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Research Article 
 

The impact of conspiracy belief on democratic culture: 
Evidence from Europe 
 
The spread of conspiracy theories is expected to have an increasing impact on the vitality of Western 
democracies and their political culture. Drawing on a 2022 survey from 10 European countries (with n = 
20,449), this study uses narratives about immigration and COVID-19 to examine their relation to individual 
democratic attitudes and preferred forms of political participation. Overall, the findings suggest that while 
conspiracy belief can generally be seen as a side effect of democratic backsliding and an amplifier for the 
erosion of a vibrant civic culture, its interplay with people’s political attitudes varies and is dependent on 
the specific context. On the other hand, conspiracy believers generally tend to identify more strongly with 
the region and country in which they live. 
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Research questions  
• How widespread are political conspiracy narratives in Europe?  
• How are attitudes towards democracy related with the tendency to believe in conspiracies? 
• What is the relationship between conspiracy belief and people’s political efficacy, participatory 

behavior, and voting intention? 
• How is the belief in political conspiracies associated with conventional forms of place-based 

political identification? 
 

Essay summary 
• Using original survey data from 10 European countries conducted in the fall of 2022 (n = 20,449), 

I examined the prevalence of two different types of conspiracy beliefs and their implications for 
individual political preferences, attitudes towards democracy, and political participation. 

• I found that low satisfaction with democracy, low trust in its institutions, and strong populist 
sentiments are associated with an increased likelihood of believing in political conspiracies. 

 
 
1 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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• Believing in a political conspiracy also correlates with the perception that one’s own voice is not 
heard in politics. Yet this does not imply a more reserved assessment of one’s own political 
competence.  

• Believing in a political conspiracy is related to a reduced willingness to participate in elections and 
a higher tendency of vote for far-right parties. In addition, those who believe in an immigration-
related conspiracy are generally less likely to engage in other conventional forms of participation 
like signing a petition or participating in a demonstration. 

• Believing in a political conspiracy is associated with a stronger tendency to identify with one’s own 
region and country. 

• The study suggests that policymakers, political educators, and journalists should be more specific 
in their assessments of and approaches to individual groups, rather than lumping them all 
together under the label of “conspiracy theorists.”    

 

Implications 
 
In recent decades, belief in conspiracy theories has increased significantly in Western democracies. Polls 
show that, in many places today, a stable majority of the population sympathizes with at least one 
conspiracy narrative (Butter & Knight, 2020; Oliver & Wood, 2014; Walter & Drochon, 2022). In many 
cases, they take as their starting point events and developments that are described as “crises” in the public 
debate. The ultimate causes and circumstances of these crises are explained by alleging a sinister plot by 
a small group of powerful actors pursuing their secret agendas for their own benefit and against the 
common good (Douglas et al., 2019; Uscinski et al., 2016; van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). 

Against this backdrop, it is reasonable to assume that the spread of such conspiracy myths has a 
lasting impact on a country’s political culture,2 its citizens’ engagement, and their attitudes toward 
democracy. This is strengthened by the fact that the recent proliferation of conspiracy theories appears 
to be closely linked to a rise in street protests, populist parties, and political violence. Right-wing extremist 
terrorists—such as those in Utøya, Norway in 2011; Christchurch, New Zealand in 2019; and El Paso, Texas 
in the United States in 2019—have referred to conspiracy myths in their confessions (Vanderwee & 
Droogan, 2023). Populist radical right (PRR) parties use the idea of an elitist conspiracy to mobilize their 
supporters (Bergmann, 2018; Pirro & Taggart, 2023). Accordingly, a large number of studies from various 
disciplines have addressed the recent spread of conspiracy narratives in Western democracies (Bordeleau, 
2023; Douglas & Sutton, 2023), and many have investigated the individual correlates and psychological 
roots of believing in such plots (see Stasielowicz, 2022). 

When it comes to examining the political implications of conspiracy belief, however, the literature is 
much more limited. In particular, apart from a few exceptions (Miller et al., 2016; Sutton & Douglas, 2020), 
little attention has been paid to the impact of conspiracy belief on individual preferences and civic 
attitudes. Moreover, while much of the existing literature focuses primarily on the United States, 
empirical studies that draw broader conclusions beyond the specific context of particular countries are 
rare (exceptions are Drochon, 2019; Walter & Drochon, 2022). This is especially true for Europe. Due to 
the paucity of cross-national data on conspiracy belief, many questions about its impact on political 
culture remain unanswered. 

