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Research Article

The relationship between conspiracy theory beliefs and
political violence

Recent instances of political violence have prompted concerns over the relationship between conspiracy
theory beliefs and violence. Here, we examine the relationships between beliefs in various conspiracy
theories and three operationalizations of violence—support for political violence, self-reported
engagement in political violence, and engagement in non-political conflict. While we did observe
significant correlations between most conspiracy theory beliefs and (support for) violence, we also
observed considerable variability in the correlations. We found that this variability is related to the
popularity of the conspiracy theories. Specifically, conspiracy theory beliefs that are more “fringe,” held by
smaller groups of homogenous people, are likely to be more strongly correlated with (support for) violence
than beliefs in more popular theories. Our findings have implications for those seeking to curtail conspiracy
theory-related violence.
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Research questions
e What is the relationship between political violence and conspiracy theory beliefs?
e Are beliefs in some conspiracy theories more likely to correlate with support for political violence
or actual violent behavior than beliefs in other conspiracy theories?
e How has the correlation between support for political violence and generalized conspiracy
thinking changed over the last decade?

Essay summary

e The strength of the relationship between conspiracy theory beliefs and support for political
violence varies across specific conspiracy theories, although the correlation is positive and
statistically significant for 42 of 44 conspiracy theories examined. In other words, the stronger
one’s beliefs in most conspiracy theories, the more likely they are to support political violence.

! A publication of the Shorenstein Center on Media, Politics and Public Policy at Harvard University, John F. Kennedy School of
Government.
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e The relationship between conspiracy theory beliefs and violence does not depend on the measure
of violence, of which we employed three: 1) attitudinal support for political violence, 2) the self-
reported commission of actual political violence, or 3) engagement in non-political violent
interpersonal conflict.

e The strength of the connection between conspiracy theory beliefs and each measure of violence
we employed tends to correspond to the popularity of the conspiracy theory, such that beliefs in
less popular conspiracy theories are more strongly correlated with attitudinal and behavioral
measures of violence. Across all conspiracy theory beliefs and measures of (support for) violence,
the correlation between the popularity of a conspiracy theory and the connection between belief
in that theory and violence is moderately strong at r(74) = -0.42 (p < .001).

e The correlation between attitudinal support for political violence and the general tendency to
interpret events and circumstances as the product of conspiracies tripled in magnitude between
2012 and 2022.

e As human behavior—particularly behavior involving rare events, like political violence—is hard
to predict, numerous questions remain about the causal connection between conspiracy theories
and political violence. As such, researchers, journalists, and policymakers should carefully
consider how, where, and when to intervene on conspiracy theory beliefs, perhaps focusing on
those beliefs that exhibit the strongest connections to violence.

Implications

Recent events, like the January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol, have spurred a renewed scholarly
interest in the causes of political violence (Armaly & Enders, 2022; Landry et al., 2024; Munis et al., 2023;
Piazza, 2023; Zeitzoff, 2023). Notably, numerous studies have hypothesized a connection between
support for, or the commission of, violence and beliefs in conspiracy theories (Baum et al., 2023; Bond &
Neville-Shepard, 2023; Davis, 2024; Vanderwee & Droogan, 2023). For example, Jolley and Paterson
(2020) showed that beliefs in conspiracy theories alleging that 5G cellular technology spread the COVID-
19 virus are correlated with justifications for, and a general willingness to engage in, violence. Similarly,
Armaly et al. (2022) found that support for the QAnon movement, a group based on conspiracy theories
about the supposed “deep state” (Enders, Uscinski, Klofstad, & Stoller, 2022), is related to support for
both political violence in the abstract and the violent attack on the U.S. Capitol on January 6.

While scholars are finding connections between conspiracy theory beliefs and violence, the ability to
make generalizable claims about this relationship is hindered by the fact that most studies 1) consider
only a small number of conspiracy theories and 2) employ limited measures of violence-related beliefs,
intentions, and behaviors. As it stands, extant studies can only reveal that some forms of political violence,
or support thereof, are related to some conspiracy theory beliefs. We attempt to advance our
understanding of these relationships by considering the relationships between numerous forms of
conspiracism and different measures of violence. Our goal is to understand whether there are
generalizable conclusions that can be drawn about these relationships.

Employing 44 conspiracy theories that differ in their popularity, the topics they address, and other
characteristics, as well as three different manifestations of violence (attitudinal support for political
violence, the self-reported commission of political violence, and the self-reported commission of
interpersonal conflict), we found that the strength of the relationship between conspiracy theory beliefs
and (support for) violence varies depending on which conspiracy theory belief we examine, although most
conspiracy theory beliefs are significantly, positively correlated. Additionally, the strength of these
relationships is correlated with the conspiracy theories’ popularity such that, on average, popular
conspiracy theories have weaker connections to our measures of violence. We also found that the
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relationship between violence and conspiracism can vary over time. Indeed, the correlation between
attitudinal support for political violence and the general tendency toward conspiracy theorizing tripled in
strength between 2012 and 2022. Finally, we did not find obvious differences across operationalizations
of (political) violence: For the most part, conspiracy theory beliefs that were correlated with one
operationalization of violence were similarly correlated with other operationalizations of violence. These
findings have several implications for how government officials, scholars, journalists, and other
practitioners address the pernicious effects of conspiracy theories.

