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Abstract
As COVID-19 escalated into a global health crisis, pandemic-related conspiracy theories emerged rapidly. Understanding how and under which 
conditions media influence their dissemination is essential. This study leverages unique data from 2-wave survey panels in Germany and 
German-speaking Switzerland, along with online tracking, to explore how individuals’ preexisting beliefs and media exposure influence the 
formation of pandemic-related conspiracy beliefs. The findings reveal direct exposure effects: alternative media, when supporting the conspira
torial claims, fostered conspiracy beliefs while mainstream media reduced conspiracy beliefs after debunking. Preexisting beliefs further 
conditioned these effects: individuals with strong populist views or low political trust selectively engaged with alternative media and selectively 
avoided mainstream sources. This resulted in two indirect pathways to the dissemination of conspiracy beliefs: people who selected into 
conspiracy-supporting content on alternative media experienced a reinforcement of conspiracy beliefs whereas people who (partially) avoided 
mainstream media counterargued the conspiracy-opposing information, also strengthening their conspiracy beliefs.
Keywords: conspiracy theory, conspiracy beliefs, conspiracy exposure, motivated reasoning, web tracking, mixed methods

The outbreak of the novel COVID-19 at the start of 2020 
plunged the world into uncertainty. Official information about 
epidemiological developments by governments and public 
health institutions competed with alternative secret explanations 
and conspiratorial plots from more nefarious sources (Imhoff & 
Lamberty, 2020; Uscinski, 2020). As so little was known about 
the origin, nature, and behavior of the virus, the initial phase of 
the pandemic presented an ideal breeding ground for conspira
cies related to COVID-19 (Str€omb€ack et al., 2023; Van 
Mulukom et al., 2022). What ensued was not only a global pan
demic but also an infodemic of conspiracy theories and misin
formation (Zarocostas, 2020).

Conspiracy beliefs revolve around “ultimate causes of sig
nificant social and political events,” which are ascribed to se
cret plots by powerful and malevolent actors (Douglas et al., 
2019, p. 4; see also Imhoff & Lamberty, 2020; Sunstein & 
Vermeule, 2009). These powerful actors act “for their own 
benefit and against the common good” (Uscinski, 2019, 
p. 49). Conspiracy beliefs have a range of detrimental conse
quences. Conspiracy beliefs about COVID-19 specifically are 
associated with harmful health-related behaviors, such as re
fusal to engage in preventive measures (e.g., wearing masks; 
Allington et al., 2021; Imhoff & Lamberty, 2020), a greater 
intent to engage in violent acts (Jolley & Paterson, 2020), re
duced political trust (Freeman et al., 2020), and diminished 
mainstream political participation (Jolley & Paterson, 2020). 
Conspiracy beliefs are notoriously hard to combat as they are 

“immune to challenge” (Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009, p. 204; 
see also Uscinski, 2020). A priority in mitigating their harm
ful impacts on society is therefore to prevent them from 
emerging in the first place.

While a complex interplay of antecedents can explain the 
extent of conspiratorial thinking (Van Mulukom et al., 
2022), most people first learn about emerging conspiracy the
ories through the media (Bruns et al., 2022; Mahl et al., 
2023). Yet scholarly and public debates offer starkly con
trasting accounts of the role that “the media” play in the dis
semination of pandemic-related conspiracy beliefs (see Tsfati 
et al., 2020). A more negative perspective, often focusing on 
social media platforms, partisan and alternative media out
lets, construe media as contagious vectors of misinformation 
that actively contribute to the spread of conspiratorial think
ing (Dogruel et al., 2023; Meppelink et al., 2022; for a sum
mary see Mahl et al., 2023). Conversely, a more positive 
perspective highlights the conspiracy mitigating role of main
stream media as trusted information sources in times of crises 
(Adam et al., 2023; Str€omb€ack et al., 2020). It is part of jour
nalistic ethos and practice to identify and oppose conspirato
rial claims (Lewis, 2020; Lwin et al., 2023), thus inoculating 
(“prebunking”) against nascent conspiracies or deconstruct
ing existing ones (“debunking”; Chan & Albarrac�ın, 2023; 
Walter & Tukachinsky, 2020). Moreover, a third perspective 
posits that any impact of media-based conspiracy exposure is 
conditional on individuals’ existing predispositions. In fact, 
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recent studies suggest that media exposure to conspiracy con
tent translates into conspiracy beliefs only for people with al
ready pronounced conspiratorial thinking (Enders et al., 
2023; �St�etka et al., 2024; Van Wezel et al., 2023), highlight
ing the interplay of conspiracy exposure and predispositions 
in the formation of conspiracy beliefs.