This paper addresses this gap. Using original survey data from 10 European countries collected in 2022 
(n = 20,449), I examined the relationship between the propensity to believe in conspiracy myths and 
individual political attitudes. I adopted a comparative perspective that revealed differences between 

 
 
2 Following Almond and Verba (1963), I use the term “political culture” here to refer to citizens’ values, beliefs, and attitudes 
toward their political system and the resulting participation behavior. 
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individual conspiracy theories by taking two narratives about immigration and COVID-19 as examples. The 
first referred to the “great replacement” myth which interprets mass immigration as part of a secret plan 
by sinister elites to destroy Western culture by replacing the original population with people of non-
European origin (Camus, 2011; Ekman, 2022; Feola, 2021). Accordingly, the item I used in my study reads: 
“There is a group of people in this country who are trying to replace native-born population with 
immigrants.” The second narrative I addressed in my study took up the issues of economic profit and 
power interests (“Big Pharma”) as well as vaccination skepticism (“anti-vax”) and combined them into a 
conspiracy claim that is set in the context of the coronavirus pandemic. In doing so, the item not only 
addressed an influential variant but also established an interpretive link to the whole field of COVID-
related conspiracy myths and is considered to be a good indicator of the general tendency to believe in 
these types of narratives (Pertwee et al., 2022; Pummerer et al., 2022; van Mulukom et al., 2022). The 
item reads: “Out of consideration for the pharmaceutical lobby, the government is concealing the 
potential side effects and long-term damage caused by the COVID-19 vaccines.” 

Through this approach, the study contributes in several ways to a better understanding of the impact 
of conspiracy theories on European democracies and their political culture. First, it provides a more 
nuanced picture of how widespread these theories are in Europe. By taking two narratives about 
immigration and the COVID-19 pandemic as examples, I show that the belief in conspiracies meets 
different levels of acceptance in different countries and different social groups. 

Second, I found that in all studied European countries, indicators of democratic backsliding, such as 
low satisfaction with democracy, little trust in its institutions, and strong populist sentiments are 
associated with an increased openness to conspiracy narratives. This complements and confirms existing 
research, particularly on the United States, which suggests a strong relationship between conspiracy belief 
and democratic disaffection (Eberl et al., 2021; Enders et al., 2023; Guinjoan & Galais, 2023; Imhoff & 
Bruder, 2014; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2023). 

Third, I present evidence that people who subscribe to conspiracy theories are more likely to believe 
that their voices are not heard and that they have no real influence, confirming that belief in conspiracy 
narratives runs counter to the idea of an empowered and engaged citizenry associated with a vibrant 
democracy by increasing perceptions of individual political powerlessness and low political efficacy (Jolley 
& Douglas, 2013; Rullo & Telesca, 2023). On the other hand, however, I found no significant correlation 
with people’s assessment of their own competence to participate in politics. This contradicts studies 
suggesting that conspiracy belief also has a negative effect on internal political efficacy (Ardèvol-Abreu et 
al., 2020). It also contradicts the reverse argument, according to which conspiracy theories may increase 
individuals’ self-evaluation of their competence by promoting the feeling that they are better able than 
anyone else to understand political issues and participate in political processes with the help of their 
secret insights (Lantian et al., 2017; Rullo & Telesca, 2023). 

Fourth, with regard to the concrete practice of political engagement, my analysis revealed that, on 
average, believing in conspiracies is associated with a below-average willingness to participate in politics. 
Those who believe that political events and developments are secretly controlled by small circles of 
powerful and corrupt elites seem to have little desire to get involved in solving these problems (Ardèvol-
Abreu et al., 2020; Enders, 2019). Particularly supporters of the immigration-related great replacement 
myth show low levels of trust in the effectiveness of democratic processes and are more reluctant to 
participate than those who believe in a COVID-19 conspiracy. However, I also found that the supporters 
of conspiracy narratives generally show an increased likelihood of voting for far-right parties. This is not 
surprising, as, traditionally, ideological orientation, including partisan and ideological self-identification, 
as well as affinity towards political extremism, appeared to be a significant factor in determining 
susceptibility to ideologically motivated conspiracy endorsements (Appelrouth, 2017; Enders et al., 2020; 
Hofstadter, 1965; Miller et al., 2016; Walter & Drochon, 2022). 
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Finally, my analysis revealed that those who believe in political conspiracies are, on average, more 

inclined to place-based forms of identification with the region and country in which they live, and may 
therefore be more susceptible to local and national patriotic narratives (Fitzgerald, 2018; Hegewald, 
2024). This supports the idea that one of the underlying factors contributing to the acceptance of 
conspiracy theories is the desire for social belonging, as affiliation with a socially respected group provides 
an opportunity to increase one’s own self-esteem (Douglas et al., 2017). 

