Conspiracist 
Beliefs Scale (GCBS) 

Participants rate how much they agree with 
15 statements using a 5-point LIkert-style 
scale. 

A small, secret group of people is 
responsible for making all major decisions, 
such as going to war. 
1=Disagree, 3= Neutral, 5= Agree 

Bullshit Receptivity 
Scale (BRS) 

Participants rate 20 statements on a 5-point 
Likert-style scale based on how profound 
they believe it to be. 

Meaningless Statement: Hidden meaning 
transforms unparalleled abstract beauty. 
Mundane Statement: Newborn babies 
require constant attention. 
1 = Not at all profound, 5 = very profound 
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TABLE 4 (continued) 

 

 
Data Analysis 

 In order to answer the research questions, Table 5 enumerates the analyses that were 

carried out using the variables described previously.  

TABLE 5 

STATISTICAL ANALYSES BY RESEARCH QUESTION 

  Question Statistic Independent 
Variable(s) 

Dependent 
Variable(s) 

RQ1 Is there a relationship between belief in conspiracy 
theories and bullshit receptivity? 

Simple Linear 
Regression 

GCBS BRS 

RQ2 Do conspiratorial beliefs and/or bullshit receptivity 
affect individual ability to detect false information on 

social media? 

Multiple Linear 
Regression 

GCBS, BRS Accuracy 

  Description Sample Item 

Cognitive 
Reflection Test 
(CRT) 

A set of three open-ended questions 
with intuitive but incorrect answers to 
assess critical thinking. 

A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs 
$1.00 more than the ball. How much does the ball 
cost? ______ cents 
Intuitive Response = 10 cents; Correct Response 
= 5 cents 

Demographics Ten questions to obtain descriptive 
attributes of an individual. 

Generally speaking, which political party do you 
consider yourself to be a part of?  
1 = Democrat, 2 = Republican, 3 = Independent, 4 = 
No preference, 5 = Other: 

Truth Value Participants judge if the constructed 
stimuli contains factual information. 

Do you believe the information presented in this 
post is: 
1 = Definitely False, 2 = Probably False, 3 = Maybe 
False, 4 = Maybe True, 5 = Probably True, 6 = 
Definitely True, 0 = Unsure/Can’t tell 

Interaction How a participant would interact with 
the post. 

If you saw the following post in your 
[Facebook/Instagram/Twitter] feed, would you:  
1 = Delete it, 2 = Share it, 0 = Ignore it 

Platform Simulated social media environment 
stimuli are presented at three levels: 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, with 
half being true and the other half 
false. 

Instagram: 

 
Note: See Appendix C for complete list of stimuli 

Accuracy Number of posts correctly identified as 
true or false. 

N/A  
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TABLE 5 (continued) 

 

Question Statistic Independent 
Variable(s) 

Dependent 
Variable(s) 

Interaction 

RQ4 Is critical thinking related to conspiratorial 
beliefs and/or bullshit receptivity? 

MANOVA CRT GCBS, 
BRS  

RQa What demographic factors contribute to belief in 
conspiracy theories? 

Mixed Multiple 
Regression 

Demographics GCBS 

RQb Does platform have an effect on how individuals 
interact with false information on social media 

behaviors? 

1-way Repeated 
Measures ANOVA 

Platform Interaction 

 
 A simple linear regression was selected for RQ1 as the question is directional and 

predictive in that it explores the ability of conspircaism to predict bullshit receptivity, additionally, 

the resulting equation would provide a more robust description of this relationship than would 

the results of a Pearson’s r correlation. Similar to the first research question, RQ2, RQ3, and 

RQa are also directional in nature and a more detailed description of the relationship was 

desired. However, due to RQa having a combination of continuous and categorical predictor 

variables, a mixed multiple regression was used in this case. Having two, continuous outcome 

variables and using the three levels of scoring on the Cognitive Reflection Test (low, 

intermediate, high) as the grouping variable, a MANOVA was selected as the most appropriate 

test for RQ4. Composite interaction scores created a continuous dependent variable for RQb, 

which was then grouped by platform at three levels—Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. As all 

participants completed interaction questions for all platforms, a one-way repeated measures 

ANOVA was selected to analyze these data. 

To handle missing data, listwise exclusion was used in all analyses, except for the multiple 

linear regression related to RQa where cases were excluded pairwise. Tukey’s HSD was used 

to adjust to more conservative significance levels during multiple comparisons to minimize Type 

I error. In order to mitigate Type II error, a priori power analyses were performed to determine 

sample size needed for adequate power (.80 at a .05 alpha level). The largest target sample 

size for the most complex test (RQa) was determined to be 277, which would also provide 

sufficient power for all other planned comparisons. The study concluded with 237 participants, 
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and following screening, cleaning, and exclusion for missing data, substantially fewer cases 

were included in the final analyses for some research questions. All primary research question 

analyses were found to have adequate statistical power in excess of an 80% threshold where: 

• RQ1 > .99  

• RQ2 = .88 

• RQ3 = .98 

• RQ4 = .95 

Post hoc analyses run for secondary research questions did not yield satisfactory observed 

power, such that: 

• RQa = .42 

• RQb = .61 

Due to a lack of statistical power, results from tests performed to analyze secondary research 

questions should be interpreted with caution, as they are at increased risk for Type II error.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

RESULTS 
 

 

At the conclusion of the data collection period, statistical analyses were carried out using 

IBM SPSS 28 to address both primary and secondary research questions. Results of those 

analyses were as follows: 

RQ1: Is there a relationship between belief in conspiracy theories and bullshit 

receptivity?  

A simple linear regression indicated a statistically significant effect of belief in conspiracy 

theories on bullshit receptivity; F(1, 201) = 26.83, p < .001, R2 = .12. The regression coefficient 

(B = 0.36, 95% CI[0.23, 0.50]) showed that as belief in conspiracy increases (M = 2.56, SD = 

0.86), so too does one’s receptivity to bullshit (M = 2.60, SD = 0.91). The R2 value showed 

conspiratorial beliefs to be responsible for 12% of variability in bullshit receptivity, indicating a 

model of reasonable fit. Using cut-off values as described by Cohen (1988), a small effect size 

was found for this model; f2 = 0.14. With a statistically significant model and values approaching 

a medium effect size (that cut-off value being 0.15), this test clearly demonstrates the 

interconnectedness of conspiracy beliefs and bullshit receptivity. Further details of this analysis 

may be found in Tables 6–9. 

TABLE 6 
 

RQ1 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 
 

 Mean SD N 

BRS Score 2.60 0.91 203 
GCBS Score 2.56 0.86 203 

 
TABLE 7 

 
RQ1 MODEL SUMMARY 

 

  R R2 R2
Adj 

Std Error of 
the Estimate 

Model 1 0.34 0.12 0.13 0.85 
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TABLE 8 

 
RQ1 ANOVA 

 

  Sums of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Regression 19.54 1 19.54 26.83 < .001 
Residual 146.39 201 0.73   

Total 165.93 202    

 
TABLE 9 

 
RQ1 COEFFICIENTS 

 

  B Std. Error Standardized Beta t Sig. 95% CI Lower 95% CI Upper 

Constant 1.67 0.19  8.85 < .001 1.30 2.05 

GCBS Score 0.36 0.07 0.34 5.18 < .001 0.23 0.50 

 
RQ2: Do conspiratorial beliefs and/or bullshit receptivity affect individual ability to detect 

false information on social media? 

