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Abstract
If conspiracy beliefs were an individual process, no conspiracy
theory would be alike. Instead, these beliefs are promoted by
individuals or social groups through the media or informal
channels of communication, leading to identical beliefs being
espoused by different people and social groups. This paper
reviews the role of the social influence as a basis for con-
spiracy beliefs and describes the role of legacy media, dis-
cussions with others, and social media, as well as the
underlying informational and normative mechanisms. The role
of trust is also considered, including how trust in science can
increase vulnerability to conspiracy theories by opening audi-
ences up to the influence of pseudo-scientists. Mitigating the
impact of these influences will require research attention to
processes that go beyond correction, elucidating the interper-
sonal consequences of corrections within contemporary infor-
mation wars.
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A vast portion of the literature on conspiracy theories

has been dedicated to personality, that is traits that
predispose certain individuals to adhering to these be-
liefs (D. Albarracin, J [2,17]. The elephant in the room,
however, is social influence: If conspiracy beliefs are due
to individual differences in how we perceive reality, how
come so many people share these beliefs? If conspiracy
beliefs were driven by personality traits, one should
observe idiosyncratic ideas akin to paranoid ideation,
www.sciencedirect.com
which, by definition, involves beliefs that deviate from
group norms and involve characters important only in
the lives of the individual believer.

A review of the recent literature on conspiracy believes
was conducted to understand persuasion and social in-
fluences in this domain. To begin, a study of Chinese
adults introduced an article promoting a conspiracy

claim about the Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) vaccine
[9]. Participants read an article claiming that cervical
cancer should not be considered a prominent threat and
that scientists have exaggerated its prevalence and
severity. In addition, the article stated that the severe
side effects of the vaccine have been covered up by the
pharmaceutical industry and that the Chinese govern-
ment harms citizens to profit from the vaccine. As one
might expect, participants exposed to this message had
less positive attitudes, norms, and vaccination in-
tentions than did participants exposed to a control

message about a university policy.

Pinpointing the effects of persuasion and social influ-
ence, however, requires a comprehensive assessment of
these determinants. In the United States, this assess-
ment was done in research that measured exposure to
conservative, liberal, or mainstream media as well as
interpersonal sources of influence, along with personal-
ity factors (i.e., the need to belong to a social group,
need for closure, and need for cognition) and social and
economic factors (e.g., political ideology; job loss, and

people’s sources of social influence; [2], thus disen-
tangling personality from social influence. Three large
surveys conducted in the United States focused on four
conspiracy beliefs: (a) that undocumented voters
swayed the popular vote in the 2016 American election,
(b) that Obama faked his birth certificate to become
president, (c) that the HIV virus was created by the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and (d) that the
(Mumps, Measles, Rubella) MMR vaccine caused
autism. Each of these beliefs concerned a cover-up and
enabled the researchers to establish reproducibility. In

each study, participants also completed measures of
state anxiety (how worried they were about any issue on
the day of the survey). They also reported the degree of
exposure to a variety of media, which were classified into
liberal, mainstream, and conservative in leaning. One of
the studies also measured other sources of social influ-
ence including discussions with friends and family,
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discussions with acquaintances, and discussions with
people with whom one interacts only online. Across the
different theories, exposure to conservative media
predicted conspiracy beliefs. In addition, for political
beliefs, discussions with acquaintances also correlated
with endorsement, and for health beliefs, discussions
with people with whom one interacts only online were
also associated with endorsement. These results clearly

state that the role of social influence is critical to un-
derstanding conspiracy theories.

Another study reported by [2] looked at belief in the
deep state and how this belief evolved in relation to
media exposure, an undeniably key source of social in-
fluence. The “deep state” belief is the judgment that, in
the United States, a secret group of government and
intelligence officials illegally undermined the presi-
dency and candidacy of Donald Trump, ultimately
succeeding in the alleged stealing of his reelection in

2020. This belief was prominent during Trump
impeachment trials and created an opportunity to study
the factors at stake. The study showed that when all
correlates were analyzed simultaneously, exposure to
conservative media (and conservative ideology) carried
the day. Reading news on social media and levels of
anxiety did not matter and exposure to liberal media had
a small corrective effect. The study also investigated the
trajectory of influence during the impeachment process.
Exposure to conservative media had a strong effect
across the board, but the effect was stronger at the

beginning (e.g., November 2019), implying that this
influence was more pronounced when the conservative
media increased the frequency of discussions of the
deep state conspiracy to a public that might have not
heard of it. Over time, state anxiety became more
important, such that people with higher levels of
generalized worry during the last week also had a greater
tendency to endorse the belief introduced by the media.

