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Abstract

A well-established finding is that beliefs in contradictory conspiracy theories (e.g., Princess Diana was murdered vs.
faked her own death) are positively correlated. This is commonly interpreted as evidence that people systematically
believe blatant inconsistencies. Here, we propose that the field has insufficiently acknowledged a compelling
alternative explanation: Disbelieving both conspiracy theories also yields a positive correlation. In four preregistered
studies (total N = 7,641 adults), online participants evaluated 28 sets of contradictory conspiracy theories. Although
the positive correlation was replicated in all cases, this was mostly due to participants who believed the official
versions of these events (e.g., Princess Diana died in a car accident). Among participants who disbelieved these
official stories, the correlation was inconsistent at best. A mini meta-analysis revealed a negative correlation among
these participants, which was particularly due to the dead-or-alive cases. Apparently, researchers should reconsider the
notion of systematic belief in contradictory conspiracy theories.

Keywords
conspiracy belief, internal contradictions, conspiracy skeptic, doublethink, disbelief, open data, open materials, preregistered

Received 8/24/22; Revision accepted 1/13/23

Conspiracy theories are ubiquitous on social media and
the Internet, questioning official explanations for

Sutton & Douglas, 2014; Swami et al., 2011; Williams
et al., 2022).

impactful events. Conspiracy theories are defined as
beliefs that a group of actors is colluding in secret to
pursue goals widely seen as malevolent (Bale, 2007
van Prooijen & van Vugt, 2018). Empirical research on
conspiracy theories has grown quickly in recent years
(for overviews, see Douglas et al., 2019; van Prooijen,
2020, 2022; van Prooijen & Douglas, 2018). A basic
finding in this research domain is that belief in one
conspiracy theory positively predicts belief in another
conspiracy theory (Abalakina-Paap et al., 1999; Goertzel,
1994; Swami et al., 2011). This finding has inspired the
theoretical insight that people differ in their tendency
to attribute events to conspiracies, which has been
referred to as a conspiratorial mindset, a monological
belief system, or conspiracy mentality (e.g., Imhoff &
Bruder, 2014; Lewandowsky et al., 2013; Miller, 2020;

In an impactful contribution, Wood et al. (2012)
found that even beliefs in mutually contradictory con-
spiracy theories are positively correlated. The belief that
Princess Diana was murdered is positively correlated
with the belief that she faked her own death; likewise,
the belief that Osama bin Laden was already dead
before the raid in Abbottabad is positively correlated
with the belief that he is still alive. This finding has been
well replicated for a broad range of conspiracy theories
(Imhoff & Lamberty, 2020; Lukic et al., 2019; Miller,
2020) and is commonly interpreted as evidence for
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systematic belief in contradictory conspiracy theories:
The more strongly people believe one conspiracy the-
ory, the more likely it is that they also believe a mutually
contradictory one.

Throughout the social sciences, this correlation is
often presented as a testimony to the irrationality of
conspiracy theorists: They apparently accept blatant
inconsistencies by being likely to believe that a person
is simultaneously dead and alive. For instance, authors
have proposed that the Wood et al. (2012) findings
indicate doublethink among conspiracy theorists (Irwin
et al., 2015). Moreover, the correlation has inspired
statements such as “the simultaneous belief in mutually
exclusive theories—e.g., that Princess Diana was mur-
dered but also faked her own death—has been identi-
fied as an aspect of conspiracist ideation” (Lewandowsky
et al., 2020, p. 221) and “Wood et al. (2012) demonstrate
that people are quite willing to believe contradictory
[conspiracy theories]” (Miller, 2020, p. 320). Or as the
original source concluded: “Believing that Osama Bin
Laden is still alive is apparently no obstacle to believing
he has been dead for years” (Wood et al., 2012, p. 772).

Here, we propose that researchers have insufficiently
acknowledged a sobering and compelling alternative
explanation: The positive correlation may be mostly
due to the participants in the sample who are skeptical
of both contradictory conspiracy theories. Imagine a
hypothetical group of participants in the original Wood
et al. (2012) study who believe the official story that
Princess Diana died in a car accident and are skeptical
of the conspiracy theories surrounding this event. When
asked whether Princess Diana was murdered, they
respond “strongly disagree” (1 on a 5-point scale).
When asked whether Princess Diana faked her own
death, they again respond “strongly disagree.” As a
result, their responses show a perfectly positive correla-
tion ( = 1.0). This does not reflect an irrational belief
that Princess Diana is dead and alive at the same time.
Instead, it simply reflects their belief that Princess Diana
died in a car accident.