 A composite score was calculated for each participant based on the number of social 

media posts that were correctly identified as true or false in the Misinformation Detection Task; 

potential scores could range from zero (misidentifying or selecting “unsure” for all of the posts) 

to 60 (correctly identifying all the posts). The highest scoring participant received a 56, followed 

by two participants who scored 54 points, with a seven-point decrease between these 

participants and the next highest score. The lowest participant score was one, and the mean 

sample score was 29.79 (SD = 9.30). Participant scores can be seen in Figures 8 and 9 (below) 

noting the negative slope of the trendlines in both graphs indicates that as levels of 

conspiratorial beliefs and bullshit receptivity increased, accuracy on the Misinformation 

Detection Task decreased. Analysis information can be found in Tables 10–12. 

TABLE 10 
 

RQ2 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 
 

  Mean SD N 

Accuracy 28.35 10.78 200 

GCBS Score 2.57 0.86 200 

BRS Score 2.60 0.86 200 
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TABLE 11 
 

RQ2 ANOVA 
 

  Sums of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Regression 1335.23 2 667.61 6.03  .01 

Residual 21798.27 197 110.65   

Total 23133.50 199    

 
TABLE 12 

 
RQ2 COEFFICIENTS 

 

  B Std. Error Standardized Beta t Sig. Zero-order Partial Part 

Constant 37.47 2.82  13.30 < .001    

GCBS Score -2.44 0.93 -0.20 -2.63 .01 -0.23 -0.18 -0.18 

BRS Score -1.10 0.93 -0.09 -1.19 .24 -0.16 -0.08 -0.08 

 

 
Figure 8. Participant GCBS and Misinformation Detection Task scores. 
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Figure 9. Participant BRS and Misinformation Detection Task scores. 

 
 Results from a multiple linear regression found a statistically significant model for 

predicting scores on the Misinformation Detection Task using Generic Conspiracist Beliefs 

Scale (GCBS) and Bullshit Receptivity Scale (BRS) as predictors, F(2, 197) = 6.03, p < .01, with 

an R2
adjusted of .05. GCBS was determined to be the only significant predictor, where participants 

would be less accurate when it came to determining the veracity of a post as their belief in 

conspiracy increased; B = -2.44, p = .01, 95% CI[-4.27, -0.61]. This suggests that a willingness 

to believe in conspiracy theories may also be part of a greater willingness to believe any 

information at face value.  

RQ3: Do conspiratorial beliefs and/or bullshit receptivity affect how individuals interact 

with false information on social media? 

 In order to measure how participants interact with false information on social media, a 

composite Interaction score was calculated by combining scores for all false posts (n = 30), 

where zero points were assigned if a participant indicated they would ignore the post if it were in 

their social media feed, one point was given if they said they would delete the post, and one 

point was subtracted if participants stated they would share the false information. Scores were 
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then summed for the false items resulting in a scale with a potential range from -30 (sharing all 

of the false posts) to +30 (deleting all of the false posts), with a mean score of 2.08 and a 

standard deviation of 6.87 points. Considering the data and a mean score close to zero, it would 

appear that participants were generally more likely to abstain from actively engaging with—be it 

through deleting or sharing—these questionable posts. The resulting distribution of scores 

ranged from -25 to 29, had a moderate positive skew (.90) and was leptokurtic (3.73).  

 A multiple linear regression using these Interaction scores and scores from the GCBS 

and BRS yielded statistically significant results, F(2, 195) = 9.45, p < .001, R2
adjusted = .08. Only 

GCBS was found to be a significant predictor of how participants interacted with false social 

media posts where the more skeptical (endorsing fewer conspiratorial beliefs) one is, the more 

likely one is to delete false information; B = -1.69, p < .001, 95% CI[-2.70, -0.67].  These 

findings may suggest that people who are more discerning in what they believe, may also feel a 

duty to remove information that does not meet their standards of veracity. For more detailed 

information, consult Tables 13–15. 

TABLE 13 
 

RQ3 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 
 

  Mean SD N 

Interaction 1.77 6.06 198 

GCBS Score 2.57 0.86 198 

BRS Score 2.61 0.86 198 

 
TABLE 14 

 
RQ3 ANOVA 

 

  Sums of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Regression 639.46 2 319.73 9.45  < .001 

Residual 6599.86 195 33.85   

Total 7239.31 197    
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TABLE 15 
 

RQ3 COEFFICIENTS 
 

  B Std. Error Standardized Beta t Sig. Zero-order Partial Part 

Constant 8.11 1.57  5.17 < .001    

GCBS Score -1.69 0.51 -0.24 -3.28 .01 -0.28 -0.23 -0.23 

BRS Score -0.77 0.52 -0.11 -1.50 .14 -0.20 -0.11 -0.10 

 
RQ4: Is critical thinking related to conspiratorial beliefs and/or bullshit receptivity? 

 Scores for the Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT) were calculated in the same fashion as 

described by Frederick (2005). Correct answers were awarded one point, incorrect answers 

received no points, and a total score was calculated. Participants who scored a one or a two 

were collapsed into one of three groups for analysis such that: 0 = Low, 1 or 2 = Intermediate, 

and 3 = High. Frequencies are represented in Table 16 below.  

TABLE 16 

CRT SCORE FREQUENCY 

  Frequency Valid % 

Low 81 39.9 

Intermediate 80 39.4 

High 42 20.7 

Total 203  

 

 Using the three categories of CRT scores, a one-way between-subjects multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to investigate differences between these groups 

in terms of conspiracy beliefs (GCBS scores), and bullshit receptivity (BRS scores). Statistically 

significant findings were indicated on the combined dependent variables; F(4, 324) = 4.92, p < 

.001; Wilks’ Lambda = .89; partial eta2 = .06. When considered separately, significant effects 

were only found for BRS (F[2, 163] = 10.02, p < .001; partial eta2 = .12) using a Bonferroni 

corrected alpha level of .03. Mean differences were found using post hoc testing, where the Low 

CRT group (M = 2.93, SD = 0.76) scored significantly higher than both the Intermediate (M = 

2.53, SD = 0.86) and High (M = 2.17, SD = 0.89) groups, indicating that they are the most 
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receptive to bullshit. There was also a statistically significant difference between the 

Intermediate and High groups (Mdiff = 0.35), indicating that High CRT participants were the least 

receptive to bullshit. Consult Tables 17–20 for more analysis information. 

TABLE 17 
 

RQ4 BETWEEN-SUBJECTS FACTORS 
 

  N 

Low 81 

Intermediate 80 

High 42 

 
TABLE 18 

 
RQ4 BOX’S TEST OF EQUALITY OF COVARIANCE 

 

  Value 

Box's M 7.32 

F 1.20 

df1 6 

df2 218191.68 

Sig. .30 

 
TABLE 19 

 
RQ4 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

 

  CRT Score Mean SD N 

BRS Score Low 2.90 0.77 81 
 Intermediate 2.48 0.86 80 
 High 2.20 0.86 42 
 Total 2.59 0.86 203 

GCBS Score Low 2.69 0.92 81 
 Intermediate 2.48 0.85 80 
 High 2.50 0.72 42 
 Total 2.57 0.86 203 
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TABLE 20 
 

RQ4 MULTIPLE COMPARISONS 

 

 CRT Score  Mdiff  Std. Error Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

BRS 

Score 

Low Intermediate .42* .13 .01 .11 .72 

High .70* .16 <.001 .33 1.07 

Intermediate Low -.42* .13 .01 -.72 -.11 

High .28 .16 .17 -.09 .65 

High Low -.70* .16 <.001 -1.07 -.33 

Intermediate -.28 .16 .17 -.65 .09 

GCBS 

Score 

Low Intermediate .21 .13 .26 -.11 .53 

High .20 .16 .45 -.19 .58 

Intermediate Low -.21 .13 .26 -.53 .11 

High -.02 .16 .99 -.40 .37 

High Low -.20 .16 .45 -.58 .19 

Intermediate .02 .16 .99 -.37 .40 

 

RQa: What demographic factors contribute to belief in conspiracy theories? 