The existence of such contrasting accounts regarding the 
role of the media in the dissemination of conspiracy beliefs 
can be explained by three key gaps in current research (for a 
systematic review of research gaps in this field see Broda & 
Str€omb€ack, 2024). First, existing studies conceptually and 
empirically focus on either alternative or social media, on 
journalistic media, or on predispositions toward conspiracy 
theories—but they rarely study all three drivers of conspiracy 
beliefs and their interrelations. Consequently, a more holistic 
framework is needed to better understand the processes that 
link diverse forms of media exposure directly or indirectly to 
the formation of conspiracy beliefs (Enders et al., 2023). 
Second, the bulk of existing research on media exposure has 
relied on rather crude self-report measures of media use. Yet 
self-report measures are often only moderately correlated 
with actual exposure (Parry et al., 2021) and are subject to 
misreporting (or misremembering) due to social desirability 
biases (Scharkow, 2016), especially for sensitive topics such 
as conspiracy theories. Moreover, survey-based measures of 
media use do not capture media content; they are blind to the 
source, amount, and type of exposure in reporting (e.g., op
posing vs. supporting), offering an incomplete view of how 
and where people encounter mediated conspiracy narratives. 
In turn, existing content analyses offer a more nuanced view 
on conspiracy media coverage without, however, linking it to 
individuals’ exposure and conspiracy predispositions. As a re
sult, there is a lack of work “investigating exposure in realis
tic circumstances” (Broda & Str€omb€ack, 2024, p. 154), 
which requires “simultaneously tracking actual media use 
and belief formation” (Enders et al., 2023, p. 800). Third, the 
temporal dynamic of the emergence of new conspiracies is 
hard to predict, particularly for unexpected global events 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Because of slow research 
logistics, most existing research has studied the dissemination 
of conspiracy theories retrospectively after the theories have 
already widely circulated rather than tracing them in real- 
time as they emerge.

In this article, we tackle these desiderata by taking advan
tage of a historically unique research opportunity at the be
ginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. By coincidence, we were 
fielding two-wave survey panels in Germany and German- 
speaking Switzerland separated by an online tracking phase 
during the onset of the pandemic. These data collections al
low us to overcome existing limitations by (a) measuring indi
viduals’ conspiracy predispositions before COVID-19 fully 
emerged as a global health emergency, (b) tracking their on
line information behavior and exposure to conspiracy con
tent as the pandemic unfolded, and (c) assessing panelists’ 
conspiracy beliefs after the first months of the pandemic. 
This exceptional setup makes it possible, for the first time, to 
trace how specific conspiracy beliefs about COVID-19 devel
oped, and which role media exposure and conspiracy pre
dispositions played in their emergence. Specifically, we 
investigate three questions. How much and through which 
sources are people exposed to debunked or supported con
spiracy content? Do different forms of exposure to conspir
acy content and conspiracy predispositions directly affect 

conspiracy beliefs? Through which processes do predisposi
tions indirectly affect conspiracy beliefs via conspir
acy exposure?

In the next section, we first revisit the research on the role 
of media for the emergence of conspiracy beliefs. Drawing on 
the motivated reasoning literature (Kunda, 1990; Lodge & 
Taber, 2000), we derive a holistic model for media’s roles in 
the development of conspiracy beliefs. The model differenti
ates between mainstream and alternative media pathways to 
conspiracies as well as integrates the role of conspiracy pre
dispositions for shaping these pathways through biased infor
mation selection and processing. Our empirical results during 
a historical moment in time support our model indicating di
rect exposure effects on the development of conspiracy beliefs 
as well as conditional effects based on selectivity and biased 
information processing. Finally, we discuss the theoretical 
and societal implications.