Although many citizens believe at least one con-
spiracy theory out of a longer list (e.g., Oliver & Wood,
2014), a majority of people usually do not believe in
most specific conspiracy theories. Measures of beliefs
in specific conspiracy theories typically yield skewed
response distributions, with large portions of partici-
pants indicating strong disbelief in the conspiracy the-
ory (Imhoff et al., 2022; Sutton & Douglas, 2022). Quite
often, research finds relatively low mean ratings on
measures of specific conspiracy beliefs (e.g., Hornsey
et al., 2021; Imhoff & Lamberty, 2020; Jolley & Paterson,
2020; van Prooijen et al., 2021), although there are
exceptions (e.g., van Prooijen et al., 2022, Study 2). If

Statement of Relevance

Across scientific fields and in public debates,
scholars often highlight conspiracy theorists’
simultaneous belief in blatant inconsistencies. This
is based on a well-established finding that beliefs
in contradictory conspiracy theories (e.g., Princess
Diana was murdered vs. faked her own death) are
positively correlated. Here, we provide evidence
for a sobering and compelling alternative explana-
tion: The positive correlation may be driven by
participants who are skeptical of both conspiracy
theories. We found that the correlation primarily
emerged among people who believe the official
version of events (e.g., Princess Diana died in a
car accident). Among people who reject this
official story, the correlation was unreliable and
often negative. A meta-analysis yielded no evi-
dence for a positive correlation among precisely
those participants who rejected the official versions
of these events. The correlation mostly reflects that
people who disbelieve one conspiracy theory are
likely to also disbelieve a contradictory one.

a positive correlation emerges among a majority of
participants who are skeptical of conspiracy theories,
it is very possible that their responses dominate the
overall positive correlation. The correlation observed
by Wood and colleagues (2012) may therefore not
reflect systematic belief in contradictory conspiracy
theories at all; it may alternatively reflect that disbeliev-
ing one conspiracy theory predicts disbelieving a con-
tradictory one.

The Current Research

Although we do not dispute that belief in contradictory
conspiracy theories may occur among individual par-
ticipants (Petrovi¢ & ZeZelj, 2022), here we tested the
meaning of the positive correlation between such con-
tradictory beliefs. Extending previous research (e.g.,
Wood et al., 2012), we asked participants in four pre-
registered studies whether they believed or disbelieved
the official version of a range of events (e.g., Princess
Diana died in a car accident). If believing one con-
spiracy theory predicts also believing a contradictory
one, the positive correlation reasonably may be
expected to emerge among participants who explicitly
reject the official versions of events (Hypothesis 1). If,
alternatively, the positive correlation is due to partici-
pants who are skeptical of both conspiracy theories, it
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should emerge among participants who believe the
official versions of events but not among participants
who disbelieve the official versions (Hypothesis 1,,).
Moreover, because we suspected that the correlation is
attributable mostly to people who are skeptical of con-
spiracy theories, we predicted that the correlation
would be more strongly positive among people who
believe, as opposed to disbelieve, the official versions
of these events (Hypothesis 2).

Study 1
Method

Participants. The sample was recruited in the United
Kingdom through Prolific (https://www.prolific.co/). We
ran a priori power analyses to estimate the appropriate
sample size for a bivariate correlation (Hypothesis 1 vs.
1,0 based on the correlation (r = .24) observed by Wood
et al. (2012). Detecting a correlation of .24 with 80%
power would require at least 133 participants who do not
believe the official version of events. It was impossible to
anticipate how many participants would and would not
believe the official version of each event, however, and
therefore we recruited a large sample of 800 participants.
This sample size also provided 80% power for the Fish-
er’s r-to-z tests (Hypothesis 2) to detect an effect size
below medium (g = .269) in the case of highly skewed
distributions (e.g., at least 133 participants disbelieve and
667 believe the official version); for more even distribu-
tions (e.g., 400 believers and 400 disbelievers), this sam-
ple size provided 80% power to detect even smaller
effect sizes (g = .199). Four participants were dropped
because they indicated that they did not answer the sur-
vey honestly, resulting in a total of 796 participants (248
men, 543 women, five other; age: M = 38.87 years, SD =
13.12). The study lasted around 10 min, and participants
were paid £1 (UK).

Procedure and measures. After providing informed
consent, participants were (in a randomized order) pre-
sented with a short description of the official story for
eight events or topics that have elicited many conspiracy
theories: the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, the
9/11 terrorist attacks, Maddie McCann’s disappearance,
the pharmaceutical industry’s search for a cancer cure,
Adolf Hitler’s suicide, the death of Princess Diana (see
Wood et al., 2012), and Jeffrey Epstein’s suicide. For each
topic, participants indicated in a binary format whether
they believe that the official version of these events is
true or false. Then they responded to two contradictory
conspiracy theories regarding each event on a 5-point
Likert scale.

Here is an example item as presented to participants
(for full materials, see the Supplemental Material avail-
able online):

In 2007, British 3-year-old girl Madeleine Beth
McCann (nicknamed Maddie), disappeared during
a holiday with her family in Portugal. Until today,
the police say it is not clear what happened to her.
However, there are also groups of people who
question whether the police really do not know.