These findings suggest that the impact of the recent spread of conspiracy theories on individual 
political attitudes is not fully generalizable. While belief in political conspiracies generally correlates with 
indicators of democratic disaffection, most adherents of a COVID-19 conspiracy narrative, unlike those of 
the great replacement myth, do not consider a democratic form of government less important than others 
and do not differ much from the average population in their participatory behavior. Moreover, large parts 
of those who find conspiracy theories plausible in the context of the COVID-19 vaccination are hardly 
conspicuous in their political participation behavior, nor are they supporters of right-wing extremist 
parties. 

Policymakers, political educators, and journalists should therefore be more specific in their 
assessments of and approaches to individual groups, rather than lumping them all together under the 
label of “conspiracy theorists.” Countermeasures, on the other hand, should address specific narratives 
and issues, rather than the general psychological background of conspiracy thinking. They should focus 
on the needs and living conditions of those social groups (such as low-income earners and people with 
low levels of education) in which the particular conspiracy narrative is most prevalent. They should 
concentrate their efforts on the media that are most commonly used by the respective age group. Finally, 
they should include in their strategies those stakeholders—associations, clubs, and churches—that are 
most relevant for organizing solidarity and local cohesion in a given socio-spatial context (such as rural 
and peripheral areas). 

Similar conclusions could be drawn with respect to individuals and organizations, such as political 
parties, that intend to spread misinformation and to manipulate public opinion. Here, my findings suggest 
that in the European democracies I studied, certain political attitudes provide a common ground for 
political conspiracy belief: For example, individual experiences of disenchantment and distrust with 
politics, feelings of lack of self-efficacy, and an associated stronger attachment to traditional forms of 
collective identification. Those who spread misinformation and conspiracy narratives ultimately seek to 
profit from these feelings by offering the prospect of exclusive insights and advances in knowledge, which 
in turn promise to be a new source of social status, respect, or even political influence. In light of my 
findings, I would conclude that different segments of society are more or less receptive to such efforts, 
depending on the context, the issue, and people’s affective investment in the political problems involved. 
 

Findings 
 
Finding 1: Belief in political conspiracies is not evenly spread across Europe. There are significant 
differences both between countries and between social groups. 
 
Support for conspiracy theories is not confined to small splinter groups within society. In fact, 31.7% of 
respondents strongly agreed with at least one of the two statements used to measure conspiracy belief, 
choosing responses between 9 and 10 on a scale from 0 (do not agree at all) to 10 (completely agree). 
9.7% strongly agreed with both statements. Moreover, a total of 61.7% of Europeans are generally open 
to at least one of the two conspiracy narratives by choosing responses between 6 and 10 on an 11-point 
scale. 27.3% tend to agree with both statements. Further descriptive analyses revealed clear differences 
between countries. Conspiracy belief about immigration is particularly widespread in the Czech Republic, 
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Hungary, Greece, and France (Figure 1). The same countries, as well as Poland, also have above-average 
proportions of people who believe that a small group of powerful actors are engaged in sinister 
machinations in connection with COVID-19 vaccinations. In contrast, the lowest levels of support for these 
conspiracy theories are found in Spain and Italy for immigration and in Sweden and the Netherlands for 
COVID-19. 
 

 
Figure 1. Tendency to hold immigration-related (left) and COVID-19-related (right) conspiracy beliefs in Europe by country: 
weighted means, on the basis of standardized items (0–1). The darker the color, the greater the average agreement with the 

statement “There is a group of people in this country who are trying to replace the native population with immigrants” (left) and 
“Out of consideration for the pharmaceutical lobby, the government is concealing the potential side effects and long-term 

damage caused by the COVID-19 vaccines” (right), n = 20,449. 
 
Explanations for these differences between countries are rare, so only some speculative considerations 
can be made here. For example, the data suggest that conspiracy thinking is generally more prevalent in 
former Eastern bloc countries. Poland’s lower susceptibility to the great replacement myth may be related 
to the mass influx of refugees from Ukraine in recent years. Political attitudes in Greece, in contrast, may 
be influenced by the country’s special role as a major arrival and transit country for refugees. Finally, 
France is the home of Renaud Camus, whose influential book— first in France and then across Europe—
has contributed significantly to the recent spread of the thesis of “le grand replacement” (Camus, 2011). 

The attractiveness of conspiracy narratives also varies among different social subgroups (Figure 2). 
Young people, for example, are on average less likely to believe in conspiracies than middle-aged adults. 
People over the age of 65 are significantly more inclined to see secret machinations at work when it comes 
to immigration. This is consistent with prior research (Walter & Drochon, 2022). At the same time, people 
aged 65+ are the least susceptible group to conspiracies about the COVID-19 pandemic. This may be 
related to the fact that these individuals face significantly higher health risks and may therefore be more 
likely to follow the advice of medical professionals about the pandemic and possible vaccinations than 
others (De Coninck et al., 2021; Uscinski et al., 2020).  