A key finding from the deep state belief study reported
by [2] concerned directionality. Although path analytic
models in the prior studies of the book found more

support for an influence from media exposure to beliefs
than an influence from beliefs to media exposure, lon-
gitudinal data are more appropriate to answer directional
questions. Thus, they fit a cross-lagged model that
modelled stability for both media use and conspiracy
beliefs as well as the influence of each variable on the
other over time. These analyses showed that conspiracy
beliefs influenced subsequent conservative media use,
supporting the possibility that people gravitate toward
outlets that support their beliefs [18]. However, the
analysis also showed that conservative media use influ-

enced subsequent conspiracy beliefs even more strongly
than beliefs influenced media exposure. This analysis
thus supported the interpretation of an influence from
legacy media on conspiracy beliefs.
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One aspect that the literature is yet to fully establish is
the degree to which exposure to social media has
strengthened conspiracy beliefs. On the one hand, un-
derstanding the dissemination of online information is
important. An analysis of the diffusion of the video
“Plandemic” ethe notion that COVID-19 was part of a
conspiracy to control and harm the world’s populatione
showed that the campaign spread through a decentral-

ized information sharing network onTwitter [22]. As part
of this campaign, Twitter users were coached to spread
the video, which greatly amplified the popularity of the
claims and other tweets with negative sentiments about
vaccines [22].

Importantly, however, the impact of social media on be-
liefs or actual outcomes has been either nonexistent or
inconclusive. For example, an online survey of Chinese
participants measured both international and Chinese
media use, with the rationale that many Chinese are

skeptical when it comes to government-controlledmedia
[28]. When conspiracy theory endorsement was corre-
lated with each measure of media use, use of interna-
tional social media was a positive predictor and use of
Chinese social media was a negative predictor. However,
when demographic factors and media skepticism were
added to the model, both influences became nonsignif-
icant. A better controlled international study [29]
measured social media exposure before the COVID-19
pandemic and subsequent conspiracy theories about
COVID-19. Results indicated that Twitter correlated

negatively with conspiracy beliefs whereas other plat-
forms like Facebook correlated positively with them.
However, there was considerable variability across
countries and the study could not determine how change
in social media exposure correlated with change in be-
liefs. It also did not control for exposure to legacy media.

Other research suggests internet use and social media
use generally do not explain conspiracy beliefs. A large
survey of Americans’ news sources and demographics
[27] measured use of blogs, use of internet, and use of
websites, and the surveys in [2] measured use of social

media as a source of news. Stempel et al.’s findings,
which concerned 9/11 conspiracy theories, showed that
blogs predicted only one of the three theories being
studied, and internet use predicted none. Likewise, in
the data collected by [2]; the use of social media for
news was unrelated to any of the conspiracy theories
they studied. However, a study of the time Americans
spend on social media showed small positive associations
with conspiracy beliefs [21] although this study did not
control for the influence of conservative legacy media,
which have been shown to carry the day in the United

States [2]. Another study showing an association be-
tween social media use and conspiracy beliefs failed to
control for even demographics in establishing this as-
sociation [30]. Given these weak findings, it is puzzling
www.sciencedirect.com
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to see theories about the processes by which social
media influences belief when the only references
concerning that link are described as “contentions” and
do not entail empirical evidence [11].

What the extant empirical evidence does suggest is that
people who believe in conspiracies gravitate toward
social media groups that espouse their ideas. For

example, in a study of European university students [5],
reports of social-media-group discussions of some con-
spiracy theories (Chemtrails and cancer conspiracies)
but not others (9/11 and vaccine conspiracies) were
associated with conspiracy belief endorsement [5].
However, these studies did not measure other types of
social influence, which may overlap with the discussions
that are happening online, or the degree to which social
media users sought groups that discussed congenial
issues. Moreover, social media use frequency appears to
correlate with conspiracy beliefs only among individuals

who generally believe in conspiracies [14]. One inter-
pretation of this finding, which did not replicate for the
use for social media for news, is that people who are
predisposed to interpreting reality in a paranoid fashion
are more likely to interpret what they read on social
media as suggestive of a conspiracy. Another is that
people who believe in conspiracies seek congenial in-
formation online through the mechanism of selective
exposure [1,18].
Mechanisms of social influence
Another important question is: Are the mechanisms of
persuasion and social influence informational or norma-
tive? That is, when people are presented with persua-
sive messages or the positions of other people, do they
change because they internalize the claims or because
they superficially conform to them (for informational

and normative influence, see [10]? Some answers to
these questions have been provided in the recent
literature. As theorized and shown by [2]; people who
hear about conspiracy beliefs find them plausible based
on (a) historic plausibility, (b) psychological plausibility,
and/or (c) normative plausibility. Of these types of
plausibility, the first two entail informational processes
and the last normative ones. Historic plausibility con-
nects the current conspiracy narrative to a historic
event. For example, the wrongdoings of the tobacco
industry can act as a source of historic plausibility for the