Do you think the official reading (i.e., It is still
unclear to the police what happened to Maddie
McCann) is true or false? (1 = True; 2 = False)

Participants then indicated their agreement with the
following statements (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree): “The police took a bribe to cover up the fact
that Madeleine McCann was abducted by a sex traffick-
ing gang,” and “The police took a bribe to cover up the
fact that Madeleine McCann was killed by her parents.”
At the end of the study, participants were debriefed and
redirected to a URL to collect their payment.!

Results

An overview of participant distributions (i.e., the num-
ber who believed and disbelieved the official story) per
event, along with means, confidence intervals (ClIs),
and ¢ tests, are provided in Table 1. The target sample
of our power analysis (at least 133 participants who
disbelieved the official version of events) was reached
for seven out of eight topics. Although the level of
belief in some of the conspiracy theories varied in both
participant groups (e.g., conspiracy beliefs were very
low for the theory that Princess Diana faked her own
death), participants who disbelieved the official version
of events agreed more with each of the presented con-
spiracy theories than participants who believed the
official version of events (ps < .001). Moreover, partici-
pants who believed the official story scored below the
scale midpoint (3.0) for all conspiracy theories; partici-
pants who disbelieved the official story scored above
the scale midpoint for at least one conspiracy theory
per topic.

Figure 1 provides an overview of all the correlations
that we observed. The overall correlation between
beliefs in contradictory conspiracy theories was signifi-
cant for all eight topics (.21 < 7s < .54, ps < .001), rep-
licating the findings of Wood et al. (2012). Among
participants who believed the official version of these
events, the correlation was also significant for all of the
topics (.27 < rs < .60, ps < .00D).


https://www.prolific.co/
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Table 1. Comparison of Descriptive Statistics for Beliefs in Contradictory Conspiracy Theories (Study 1)
Believes official story Disbelieves official story Comparison

Topic n M 95% CI n M 95% CI #(794) d
COVID-19 pandemic

Virus is a bioweapon 573 1.82 [1.75, 1.90] 223 3.80 [3.67, 3.92] —28.149%* 0.89

Virus does not exist 573 1.22 [1.17, 1.26] 223 1.81 [1.66, 1.95] —9.730%** 0.77
Climate change

Exists but is not caused by humans 735 1.92 [1.85, 2.00] 61 4.03 [3.80, 4.26] —15.7 7% 1.00

Does not exist 735 1.30 [1.25, 1.34] 61 2.57 [2.27, 2.87] —14.10%* 0.68
9/11 terrorist attacks

U.S. government let them happen 637 1.80 [1.72, 1.87] 159 3.34 [3.16, 3.52] —17.38% 1.00

U.S. government carried them out 637 1.30 [1.25, 1.35] 159 2.69 [2.48, 2.91] —18.65%®* 0.84
Cancer cure

Is found but deliberately withheld 633 1.54 [1.47, 1.60] 163 3.29 [3.07, 3.50] —20.35%* 0.98

Research is obstructed to avoid finding it 633 1.93 [1.85, 2.01] 163 2.78 [2.58, 2.98] —8.98%#* 1.08
Maddie McCann

Was abducted by a sex-trafficking gang 615 1.65 [1.59, 1.72] 181 2.78 [2.01, 2.95] —14.19%* 0.94

Was killed by her parents 615 1.60  [1.53, 1.67] 181 3.03 [2.85, 3.22] —17.47%* 0.97
Hitler’s suicide

Hitler escaped to Argentina 657 1.61 [1.55, 1.67] 139 2.78 [2.58, 2.98] —14.32% 0.87

Hitler was killed by the Russians 657 2.14 [2.06, 2.21] 139 3.27 [3.10, 3.45] —12.44% 0.98
Princess Diana’s death

Diana faked her own death 572 1.12 [1.08, 1.15] 224 1.31 [1.23, 1.39] —5.40%* 0.46

Diana was killed by the government 572 1.76 [1.68, 1.85] 224 3.68 [3.53, 3.83] —23.02x 1.06
Jeffrey Epstein’s suicide

Epstein bought himself out of prison 383 1.35 [1.28, 1.42] 413 1.78 [1.68, 1.87] —7.07%* 0.85

Epstein was murdered 383 2.30 [2.19, 2.41] 413 4.09 [4.02, 4.17] —27.06%+* 0.94

Note: All conspiracy beliefs were measured on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Cl = confidence interval.

e < 001,

Among participants who disbelieved the official ver-
sion of events, however, the correlation was significant
and positive for only one topic (cancer cure: r= .17, p =
.027). For another topic (the COVID-19 pandemic) the
correlation was marginal (r = .12, p = .068). For two
topics (Hitler’s and Epstein’s suicides), the correlation
was significant and negative (r = —.64 and r = -.21,
respectively; ps < .001). For the remaining topics, the
correlation was not significant (ps > .09). These findings
support Hypothesis 1,, and contradict Hypothesis 1.
Moreover, Fisher’s r-to-z tests (calculated in R’s cocor
package) were highly significant for all eight topics (zs
> 3.60, ps < .001), supporting Hypothesis 2: The cor-
relation consistently was more strongly positive for
participants who believed, as opposed to disbelieved,
the official versions of these events.