Further correlations can be found between the belief in conspiracies and education, income, and 
people’s place of residence. The deeper roots of these frequently observed correlations have also been 
debated in the literature (Douglas et al., 2019; Freeman & Bentall, 2017; van Mulukom et al., 2022). 
Possible explanations suggest that education, in particular, conveys a greater sense of social control and 
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provides people with a set of cognitive attributes and competencies that enable them to resist conspiracy 
claims (Craft et al., 2017; Douglas et al., 2016; van Prooijen, 2017). 

Finally, according to my data, women on average showed a significantly higher propensity to agree 
with the COVID-19-related conspiracy item than men, while there is no such gender difference when it 
comes to immigration. This result has also been found in several other studies (van Mulukom et al., 2022). 
These findings also complement the results of psychological studies that have found that in the context 
of the pandemic and related countermeasures such as lockdowns, women are at a higher risk of 
developing depression and are also more prone to conspiracy beliefs than men (Patsali et al., 2020). 
 

 
Figure 2a. Prevalence of conspiracy belief on the subject of immigration in Europe by sociodemographic characteristics. Dots 
indicate the average group values (weighted means) with associated 95% confidence intervals within different segments of the 

European population. The higher the value, the stronger the conspiracy belief. Dotted vertical lines show the weighted means for 
the whole sample (n = 20,449, except for gross household income and party groupings, where n = at least 16,816. Missing values 

= “don’t know”/no answer. 
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Figure 2b. Prevalence of conspiracy belief on the subject of COVID-19 in Europe by sociodemographic characteristics. Dots 

indicate the average group values (weighted means) with associated 95% confidence intervals within different segments of the 
European population. The higher the value, the stronger the conspiracy belief. Dotted vertical lines show the weighted means for 
the whole sample (n = 20,449, except for gross household income and party groupings, where n = at least 16,816. Missing values 

= “don’t know”/no answer. 
 
Finding 2: Low satisfaction with one’s own country’s democracy, low trust in its institutions, and strong 
populist sentiments are associated with an increased likelihood of believing in conspiracy narratives. A 
general preference for democracy as an idea and as a form of government does not necessarily influence 
this susceptibility.  
 
Are negative attitudes towards democracy associated with a higher tendency to believe in conspiracies? 
To answer this question, I employed robust linear probability models in which higher values of the 
dependent variable indicate a stronger attachment to conspiracy statements. I added independent 
variables that represent indicators of democratic trust or disaffection to assess whether they condition 
the propensity of conspiracy belief. For this, I used established measures of the perceived importance of 
democracy, satisfaction with democracy in one’s own country, an index measuring trust in political 
institutions, and an index of populist attitudes (see Table A1). I expected that people with low trust in 
democracy, its institutions, and its elites are more susceptible to this type of ideology. This was confirmed 
for both issues, as the estimates in my regression models show a significant negative and, in the case of 
an index measuring populist attitudes, a strong positive relationship between attitudes toward democracy 
and conspiracy thought. This correlation holds even when I include other variables in the model that are 
likely to affect a person’s propensity to believe in political conspiracy theories (including country-fixed 
effects).  

Figure 3 displays the resulting graphs that fit the respective relationships based on the predicted 
values for immigration-related and COVID-19-related conspiracy beliefs. The findings align with my 
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expectations, suggesting that for each of the two issues, higher satisfaction with democracy, greater trust 
in democratic institutions, lower populism, and stronger views that living in a democratic country is 
important are related to a lower propensity to believe in conspiracy myths. However, which side 
influences the other (i.e., what is cause and what is effect) remains undetermined here. It could be that 
attitudes toward democracy worsen after people begin to believe in conspiracies. Conversely, an 
increased tendency to believe in conspiracies could also be a direct result of declining trust in the 
democratic system, its institutions, and its elites. 

The only exception to this is conspiracy belief related to the coronavirus pandemic. Here, the view 
that democracy is important turns out to have no significant effect (see Figure C2 in Appendix C). This 
suggests that those who believe that pandemic policy was influenced by secret plots still support 
democracy as a general idea and as a form of government, even if they are dissatisfied with the current 
form it takes in their country. 
 

 
Figure 3. The relationship between attitudes towards democracy and the propensity to belief in immigration-related 

conspiracy (predicted values based on standardized linear regression models in Table C1 with other variables held constant at 
their means and country held constant at Germany, n = 16,199 for all models). 

