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Christ. You can read the findings of this poll 
in full here: www.tinyurl.com/btgtg4e

You can also read an interesting Guardian 
interview with psychologist Rob Bretherton 
here: www.tinyurl.com/nonzjht and listen to a 
podcast here: www.tinyurl.com/ncjfffm. 

Only in America?
Just in case you think conspiracy theory is a 
quirk of US culture, consider the following. 
According to polls conducted by the BBC in 
2007 and the Daily Mail in 2010 the majority 
of the British public believe that the apparent 
suicide of biological weapons expert David 
Kelly in 2003 was in fact a politically 
inspired murder. It was, people believe, 

carried out in response to Kelly’s claim that 
the UK government had ‘sexed up’ the dossier on Iraqi 
weapons of mass destruction in order to justify the 
Iraq War. There is little evidence either way but it is 
significant to psychologists that in the absence of clear 
evidence most people believe a conspiracy account 
rather than the official line.

Do conspiracy theories cause any 
harm?
Although conspiracy theories seem inevitable — and 
probably serve a social purpose in curbing the excesses 
of governments which might be tempted to engage in 
cover-ups and the odd murder — they can also have 
negative consequences. In 2009 three branches of 
Starbucks in London were ransacked — not by anti-
capitalists as you might expect but by conspiracy 
theorists who believed the company secretly funded 
the Israeli military. Their ‘evidence’ was a superficial 
resemblance between the face on the company logo 
and a sixteenth-century carving of a biblical Jewish 

Conspiracy  theories

Matt Jarvis looks at why so many of us 
believe conspiracy ideas rather than the 
official line

Do you spend a lot of time worrying that the moon 
landings were faked, that John F. Kennedy and 
Diana Spencer were assassinated or that all the 

major political and business systems of the world are 
being manipulated by a secret elite group (known as the 
Illuminati, the New World Order or the Lizard People, 
according to the particular brand of conspiracy)? If so 
you are far from alone. 

According to a 2013 poll carried out by the Public 
Policy Polling organisation in the USA, 37% of 
Americans believe global warming is a hoax, 29% 
believe in aliens and 20% believe the government 
covered up an alien crash at Roswell. Eleven per cent 
believe the US government allowed the 9/11 attacks 
and 13% believe Barack Obama is in fact the Anti-
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Activities

1 Find the Swami et al. study (above) and go to 
page 451, where you can see the correlations 
between conspiracist ideation and other 
individual differences. Comment on some of 
the correlation coefficients.

2 Read the article by Richard Hofstadter (above). 
How credible do you find his ideas?

prophet. Whatever you think of Starbucks, this is just 
silly. 

Psychological approaches
Psychologists have approached the issue of conspiracy 
theory in a number of ways. We can look here at the 
possible roles of paranoia, other individual differences 
and confirmation bias. 

Paranoia
The term paranoia is used to describe delusions — 
irrational beliefs about the world — including the idea 
that as societies or individuals we are controlled by 
powerful others. Paranoia is a characteristic of some 
mental disorders but is also common in less dramatic 
forms in the non-clinical population. Hofstadter (1966) 
suggested that conspiracy theorists have a particularly 
paranoid style of interpreting the world. In the absence 
of clear evidence for a mundane explanation, more 
paranoid individuals lean towards a conspiracy 
explanation. 

Paranoia may be a partial explanation of why some 
people are particularly prone to conspiracy theory 
but does not explain why some conspiracies, for 
example over David Kelly’s death, are supported by the 
majority. You can read some of Hofstadter’s book here: 
www.tinyurl.com/nbm3rkf You can also read a magazine 
article here: www.tinyurl.com/kxh6fdh

Other individual differences
Later studies found other characteristics that tend to be 
shared by conspiracy theorists. In a recent correlational 
study Swami et al. (2011) found that conspiracist 
ideation (how much you like conspiracy theories) is 
associated with political cynicism, negative attitudes 
towards authority, strong democratic principles and 
low self-esteem and agreeableness. You can read this 
study in full here: www.tinyurl.com/pvwdm7n

Confirmation bias
Confirmation bias is the tendency to judge information 
more favourably if it fits in with our existing beliefs. 

This is important in understanding conspiracy theory 
because once we have adopted a conspiracy view of an 
event like the moon landings or the Kelly murder we 
tend to respond positively to any new information that 
supports it and negatively to new information that is 
harder to reconcile with the conspiracy view. 

Leman and Cinnirella (1995) demonstrated the 
role of confirmation bias in conspiracy theory by 
showing that participants judged a fictitious story of 
an assassination as more credible if it fitted in with 
their existing beliefs. Confirmation bias explains why 
we hang on to our conspiracy theories and why, once 
we have adopted one conspiracy theory, we tend to 
endorse others. 

Twenty nine per cent of 
Americans believe in aliens
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