Discussion

Although the overall correlation replicated for all topics,
it was mostly due to participants who believed the

official versions of these events. Among the participants
who disbelieved the official stories, a (weak) positive
correlation emerged for only one topic. Moreover, four
of the topics were “dead-or-alive” cases and therefore
arguably most clearly contradictory (see also Lukic
et al., 2019);? none of these cases yielded a significantly
positive correlation.

Study 2

In Study 2, we allowed participants to indicate that
they were unsure of the official version of events. Of
importance, a positive correlation between contradic-
tory conspiracy theories among people who are unsure
of what happened does not necessarily reflect incon-
sistencies in their belief system: Instead, it may reflect
comparable levels of uncertainty about different expla-
nations. The litmus test of systematic belief in contra-
dictory conspiracy theories is a positive correlation
among participants who disbelieve the official version
of events.
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Fig. 1. Correlations for beliefs in contradictory conspiracy theories in Study 1. Correla-
tions for participants who believe and who disbelieve the official version of events are
shown separately; overall correlations are also shown. Error bars indicate 95% confidence

intervals.

Method

Participants. This study was conducted on a large pre-
stratified panel in The Netherlands as part of a larger
data-collection effort for multiple independent research
projects. Data were collected by Kieskompas (“Election
Compass”), a Dutch political research organization that
complies with privacy standards of the European Union
General Data Protection Regulation and is closely moni-
tored by the Dutch privacy authority. Although the full
sample contained 8,769 Dutch participants, for efficiency
reasons (and to reduce questionnaire length), two sepa-
rate questionnaires were sent to different subsets of the
larger panel. A total of 5,261 participants responded to
the questionnaire containing the measures for the pres-
ent project (2,942 men, 2,319 women; age: M = 51.37
years, SD = 18.28), yielding high statistical power to
investigate the current hypotheses.

Procedure and measures. Participants read a short
description of the official story for four well-known soci-
etal events (COVID-19, climate change, the 9/11 terrorist
attacks, and Hitler’s suicide; some of the events were
slightly adjusted compared with Study 1) and indicated
whether they believed or disbelieved the official versions

of these events. Extending Study 1, we gave participants
a third response option, allowing them to indicate that
they are unsure whether the official story is true. For
each event, participants again indicated their agreement
with two contradictory conspiracy theories (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

Results

Table 2 displays participant distributions, means, and
CIs. For most conspiracy theories, belief was lowest for
participants who believed the official version of the
events, followed by participants who were unsure what
happened; belief was highest for participants who dis-
believed the official version of the events (the only
exception was the belief that Hitler was killed by Rus-
sians, where belief was higher for those who were
unsure than for those who disbelieved the official story).

The correlations are displayed in Figure 2. Again, the
overall correlation is strongly significant and positive
for all four topics (.46 < rs < .67, ps < .001). Among
participants who believed the official version of events,
results again yielded only significant and positive cor-
relations (.32 < 7s < .53, ps < .001). Among participants
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Table 2. Comparison of Descriptive Statistics for Beliefs in Contradictory Conspiracy Theories (Study 2)

Believes official story

Unsure what happened Disbelieves official story

Topic n M 95% CI n M 95% CI n M 95% CI
COVID-19 pandemic
Virus is a bioweapon 4,029 136,  [1.34, 1.38] 966 2.52, [2.47,257] 353 3.27, [3.14, 3.39]
Virus does not exist 4,029 1.36, [1.33, 1.38] 963 2,12, [2.05, 2.18] 353 2.65, [2.50, 2.79]
Climate change
Exists but is not caused 4,151 1.65, [1.63, 1.68] 792 3.18, (3.12, 3.24] 404 4.26, [4.18, 4.35]
by humans
Does not exist 4149 131,  [1.29, 1.33] 792 214,  [2.08,2200 403 294, [2.83, 3.00]
9/11 terrorist attacks
U.S. government let them 3,685 1.49, [1.47, 1.51] 1,263 2.65, [2.61, 2.69] 398 2.87, [2.76, 2.98]
happen
U.S. government carried 3,684 1.19, [1.44, 1.48] 1,261 1.97, [1.92, 2.02] 398 2.38, [2.25, 2.50]
them out
Hitler’s suicide
Hitler escaped to 3,734 1.41, [1.39, 1.43] 1,438 2.50, [2.46, 2.54] 173 3.41, [3.23, 3.59]
Argentina
Hitler was killed by the 3,732 1.67, [1.65, 1.70] 1,438 2.70, [2.67, 2.74] 173 2.25, [2.09, 2.41]
Russians

Note: All conspiracy beliefs were measured on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). For each conspiracy theory, means
with no subscript in common differ significantly between participant categorizations (Tukey’s honestly significant difference test; p < .001). CI =

confidence interval.

who were unsure whether or not the official story is
true, a positive correlation also emerged, although it
appeared weaker than among people who believe the
official story (.21 < rs < .37, ps < .001).