 When examined in terms of age, race, sex, income, education, political party and 

religious affiliation, a statistically significant model could not be fit for predicting conspiracy 

beliefs; F(7,163) = 1.23, p = .29. The factor that most closely approximated statistical 

significance was race; B = 0.13, p = .18, 95% CI[-0.06, 0.33]. No further testing was carried out. 

Additional results can be found in Tables 21–23. 

TABLE 21 
 

RQa MODEL SUMMARY 
 

  R R2 R2
Adj 

Std Error of 
the Estimate 

Model 1 0.20 0.04 0.01 0.87 

 
  



 

58 
 

TABLE 22 
 

RQa ANOVA 
 

  Sums of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Regression 4.66 7 0.67 0.88 .53 

Residual 118.18 156 0.76   

Total 122.84 163    

 
TABLE 23 

 
RQa COEFFICIENTS 

 

 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. 

95.0% Confidence 

Interval for B 

B 

Std. 

Error Beta 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

 (Constant) 2.82 0.41  6.89 <.001 2.01 3.62 

Race 0.13 0.10 0.11 1.36 .18 -0.06 0.33 

Sex -0.21 0.15 -0.11 -1.43 .16 -0.50 0.08 

Age -0.02 0.02 -0.12 -1.18 .24 -0.05 0.01 

Political 

Preference 

-0.02 0.05 -0.03 -0.32 .75 -0.12 0.09 

Religious 

Affiliation 

-0.03 0.11 -0.03 -0.32 .75 -0.25 0.18 

Income 0.02 0.04 0.03 0.42 .68 -0.06 0.09 

Education 0.10 0.08 0.13 1.26 .21 -0.06 0.26 

 

RQb: Does platform have an effect on how individuals interact with false information on 

social media? 

 To answer this question, a process similar to RQ3 was used to create a composite 

Interaction score for each of the social media platforms modeled in the Misinformation Detection 

Task (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter). These scores were then used to perform a one-way 

repeated measures ANOVA that yielded significant results for Platform; F(2, 177) = 3.24, p = 

.04, Wilks’ Lambda = .97; multivariate partial eta2 = .04. Post hoc testing found that participants 

were more likely to spread false information when it was presented as a Twitter post, than when 
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presented as an Instagram post. No other significant differences between groups were noted. 

Means and standard deviations can be found in Table 24, and pairwise comparisons can be 

found in Table 25. 

TABLE 24 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS BY PLATFORM 

  N Mean SD 

Facebook 179 0.654 2.277 

Instagram 179 0.855 2.640 

Twitter 179 0.531 2.619 

 
TABLE 25 

 
RQb PAIRWISE COMPARISONS 

Platform  

Mean 

Difference Std. Error Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Difference 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Facebook Instagram -0.20 0.13 .35 -0.51 0.11 

Twitter 0.12 0.14 1.00 -0.23 0.47 

Instagram Facebook 0.20 0.13 .35 -0.11 0.51 

Twitter 0.32 0.13 .04 0.01 0.64 

Twitter Facebook -0.12 0.14 1.00 -0.47 0.23 

Instagram -0.32 0.13 .04 -0.64 -0.01 

 

General Summary 

To sum up, a relationship was found between conspiracy beliefs and bullshit receptivity, 

such that as conspiracy beliefs increased, bullshit receptivity increased as well. Additionally, as 

conspiracy beliefs increased, participants were less accurate at identifying truth values on the 

Misinformation Detection Task, and more likely to share false information. When it came to 

bullshit receptivity, the Cognitive Reflection Test was found to be a significant predictor where 

participants who responded more intuitively reported being more receptive to bullshit on the 

BSR. No significant demographic predictors were found for conspiracy beliefs, however a power 

level of 42% suggests this may be due—as least in part—to a sensitivity issue. Though Twitter 



 

60 
 

was identified as the platform most likely to foster the spread of misinformation, a lack of 

statistical power suggests that these results should be further investigated before confident 

conclusions can be drawn. 

  



 

61 
 

CHAPTER IV 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

  
The goal of this study was to determine the role conspiratorial beliefs, bullshit, and social 

media played in the lives of individuals. What was found was not only in alignment with previous 

studies, but also expanded on those studies in a novel way. 

Key Findings 

 The study presented several key findings that were statistically significant. First, 

conspiratorial beliefs was found to predict bullshit receptivity. This was in line with what was 

expected, given that the literature indicates that a poverty of critical thinking seems to be an 

underlying issue in both phenomena (Collins, 2014; Hart & Graether, 2018; Pennycook et al., 

2015; Swami et al., 2014; Uscinski, 2019). Second, critical thinking itself was examined here 

using intuitive reasoning as a benchmark, whereby the Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT) was 

employed, and yielded significant findings. It was found that those who scored higher (i.e., 

engaged in more critical thinking processes) on the test were less receptive to bullshit. Scores 

on the CRT did not appear to be associated with conspiratorial beliefs to a statistically 

significant degree, which was contrary to findings in previous studies done by Frederick (2005), 

Hart and Graether (2018),and Swami et al. (2010, 2014). It may be the case that bullshit 

receptivity is more closely related to intuitive reasoning, but intuitive reasoning is only a small 

part of a constellation of features that contribute to conspiracy beliefs. 

Third, participants were given the Misinformation Detection Task to determine if they 

could discern misinformation presented on various social media platforms. Similar to the 

existing literature, results showed that as conspiratorial ideations increased, accuracy on the 

Misinformation Detection Task decreased (Bowes & Tasimi, 2022; Frederick, 2005). The fact 

that conspiracy was the only significant predictor for misinformation task scores may perhaps be 

indicative of bullshit receptivity being nested in conspiracy. If this were true, then bullshit 
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receptivity may not be sufficient to influence misinformation perceptions on its own, but rather 

must be combined with the other facets of conspiratorial belief to have a measurable effect.  

Lastly, significant results were found where those who held more conspiratorial beliefs 

were more likely to share misinformation. This suggests that bullshit receptivity is strictly a 

measure of how information is perceived and internalized. Although the words “conspiracy 

theory” may conjure images of a pale man in a basement wearing a tinfoil hat, being a 

conspiracist is a surprisingly social activity, as conspiracy theories would be fruitless without a 

following. The social aspect of conspiracism lies in the efforts to raise the awareness of an 

otherwise oblivious public, and recruit followers to join them in the quest for the Truth. This can 

mean taking a very vocal stance both in-person and online, as evidenced by the three million 

QAnon followers found on Facebook (Sen & Zadrozny, 2020). The relationship between 

conspiracism and paranoia is a complex one, where both can share features such as low self-

esteem and insecure attachment styles, the conspiracist seems to lack the feature of social 

avoidance (Alsuhibani et al., 2022). Some studies have pointed to features of high self-love and 

high levels of both individual and group narcissism as moderating social avoidance behaviors 

(Cichocka, Marchlewska, & de Zavala, 2016; Cichocka, Marchlewska, Golec de Zavala, et al., 

2016). 