 
Finding 3: People who believe in conspiracy narratives have, on average, lower external political efficacy. 
They are more likely to believe that their voices are not heard in politics and that they have no real political 
influence. However, they do not feel less informed about politics or less able to actively participate in 
political debates. 
 
Examining the relationship between conspiracy thinking and perceptions of political self-efficacy and 
empowerment, i.e. the extent to which people feel that their individual actions actually influence the 
political process, I distinguished between external and internal political efficacy. While the former refers 
to the feeling that the government will respond to one’s demands, the latter relates to people’s self-
perception of their ability to understand politics and to participate in political processes (Lane, 1959). I 
used both measures as dependent variables in robust linear regression models (see Figure 4). They 
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demonstrate that both forms of conspiracy belief are negatively correlated with external political efficacy. 
The more strongly people in the studied European countries lean towards one of the two conspiracy 
theories, the less they believe that their voice is heard in politics and that they have a say in what the 
government does. However, the same relationship cannot be observed for internal political efficacy. 
People who agree with a conspiracy about immigration feel equally capable, and people who believe in a 
conspiracy about the COVID-19 vaccination feel slightly more capable than average of actively 
participating in a conversation about political issues (see Figure 6). 
 

 
Figure 4. Relationship between the tendency to believe in conspiracies and political efficacy (standardized coefficients with 
95% confidence intervals based on robust linear (OLS) regression models where the dependent variables are measures for 

external and internal political efficacy, according to Table C2, n = 16,199 for all models). 
 
Finding 4: Believing in conspiracies is associated with a reduced overall willingness to participate in politics 
and an increased likelihood of voting for far-right parties. This finding is stronger for the immigration-
related conspiracy narrative, while the belief in the COVID-19-related conspiracy shows less consistent 
correlations. 
  
Overall, the relationship between conspiracy belief and people’s preferred forms of political participation 
is rather weak, in many cases even insignificant (see Figure 5). Nevertheless, some tendencies can be 
identified. The supporters of both conspiracy narratives appear to be more reluctant to express their 
political opinions in a private setting. Both groups are also less willing to change their consumer behavior 
for political or moral reasons and are less likely to vote in an election. Among those who believe in an 
immigration conspiracy, the willingness to attend a demonstration and to sign a petition is also below 
average, which is not the case for those who believe in a conspiracy regarding the COVID-19 vaccination 
(see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Relationship between the tendency to believe in conspiracies in the fields of immigration and COVID-19 and 

different forms of political participation (average marginal effects with 95% confidential intervals based on robust logistic 
regression models according to Table C5, n = 20,449, for all models). 

 
Focusing more closely on political participation through voting, I also estimated the extent to which 
conspiracy belief can be considered as a predictor of voting for a particular party family. For this analysis, 
I employed the categorization of parties commonly used in the literature (Langsæther, 2023; see Table A2 
in Appendix A for the allocation of parties to party families in the various countries). Using estimations 
based on robust logistic regression models, where the dependent variable indicates whether the 
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respondent intends to vote for a particular party or not, I found a significant correlation of moderate 
strength only in the case of far-right parties (see Figure 6). 

This finding confirms the results of Walter and Drochon (2022), who also suggested that conspiracy 
belief is particularly prevalent among supporters of the far-right. However, my analysis reveals that this 
relationship between conspiracy belief and far-right voting is also dependent on the particular content of 
the conspiracy theory. In the case of a COVID-19-related narrative, for example, the results are much less 
clear than in the case of the immigration-related great replacement myth. 
 

 
Figure 6. Relationship between the tendency to believe in conspiracies in the fields of immigration and COVID-19 and the 

propensity to vote for a certain party family (average marginal effects with 95% confidential intervals on the basis of robust 
logistic regression models according to Tables C3 and A2, n = 13,732 for all models). 

 
Finding 5: Believing in conspiracies is associated with a stronger tendency toward place-based forms of 
identification related to one’s own hometown, region, or country, but not related to Europe. 
 
Consistent with the literature, I assumed that the belief in conspiracies is related to the desire for social 
affiliation and is therefore associated with place-based patterns of ingroup and outgroup formation (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979). Using robust linear modeling, I confirmed this assumption. As Figure 7 shows, people in 
the 10 studied European countries who agree with a conspiracy narrative are slightly more inclined to 
place-based forms of identification. However, this applies only to identification with the city, region, and 
country in which they live, not to a (supranational) identification with Europe. 
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Figure 7. Relationship between the tendency to believe in conspiracies and individual feelings of place-based identification 

(standardized coefficients with 95% confidence intervals based on robust linear (OLS) regression models where the dependent 
variables are measures for place-based identity, according to table C4, n = 16,199 for all models). 