The role of media and predispositions for the 
formation of conspiracy beliefs: a 
holistic model
Conspiracy beliefs do not constitute a “unique species of 
opinion” (Uscinski et al., 2016, p. 58) but are instead the out
put of normal opinion formation processes (Bolsen et al., 
2014). Their development should thus echo principles out
lined by Zaller (1992, p. 26), who argued that “every opinion 
[ … is a] marriage of information and predispositions [em
phasis added]: information to form a mental picture of the 
given issue, and predisposition to motivate some conclusion 
about it.”

In Figure 1, we present a model that conceptualizes how 
media exposure to conspiracy information and predisposi
tions affect the formation of conspiracy beliefs—first by 
themselves, then in concert. For the former, we follow the lit
erature in highlighting the differing roles of alternative and 
mainstream media in exposing people to conspiracy ideas 
(Tsfati et al., 2020, RQ1, H1a, H1b). We posit that two fac
tors determine how media exposure directly affects conspir
acy belief formation. Depending on the source (mainstream 
versus alternative media) and the type of information (sup
porting vs. opposing conspiracy ideas) that people are ex
posed to, we expect either contagion or mitigation effects 
(H2a, H2b, RQ2). Moreover, conspiracy predispositions on 
their own have been shown to influence the susceptibility to
ward specific conspiracy beliefs (Van Mulukom et al., 2022, 
Van Proojien 2018, H3).

This dual perspective on opinion formation not only 
addresses the separate roles of information and predisposi
tions but also their interrelatedness. This speaks to work on 
motivated reasoning; in fact, Miller et al. (2016, p. 826) ar
gue that “conspiracy endorsement [is] a form of motivated 
reasoning.” Motivated reasoning focuses on citizens’ mecha
nisms to seek and process information in ways to reach a pre
ferred conclusion (Kunda, 1990; Lodge & Taber, 2000). In 
the present case, motivated reasoning provides the explana
tory framework for the marriage of exposure and conspiracy 
predispositions in understanding the development of conspir
acy beliefs. Specifically, it helps explain why (a) not all people 
are equally exposed to conspiracy content and (b) not all peo
ple respond to such content in the same way (see Valkenburg 
and Peter, 2013).1 The model therefore also includes two 
conditional pathways to conspiracy belief formation. First, 
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conspiracy predispositions shape the selective engagement 
and avoidance of conspiracy content (H4a, H4b). Second, 
conspiracy predispositions motivate people to process en
countered conspiracy content in biased ways, leading to the 
emergence of conspiracy beliefs via reinforcement and coun
terarguing (H5a, H5b).

In the following sections, we elaborate on all elements of this 
model in detail. We start by describing the characteristics of al
ternative and mainstream media exposure and derive expecta
tions about direct exposure effects. We then introduce our 
conceptualization of conspiracy predispositions and their direct 
effects on pandemic-related conspiracy beliefs. Turning to con
ditional effects, we further develop the ideas of selective engage
ment and avoidance, which we connect to biased information 
processing based on reinforcement and counterarguing.

Conspiracy exposure and conspiracy 
predispositions: characteristics and direct effects
Sources and effects of conspiracy exposure
Research suggests two pathways how media may influence 
the emergence of conspiracy beliefs: via alternative media and 
via mainstream media (i.e., journalistic legacy media outlets 
without pronounced partisan character). Survey-based re
search has shown positive associations between the reliance 
on alternative media sources—including social media, blogs, 
or partisan and conspiracy media—and the endorsement of 
conspiracy beliefs (Dogruel et al., 2023), specifically includ
ing beliefs related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Allington 
et al., 2021; Enders et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2022; Meppelink 
et al., 2022; Sch€afer et al., 2022).2 Conversely, this associa
tion is negative for the use of journalistic mainstream media 
(Meppelink et al., 2022), with heavy users of mainstream 

media, especially of television news, endorsing fewer conspir
acy beliefs during the pandemic (Jamieson & Albarracin, 
2020; Str€omb€ack et al., 2023).