Other Findings 

 Results from RQb indicated that participants were more likely to spread misinformation 

when it was presented as a Twitter post, than they were misinformation presented in the style of 

other social media platforms. These findings would align with current research that has also 

found Twitter to be more culpable in the spread of misinformation than other platforms (Allcott et 

al., 2019; Vosoughi et al., 2018). However, although significant differences were found by 

platform in this study, the low observed power of the test poses a stumbling block to 

interpretation. Therefore, in the interest of exercising an abundance of caution, given the 
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likelihood that these results may be a consequence of increased Type II error, no further 

analyses or conclusions will be made.  

The study also investigated demographics and although these results were not statically 

significant, it was anticipated that these results would render differences. Factors such as age, 

race, sex, income, education, political party and religious affiliation were believed to impact 

conspiratorial beliefs, however, the present study found no factor to be a significant predictor. 

This could be due to the sample being comprised chiefly of young, white, college educated 

females. Thus, the sample did not have the variability in demographic features needed to detect 

ideological differences. This is not to say that there is not variability in white college females, but 

such differences were not detected in this study. 

Recommendations for Intervention 

 These results make clear that more work is needed to address the spread of 

misinformation if we wish to be successful uniting and empowering the population. This leads to 

a discussion of what such work may look like to achieve this goal. Understanding the features of 

conspiracism and how it can make one more receptive to bullshit and misinformation, an 

intervention may be devised that will make social media a less hospitable incubator for 

misinformation, and individuals better decision-making agents when it comes to trusting new 

information. When it comes to individual factors, it has been demonstrated—both in this study 

and the previously discussed research—that a lack of critical thinking skills, insecure parental 

attachment, and low self-esteem, can be contributing factors to conspiracism. Additionally, 

knowing that false news stories have a tendency to spread faster and to more people than 

factual news, an intervention in social dynamics should also be considered (Vosoughi et al., 

2018). As the means by which individuals and societies are receiving and spreading 

misinformation, changes to how social media platforms function are also in order. Therefore, a 

comprehensive approach that addresses individual needs, community needs, and the social 

media environment, is called for. 
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Drawing on the socio-ecological framework of Stokols (1996), an intervention to reduce 

conspiratorial beliefs and bullshit receptivity may be developed utilizing leverage points at the 

intrapersonal, socio-physical environment, organizational, and cultural levels. What follows is a 

framework that may be carried forward into communities. 

Intrapersonal Level 

 The intrapersonal level focuses on individual characteristics that could be viewed as 

organic resources for the proposed intervention. Some of the key features identified that an 

individual would need to combat conspiracy and resist pseudo-profound bullshit include 

analytical thinking and open-mindedness, a precursor to which could be considered intellectual 

curiosity (Blair, 2012; Brotherton et al., 2013; Pennycook et al., 2015; Swami et al., 2014). If 

there is anything to be learned from developmental psychologists, it is that children are naturally 

curious and have hungry minds (Engel, 2015). The innate desire to investigate has been 

described by Erikson (1950), who details in his theory of psychosocial development a stage of 

Autonomy versus Shame, where children learn to navigate their world in a self-directed way. In 

her famous Strange Situation study, Mary Ainsworth (1964; M. D. S. Ainsworth & Bell, 1970) 

made similar observations of securely attached children who would explore their surroundings 

but still return to their caregiver as a secure base. Other studies that focused more on these 

secure base interactions found the support and approval of the caregiver to be critical to the 

child’s continuing exploratory behaviors (Arsenian, 1943; Cox & Campbell, 1968; Rheingold, 

1969). A secure attachment style has been consistently linked to higher self-esteem, a feature 

that—as previously noted—can play a role in adopting conspiratorial beliefs (Foster et al., 2007; 

Kawamoto, 2020). This offers insight into the use of caregiver interaction as a leverage point for 

fostering intellectual curiosity at the next level of the intervention. 

Socio-physical Environment 

 The first environment that children are exposed to is the home environment with their 

caregivers, thus making sure the environment is hospitable to the growth of curiosity and critical 
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thinking is of the utmost importance. Some possible ways to promote intellectual curiosity in 

young children according to the Mayo Clinic is by asking them open-ended questions, allowing 

children to engage in regular imagination-play, reading to them, and exposing them to new 

experiences such as travel, museums, and ethnic food (Busch, 2020). The benefits of reading to 

children and having level-appropriate books in the home have been well-researched and the 

importance cannot be overstated. In addition to improving childhood language and literacy, 

reading to children can help promote a secure attachment style (one that is conducive to 

increased curiosity, as discussed) and other cognitive processes (Duursma et al., 2008). A large 

(N = 11,134) study by Murray and Egen (2014) found that children who were read to by a 

caregiver demonstrated higher problem-solving abilities than their peers. As children begin to 

develop higher levels of language skills and cognitive abilities, the content of what is being read 

becomes more important.  

 Surrounding children with books, games, and even video games with content that 

stimulates analytical skills may be beneficial, but coupling those benefits with anti-conspiracist 

messaging may be pivotal. Introduced in 2020, the Cranky Uncle game developed for mobile, 

browser, and classroom usage, fosters critical thinking by introducing players to traditional 

philosophical argumentation using cartoons and scenarios related to climate-change denial 

(Cook, n.d.). The purpose of the game is not only to introduce formal logic to young users, but to 

also leverage inoculation theory previously described here by Banas and Miller (2013). While it 

may be a fool’s errand to attempt to create educational books and games specific to every 

existing conspiracy theory, surrounding children with media that can address certain 

commonalities and logical fallacies may help inoculate them against misinformation, though 

further empirical studies are called for in this realm.  

 In addition to introducing positive habits and materials into the home environment, 

caregivers should also be equipped with the means to limit the intake of conspiracy and bullshit 

until youth are cognitively equipped to evaluate such information. As such, increased of and 
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investment in, parental controls of mobile phones, computers, and television may be in order. 

Efforts to optimize these controls and intervene at other potential leverage points are further 

described at the organizational level. 

Organizational Level 

Though parents may be holding the front line, they should not be the only line. When it 

comes to putting books, games, and curiosity-fostering techniques in the hands of caregivers, 

these can be disseminated through existing state-run parent education courses, media outlets, 

as well as through local non-profit groups such as the Little Free Library group.  

When it comes to adding critical thinking to the education curriculum, studies reviewed 

by Huber and Kuncel (2016) in their meta-analysis concluded that college students make larger 

gains in improving and retaining critical thinking skills that are embedded in curricula as part of a 

course, rather than attempting to teach critical thinking as a general skill or stand-alone topic—

those skills seem not to generalize from classroom to classroom. If such skills are not as 

portable as previously thought, then it would suggest that domain-specific programming may be 

a viable option for reducing conspiratorial beliefs, bullshit receptivity, and their spread online. 

This would mean adding critical thinking curriculum pieces that directly address the evaluation 

of conspiracy theories using a critical thinking approach to decision-making in more than one 

class. For example, recognizing bullshit and evaluating conspiracy theories could be 

incorporated into philosophy or speech classes in modules related to inductive reasoning and 

argumentation; social studies or political science classes may approach conspiracy as part of 

the human historic narrative or geo-political stage; English, communications, and computer 

science classes could integrate lessons on source-evaluation and being a responsible digital 

consumer. 

As students are better educated in critical thinking and scientific methods, there is more 

that the corpus of science can do to welcome this change. Over the course of a lifetime, the 

average American will spend about 20% of their time in a formal school (Staff, 2015). While this 
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may seem like a large amount of time, it may be advantageous to look at the amount of time not 

spent in the education system and consider that the majority of that time will be spent as an 

adult. Once an individual has left the reach of the school-based interventions that taught them 

how to “do their own research”, they will still need access to resources in order to make 

informed decisions about new information. As previously discussed, this is an opportunity to 

remove the paywalls and ivory towers from published works so that all people can access and 

learn from them. 