Among people who disbelieved the official version
of events, a positive correlation emerged for climate
change (r = .33, p < .001). For COVID-19 and the 9/11
terrorist attacks, a positive correlation also emerged,
albeit with a weak effect size (both rs = .11, ps < .001).
The only dead-or-alive case that we included (Hitler’s
suicide) yielded a negative correlation, however (r =
—-.35, p <.001). These results provide mixed support for
Hypothesis 1 versus Hypothesis 1.

Fisher’s r-to-z tests confirmed that the correlation
was more strongly positive for participants who
believed, as opposed to disbelieved, the official story
for all four topics, supporting Hypothesis 2 (zs > 4.08,
ps < .001). The correlation for participants who were
unsure what to believe was largely intermediate
between believers and disbelievers: It was weaker than
for people who believed the official story for three
events (zs > 3.83, ps < .001), with the exception of the
9/11 terrorist attacks (z = 1.72, p = .086). Compared
with participants who disbelieved the official story, the
correlation was more strongly positive for the 9/11 ter-
rorist attacks (z = 4.54, p < .001) and Hitler’s suicide
(z = 6.98, p < .00D) but not significantly different for
COVID-19 (z = 1.45, p = .148) and climate change (z =
0.15, p = .883).

Discussion

Whereas Study 1 provided clear evidence against sys-
tematic belief in contradictory conspiracy theories, the
evidence was more ambiguous in Study 2. A positive
correlation emerged for three out of four topics among
people who disbelieved the official story, but the cor-
relation was weak for two of them. For the only dead-
or-alive case, the correlation was negative.

Study 3

Studies 3 and 4 tested an additional hypothesis. Specifi-
cally, dead-or-alive cases are most clearly contradictory,
and so it was striking that in Studies 1 and 2 a positive
correlation for disbelievers of the official story did not
emerge for any of these cases. It is possible that the
more clearly contradictory conspiracy theories are, the
less likely it is that people will simultaneously believe
both of them. Hence, we included four (out of eight)
dead-or-alive cases and preregistered the additional
prediction that there would be no evidence for system-
atic contradictory conspiracy beliefs in these cases
(Hypothesis 3).

Method

Participants. On the basis of the same power analysis
as in Study 1, we solicited 805 U.S. participants through
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Fig. 2. Correlations for beliefs in contradictory conspiracy theories in Study 2. Correla-
tions for participants who believe the official version of events, who are unsure what to
believe, and who disbelieve the official version of events are shown separately; overall
correlations are also shown. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.

Prolific. Nine participants were dropped because they
admitted that they had not provided honest responses,
yielding 796 participants for the analyses (307 men, 481
women, eight other; age: M = 37.22 years, SD = 12.90).
The study lasted approximately 8 min, and participants
were paid $1.30 (U.S.) for participation.

Procedure and measures. The procedure was similar
to that of Study 1: Participants read the official version of
eight events and indicated for each of them whether they
believed the official story was true or false. Then partici-
pants indicated their agreement with two contradictory
conspiracy theories for each topic (1 = strongly disagree,
5 = strongly agree). The eight topics pertained to the
COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, the 9/11 terrorist
attacks, the pharmaceutical industry’s search for a cancer
cure, Hitler’s suicide, Jeftrey Epstein’s suicide, the killing
of Osama bin Laden (Wood et al., 2012), and the death of
Elvis Presley. The last four topics represent dead-or-alive
contradictory conspiracy theories (for full materials, see
the Supplemental Material). At the end of the study, par-
ticipants filled out some basic demographic question-
naires. They were then thanked, debriefed, and redirected
to a URL for payment.

Results

Table 3 displays participant distributions, means, and Cls.
Again, conspiracy beliefs were lower for participants who
believed, as opposed to disbelieved, the official version
of events. We note that for four of the topics (climate
change, Hitler’s suicide, the killing of bin Laden, and the
death of Elvis Presley), the number of participants who
disbelieved the official story was below the required
number according to our power analysis (z = 133); we
will revisit this issue in the General Discussion.

Figure 3 displays all the correlations. Again, the over-
all correlation between beliefs in contradictory conspir-
acy theories was significantly positive for all eight events
(.10 < 75 < .54, ps < .003). Likewise, for participants who
believed the official stories, the correlation was also sig-
nificantly positive for all events (.21 < 7s < .49, ps < .001).