Content-analytic approaches reveal that alternative and 
mainstream media differ as regards their conspiracy report
ing. Alternative media are often cast as the origin of problem
atic conspiracy content (see Mahl et al., 2023), which is then 
disseminated by celebrities and other media outlets (Bruns 
et al., 2020; Bruns et al., 2022). Other studies document how 
partisan right-wing outlets tend to have the lowest scientific 
quality when reporting about COVID-19 (Mach et al., 2021) 
or that certain search engines are more likely to prioritize 
conspiratorial content (Urman et al., 2022). Mainstream me
dia in contrast, likely due to journalistic quality standards, 
are associated with more critical reporting about conspira
cies, resulting in efforts to debunk the conspiratorial claims 
(Bruns et al., 2022; Graves, 2016).

While addressing the persisting “need for [ … ] investigat
ing the extent to which different media are characterized by 
features that encourage conspiratorial thinking” (Str€omb€ack 
et al., 2023, p. 267; see also Van Wezel et al., 2023), data 
from content analyses remain disconnected from audience 
data and therefore do not measure actual exposure. The cited 
survey studies, in contrast, measure (mostly self-reported) use 
of media sources as a vague proxy for possible conspiracy ex
posure without considering actual content. These studies thus 
lack information about the total prevalence of conspiracy 
content across media outlets and the position of the coverage 
(supporting or opposing) vis-�a-vis the conspiratorial claims. 
This study adds the content perspective to exposure research 
and asks: 

Figure 1. Conceptual overview of different roles of alternative and mainstream media as well as conspiracy predispositions in the dissemination of 
conspiracy beliefs.
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RQ1: How much pandemic-related conspiracy informa
tion do people encounter online?

H1a (alternative media exposure): People encounter more 
conspiracy-supporting than conspiracy-opposing informa
tion in alternative media.

H1b (mainstream media exposure): People encounter 
more conspiracy-opposing than conspiracy-supporting in
formation in mainstream media.

Existing literature on misinformation suggests that exposure 
to conspiratorial or wrong information can directly affect 
conspiracy beliefs. A straightforward consequence of reading 
reports about a conspiracy, especially if they present argu
ments in its support, is giving at least some credence to the 
claim. Regardless of journalistic intent, evidence suggests that 
supporting arguments of conspiratorial claims can create 
impressions of a false balance and catalyze their dissemina
tion (contagion effect; Cook et al., 2017; Nyhan, 2021). 
Conversely, meta-analytic studies on misinformation correc
tion strategies suggest that repeated corrective messages that 
oppose the conspiracy can successfully mitigate belief en
dorsement (mitigation effect; Chan & Albarrac�ın, 2023; 
Janmohamed et al., 2021; Walter & Tukachinsky, 2020).

So far, contagion and mitigation effects have only been 
tested in controlled experimental contexts. Accounting for 
varying journalistic standards under which alternative and 
mainstream media operate (i.e., giving different emphasis to 
conspiracy-supporting and conspiracy-opposing arguments), 
we expect that the combination of media source and the posi
tion of the reporting vis-�a-vis the conspiracy create two situa
tions in which direct effects of conspiracy exposure can be 
observed in an observational setting with people’s actual 
information-seeking behavior. First, alternative media are 
most likely used as vectors to spread conspiracy narratives, as 
they lack a clear sense of journalistic accountability. We 
therefore expect a contagion effect for situations where peo
ple encounter conspiracy-supporting reporting on alternative 
media. We expect the opposite situation—that is, conspiracy- 
opposing reporting in mainstream media—to be the most 
likely situation in which conspiracy reporting can mitigate 
people’s conspiracy beliefs. This results in the following par
allel hypotheses: 

H2a (Contagion): Exposure to conspiracy-supporting 
reporting in alternative media increases conspiracy beliefs.