What is the link between conspiracy theories and violence?

Conspiracy theories provide explanations of events and circumstances that point to the secret actions of
powerful malevolent actors (Uscinski & Enders, 2023). Conspiracy theories are considered “theories” in
the colloquial sense that their claims have yet to be deemed (likely to be) true by appropriate experts
using data and methods that can be openly evaluated and challenged by others (Levy, 2007). While any
given conspiracy theory could potentially be true (Dentith, 2022), many conspiracy theories are likely to
be false (Harris, 2022). Given their dubious epistemic features, beliefs in conspiracy theories may create
an alternative social reality for believers in which “non-normative behavior is a natural consequence”
(Pummerer, 2022). For example, if someone believed that a shadowy group of powerful people was intent
on causing them harm, they may be more likely to act against that group.

This leads to the first potential connection between beliefs in conspiracy theories and violence: People
might want to “fight fire with fire” by using violence in order to thwart a perceived conspiracy or punish
a perceived conspirator. There are numerous anecdotal accounts of conspiracy theory believers acting
violently in hopes of foiling a supposed conspiracy (e.g., Obaidi et al., 2022). Examples include the
individuals who believe in election fraud who stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021 (United States
Attorney's Office, 2024), the believers in a widespread child “grooming” scheme who committed various
acts of violence against drag shows and the LGBTQ+ community (Padgett, 2023), and the believers in the
“white replacement” conspiracy theory who have engaged in mass shootings of Jews, African-Americans,
and other minority groups (Klofstad et al., 2024).

However, if conspiracy theories reliably caused believers to take violent actions, the vast majority of
Americans would be perpetrating violence, given the sheer prevalence of conspiracy theory beliefs
(Uscinski & Enders, 2023). Fortunately, conspiracy theory-induced violence is relatively rare, despite the
popularity of many conspiracy theories (Enders & Uscinski, 2022). For example, while about a third of
Americans believe that the 2020 election was rigged (Fortinsky, 2024), only a tiny fraction of those
believers attended President Trump’s “stop the steal” rally on January 6, 2021, and only a fraction of those
attendees engaged in violence at the Capitol (United States Attorney's Office, 2024). It seems unlikely that
conspiracy theory beliefs single-handedly cause believers to commit violence or, for that matter, actions
of any kind. If conspiracy theory beliefs only rarely, on their own, motivate believers to engage in violent
actions, then researchers should be cautious in ascribing violent intentions to believers.

A second potential connection linking beliefs in conspiracy theories and violence focuses on the
believers and their preexisting attitudes, personality traits, and behavioral inclinations (Uscinski, Enders,
Klofstad, & Stoler, 2022): People who harbor nonnormative personality traits and intentions may be the
most likely to 1) engage in nonnormative behaviors and, concurrently, 2) adopt conspiracy theory beliefs
(Enders, Uscinski, Klofstad, & Stoller, 2022). It may even be the case that individuals adopt conspiracy
theories as rationalizations for actions they would have taken anyway (Williams, 2022), meaning that
conspiracy theory beliefs may actually be the causal product of behavioral intentions in some cases (van
Prooijen & Bohm, 2023). A significant body of research provides suggestive evidence for these alternative
possibilities: Many of the longstanding antisocial attitudes and personality traits linked to violent
behavior—e.g., dark tetrad traits like psychopathy (Pavlovi¢ & Franc, 2023; Yendell et al.,, 2022),
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Manichean worldviews (Rathje, 2022), and a willingness to engage in Machiavellian tactics and criminal
behavior (Pavlovi¢ & Wertag, 2021)—also predict conspiracy theory beliefs (Douglas & Sutton, 2011;
Enders, Klofstad, et al., 2023; Jolley et al., 2019; Klofstad et al., 2024; Uscinski, Enders, Diekman, et al.,
2022).

Importantly, the individuals who possess the types of antisocial traits that predict violent attitudes,
intentions, and behaviors are more likely to adopt beliefs in conspiracy theories that are socially verboten.
By this, we mean that the ideas are not just seen as epistemically suspect (Thalmann, 2019), but as
especially taboo given what they claim and who they accuse. This may be because antisocial traits make
individuals less likely to engage in prosocial behaviors, care about the welfare of others, and adhere to
social norms, instead fostering a willingness to espouse ideas that others would not (Spain et al., 2014).
For example, it is considered especially taboo in the West to espouse conspiracy theories holding that the
Holocaust did not happen (Smallpage et al., 2022), that mass shootings are “false flag” events (Lantian et
al., 2018), and that white people are victims of a replacement scheme (Wintemute et al., 2024). It is
precisely beliefs such as these that are most strongly linked to antisocial personality traits and attitudes
(Charny, 2017; Klofstad et al., 2024; Uscinski, Enders, Diekman, et al., 2022; Yelland & Stone, 1996).
Moreover, individuals exhibiting antisocial traits may be more likely to not only adopt conspiracy theories
that most other individuals would reject, but also believe more conspiracy theories in total (Enders,
Klofstad, et al., 2023).