For participants who disbelieved the official version
of these events, the correlation was significantly posi-
tive only for the COVID-19 pandemic and with a weak
effect size (r = .12, p = .044). The correlation was sig-
nificantly negative for five topics (climate change, can-
cer cure, Hitler’s suicide, Epstein’s suicide, the death of
Osama bin Laden; —.47 < rs < —.18, ps < .007) and not
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Table 3. Comparison of Descriptive Statistics for Beliefs in Contradictory Conspiracy Theories (Study 3)

Believes official story Disbelieves official story Comparison

Topic n M 95% CI n M 95% CI IS d
COVID-19 pandemic

Virus is a bioweapon 534 176 [1.68,1.84] 262 400 [3.88,4.12] = -30.10%* 0.99

Virus does not exist 534 1.18 [1.13, 1.23] 262 1.85 [1.72, 1.99] —11.10%* 0.80
Climate change

Exists but is not caused by humans 707 1.81 [1.73, 1.89] 89 4.15 [3.91, 4.38] —19.25%* 1.08

Does not exist 707 1.19 [1.15, 1.22] 89 2.85 [2.60, 3.11] —23. (2 0.65
9/11 terrorist attacks

U.S. government let them happen 638 172 [1.65,1.79] 158 347  [3.30,3.65] = —20.20% 0.98

U.S. government carried them out 638  1.28  [1.23, 1.33] 158 2.53 [2.32, 2.73] —16.92% 0.83
Cancer cure

Is found but deliberately withheld 586  1.68  [1.60, 1.75] 210 3.66  [3.50, 3.82] —23.87%wx 1.03

No company is really trying to find it 586 1.67 [1.59,1.75] 210 271  [255,2.88]  —12.33%* 1.05
Hitler’s suicide

Hitler escaped to Argentina 693 146  [1.40, 1.51] 103 296 [2.71,3.21]  -17.40%* 0.82

Hitler was killed by the Russians 693  1.81  [1.74, 1.88] 103 2,67  [2.42,2.92] —8.25%* 0.99
Jeffrey Epstein’s suicide

Epstein bought himself out of prison 287 129  [1.22,1.37] 509 1.68 [1.59, 1.77] —5.76% 0.91

Epstein was murdered 287 2.45 [2.31, 2.59] 509 4.39 [4.32, 4.40) —27.06% 0.97
The killing of Osama bin Laden

Bin Laden was already dead 750 1.62 [1.56, 1.67] 39 3.13 [2.74, 3.52] —11.13% 0.83

Bin Laden is still alive 750  1.24  [1.20, 1.29] 39 2.85  [2.38,3.31]  —14.40% 0.68
The death of Elvis Presley

Elvis did not die in 1977 742 1.21 [1.17, 1.24] 29 2.83 [2.26, 3.39] —15.89% 0.56

Elvis was murdered 742 136 [1.31, 1.41] 29 2.28  [1.81, 2.74] —6.68% 0.73

Note: All conspiracy beliefs were measured on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Cl = confidence interval.
Degrees of freedom for 7 tests are 794 except for the bin Laden (df = 787) and Elvis Presley (df = 769) conspiracy theories.

i < 001,

significant for the two remaining topics. These findings
support Hypotheses 1,, and 3, and they contradict
Hypothesis 1.

Fisher’s r-to-z tests were significant for seven of the
topics (4.77 < zs < 8.21, ps < .001), with the exception
of Elvis’s death (z = 1.52, p = .128). This supports
Hypothesis 2, showing that the positive correlation
between contradictory conspiracy theories was mostly
driven by the participants who believed the official
version of events.

alt

Discussion

Study 3 did not support the assumption that increased
belief in one conspiracy theory predicts increased belief
in a contradictory one. In fact, the correlation among par-
ticipants who disbelieved the official story was negative
for five cases (three of them being a dead-or-alive case).

Study 4

Studies 1 to 3 have one potential methodological limita-
tion: Participants first indicated their agreement with

the official story, which could have carryover effects on
subsequent conspiracy belief ratings. In Study 4, par-
ticipants first responded to all conspiracy theory items
before indicating their belief in the official stories.

Method

Participants. On the basis of the same power analysis as
in Studies 1 and 3, we recruited 801 U.S. participants through
Prolific. Thirteen participants were dropped for not provid-
ing honest responses, yielding 788 participants for the anal-
yses (391 men, 383 women, 14 other; age: M = 40.04 years,
SD = 14.11). The study lasted approximately 8 min, and
participants were paid $1.40 (U.S.) for participation.

Procedure and measures. Participants again read the
official story of eight events in a randomized order, but in
contrast to the previous studies, after each of them, they
directly indicated their agreement with two contradictory
conspiracy theories (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). The eight topics pertained to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, climate change, the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the phar-
maceutical industry’s search for a cancer cure, Hitler’s
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Fig. 3. Correlations for beliefs in contradictory conspiracy theories in Study 3. Correlations
for participants who believe and who disbelieve the official version of events are shown
separately; overall correlations are also shown. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.

suicide, Jeffrey Epstein’s suicide, the killing of Osama bin
Laden, and Princess Diana’s death. Then, in a second
batch, all topics were repeated, and participants dichoto-
mously indicated whether they believed that each official
story is true or false (for full materials, see the Supplemen-
tal Material). Participants again provided some basic
demographic information at the end, were debriefed, and
were redirected to a URL for payment.