 More to this point, even if individuals were more familiar with research, would they even 

have the appropriate resources if they are not affiliated with an institution? The answer to this 

question is currently “no” but this could be remedied if more traction is gained in the Open 

Science movement. In addition to providing greater methodological transparency for fellow 

researchers, greater acceptance of Open Science could mean removing the paywall from peer-

reviewed journals and putting publicly funded research back in the hands of the public. 

In addition to the means discussed to make individuals better information and internet 

consumers, policies must be put in place to make companies better internet purveyors. At the 

government level, the legislative arm should be holding private companies and platforms more 

accountable. This may be accomplished by requiring a certain level of resources to be 

dedicated to the control of misinformation based on the volume of traffic the company receives. 

This means creating a robust network of employees and technology to enforce community use 

standards, track, flag, and remove pernicious content/users; require annual reporting of these 

efforts; and impose fines on companies who are not in compliance. This may require the 

enlistment of an enforcement agency such as the FCC (Federal Communications Commission). 

Additionally, other changes could be made at the governmental level in order to make 

pre-k/Head Start programs and undergraduate education free and available to all. There exists 

no identifiable harm in having a population that is better educated at baseline. A better educated 

populace could lead to innovations and advances that improve quality of life and bolster the 
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economy, advances that may not have been possible when people are not given equal chance 

to participate in the education system. Changes to the general American culture and collective 

national narrative that would accommodate such changes are enumerated at the Cultural Level 

of the present intervention.   

Cultural Level  

Social and cultural views will need to change when it comes to complacency about 

misinformation. The trend of mainstream media giving a platform to conspiracists that gained so 

much traction through the Trump presidency must be reversed. Many may call this reversal 

evidence of a nonsensical cancel culture—where those with delicate sensibilities silence others 

for saying things they dislike. However, the author would posit that cancel culture is not a 

phenomenon of people being easily offended, but rather the surprise of people when their 

actions have consequences. A culture of accountability must be built not for the sake of 

punishing people, but because (not unlike the establishment of criminal codes) every society 

has the right to choose what behaviors it will and will not tolerate in order to maintain its health 

and safety. As such, it behooves American society not to let bullshit spreaders control the public 

narrative.  

The tide of anti-intellectualism that flowed in with the Trump presidency is one that must 

be stemmed immediately. Though presidential anti-intellectual rhetoric is nothing new to 

America, widely accepted anti-intellectualism can have devastating consequences on society, 

particularly in its close ties to populism. Populism itself refers to the beliefs or ideologies held (or 

assumed to be held) by a majority group, that is, the people as opposed to, the elite (Wood, 

2014). In efforts to garner support from the people, politicians have called for simplistic 

legislative solutions to complex social problems under the name of “zero tolerance”, “three 

strikes”, and “common sense” law-making. Instead of enlisting the knowledge of subject-matter 

experts, this back-to-basics rhetoric calls upon the wisdom of the masses to solve issues 

(Garland, 2002). This collective intuitive decision-making is what has devastated the lives of 
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millions as America has seen a six-fold increase in the number of citizens in correctional 

facilities since the 1980s (Sawyer & Wagner, 2019; The Sentencing Project, 2020). In spite of 

having very real consequences, anti-intellectualism has seemingly become a mainstay of the 

Trump brand, as Donald Trump once told the Washington Post in interview, “…my gut tells me 

more sometimes than anybody else’s brain can ever tell me” (Rucker et al., 2018). Thus, a 

cultural shift is needed to embrace science and respect expertise, an effort that would be more 

attainable as critical thinking and science education is improved.  

A summary of the present intervention based in the Stokols (1996) model can be 

visualized in Figure 10 below. 

 
 

Figure 10. Social ecological model for intervention. 
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Limitations  

The limitations of this study are noted. Though significant findings were noted when 

evaluating if conspiracy beliefs can predict bullshit receptivity (RQ1), the R2 value of .12 for this 

finding may be considered somewhat low, indicating a weak relationship. Despite the seemingly 

intuitive fit of conspiracy in the pseudo-profound, it may be the case that testing conspiracy 

beliefs against other types of bullshit not covered in the BRS instrument—such as pseudo-

scientific, pseudo-law, or workplace bullshit—would yield a model that explains a more robust 

portion of variance. While there are more variables that could be explored to further explain 

what makes individuals more susceptible to bullshit, having identified conspiracy beliefs as a 

statistically significant predictor opens the door to previously unexplored interventions. 

Though no significant findings were uncovered when it came to analyzing demographic 

factors as predictor variables, this may be due to the lack of diversity in the final sample as 

previously reported (see Table 2). Though education level has a complex relationship with 

conspiracism (as mentioned in the Introduction), it is worth noting that 70% of participants in the 

present sample reported some amount of college education; whereby making the interpretation 

of education level as a predictor variable more murky. In the future, the use of more purposive 

sampling techniques may yield a more representative sample. 

Given the overall youth of the sample (81% were ages 18–24) the results of this study 

may present challenges in generalizability as the adolescent brain is still developing through this 

period (Arain et al., 2013). But also reflect the target of an intervention and how college age 

students’ minds are still forming and may be open to training and information. As such, an 

immature prefrontal cortex (responsible for impulse control) may lead an individual to engage in 

more intuitive decision-making (Knoch & Fehr, 2007). Further investigation with larger, more 

even samples in each age subset would be needed to ascertain which results may be an artifact 

of development. 
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In an effort to speak to the contemporary social state, many examples both in the 

literature review for this study and the vignettes of the Misinformation Detection Task tended to 

skew against the political right. It was not the author’s intention to set a tone of disparagement, 

but rather to use salient examples most proximal in time. As Van Prooijen and colleagues 

(2015) pointed out, conspiracy theories are endemic to both sides of the political spectrum and 

the theories that are proliferating at any moment in time, tend to be a symptom of the political 

party that is in leadership. This may be due to the fact that as a function of such, that group is 

consuming a larger portion of media coverage, and/or diminished feelings of political efficacy by 

the party who is not in leadership (i.e., not feeling represented or not feeling as though the 

government is not acting in line with your best interest). The American system of government 

moves in waves where one political will be riding the crest, and the other the trough. At the time 

of authorship, the Republican party was at the height of visibility and many claims made on its 

behalf consumed the media lens especially in relation to what was fact-checked by 

Politifact.com, the source of content for the vignettes in the present study. That is to say, as 

American politicism ebbs and flows between parties, the examples and vignettes used present 

study was only intended to be a reflection of the wave society is currently riding. 

Further limitations regarding the vignettes should also be noted. In addition to the 

content being subject to what was made available via PolitiFact, there was no formal vetting 

process for which post should be included, and which should be excluded from the present 

study. Six individuals were recruited to focus group the proposed vignettes, however, none of 

them responded to requests for interview. As the study progressed, the final stimuli that were 

included were decided on using the judgement of the investigator. This opens the door for much 

criticism to this design decision, but also sheds light on the possibility of investigators who 

conduct similar research sharing stimuli content and establishing standards and methods 

around such content. Without a repository of recognized stimuli, individual researchers are left 

to their own best judgement and the burden of recreating the wheel with each study. It is the 
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hopes of the current author that embracing the Open Science Framework can help researchers 

who are interested in this subject matter to share their stimuli so results can be compared 

across studies and disciplines. 