wrongdoings of the pharmaceutical industry. Psycho-
logical plausibility is the degree to which a recipient of
the current story can imagine why the actors might want
to fabricate the results of elections or harm children
with a vaccine the industry knows to be detrimental.
Normative plausibility is simply whether people feel
others like them think that these events can happen.
Reports of the subjective plausibility of each theory
showed that across political and health beliefs, historic
and normative plausibility were the most important
www.sciencedirect.com
correlates, thus suggesting both informational and
normative influences on conspiracy beliefs [2].
Protection from conspiracy theories
The present review also provides insights on what might
curb conspiracy beliefs. To begin, exposure to counter-
claims is an effective antidote. In the United States,
even though exposure to liberal and mainstream media
could not fully offset the risk posed by conservative
media, it does ameliorate health-relevant conspiracy
beliefs and the deep state belief [2]. Another protective
factor is the social influence from close others. For
example, in a study of vaccination over the 2018e2019
influenza season, a national sample of Americans was
followed longitudinally and linked to their county of
residency [7]. Participants living in counties where more
misconceptions about vaccines were tweeted were less
likely to vaccinate as time went by. However, these as-
sociations were only present among participants who did
not discuss vaccines with friends and family. Those who
had these discussions seemed unaffected by the
misinformation in their counties.

One of the most protective factors against conspiracy

beliefs is people’s tendencies to think carefully about
issues, which entails both the motivation and the ability
to do so [2,26]. However, factors that are generally
believed to be protective can counterintuitively increase
our vulnerability. For example, trust in science has been
linked to lower levels of conspiracy beliefs [6,16,23] but
may open the door to conspiracy beliefs advocated by
sources who associate themselves with the trappings of
science. This conclusion was verified by O’Brien, Palmer,
and Albarracin (2021) who measured and manipulated
trust in science and exposed participants to conspiracy
theories that were proposed in retracted or alleged sci-

ence, as opposed to by lay activists. Although trust in
science coincided with lower belief in these theories
overall, when participants had higher trust in science,
they were more likely to believe the pseudo-scientific
conspiracy messages than the lay ones. However, meth-
odological literacy did protect them from all conspiracy
beliefs and a critical evaluation mindset did as well.

Inducing resistance through the use of inoculation has
been shown to curb misinformation [4,19,25]. First
introduced by [20] as a means of reducing the success of

persuasion among prisoners of war, inoculation induces
resistance to attacks by exposing the audience to the
message in advance and encouraging the audience to
counterargue the attack ahead of time. In the seminal
research, participants received a message attacking a
truism after having defended the truism from a mild
attack (a message) or following no prior attacks. Partici-
pants exposed to the attack after being immunized
showed more resistance than those not previ-
ously immunized.
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 48:101463
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In more recent work, “prebunking” has been used as an
umbrella term to denote a treatment to confer resis-
tance by warning, inoculating, or training an audience
ahead of time [25]. [3] investigated various prebunking
techniques to deal with conspiracy theories. One of the
immunizations alerted participants to the possibility of
manipulation and was successful even without more
information, suggesting that simply increasing distrust

in the source of communications can be sufficient to
protect audiences against conspiracy theories.
Social mechanisms of countering
conspiracy beliefs
Although trust in the source of a debunking has been
shown to be influential [12,24], research on the social
ways of countering conspiracy beliefs is surprisingly
absent. For example, researchers continue to argue for
correction, but social influences are way outside the
scope of one individual. When we only consider the in-
dividual level, denying the conspiracy belief that the
COVID-19 vaccine injects a chip to monitor the
immunized [2] proves reasonably effective at changing
the mind of the recipient [8] and does not backfire [13].
Individual-level psychological research has also shown

that merely introducing an accuracy goal makes social
media users less gullible [15]. But contemporary infor-
mation wars play out at a more macro level as well. At
this higher level, human beings can make attributions
about the intent of the corrections and, as a result, reject
these corrections as biased. Also, groups and mass media
can introduce new misinformation and respond to the
denials, collectively exacerbating the spread of false
information both online and offline.

Understanding how to best contain misinformation re-
quires consideration of both the psychology of individual

recipients and the dynamics of collective processes.
Consider the strategies of (a) ignoring the misinforma-
tion, (b) censoring the misinformation, (c) denying the
misinformation, and (d) shifting attention to other in-
formation. Ignoring is a passive strategy but it can
pragmatically convey that the misinformation is trivial.
Censoring is a radical measure but it can inadvertently
communicate that the information has been removed
because it threatens the interests of a powerful group.
Denying involves correcting the misinformation via
statements that explain its inaccuracy. Finally, shifting

attention introduces new information that can move the
audience away from the misinformation. When in-
dividuals receive a denial, its semantic implications
mitigate the misinformation. However, like in the case
of censorship, audiences that are sensitive to the social-
pragmatic implications of the denial may conclude that
conspirators are behind it. Beyond the individual, social
groups and mass media also may respond to the cor-
rections by delivering misinformation at a greater
magnitude. In a nutshell, at the individual level, denials
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 48:101463
may be most effective. In contrast, at the system level,
ignoring and shifting attention may be most promising
because they may avoid the impression that a social
group (e.g., the government, a political party, and the
social media industry) is manipulating the information.
In this context, a rigorous comparison of individual and
collective processes is necessary and should inspire new
and more adaptive ways of fighting misinformation for a

particular individual and for society at large. Future
research should address these issues.
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