A third potential connection linking beliefs in conspiracy theories and violence focuses on the mental
states and psychopathologies of the believers (Jolley & Paterson, 2020): People who adopt conspiracy
theories may be willing to act on their conspiracy theory beliefs only after a shift in mental state (e.g., the
onset of anger, anxiety, paranoia, or depression). For example, Baum et al. (2023) found that “among
those who hold conspiracy beliefs and/or have participatory inclinations, depression is positively
associated with support for election violence and the January 6 Capitol riots” (p. 575).

Finally, the prejudiced nature, salience, and sources of the conspiracy theories might also foster a link
between violence and beliefs in conspiracy theories. More specifically, when a conspiracy theory
scapegoats an outgroup (providing a target for violence), suggests that there is an imminent threat, or is
endorsed by cues from trusted sources of information (Armaly et al., 2022; Klofstad et al., 2024; Ntontis
et al., 2024, Riley, 2022), the connection between beliefs and violence may become stronger (Bracke &
Aguilar, 2024; Jolley et al., 2022; Prooijen, 2020).

Having laid out some possibilities, we reiterate that the causes behind human behavior are difficult
to determine (Bailey et al., 2024), especially with rare events like acts of political violence. By providing a
broader window into the connection between violence and a wide range of conspiracy theory beliefs, we
hope to provide some clues as to which beliefs might require more attention from practitioners seeking
to quell the potential pernicious effects of conspiracy theories.

Conspiracy theories are not created equal

Conspiracy theories, while sharing certain elements and general narrative structure (Douglas & Sutton,
2023), should not be treated as if they are interchangeable. Different conspiracy theories attract different
believers with different constellations of personality traits, political ideologies, worldviews, life
experiences, and other characteristics (e.g., Enders et al., 2022), including past engagement in or support
for violence (Hebel-Sela et al., 2022; Uscinski, Enders, Diekman, et al., 2022).

While most of the conspiracy theory beliefs we examine are significantly correlated with (support for)
violence, some are not correlated, and others are weakly correlated. Whereas the connection between
believing that 5G spreads COVID-19 and support for the destruction of 5G cellular towers during the
pandemic may seem straightforward (Jolley & Paterson, 2020), perhaps it is equally straightforward to
expect that a widely believed conspiracy theory about the assassination of President Kennedy in 1963 has,
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at best, a weak connection to violence. This is to say that, regardless of the causal process by which
violence and conspiracy theory beliefs become linked, one should not assume that the patterns involving
one conspiracy theory generalize to other conspiracy theories.

Popular conspiracy theories have weaker associations with violence

We found that the relationship between violence and conspiracy theory beliefs varies depending on the
popularity of conspiracy theories. In particular, highly popular conspiracy theories tend to be more weakly
associated with (support for) violence than less popular conspiracy theories. Across all conspiracy theory
beliefs and measures of (support for) violence, the correlation between the popularity of a conspiracy
theory and the connection between belief in that theory and violence is moderately strong at r(74) =-0.42
(p <.001).

This connection may have something to do with the fact that support for and engagement with
political violence is rare: popular conspiracy theories, as a function of their popularity, attract a wider
group of believers with more variability in their individual-level characteristics. As such, the correlation
between (support for) violence and belief is relatively weaker. In some sense, this may merely amount to
a “numbers game.” Consider, for example, that for more than 60 years, a majority of Americans have
believed that JFK’s assassination was the work of a broad conspiracy that expanded well beyond Lee
Harvey Oswald (Swift, 2013). However, far fewer than 50% of Americans have either engaged in politically
violent behavior or are supportive of political violence (Jacob, 2024). Thus, it stands to reason that, even
if a large proportion of individuals who are more psychologically and attitudinally disposed toward
potentially engaging in violent acts are attracted to this conspiracy theory, the correlation between this
belief and violence is still likely to be (relatively) weak. In practical terms, trying to identify the
perpetrators of future violence from this belief would be, at best, inefficient and unreliable.