Results

Participant distributions, means, and CIs are in Table 4.
Participants who believed, as opposed to disbelieved,
the official version of events again scored lower on all
the conspiracy theories. For two of the topics (climate
change and the killing of bin Laden), the number of
participants who disbelieved the official story was below
the required number according to our power analysis.
The correlations are displayed in Figure 4. The overall
correlation was weak but still significantly positive for
the Epstein case (r = .08, p = .023); for the other seven
cases, a significant positive correlation clearly emerged
(.25 < 18 < .42, ps < .001). Among people who believed
that the official version of an event is true, we found a
significant positive correlation for all eight cases (.26 <

78 < .47, ps < .001). Among people who disbelieved the
official version of an event, a positive correlation did
not emerge for any of the cases. The correlation was
nonsignificant for the COVID-19 pandemic (r = -.02,
p = .705) and for the 9/11 terrorist attacks (r = —.08,
p = .2306). For the remaining six cases, the correlation
was significantly negative (-.46 < rs < —.19, ps < .001).
These findings again support Hypotheses 1, and 3, and
they contradict Hypothesis 1. We then conducted Fisher’s
r-to-z tests. For all cases, these tests were significant
(5.53 < z5 < 9.22, ps < .001), supporting Hypothesis 2.

Discussion

Study 4 revealed no evidence for the notion that believ-
ing a conspiracy theory predicts an increased likelihood
of believing a contradictory one. This excludes the
possibility that the findings of Study 1 to 3 were due
to carryover effects.

Mini Meta-Analysis

As a final test, we conducted a mini meta-analysis of
our four studies. The analysis was conducted in the R
packages metaSEM and metafor. Correlations were
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Table 4. Comparison of Descriptive Statistics for Beliefs in Contradictory Conspiracy Theories (Study 4)

Believes official story Disbelieves official story Comparison

Topic n M 95% CI n M 95% CI #(786) d
COVID-19 pandemic

Virus is a bioweapon 477 1.85 [1.76, 1.94] 311 394  [3.82, 4.05] —28.3¢%* 1.01

Virus does not exist 477 1.17 [1.12, 1.22] 311 1.61 [1.49, 1.72] —7.62% 0.79
Climate change

Exists but is not caused by humans 662 1.85 [1.76, 1.93] 126 3.82 [3.61, 4.02] 17.62% 1.15

Does not exist 662 1.14 [1.11, 1.18] 126 2.57 [2.33, 2.81] 21.17%* 0.70
9/11 terrorist attacks

U.S. government let them happen 552 1.67  [1.59, 1.75] 236 319 [3.05,3.33]  -20.25"* 0.97

U.S. government carried them out 552 1.28 [1.22, 1.33] 236 240 [2.23, 2.57] —15.73%* 0.92
Cancer cure

Is found but deliberately withheld 518 1.69 [1.61, 1.77] 270 3.54  [3.39, 3.69] —23.1 3w 1.07

No company is really trying to find it~ 518  1.67 [1.59, 1.75] 270 239 [2.25,2.54] —9. 24w 1.04
Hitler’s suicide

Hitler escaped to Argentina 638 1.50 [1.45, 1.56] 150 2.78 [2.57, 2.99] —15.81%+* 0.89

Hitler was killed by the Russians 638 1.86 [1.79, 1.94] 150 2.60  [2.40, 2.80] —7.97 1.02
Jeffrey Epstein’s suicide

Epstein bought himself out of prison 285 1.40 [1.31, 1.49] 503 1.73  [1.64, 1.81] —4.62% 0.95

Epstein was murdered 285 2.51 [2.37, 2.64] 503 4.14  [4.00, 4.22] —21.50%* 1.03
The killing of Osama bin Laden

Bin Laden was already dead 710 1.63 [1.56, 1.69] 78 292  [2.62, 3.23] —11.63%=* 0.94

Bin Laden is still alive 710 1.31 [1.26, 1.36] 78 2.62 [2.30, 2.93] —13.99%* 0.78
Princess Diana’s death

Diana faked her own death 582 1.19 [1.15, 1.24] 206 1.63 [1.50, 1.76] —8.18%* 0.66

Diana was killed by the government 582 1.84  [1.75,1.92] 206 3.66  [3.51,3.81]  -20.80%* 1.08

Note: All conspiracy beliefs were measured on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Cl = confidence interval.