The coding scheme for RQ2 in which selecting unsure was treated the same as an 

incorrect response could be seen as a potential limitation to this study. Given the current scope 

as a high-level, exploratory study, the design decision was made that—not unlike other 

academic tests—if one were to put a wrong answer, no point would be awarded, the same as if 

one were to leave a question blank, no point would be awarded. It was decided that delving into 

the why of a response (e.g., did the person guess, did they abstain due to not knowing, etc.) 

was not something that could be ascertained with the present instrumentation. 

Recommendations for overcoming this limitation are addressed in the following section. 

Future Directions 

Although a significant relationship was found between conspiracy beliefs and receptivity 

to pseudo-profound bullshit, exploring possible relationships with different types of bullshit 

(pseudo-scientific, pseudo-law, etc.) may be a worthwhile endeavor as a next step. 

The present study experienced issues with fence-sitting when it came to deciding to share, 

delete, or ignore a post. As one participant explained it: “I answered pretty much none of them 

with Share It because I don’t trust myself to be able to recognize misinformation and only share 

stuff that I am very knowledgeable about so I can catch that.” In working towards eliminating this 

issue, future studies may consider making this a forced-choice task, or perhaps increasing the 

immersiveness of the social media simulation may be sufficient to coax participants into acting 

more as they naturally do when using social media platforms. Additionally, a more in-depth 

questionnaire may be employed to delve further into how participants regularly use social media 

and which is their preferred platform. With this information, a future study may be able to home 

in on a specific platform and present fewer items in order to reduce participant fatigue. 
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 In terms of the results from RQb, future studies may seek to conduct a deeper analysis 

of platform-based differences in the spread of misinformation in order to form a more complete 

understanding of the topic. Although the present study was unable to decisively say that 

different virtual environments contribute to how content is perceived, there does exist evidence 

that it plays some role that would be worth continued exploration. 

 As the Dunning-Kruger effect was introduced in the literature review portion of this 

manuscript, it would be worth revisiting as a possible avenue for future research. At the 

conclusion of the present study, all participants were debriefed in a way that presented the 

number of vignettes they correctly identified as true or false, the veracity of each of the 60 

vignettes, a link to the respective source pages on PolitiFact.com, and that is where the present 

study concluded. As was established that over-confidence in expertise may be a cognitive factor 

that plays a part in conspiracism, it might be worth exploring whether the debriefing process 

changed the views of any of the participants. Future studies may present the GCBS, ask 

participants how confident they feel in their abilities to identify misinformation prior to the 

Misinformation Detection Task, debrief, then ask participants to re-rate their feelings to see if 

over-confidence persists. Such a study could provide further clarity regarding the role the 

Dunning-Kruger effect may play in conspiracism. 

 Though space was provided for participants to add comments at the end of the 

instrument, only 18% of people chose to do so. Though conclusions can be drawn from the 

quantitative data that were provided, a more rich data set could be built with further qualitative 

inquiry. Future researchers should consider incorporating an interview element in their design in 

order to gather more information about participant beliefs in conspiracy, their social media use, 

and the processes they engage in to evaluate the trustworthiness of novel information. This 

level of additional nuance may be the key to triangulating the factors that can lead to the 

internalization and spread of misinformation. 
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The limitations of the vignettes used in this study have been previously noted, but the 

vetting process of vignettes is one that could be a study in and of itself. Vosoughi and 

colleagues (2018) found that when information is false but the content is sensational, the 

minformation seems to travel faster, spread wider, and embed deeper than true information. 

Thus, making misinformation considerably harder to contain or correct once introduced to the 

social media landscape. In light of this, a study of how individuals rate content in terms of 

sensationalism or believability would prove an interesting one. If there were more information 

regarding the topics and phrasing that make a false post more likely to spread, more concerted 

efforts could be made to flag such posts using machine learning to analyze content and detect 

key words. This could aid in establishing a more codified system of identifying content that may 

be a larger threat (that is, spread faster and embed deeper) due to the severity or extremeness 

of its falsehoods. 

As it relates to the coding of RQ2, future studies may wish capture the granularity that 

was lost with the current coding scheme. This may require either interviewing participants or 

adding follow-up questions relating to why they made the choice they did. To add to this, for 

vignettes that participants feel ambivalent about, researchers could ask what behaviors they 

would engage in to address these feelings. It is valuable to know if someone who is unsure 

about a piece of information would attempt to research and vet it or ignore it and let it linger in 

their social media feed. As has been discussed regarding the illusory truth effect, a person who 

opts for the latter behavior may be more susceptible to believing the information, even if it were 

false, simply because they have seen it before; whereas a person who verifies the information 

and finds it to be false may be more likely to remove it. These are important distinctions to make 

and would definitely be worth the while of future researchers to explore further.  

Implications 

 What has been made clear from prior research is that there is great power in being the 

first to get your message to the public as he who first controls the narrative controls the people, 
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so to speak. This is why such a comprehensive, multi-faceted intervention meant to span a 

lifetime is being proposed. Though large longitudinal programs have the capacity to be quite 

expensive, what is being proposed is basically attitudinal shifts at all levels of the social-

ecological model and shifts in policy related to how we are delivering resources that already 

exist.   

Conclusion 

As one examines the current threats to our democracy and false narratives, it should 

become clear that pernicious misinformation has no room in our world. The information 

superhighway (the internet) was intended to be the pathway to information equity, to help us 

grow and connect on a global level. However, without guardrails, rules, regulations, and policies 

anything can run unchecked. It is important for ethics and accountability to be brought into the 

discussion to protect the vulnerable, through education, accurate information, and policy. There 

is no room for conspiracism and bullshit to overtake our narrative. Education without proper 

guidance can lead to an undesirable end. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

GENERIC CONSPIRACIST BELIEFS SCALE 
 
 
Participants respond to fifteen statements regarding how much they agree with a given item. For 

each of the questions responses are collected using a five-point Likert scale where 1=Disagree, 

3= Neutral, 5= Agree. 

1. The government is involved in the murder of innocent citizens and/or well-known public 
figures, and keeps this a secret. 
       

2. The power held by heads of state is second to that of small unknown groups who really 
control world politics.       
 

3. Secret organizations communicate with extraterrestrials, but keep this fact from the public. 
      
 

4. The spread of certain viruses and/or diseases is the result of the deliberate, concealed 
efforts of some organization.       
 

5. Groups of scientists manipulate, fabricate, or suppress evidence in order to deceive the 
public.       
 

6. The government permits or perpetrates acts of terrorism on its own soil, disguising its 
involvement.       
 

7. A small, secret group of people is responsible for making all major decisions, such as going 
to war.       
 

8. Evidence of alien contact is being concealed from the public.     
 

9. Technology with mind-control capacities is used on people without their knowledge.  
 

10. New and advanced technology which would harm current industry is being suppressed. 
 

11. The government uses people as patsies to hide its involvement in criminal activity.  
 

12. Certain significant events have been the result of the activity of a small group who secretly 
manipulate world events.       
 

13. Some UFO sightings and rumors are planned or staged in order to distract the public from 
real alien contact.       
 

14. Experiments involving new drugs or technologies are routinely carried out on the public 
without their knowledge or consent.       
 

15. A lot of important information is deliberately concealed from the public out of self-interest. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

BULLSHIT RECEPTIVITY SCALE 

 

 

Ten mundane and 10 meaningless statements are presented in a random order. A bullshit 

receptivity score was the mean of the profoundness ratings for all bullshit items. Profoundness 

is rated on a five-point scale: 1= Not at all profound, 2 = somewhat profound, 3 = fairly profound, 

4 = definitely profound, 5 = very profound. 