We found that conspiracy theory beliefs that are more “fringe”—held by smaller groups of
presumably more homogenous people—have a better chance than more popular theories of being
strongly correlated with (support for) violence. This is, again, partially a numbers game in that only a
minority of individuals support or take part in political violence in the United States. This finding also
suggests that individuals who attitudinally support political violence or possess psychological traits
conducive to the commission of violence are more attracted to low-popularity, or fringe, conspiracy
theories, thereby resulting in a stronger correlation between beliefs in low-popularity conspiracy theories
and violence. Consider, for example, the conspiracy theory belief we find to be most strongly correlated
with support for violence—that the number of Jews killed by the Nazis during World War Il has been
exaggerated on purpose. Given the well-known penchant for violent rhetoric and behaviors among Neo
Nazis, white supremacists, and other antisemitic groups for which this belief is highly animating (Dauvis,
2024; Klofstad et al., 2024; Vanderwee & Droogan, 2023), it stands to reason that the connection between
violence and belief is more intimate than it is for the JFK conspiracy theory. The two aforementioned
possibilities—perhaps even a combination of the two—seem most likely to account for the correlation
between violence and beliefs across the greatest number of theories: 1) individuals with nonnormative
tendencies may espouse those beliefs due to their personalities which allow them to engage with
stigmatized conspiracy theories that most people would reject, and 2) the stigmatized conspiracy theories
themselves may be more likely to promote violent attitudes and violence to a greater degree than more
popular theories (hence, why they are stigmatized in the first place). Importantly, we note that the
popularity, social acceptability/stigmatization, and salience of conspiracy theories can vary across political
contexts and over time.
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The relationship between generalized conspiracy thinking and violence has strengthened

Conspiracy thinking is the predisposition to interpret events and circumstances as the product of
conspiracies, regardless of subject matter. Rather than speaking to specific beliefs in specific conspiracy
theories, it is a more generalized worldview (Enders, Diekman, et al., 2023) that is highly predictive of
beliefs in specific conspiracy theories (Uscinski, Enders, Diekman, et al., 2022). Contrary to much popular
speculation (Guilhot & Moyn, 2020; Stanton, 2020; Willingham, 2020), the average level of conspiracy
thinking and general shape of its distribution is quite stable over time (Uscinski, Enders, Klofstad, et al.,
2022). However, we found that the correlation between conspiracy thinking and support for political
violence has tripled in magnitude between 2012 and 2022.

With the available data, which is unfortunately sparse prior to 2016, we can only speculate about the
reasons for the increasing strength of this relationship, which does not appear to be the product of an
increase in conspiracy-minded individuals. Instead, it could perhaps be due to a steady rise in polarization
or a decline in institutional trust and support for democracy. It could also be due to Donald Trump’s
conspiratorial and violent rhetoric, which may have tied conspiratorial worldviews with beliefs to thoughts
of violence for some supporters or strengthened existing ties. It could also be the case that previously
conspiracy-minded individuals have become more supportive of violence over time, or that people who
are supportive of violence have become more conspiracy-minded over time. Given the lack of individual-
level longitudinal/panel data, especially in the pre-Trump years, we are left to speculate about the process
by which the strength of the relationship has increased. Nevertheless, the trend is troubling, and more
data collection efforts are needed to better track this relationship into the future.

Journalists and policymakers should proceed with caution

Both our empirical findings and the questions they raise have implications for journalistic coverage of
conspiracy theories and potential solutions to the societal problems oftentimes associated with
conspiracy theories. First, journalists and policymakers must recognize that specific conspiracy theories
are not interchangeable; rather, they are differentially correlated with a variety of political and
psychological characteristics (Uscinski, Enders, Diekman, et al., 2022). Even though conspiracy theories
about Taylor Swift and Kate Middleton generate consumer interest (e.g., Newitz, 2024), they might not
be associated with violence or other troubling outcomes. We recommend focusing attention on the
conspiracy theories that are more likely to be believed by individuals who are supportive of the use of
political violence, who report actually engaging in violent behavior, or who exhibit other correlates of
violence. To aid in this effort, researchers and governmental entities should more carefully track
conspiracy theory-linked violence in hopes of 1) learning what conspiracy theories are most intertwined
with violence at any given time and 2) developing models of how conspiracy theory beliefs cause or
otherwise promote and relate to violence.

Second, it is critical that journalists, policymakers, and researchers alike understand that studies of
conspiracy theory beliefs tell us about people, not ideas. Most individuals who believe in conspiracy
theories will likely never act on them in a nonnormative way. If a conspiracy theory is linked to a behavior
or attitude, it is potentially because individuals who believe in the conspiracy theory tend also to exhibit
that behavior or attitude, not necessarily because exposure to a particular conspiracy theory caused a
change in individuals. The people who believe in conspiracy theories are complicated—what they believe
and how they act are the product of a complex interplay of pre-existing beliefs, worldviews, ideologies,
identities, experiences, and contextual factors. The situational and environmental factors in which
conspiracy theories are shared and acted upon deserve further investigation as well: It may very well be
the case that media and political actors serve as critical triggers for believers to act out in violent ways
(Nacos et al., 2020). Recent research shows that the perceived strength of prosocial norms is greater when
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norm-breaking is explicitly identified (Tirion et al., 2024). Perhaps, then, one of the most efficacious
interventions policymakers, journalists, and pundits can engage in is calling out norm violations when they
occur. For example, violent rhetoric by conspiratorial groups and leaders should be immediately treated
as a norm violation and forcefully condemned.