 

Methods 
 
To address my main research question about the interplay between the recent spread of conspiracy 
theories and Europe’s democratic political cultures, I examined how believing in a conspiracy is related to 
individual attitudes towards democracy, political efficacy, participatory behavior, voting intentions, and 
place-based forms of political identification. My analysis was based on a survey conducted in partnership 
with YouGov in 10 European Union countries (Herold et al., 2023). A total of 20,449 people aged 18 and 
over were interviewed in the fall of 2022. Data was collected in the Czech Republic (n = 2,101), France (n 
= 2,117), Germany (n = 2,091), Greece (n = 1,587), Hungary (n = 2,069), Italy (n = 2,123), the Netherlands 
(n = 2,095), Poland (n = 2,055), Spain (n = 2,105) and Sweden (n = 2,106). The countries were selected with 
the aim of obtaining a total group of respondents that reflects the socio-spatial and political-cultural 
diversity of the European Union, while at the same time representing a significant majority (around 80%) 
of its population. Sampling was based on (regional) online access panels. To reflect the distribution of 
population characteristics in each country, quotas were set based on age, gender, region, and education 
level. A subsequent weighting process was used to adjust for additional distributional differences between 
the sample and the populations in each country.  

To measure conspiracy belief, I used responses to two questions asking people to place themselves 
on an 11-point social ladder. The questions focused on issues that have been at the center of controversial 
public discussions in recent years, and have also been the subject of election campaigns, protests and 
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political initiatives across Europe: immigration and the COVID-19 pandemic. The items read as follows: 1) 
on the issue of immigration: “There is a group of people in this country who are trying to replace native-
born population with immigrants” and 2) on COVID-19: “Out of consideration for the pharmaceutical 
lobby, the government conceals potential side effects and long-term damage caused by the COVID-19 
vaccines.” Figure 8 shows the distribution of these two items across all 10 countries.  
 

 
Figure 8. Agreement to conspiracy statements in all 10 European countries: shares of responses between 0 (not at all agree) 

and 10 (strongly agree) in percent.  
 
I employed robust linear and logistic regression analyses that incorporated multiple explanatory 
measures. The wording and coding of these measures are listed in Tables A1 and B1 in Appendices A and 
B. They include: 
 

• satisfaction with democracy (in general and with respect to the specific democratic system in 
people’s home country) 

• political trust (an index calculated from seven survey items)  
• populism (an index calculated from nine survey items according to Castanho Silva et al., 2019)  
• internal and external political efficacy  
• political participation (according to ten different forms)  
• voting intentions (determined according to the parties of each country and then assigned to party 

families)  
• and place-based identification (according to the city, region, and country where respondents live, 

as well as Europe)  
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Within the limits of the dataset, I also included a set of individual-level control variables, such as gender, 
age (in years), education (with the levels low, medium, and high), income3 and other measures that I 
assumed to influence an individual’s tendency to believe in conspiracies including political interest and 
left-right self-positioning. To adjust for any time-invariant differences across countries that might explain 
possible regional affinities to certain forms of conspiracy belief, I added country-fixed effects and 
calculated robust standard errors clustered by country. 
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Appendix A: Variables  
 

Table A1.  Item wording and measurement. 
Concept Measures Answer Scale 

Conspiracy 
belief: 
immigration 
 

There is a group of people in this country who are trying 
to replace the native-born population with immigrants. 

0–10  
0 = do not agree at all 
10 = completely agree 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 

Conspiracy 
belief: COVID-
19 
 

Out of consideration for the pharmaceutical lobby, the 
government is concealing the potential side effects and 
long-term damage caused by the COVID-19 vaccines. 

0–10  
0 = do not agree at all 
10 = completely agree 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 

Consider 
democracy to 
be important 

How important is it for you to live in a country that is 
governed democratically? 

0–10  
0 = not at all important 
10 = extremely important 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified  

Satisfaction 
with 
democracy 

All in all, how satisfied are you with the way democracy 
works in [country]? 

0–10  
0 = extremely dissatisfied 
10 = extremely satisfied 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 

Political trust Please indicate how much, if at all, you personally trust 
the following institutions: 
• The [naQonal parliament] 
• The European parliament 
• The judicial system 
• PoliQcal parQes 
• Science 
• The police 
• The media 

0–10  
0 = do not trust at all 
10 = trust completely 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 
 
 

Populism • PoliQcians should always listen closely to the problems 
of the people. 

• PoliQcians don’t have to spend Qme among ordinary 
people to do a good job. 

• The government is preTy much run by a few big 
interests looking out for themselves. 

• Government officials use their power to try to improve 
people’s lives. 

• Quite a few of the people running the government are 
crooked. 

• You can tell if a person is good or bad if you know their 
poliQcs. 