 

Bullshit Statements 

1. Hidden meaning transforms unparalleled abstract beauty.  
 

2. Good health imparts reality to subtle creativity.  
 

3. Wholeness quiets infinite phenomena.  
 

4. The future explains irrational facts.  
 

5. Imagination is inside exponential space time events. 
 

6. We are in the midst of a self-aware blossoming of being that will align us with the nexus 
itself. 
 

7. Consciousness consists of frequencies of quantum energy. “Quantum” means an unveiling 
of the unrestricted. 
 

8. Consciousness is the growth of coherence, and of us. 
 

9. We are in the midst of a high-frequency blossoming of interconnectedness that will give us 
access to the quantum soup itself.  
 

10. Today, science tells us that the essence of nature is joy. 
 

Mundane Statements 

1. Newborn babies require constant attention. 

2. Most people enjoy some sort of music. 

3. Lazy people usually don’t succeed in life. 

4. A balanced diet is important for maintaining good health. 

5. Human cultures often differ from each other quite a bit. 
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APPENDIX B (continued) 

6. People often have very bizarre dreams. 

7. Higher rates of unemployment typically follow economic downturns. 

8. Some things have very distinct smells. 

9. Some people have poor taste in clothing. 

10. Children sometimes look a lot like their parents. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

MISINFORMATION DETECTION TASK 
 

 
Vignette Follow-up Questions 

• Do you believe the information presented in this post is: 
o 1 = Definitely False, 2 = Probably False, 3 = Maybe False, 4 = Maybe True, 5 = Probably 

True, 6 = Definitely True, 0 = Unsure/Can’t tell 
 

• If you saw this post in your [Facebook/Instagram/Twitter] feed, would you: 
o 1 = Delete it, 2 = Share it, 0 = Ignore it 

 

 
 

Figure C1. Sample Facebook vignette. 
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APPENDIX C (continued) 

 

 

Figure C2. Sample Twitter vignette. 
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APPENDIX C (continued) 

 
 

Figure C3. Sample Instagram vignette. 
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APPENDIX C (continued) 

TABLE C1 
 

VIGNETTE CONTENT AND SOURCE URL 
 

Veracity Platform Vignette Source 

False Facebook Trash bins discovered outside New Jersey’s 
Gloucester County Board of Elections containing 
blank ballots as well as bags of shredded ballots 

from the governor election. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/nov/05/facebook-posts/items-found-
trash-outside-new-jersey-elections-off/ 

  With the money Elon Musk spent to buy Twitter 
shares, he could have given every American 

family $100,000 and still had enough left over to 
cancel all student debt. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
22/apr/08/tweets/twitter-post-wasnt-
serious-about-elon-musk-using-3/ 

  Dr. Herbert Smitherman invented Crest 
toothpaste, Folgers coffee, Safeguard soap, and 

Bounce fabric softener. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/nov/08/facebook-posts/no-dr-

herbert-smitherman-did-not-invent-
products-c/ 

  Schools are putting litter boxes in bathrooms to 
accommodate kids who identify as furries. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
22/apr/08/facebook-posts/claim-about-
schools-providing-litter-boxes-student/ 

  "White people are so 1960’s. Sometimes the only 
thing that keeps me going is the fact that they will 

be blended out by the time I am 30. Imagine a 
world without white people." —Malia Obama’s 

midterm speech exam. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
18/oct/18/blog-posting/there-no-

evidence-malia-obama-said-white-
people-sh/ 

  A photograph shows members of the U.S. 
women’s soccer team kneeling during the 
national anthem at the Tokyo Olympics. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/jul/26/facebook-posts/its-not-true-

womens-us-soccer-team-kneeled-
during-/ 

  New York is leading the nation with the lowest 
imprisonment rate of any large state. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/nov/19/nys-department-corrections-
and-community-supervisi/among-large-

states-ny-has-lowest-imprisonment-
rate/ 

  Were you aware the $3.5 Trillion Human 
Infrastructure package includes an animal 

agriculture tax of $2,600 per head of cattle and 
$500 for swine? 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/oct/08/facebook-posts/social-media-

posts-wrong-about-cow-fart-tax/ 

  The Spanish High Court has announced COVID-
19 is a bio weapon with a patent, not a virus. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/nov/05/facebook-posts/no-virus-

causes-covid-19-not-patented-
bioweapon/ 

  The head of Australia’s Victoria state is freezing 
people’s bank accts if they are not vaccinated. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/nov/04/facebook-posts/australian-

state-isnt-freezing-unvaccinated-people/ 
 Instagram Martin Luther King Jr. was killed (smothered) in 

the hospital and the US government was found 
guilty in a court of law of conspiring to kill him. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/jan/17/instagram-posts/fact-

checking-old-conspiracy-about-martin-
luther-k/ 

  There’ve been no TV commercials for the 
COVID-19 vaccines because they are required 

by law to list all adverse side effects. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/oct/25/instagram-posts/fda-rules-

have-blocked-covid-19-vaccine-makers-
adv/ 

  Sophia Stewart wrote books in the 70s that were 
stolen from her by Warner Bros. (Terminator 1-4 
& The Matrix 1 & 2). She just won Hollywood's 

biggest lawsuit, $2.5 Billion. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/oct/05/instagram-posts/no-woman-

didnt-win-25-billion-matrix-lawsuit-over-/ 
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Veracity Platform Vignette Source 
  The FEMA health care workers replacing the 

noncompliant nurses and doctors are NOT 
required to get vaccinated via the CDC. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/oct/20/instagram-posts/fact-

checking-false-claims-about-fema-
workers-vacc/ 

  Wife of Pfizer’s CEO dies after complications 
from the vaccine. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/nov/15/conservative-beaver/pfizer-
ceos-wife-alive-and-well-she-did-not-

die-va/ 
  Black Lives Matter and antifa set Catholic church 

on fire in Minneapolis. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

21/apr/21/instagram-posts/theres-no-
evidence-minneapolis-church-fire-was-

rel/ 
  The Make-A-Wish Foundation will grant wishes 

only to fully vaccinated children. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

21/jul/02/instagram-posts/no-make-
wish-foundation-isnt-granting-wishes-

only-/ 
  Parents who challenge school curriculums can 

be charged as domestic terrorists. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/oct/18/instagram-posts/no-parents-

who-question-school-curriculums-
havent-/ 

  The chaos at the Kabul airport as the Taliban 
took over Afghanistan’s capital was a false flag 

event to provoke WW3. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/aug/19/instagram-posts/no-chaos-

afghanistan-isnt-false-flag/ 
  Elon Musk to donate $250 billion for reparations 

to African Americans in U.S. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/nov/05/instagram-posts/elon-musk-

not-donating-majority-his-wealth-
reparat/ 

 Twitter Olympic Village has cardboard beds to prevent 
Olympians from having sex, and thus risk 

spreading COVID-19. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/jul/19/tweets/heres-why-olympics-

gave-athletes-cardboard-beds/ 
  The word "alcohol" derives from the Arabic term 

for "body-eating spirit" 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

22/mar/22/facebook-posts/no-word-
alcohol-didnt-come-arabic-term-body-

eating/ 
  The U.S. military has reinstated a draft, and 

women are included. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
22/mar/14/tiktok-posts/no-one-can-be-
drafted-us-military-without-act-cong/ 

  Just in time for the Super Bowl: Million pounds of 
rat meat being sold as boneless chicken wings in 

the U.S. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
22/jan/19/instagram-posts/debunked-
claim-about-boneless-chicken-wings-

makes-/ 
  Photo of unbroken windows proves war in 

Ukraine is fake. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
22/apr/27/viral-image/no-photo-intact-
windows-bucha-doesnt-prove-war-ukr/ 