Finally, coverage of conspiracy theories and their believers and interventions designed to address
beliefs and believers should take seriously the fact that conspiracy theory believers are not only
complicated in their own right but also that the conspiracy theories differ in who they attract. In short,
we need more research on how conspiracy theories relate to troublesome social outcomes such as
violence and other anti-democratic tendencies. We also urge greater nuance in the way conspiracy
theories are discussed in news media and by societal leaders and encourage more research into the
complicated causal interplay between conspiracy theory beliefs, behaviors, pre-existing dispositions, and
environmental factors.

Findings

Finding 1: Support for political violence is differentially correlated with beliefs in specific conspiracy
theories.

In Figure 1, we plot two quantities. The closed circles represent the correlation between belief in each
conspiracy theory (summarized along the vertical axis) and support for political violence, which is
measured vis-a-vis reactions to the statement, “violence is sometimes an acceptable way for Americans
to express their disagreement with the government” using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, and 5 = strongly agree). We employed
this general measure of support for political violence to broadly capture support for any form of political
violence that believers in any conspiracy theory may want to commit. The open circles represent the
proportion of respondents who chose either “agree” or “strongly agree” in reaction to each conspiracy
theory (see the Appendix for full question wording for each conspiracy theory question).

First, we observed that most of the conspiracy theory beliefs we investigated (42 out of 44) are
significantly and positively related to support for political violence (correlations range from r = .04 to r =
.51). The average correlation between the 44 conspiracy theory beliefs depicted in Figure 1 and support
for political violence is r = .30. We observed the strongest correlations with conspiracy theories alleging
that Holocaust casualties have been exaggerated (r = .51) and that corporations are poisoning our food (r
=.49).

Second, we observed a roughly X-shaped pattern between 1) the proportion of individuals expressing
belief in each conspiracy theory and 2) the correlation between the percentage of our samples believing
in that conspiracy theory and support for violence such that more popular conspiracy theories are less
strongly correlated with support for political violence. Indeed, the correlation between the two quantities
(i.e., those represented by the open and closed circles) is r(42) = -.34, p < .05. In other words, as the
proportion of individuals believing a given conspiracy theory increases, the weaker the connection
between belief in that theory and support for violence. Interestingly, QAnon, a conspiracy theory that
often makes headlines due to the actions of some believers (e.g., Li, 2022), is not among the conspiracy
theories most strongly positively correlated with support for violence, though some of the other
conspiracy theories oftentimes associated with QAnon believers (e.g., those regarding the deep state or
Satanic sex traffickers) are relatively strongly positively correlated.
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® Correlation Coefficient
O Proportion Believe

| | | | | |
Holocaust deaths exaggerated ) —e—
Corporations secretly poison our food
OVID vaccine causes infertility
Elites engaged in sex trafficking () —e—
COVID used to force dangerous vaccine o ——
Schools indoctrinate kids into gay lifestyles o —e—
Climate change is a hoax o ——
US government planned 9/11 o} —e—
There is a gay agenda targeted at kids o —e—
Dangers of vaccines hidden by establishment oO—e—
Whites replaced in US by foreign labor o ——
Fluorescent lights make people obedient o ——
Whites being replaced in Europe o—eo—
There is a deep state working in secret —eo-
COVID exaggerated to hurt Trump —eo—
School shootings are false flags ¢} —e—
Obama faked birth certificate ¢} —e—
Dangers of GMOs being hidden ——9O
COVID created/spread on purpose —e— O
COVID vaccine has tracking device (o) —e—
Cover-up of alien contact —eo—
A single group controls world events —e—O
Satanic sex traffickers control government ¢} ——
Cover-up of cellphones causing cancer o ——
Rothschilds control governments/economies c—e—
Hillary Clinton arrested for traffickin o ——
5G spreads COVI o —e—
Bill Gates is behind pandemic o ——
Trump is faking COVID —o—
Republicans stole 2016, 2004, 2000 elections o —
FDA preventing cures for cancer —e— O
Soros is plotting to control world —eo—
AIDS designed to destroy minorities o —e—
Richest one percent control government —— o
| am a believer in QAnon o ——
Trump is a Russian asset —— o
Hillary Clinton conspired with Russia —e— O
Trump covering up COVID symptoms —— )
JFK not killed by lone gunman —— o
Trump was deliberately infected O —e—
Conspiracy to prevent processing of ballots — ]
Epstein was murdered to cover up network — ©)
Trump is battling deep state — ©)
Mail-in ballots increase fraud —— o

0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5

Figure 1. Pearson correlation between support for violence and conspiracy theory beliefs (closed circle, bars represent 95% Cl)
and proportion of individuals believing each conspiracy theory (open circle).

o0©

Finding 2: Past violent and conflictual behavior is also differentially correlated with conspiracy theory
beliefs.