• The people I disagree with poliQcally are not evil. 
• The people I disagree with poliQcally are just 

misinformed.  

0–10  
0 = do not agree at all 
10 = completely agree 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 
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Concept Measures Answer Scale 

Political 
efficacy: 
internal 
 
Political 
efficacy: 
external 

I feel confident enough to take an active part in a 
conversation about political issues. 
 
 
People like me have no say in what the government 
does. 
 

0–10  
0 = do not agree at all 
10 = completely agree 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 
 

Voting 
intention 
 
 
 

Which party would you vote for, if there were a general 
election next Sunday?  
(Parties assigned to the party families as described in 
Table A2) 
 

Far-left 
Green and environmental 
Social democratic 
Liberal 
Conservative and 
Christian democratic 
Far-right 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 

Political 
Participation 
 
 
 

If you want to get your point across politically on an issue 
that is important to you: Which of the following have you 
ever done? (multiple answers possible) 
• Expressing your own opinion in a private se`ng 
• Taking part in public discussions 
• Expressing your own opinion on social networks 
• AcQvely parQcipate in a poliQcal party 
• Wear a poliQcal campaign badge or sQcker 
• Contact a poliQcian or member of government 
• ParQcipate in a demonstraQon 
• Sign a peQQon 
• VoQng in an elecQon 
• BoycoT/buy goods for poliQcal/ethical reasons 
• None of this 

0 = no 
1 = yes 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 
 
 

Left-right self-
positioning 
 
 
 

In politics, people often talk about ‘left’ and ‘right’. How 
would you classify yourself here? Please indicate your 
personal position on a scale from 0 to 10. ‘0’ means ‘left’ 
and ‘10’ means ‘right’ 
 

0–10  
0 = left 
10 = right 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 

Place-based 
identification 
 
 
 
 

People have different views of themselves and how 
connected they feel to their environment and the rest of 
the world. How is that for you? How connected do you 
feel to ... 
• ... the town or city in which you live? 
• ... the region in which you live? 
• ... [country]? 
• … Europe? 

0–10  
0 = not connected at all  
10 = very connected 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = not specified 

Gender a 
 

0 = male 
1 = female 
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Concept Measures Answer Scale 

Education • Secondary school with 12th grade graduaQon 
• Secondary school with 10th grade graduaQon 
• Secondary school with 8th grade graduaQon / Lef 

school without a diploma  

1 = low 
2 = intermediate 
3 = high 

Income 
 

Gross household income: Classification into three groups 
for each country 
 

1 = low 
2 = intermediate 
3 = high 

Political 
interest 

Generally speaking: How interested are you in politics? 1 = not at all 
2 = little 
3 = medium 
4 = strong 
5 = very strong 
97 = don’t want to answer 
98 = don’t know  

Place of 
residence 

Which is most likely to apply to the area where you live? 1 = large city 
2 = suburb/outskirt of a 

large city 
3 = small city or town 
4 = rural region  

Note: a Although non-binary gender identities were included in the survey, none of the respondents indicated a gender category 
other than “male” or “female.” 

 
Table A2.  Classification of parties into party families. 

Party family Country Party 
Far-left DE 

FR 
GR 
GR 
NL 
SE 
ES 
ES 

Die Linke 
Mélenchon (FI) 
Synaspismos Rizospastikis Aristeras (SYRIZA) 
Kommounistikó Kómma Elládas (KKE) 
Socialistische Partij (SP) 
Vänsterpartiet (V) 
Unidos Podemos (UP) 
Más País (Ḿ) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Green and environmental DE 
FR 
IT 
GR 
NL 
SE 

Bündnis 90/Die Grünen 
Jadot (EELV) 
Nuove Energie (NE) 
Democracy in Europe Movement 2025 (MeRA25) 
GroenLinks (GL) 
Miljöpartiet de Gröna (MP) 

 

Social democratic DE 
GR 
IT 
IT 
NL 
PL 
SE 
ES 

Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD) 
Kinima Allagis (KINAL) 
Partito Democratico (PD) 
Liberi e Uguali (LeU) 
Partij van de Arbeid (PvdA) 
Lewica 
Sveriges socialdemokratiska arbetareparti (S) 
Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE) 
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Party family Country Party 
Liberal DE 

FR 
IT 
IT 
NL 
NL 
PL 
SE 
ES 
CZ 

Freie Demokratische Partei (FDP) 
Macron (LREM) 
Italia Viva (IV) 
Più Europa (+EU) 
Democraten 66 (D66) 
Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie (VVD) 
Koalicja Obywatelska (KO) 
Liberalerna (L) 
Ciudadanos (Cs) 
Politické hnutí ANO 2011 (ANO) 