H2b (Mitigation): Exposure to conspiracy-opposing report
ing in mainstream media decreases conspiracy beliefs.

However, the reality of misinformation in actual media diets 
might be more complex (Tsfati et al., 2020). Mainstream media 
also transport conspiracy-supporting information despite their 
increased focus on debunking and fact-checking (Graves, 2016). 
For one, debunking involves repeating the conspiratorial claim, 
with each repetition making corrections more difficult 
(Lewandowsky et al., 2012). Morever, the allure of a good story 
driven by news values like conflict, negativity, and elite orienta
tion together with strong competition for viewership and com
mercial challenges of media outlets all create strong incentives 
for including conspiracy claims (Bruns et al., 2022; Konkes and 

Lester, 2017). Unlike the situations covered in the two previous 
hypotheses, we have no directional expectation for this third sit
uation—that is, exposure to conspiracy-supporting reporting on 
mainstream media. We therefore ask:3

RQ2: Does exposure to conspiracy-supporting informa
tion in mainstream media increase conspiracy beliefs?

Characteristics and effects of conspiracy predispositions
Conspiracy predispositions describe people’s trait-like ten
dency “to be biased against powerful actors in a way that 
leads them to accuse those actors of collusion” (Uscinski 
et al., 2016, p. 60). Conspiratorial predispositions can be 
characterized as parts of a latent conspiracy mindset that 
channels individuals’ attention to conspiracy information and 
thus subsequently makes people vulnerable to conspiracy be
lief endorsement (Uscinski, 2020). Whereas past research has 
identified a plethora of dispositional antecedents of conspir
acy beliefs (e.g., Miller, 2020; Van Mulukom et al., 2022; 
Van Proojien, 2018), we focus on two predispositions that 
are particularly relevant for media-related effects: political 
mistrust and populism (for a similar approach see �St�etka 
et al., 2024).

Political trust encapsulates “relations over time between 
two sides: a trustor, the side that places trust, and a trustee, 
the side being trusted” (Tsfati & Cappella, 2003, p. 505). In 
the political realm, political trust reflects a basic evaluation 
of citizens’ faith in the credibility, fairness, competence, or 
transparence of the government (Hetherington, 1998) or core 
institutions of the polity (Zmerli, 2014). The absence of polit
ical trust, in turn, is regarded as an indicator of people’s dis
satisfaction with political leaders and institutions (Zmerli, 
2014) or even as a “powerful cause of this dissatisfaction” 
(Hetherington, 1998, p. 791).

The concept of (vertical) populism combines anti-elitism 
with the belief that common people are good and should hold 
power (Schulz et al., 2018). People holding populist attitudes 
see politics as a battle between good and evil, respectively be
tween the people and the elites (Castanho Silva et al., 2017; 
Schulz et al., 2018). This general Manichean outlook maps 
onto the internal logic of conspiracy beliefs (Castanho Silva 
et al., 2017; Akkerman et al., 2017). Both contain simple nar
ratives and paint the world as a struggle between two well- 
defined sides. Conspiracies align with this in- and out-group 
view of the world, as they interpret events as secret plots of 
powerful and malevolent actors (out-group) against the com
mon good (in-group). Despite this overlap, these two con
cepts differ in that holding populist believes is also possible 
without believing in malevolent intentions of domestic elites 
and without seeing foreign powers or powerful minority 
groups as conspirators.

There is consistent empirical evidence that both populism 
and political mistrust similarly render individuals susceptible 
to conspiracy beliefs. For example, several studies link dis
trusting citizens to increased endorsement of conspiracy 
beliefs (Douglas et al., 2019; Freeman et al., 2020; Miller 
et al., 2016; Van Proojien, 2018). Populist attitudes emerged 
as strong predictors of pandemic-related conspiracy beliefs in 
Austria (Eberl & Lebernegg, 2022), Germany (Dogruel et al., 
2023), the United States (Lee et al., 2022), and in five 
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countries headed by populist leaders (�St�etka et al., 2024). We 
thus expect: 

H3 (susceptibility): People with strong (a) political mis
trust and (b) populist attitudes more strongly endorse con
spiracy beliefs.