To both buttress the findings presented above and expand our analysis beyond attitudinal support for
political violence, we asked respondents whether and how frequently they actually “committed violence
for a political cause,” with the response options including 1 = never, 2 = once or twice, 3 = 3-5 times, and
4 = more than 5 times. While we do not offer specific predictions about how patterns may differ from
other measures of (support for) violence, we do believe it is important to provide a comprehensive
approach to assessing the differential relationship between conspiracism and violence, especially in light
of the fact that the literature remains divided on how to best capture (support for) violence (e.g.,
Westwood et al.,, 2022). Just as we employed many different conspiracy theory beliefs, we utilized
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different measures of (support for) violence. Figure 2 depicts the same quantities as Figure 1, substituting
this behavioral measure of past engagement in political violence for the attitudinal measure of support
for political violence.

As in Figure 1, we observed variability in the correlation between engaging in political violence and
conspiracy theory beliefs, with correlation coefficients (all statistically significant at p < .05) ranging from
r(1997) = .44 to r(1997) = .22. The average correlation is .30. We also observed an even clearer X-shaped
pattern between the proportion of believers and the aforementioned correlation; indeed, these two
guantities are strongly negatively correlated, r(14) =-.94 (p < .001).

® Correlation Coefficient
O Proportion Believe

Holocaust deaths exaggerated ] ——
Climate change is a hoax (o) —e—
Corporations secretly poison our food o ——
COVID vaccine causes infertility o ——
Obama faked birth certificate o ——
Whites replaced in US by foreign labor co—e—
Schools indoctrinate kids into gay lifestyles o—eo—
There is a gay agenda targeted at kids ©-—
Elites engaged in sex trafficking —®—
COVID used to force dangerous vaccine —eo—
Whites being replaced in Europe —e—O
Dangers of vaccines hidden by establishment —e— O
COVID exaggerated to hurt Trump —e— O
COVID created/spread on purpose —— (@)
Dangers of GMOs being hidden —— o
There is a deep state working in secret —— o

| T T T T T
0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5

Figure 2. Pearson correlation between self-reported engagement in political violence and conspiracy theory beliefs (closed
circle, bars represent 95% Cl) and proportion of individuals believing each conspiracy theory (open circle).

To test the boundaries of the relationship between violence and conspiracy theory beliefs, we also utilized
a battery of questions about non-political interpersonal conflict. We asked respondents, “During the past
12 months, have you done the following things when having a disagreement with another person?”
Respondents were able to select “yes” or “no” to the following sub-questions:

Insulted or swore at someone?
Pushed, grabbed, or shoved someone?
Threatened to hit another person?

Hit, kicked, bit, or slapped someone?

Eal A
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5. Beat someone up?
6. Threatened to use, or actually used, a knife or gun on someone?

We simply counted the number of “yes” responses across questions to generate a measure of conflictual
behavior and replicated previous analyses in structure. The results are presented in Figure 3.

Very similar to Figures 1 and 2, we observed variability in the correlation between conflictual behavior
and conspiracy theory beliefs, ranging from r(1999) = .39 to r(1999) = .24 (all of which are statistically
significant at p < .05) with an average correlation of .30. Again, we also observed a fairly clear, albeit less
pronounced, X-shaped pattern between the proportion of believers and the correlation between
conflictual behavior and belief; the negative correlation between the two quantities is still quite strong,

r(14) =-.67, p < .01.

® Correlation Coefficient
O Proportion Believe

Corporations secretly poison our food o ——
Holocaust deaths exaggerated o —e—
COVID vaccine causes infertility o —e—
Elites engaged in sex trafficking c—e—
Dangers of vaccines hidden by establishment —eo-
COVID used to force dangerous vaccine —©—
Whites replaced in US by foreign labor -o—
Climate change is a hoax o —e—
Schools indoctrinate kids into gay lifestyles ——
There is a deep state working in secret —— o]
Dangers of GMOs being hidden —e— O
There is a gay agenda targeted at kids —S—
Obama faked birth certificate o —e—
COVID exaggerated to hurt Trump —e— O
Whites being replaced in Europe —e— O
COQOVID created/spread on purpose —— o]

I T I T T I
0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5

Figure 3. Pearson correlation between scale of self-reported conflict and conspiracy theory beliefs (closed circle, bars
represent 95% Cl) and proportion of individuals believing each conspiracy theory (open circle).

Finding 3: The correlation between support for political violence and the conspiracy thinking predisposition
increased from 2012-2022.

Finally, we replicated the analyses above, substituting measures of beliefs in specific conspiracy theories
with a measure of the general predisposition to interpret events and circumstances through a
conspiratorial lens. The conspiracy thinking predisposition was measured using the American Conspiracy
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Thinking Scale (ACTS), which is an index of answers—using five-category “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree” response options—to the following four statements:

Much of our lives are being controlled by plots hatched in secret places.

Even though we live in a democracy, a few people will always run things anyway.

The people who really 'run' the country, are not known to the voters.

Big events like wars, recessions, and the outcomes of elections are controlled by small groups of
people who are working in secret against the rest of us.

PN PRE

As this measure, along with the attitudinal violence support question about whether “violence is
sometimes an acceptable way for Americans to express their disagreement with the government,” was
fielded on multiple surveys between 2012 and 2022, we can examine the correlation between the two
over time in a way that we cannot with most specific conspiracy theory belief questions.