  Countless Southwest Airlines employees have 
walked out of their jobs to oppose the vaccine 

mandate, causing operations to effectively shut 
down. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/oct/11/tweets/southwest-airline-
pilots-union-deny-claims-anti-va/ 

  Dying nurse confesses that between 1983 and 
1995 she swapped more than 5,000 babies for 

"fun". 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/dec/17/viral-image/old-claim-about-
nurse-swapping-5000-babies-birth-h/ 

  CDC numbers show that among children, the 
Pfizer and Moderna COVID-19 vaccines have a 
death rate 174 times higher than the COVID-19 

death rate. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/oct/07/tweets/cdc-does-not-show-

higher-death-rate-vaccines-covid/ 

  Wisconsin has more votes than people who are 
registered to vote. This is direct evidence of 

fraud. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/nov/04/tweets/no-wisconsin-doesnt-

have-more-ballots-cast-registe/ 
  A video shows the Taliban hanging someone 

from a helicopter. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

21/aug/31/tweets/viral-video-doesnt-
show-taliban-hanging-body-helic/ 
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True Facebook Congress has 11 percent approval ratings, yet 

96.4 percent of incumbent lawmakers were re-
elected in 2014. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
14/nov/11/facebook-posts/congress-

has-11-approval-ratings-96-incumbent-
re-e/ 

  A 1942 Milwaukee YMCA brochure shows 
children playing a violent, racist carnival game. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/jun/22/facebook-posts/1942-

milwaukee-ymca-brochure-racist-
carnival-game/ 

  The very first meal on the surface of the moon 
was the Holy Communion. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
13/sep/16/facebook-posts/facebook-

post-recognizes-little-known-space-fact/ 
  Cannabis reform is supported by the majority of 

Wisconsin residents, including a majority of 
Republicans. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
22/apr/29/melissa-agard/yes-its-true-

cannabis-reform-supported-wisconsin-i/ 
  The Georgia House passed a bill that makes it a 

misdemeanor to give food or water to voters 
waiting in line. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/mar/09/facebook-posts/georgia-bill-
would-ban-giving-food-water-voters-li/ 

  The Texas power grid is not part of the US power 
grid because they wanted to avoid federal 

regulation. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/feb/18/facebook-posts/yes-aversion-

federal-regulation-drove-texas-isolat/ 
  Gloves shouldn’t be worn in public because if 

you are wearing the same set of gloves all over 
town you are only spreading germs everywhere 

you go. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/may/13/facebook-posts/not-better-

wearing-gloves-public-coronavirus/ 

  Africans living in China now being forced to sleep 
outside in the cold as Chinese nationals blame 
them for the rising number of new coronavirus 

cases in the country. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/apr/16/facebook-posts/yes-africans-
are-being-evicted-china-amid-fear-sec/ 

  In 2011, more people were murdered with 
knives, "hands or feet", or "clubs and hammers" 

than with any type of rifle. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
13/jan/18/facebook-posts/facebook-

post-says-more-people-were-murdered-
knive/ 

  Fox News uses photo of a married couple 
promoting traditional marriage and the photo is 

actually of a same-sex couple. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
14/nov/21/facebook-posts/facebook-
meme-fox-news-topped-same-sex-

marriage-ar/ 
 Instagram Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson 

believes in abortion on demand up to the 
moment of birth. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
22/mar/29/bob-good/bob-good-invents-

position-ketanji-brown-jackson-la/ 
 

 
Since 1978, CEO compensation rose over 

1,000% but only 11.9% for average workers. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

21/jun/02/mandela-barnes/yes-pay-
ceos-has-far-outpaced-compensation-

average/ 
  The United States is the only industrialized, 

modernized country that does not already have a 
paid family medical leave program in place. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/jan/28/jennifer-boysko/us-only-

industrialized-nation-no-paid-family-
leave/ 

  New Haven, Conn., had to issue bonds for a 
bridge after using funds for that bridge to pay for 

a police misconduct settlement. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/may/27/tim-kaine/police-misconduct-

settlements-can-shift-city-budge/ 
  Homicides are intraracial. When you look at 

white-on-white crime, it's 84%. White people kill 
white people. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/jul/17/sunny-hostin/view-co-host-

sunny-hostin-right-about-white-white-/ 
  There are 390 million guns out on the streets of 

the U.S., a country of 329 million people. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

19/sep/09/beto-orourke/how-many-
guns-are-streets-united-states/ 

  The GOP lawyer who helped Kanye West get on 
the ballot in Wisconsin is actively working for 

Donald Trump's campaign. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/aug/06/instagram-posts/yes-trump-

lawyer-helped-kanye-west-try-get-
wiscons/ 
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Veracity Platform Vignette Source 
  If you're a black woman, you're 320% more likely 

to die from complications in childbirth. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

19/dec/20/andrew-yang/yang-cites-
maternal-mortality-stats-talk-about-rac/ 

  It’s not currently legal for New York schools to 
serve students whole milk. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/jun/07/lorraine-lewandrowski/whole-
milk-prohibited-being-offered-new-york-

schoo/ 
  Police are 20.8 times more likely to kill than be 

killed by a criminal. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/aug/27/chris-larson/yes-police-were-

208-more-likely-kill-be-killed-cri/ 
 Twitter The Trump administration worked to free 5,000 

Taliban prisoners who were being held by the 
Afghan government. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/aug/31/mitt-romney/mitt-romney-

accurately-says-trump-administration-w/ 
  In 2021, there were twice as many children in 

Border Patrol custody under Biden than at the 
Trump peak in 2019. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/apr/06/greg-abbott/yes-number-kids-

border-patrol-custody-double-2019s/ 
  324,000 pregnant people experience domestic 

violence during their pregnancy. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

21/aug/13/gwen-moore/yes-about-
324000-americans-year-experience-

domesti/ 
  It’s been over 50 years since minimum wage and 

inflation parted ways, and over a decade since 
the federal minimum wage went up at all. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/jun/19/mandela-barnes/yes-its-been-
decades-minimum-wage-kept-inflation-

a/ 
  In COVID-19 crisis, only 20% of African 

Americans had jobs where they could work from 
home. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/jun/16/desiree-rogers/blacks-

hispanics-less-likely-have-jobs-where-
they-/ 

  People of color and those of not, they use 
marijuana at the same rate. People of color are 

three times more likely to be arrested and 
convicted. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
20/dec/03/ralph-northam/northam-right-

about-about-racial-disparities-pot-a/ 

  On Virginia’s new marijuana law: You can have 
up to one pound with only a $25 fine. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/apr/28/kirk-cox/under-new-virginia-

law-pound-pot-will-bring-25-fin/ 
  We’ve got 115,000 miles of roads in Wisconsin 

and 90% is owned by the locals. 
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20

21/aug/20/craig-thompson/yes-90-
wisconsins-roadways-are-maintained-

local-mu/ 
  The National Academy of Medicine points to a 

significant correlation between marijuana and 
psychosis, schizophrenia, and other psychotic 

disorders, particularly in teenagers where the risk 
of developing schizophrenia increases three fold. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
21/mar/05/chris-kapanga/yes-
marijuana-can-increase-risk-

schizophrenia-and-/ 

  Iowa Republicans have introduced a bill that 
would put government-installed cameras in every 
single classroom to livestream school activities 

for parents to spy on teachers and children. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/20
22/feb/08/brian-tyler-cohen/yes-iowa-
republicans-bill-would-put-cameras-

classr/ 

 
 