=y < 001,

nested within studies to account for their nonindepen-
dence (Cheung, 2019). The overall correlation between
contradictory conspiracy beliefs was significantly posi-
tive, » = .40, p < .001, 95% CI = [.32, .49]. In addition,
the correlation among participants who believed the
official version of events was significantly positive, » =
43, p < .001, 95% CI = [.40, .46]. Among participants
who disbelieved the official version of events, however,
the correlation was significantly negative, » = —.13, p =
014, 95% CI = [-.23, —.02].

We then tested whether the latter correlation was
different for dead-or-alive cases versus the other cases.
Type of case indeed moderated the effect, estimate =
-0.11, SE = 0.038, p = .004, 95% CI = [-0.182, —0.035].
For cases that did not refer to dead-or-alive contradic-
tory conspiracy theories, the correlation was nonsignifi-
cant, r = .019, p = .789, 95% CI = [-.10, .12]. For
dead-or-alive cases, however, the correlation was sig-
nificantly negative, r = —.25, p = .001, 95% CI = [-.36,
—.14]. These findings further undermine the common
assumption that belief in one conspiracy theory predicts
belief in a contradictory one.

General Discussion

The results of four preregistered studies in three coun-
tries, along with a meta-analysis, yielded the following
conclusions. First, beliefs in contradictory conspiracy
theories are positively correlated, replicating the basic
finding of Wood and colleagues (2012). Second, this
correlation is mostly attributable to the participants in
the sample who believe the official version of events
(Studies 1-4) and to a lesser extent those who feel
unsure what happened (Study 2). Among participants
who disbelieve the official version of events, the positive
correlation emerges sporadically but inconsistently. In a
meta-analysis, the correlation among these participants
was negative, particularly for dead-or-alive cases. Alto-
gether, the positive correlation between contradictory
conspiracy beliefs mostly reflects that disbelieving one
conspiracy theory predicts an increased likelihood of
disbelieving a contradictory one.

Some of the correlations among participants who
disbelieved the official version of these events were
underpowered (e.g., the Osama bin Laden case; Studies
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Fig. 4. Correlations for beliefs in contradictory conspiracy theories in Study 4. Correlations
for participants who believe and who disbelieve the official version of events are shown
separately; overall correlations are also shown. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.

3 and 4); moreover, some of the conspiracy theories
yielded very low levels of belief (e.g., the theory that
Princess Diana faked her own death; Studies 1 and 4).
Note that both of these issues speak against (and not
in favor of) systematic belief in contradictory conspir-
acy theories. An underpowered correlation implies that
only a small proportion of the sample disbelieved the
official version of a particular case to begin with (Imhoff
et al., 2022; Sutton & Douglas, 2022). Likewise,
extremely low levels of belief on one of the items
implies that few participants actually believe both con-
tradictory conspiracy theories. And yet a positive over-
all correlation between contradictory conspiracy
theories consistently emerged.

The current findings are limited to the populations
and specific conspiracy theories investigated here, and
future research may expand to different cultures and
contradictory conspiracy theories. Moreover, our find-
ings do not imply that people who believe contradictory
conspiracy theories do not exist (see also Lukic et al.,
2019; Miller, 2020; Petrovi¢ & Zezelj, 2022). Our data
also contained participants who believed contradictory
conspiracy theories, as well as other inconsistencies
(i.e., believed the official version plus a conspiracy
theory), although in low proportions (see Tables S1-S4

in the Supplemental Material). Instead, our findings sug-
gest that researchers have overestimated the predict-
ability and prevalence of such inconsistencies in a
conspiratorial mindset.

This insight raises important new questions. For
instance, to what extent is the correlation between con-
spiracy beliefs that are not mutually incompatible (often
seen as reflecting a conspiratorial mindset) actually due
to people who disbelieve both conspiracy theories? It
is quite plausible that, among conspiracy theorists, the
strength of this association is weaker than commonly
assumed. More generally, the current studies underscore
the methodological point that taking correlations at face
value—without carefully examining underlying response
distributions—can yield misguided conclusions.

This research domain hence should reconsider the
notion of systematic belief in contradictory conspiracy
theories. Certainly, many conspiracy theories are epis-
temically irrational in that they are based on weak
evidence, pseudoscience, motivated reasoning, and
unreliable sources. Moreover, most conspiracy theories
do more harm than good for society (e.g., Douglas
et al., 2019; Jolley & Douglas, 2014; Jolley et al., 2019;
van der Linden, 2015; van Prooijen et al., 2022). That
does not mean, however, that believing a person was
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murdered increases the likelihood of believing that
same person faked their own death. It is time for the
research field of conspiracy theories to accept the obvi-
ous: When people believe a person is dead, they are
not more likely to believe that same person is still alive.
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Notes

1. The survey also included exploratory measures of conspir-
acy mentality, cognitive reflection, and analytic versus intuitive
thinking at the end.

2. Notably, it is theoretically possible to reconcile some of the
contradictory conspiracy theories; for instance, one may reason

that pharmaceutical companies withhold a cure for one type of
cancer and obstruct research to find a cure for a different type
of cancer.
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