EOA— + Jf—
g 1 oL
S | 1

ol R -
- 0.1—T B

| | | | I | |
2012 2016 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Figure 4. Pearson correlation (with 95% confidence interval) between support for political violence and American Conspiracy
Thinking Scale (ACTS) over time. The gray curve is a LOWESS estimate.

Figure 4 depicts the correlation for every year in which it is available (note that there are two surveys in
2020, in March and October). In every year, the correlation between the ACTS and support for political
violence is statistically significant (p < .05). Rather than proving static, the positive correlation grew
stronger, from r(1196) = .14 in 2012 to r(1996) = .43 in 2022. This tripling of magnitude over a decade
underscores that not only is there variability in the way violence relates to different conspiracy theories,
but there is also the potential that the relationship between violence varies for a given conspiracy theory
over time, just as we observed in Figure 4 with a generalized worldview.
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Methods

Figure 1 includes data from four surveys, each fielded by Qualtrics, in May 2022, May 2021, October 2020,
and March 2020. Figures 2 and 3 depict data from May 2022 only. In each case, Qualtrics and partner
organizations utilized a quota sampling methodology to create a sample that matched 2019 U.S. Census
American Community Survey records on sex, age, race, education, and income. In line with best practices
for self-administered online questionnaires, multiple attention check questions were included in each
guestionnaire. Participants who failed to correctly complete all attention checks were excluded from the
dataset. Participants who completed the questionnaire in less than one-half the median time calculated
from a soft launch of the surveys were also not included in the dataset. Qualtrics complies fully with
European Society for Opinion and Marketing Research (ESOMAR) standards for protecting research
subjects’ privacy and information.

Figure 4 includes data from all the surveys detailed above, as well as a July 2019 survey we
commissioned to be fielded by Qualtrics in the fashion described above, and surveys we commissioned in
October 2018, 2016, and 2012 as part of the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES). Differences
in which datasets were employed across analyses correspond to data availability. For example, the ACTS
is available on many surveys dating back to 2012, though not all of those surveys include questions about
belief in specific conspiracy theories or support for violence. Only the May 2022 survey included measures
of behavioral violence and conflictual tendencies. Across the eight surveys utilized to produce Figure 4,
the Cronbach’s alpha reliability estimate for the ACTS ranges from 0.76-0.87 across the various
surveys/years.

The sociodemographic composition and size of each sample we employed can be found in Appendix
A. Question wording for all the conspiracy theory questions utilized in producing Figure 1 can be found in
Appendix B. Question wording for all the conspiracy theory questions utilized in producing Figures 2 and
3 appears in Appendix C.
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Appendix A: Demographic characteristics of samples

Table Al. Sociodemographic information about all samples.

Qualtrics Qualtrics Qualtrics Qualtrics  Qualtrics CCES CCES CCES

May May Oct. March July Oct. Oct. Oct.
Characteristic 2022 2021 2020 2020 2019 2018 2016 2012
Age 44 48 43 39 50 48 48 47
High school degree 97 97 97 95 99 91 89 89
Some college + 73 71 76 60 60 63 59 59
Female 55 50 51 52 52 52 52 52
White 78 67 68 65 62 70 73 73
Black 16 14 14 15 14 13 12 12
Hispanic 16 16 17 18 16 9 6 8
n 2,001 2,021 2,015 2,023 2,000 1,000 1,000 1,230

Note: All entries are percentages except age, which is the median.
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Appendix B: Question wording for Figure 1

The following were all answered using a five-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree, with a midpoint of 3 = neither agree nor disagree. The survey in which each question was fielded
appears in parentheses. The questions are listed in the order in which they appear in the figure, from top
to bottom.

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.
21.

22.

23.

The number of Jews killed by the Nazis during World War Il has been exaggerated on purpose.
(May 2022)

Corporations secretly poison our food. (May 2022)

The COVID-19 vaccine causes infertility in women and the government is covering this up. (May
2022)

Elites, from government and Hollywood, are engaged in a massive child sex trafficking racket.
(May 2022)

The coronavirus is being used to force a dangerous and unnecessary vaccine on Americans.
(May 2022)

There is a secret agenda in the public schools to indoctrinate children into gay and trans lifestyles.
(May 2022)

Climate change is a hoax perpetrated by corrupt scientists and politicians. (May 2022)

Certain U.S. government officials planned the attacks of September 11, 2001, because they
wanted the United States to go to war in the Middle East. (May 2021)

There is a secret “gay agenda” aimed at converting young people into gay and trans lifestyles.
(May 2022)

The dangers of vaccines are being hidden by the medical establishment. (May 2022)

Powerful politicians and corporate leaders are trying to replace white people in the U.S. with
cheaper foreign laborers. (May 2022)

The U.S. government is mandating the switch to compact fluorescent light bulbs because such
lights make people more obedient and easier to control. (May 2021)