 

Conservative and Christian-democratic DE 
FR 
FR  
GR 
IT 
NL 
PL 
SE 
SE 
ES 
CZ 
HU 

Union (CDU & CSU) 
Lassalle (R!) 
Pécresse (LR)  
Nea Dimokratia (ND) 
Forza Italia (FI) 
Christen-Democratisch Appèl (CDA) 
PSL – Koalicja Polska (KP) 
Kristdemokraterna (KD) 
Moderate samlingspartiet (M) 
Partido Popular (PP) 
SPOLU 
Mindenki Magyarországa Mozgalom (MMM) 

 

Far-right DE 
FR 
FR 
GR 
IT 
IT 
NL 
NL 
PL 
PL 
SE 
ES 
CZ 
HU 
HU 

Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) 
Le Pen (RN) 
Zemmour (REC) 
Elliniki Lysi (EL) 
Fratelli d’Italia (FDI) 
Lega 
Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV) 
Forum voor Democratie (FvD) 
Konfederacja Wolność i Niepodległość (KON) 
Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (PiS) 
Sverigedemokraterna (SD) 
VOX 
Svoboda a přímá demokracie  (SPD) 
Fidesz 
Mi Hazánk Mozgalom (MHM) 

Other IT 
SE 
ES 
CZ 

Movimento 5 Stelle (M5S) 
Centerpartiet (C) 
Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC) 
Česká pirátská strana (PaS) 
People who selected “Other”   

 
  



 
 
 

 Herold 23 
 

 

   

Appendix B: Descriptive statistics 
 

Table B1. Descriptive statistics. 
Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Conspiracy belief: immigration 20,449 4.79 3.37 0 10 

Conspiracy belief: COVID-19 20,449 5.44 3.38 0 10 

Democratic alienation      

   Satisfaction with democracy 20,449 4.63 3.00 0 10 

   Consider democracy to be important 20,449 8.55 2.19 0 10 

   Political trust 20,449 4.42 1.97 0 10 

   Populism 20,449 0.19 0.16 0 1 

Political efficacy      

   external 20,449 3.88 3.19 0 10 

   internal 20,449 5.71 3.07 0 10 

Political participation      

Expressing your own opinion in a private setting 
Taking part in public discussions 
Expressing your own opinion on social networks 
Actively participate in a political party 
Wear a political campaign badge or sticker 
Contact a politician or member of government 
Participate in a demonstration 
Sign a petition 
Voting in an election 
Boycott/buy goods for political/ethical reasons 
None of this 

20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 

0.58 
0.13 
0.24 
0.07 
0.07 
0.09 
0.19 
0.44 
0.63 
0.24 
0.14  

0.49 
0.33 
0.43 
0.25 
0.25 
0.29 
0.39 
0.50 
0.48 
0.42 
0.35  

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

Political interest 20,449 3.13 1.13 1 5 

Left-right self-positioning 20,449 5.05 2.46 0 10 

Place-based identification      

... with the town or city  

... with the region 

... with [country] 

... with Europe 

20,449 
20,449 
20,449 
20,449 

6.22 
6.31 
6.61 
5.50  

2.81 
2.70 
2.77 
3.03  

0 
0 
0 
0 

10 
10 
10 
10 

Gender (1=female) 20,449 0.53 0.50 0 1 

Age 20,449 49.11 15.59 18 99 

Education level 20,449 1.98 0.73 0 3 

Income level 16,816 1.79 0.75 0 3 
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Appendix C: Regression models 
 

Table C1. Relationship between attitudes towards democracy and conspiracy belief  
(robust linear regression models). 
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Figure C1. The relationship between attitudes towards democracy and the propensity to belief in an immigration-related 

conspiracy. Predicted effects based on the robust linear regression models in Table C1 with other variables held constant at their 
means and country held constant at Germany, n = 16,199 for both models. 

 

 
Figure C2. The relationship between attitudes towards democracy and the propensity to belief in a COVID-19-related 

conspiracy. Predicted effects based on the robust linear regression models in Table C1 with other variables held constant at their 
means and country held constant at Germany, n = 16,199 for both models. 
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Table C2. The relationship between conspiracy belief and political efficacy  

(robust linear regression models). 
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Table C3. Relationship between the tendency to believe in conspiracies and voting intention (robust 
logistic regression models). 
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Table C4. Relationship between conspiracy belief and different forms of place-based identity (robust 

linear regression models). 
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Table C5. Relationship between the tendency to believe in conspiracies and different forms of political 
participation (robust logistic regression models), Part 1. 
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Table C5. Relationship between the tendency to believe in conspiracies and different forms of political 

participation (robust logistic regression models), Part 2. 

 