White people in Europe are being replaced with cheaper non-white workers because that is
what powerful politicians and corporate leaders want. (May 2022)

There is a “deep state” embedded in the government that operates in secret and without
oversight. (May 2022)

The threat of coronavirus has been exaggerated by political groups who want to damage
President Trump. (May 2022)

School shootings, like those at Sandy Hook, CT and Parkland, FL are false flag attacks
perpetrated by the government. (October 2020)

Barack Obama faked his citizenship to become president. (May 2022)

The dangers of genetically-modified foods are being hidden from the public. (May 2022)
Coronavirus was purposely created and released by powerful people as part of a conspiracy.
(May 2022)

The coronavirus is being used to install tracking devices inside our bodies. (May 2021)

Humans have made contact with aliens and this fact has been deliberately hidden from the
public. (March 2020)

Regardless of who is officially in charge of governments and other organizations, there is a single
group of people who secretly control events and rule the world together. (March 2020)

There is a secret agenda in the public schools to indoctrinate children into gay and trans
lifestyles. (May 2022)
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24.
25.

26.

27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

32.

33.

34.
35.

36.
37.

38.
39.
40.
41.

42.
43.

44,
45,

Satanic sex traffickers control the government. (October 2020)

Health officials know that cell phones cause cancer but are doing nothing to stop it because
large corporations won't let them. (May 2021)

A powerful family, the Rothschilds, through their wealth, controls governments, wars, and many
countries' economies. (May 2021)

Hillary Clinton has been arrested for crimes involving human trafficking. (October 2020)

5G cell phone technology is responsible for the spread of the coronavirus. (May 2021)

Bill Gates is behind the coronavirus pandemic. (May 2021)

President Trump is faking COVID-19 in order to help his chances at reelection. (October 2020)
Republicans won the presidential elections in 2016, 2004, and 2000 by stealing them. (May
2021)

The Food and Drug Administration is deliberately preventing the public from getting natural
cures for cancer and other diseases because of pressure from drug companies. (May 2021)
Billionaire George Soros is behind a hidden plot to destabilize the American government, take
control of the media, and put the world under his control. (May 2021)

AIDS is a form of systematic destruction of minorities like Blacks and Hispanics. (May 2021)
The one percent (1%) of the richest people in the U.S. control the government and the economy
for their own benefit. (May 2021)

| am a believer in QAnon. (October 2020)

Russia has compromising information about Donald Trump and has used Trump as a foreign
asset. (March 2020)

Hillary Clinton conspired to provide Russia with access to nuclear materials. (May 2021)
President Trump is covering up the extent of his COVID-19 infection. (October 2020)

President Kennedy was killed by a conspiracy rather than by a lone gunman. (March 2020)
Groups wanting to hurt president Trump intentionally infected him with COVID-19. (October
2020)

There is a conspiracy to stop the U.S. Post Office from processing mail-in ballots. (October 2020)
Jeffrey Epstein, the billionaire accused of running an elite sex trafficking ring, was murdered to
cover-up the activities of his criminal network. (May 2021)

Donald Trump is battling the deep state. (October 2020)

In terms of voting this year, allowing ballots to be sent by mail will increase instances of voter
fraud. (October 2020)
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Appendix C: Question wording for Figures 2 and 3

The following were all answered using a five-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree, with a midpoint of 3 = neither agree nor disagree. All of these questions were part of the May 2022
survey. The questions are listed in the order in which they appear in Figure 2, from top to bottom.

1. The number of Jews killed by the Nazis during World War Il has been exaggerated on purpose.
(May 2022)

2. Climate change is a hoax perpetrated by corrupt scientists and politicians. (May 2022)

3. Corporations secretly poison our food. (May 2022)

4. The COVID-19 vaccine causes infertility in women and the government is covering this up. (May
2022)

5. Barack Obama faked his citizenship to become president. (May 2022)

6. Powerful politicians and corporate leaders are trying to replace white people in the U.S. with
cheaper foreign laborers. (May 2022)

7. Thereisasecret agenda in the public schools to indoctrinate children into gay and trans lifestyles.
(May 2022)

8. There is a secret “gay agenda” aimed at converting young people into gay and trans lifestyles.
(May 2022)

9. Elites, from government and Hollywood, are engaged in a massive child sex trafficking racket.
(May 2022)

10. The coronavirus is being used to force a dangerous and unnecessary vaccine on Americans. (May
2022)

11. White people in Europe are being replaced with cheaper non-white workers because that is what
powerful politicians and corporate leaders want. (May 2022)

12. The dangers of vaccines are being hidden by the medical establishment. (May 2022)

13. The threat of coronavirus has been exaggerated by political groups who want to damage President
Trump. (May 2022)

14. Coronavirus was purposely created and released by powerful people as part of a conspiracy. (May
2022)

15. The dangers of genetically modified foods are being hidden from the public. (May 2022)

16. There is a “deep state” embedded in the government that operates in secret and without
oversight. (May 2022)