Conspiracy exposure, predispositions, and 
motivated reasoning: conditional effects
Selective engagement and selective avoidance
How much conspiracy exposure individuals encounter, where 
they encounter it—and where not—is likely guided by their 
preexisting attitudes (see Garrett, 2009; Stroud, 2010; 
Valkenburg & Peter, 2013), which include conspiracy predis
positions (Uscinski, 2020; Uscinski et al., 2016). According 
to Nir (2011, p. 508), “most people, most of the time act as 
partisan reasoners.” This means that much information- 
seeking behavior is motivated by the logic of confirmation 
bias whereby individuals seek out consonant—and avoid 
confrontation with dissonant—information to reduce emo
tional discomfort caused by cognitive dissonance (Iyengar & 
Hahn, 2009).

On the one hand, conspiracy predispositions motivate an 
approach tendency toward alternative media sources whose 
content is expected to align with individuals’ worldview. 
Existing research has documented that people with high mis
trust and populist opinions selectively engage with alternative 
news sources outside the journalistic mainstream (Tsfati & 
Cappella, 2003). A recent study specifically connects high 
levels of political mistrust to stronger use of media with 
strong partisan leanings or anti-establishment sentiment— 
collectively referred to as “hyperpartisan alternative conspir
acy” (HAC) media (see de Le�on et al., 2024). Another likely 
source of selective exposure to conspiracy content are social 
media, which have been shown to be preferred sources by 
people with strong populist beliefs (Schulz, 2019).

On the other hand, conspiracy predispositions might 
prompt an avoidance tendency for mainstream media sour
ces. Populism and political mistrust both encompass the idea 
that mainstream media do not reflect the interests of ordinary 
people and constitute mere extensions of the political elite 
(Schulz, 2019; Van Mulukom et al., 2022). Reversing the ar
gument for exposure in alternative media sources, it is there
fore plausible that individuals with strong political mistrust 
and populist anti-establishment sentiment selectively avoid 
mainstream media and are less exposed to conspiracy content 
therein. Although some evidence indicates weakened selectiv
ity effects during the pandemic due to the status of main
stream media as privileged information sources (Van Aelst 
et al., 2021; Zoizner et al., 2022), we nevertheless expect 
conspiracy predispositions to result in less conspiracy expo
sure on mainstream media: 

H4a (selective engagement): People with strong conspiracy 
predispositions (i.e., high degrees of political mistrust and 
populism) show more conspiracy exposure in alterna
tive media.

H4b (selective avoidance): People with strong conspiracy 
predispositions (i.e., high degrees of political mistrust and 
populism) show less conspiracy exposure in main
stream media.

Biased information processing: reinforcement and 
counterarguing
In addition to these conditional effects on conspiracy expo
sure, we also identify two indirect pathways where conspir
acy exposure serves as a casual conduit for the positive effect 
of predispositions on belief endorsement (see Valkenburg & 
Peter, 2013). Upon exposure to conspiracy-related content, 
individuals may then process the information in a biased 
manner, weaponizing their predispositions as motivated 
(counter)arguments. They do so by giving more weight to 
attitude-consonant arguments (“prior attitude effect”) and by 
actively resisting dissonant arguments (“disconfirmation 
bias”; e.g., Bolsen et al., 2014; Lodge & Taber, 2000). When 
exposed to contradictory information, citizens can preserve 
their attitudes or even experience a boomerang effect leading 
to attitude radicalization (Arceneaux et al., 2013).

On the one hand, we expect an indirect attitude reinforce
ment effect where exposure to conspiracy-supporting reporting 
in alternative media is regarded as more compelling and thus 
likely to reinforce conspiracy beliefs. Empirical evidence sug
gests that people with existing conspiratorial tendencies are in
deed particularly likely to believe conspiracy content if it comes 
from an alternative information source (Mancosu & Vegetti, 
2021). On the other hand, conspiracy-opposing media coverage 
in mainstream media may challenge conspiracy predispositions, 
motivating individuals to engage in counterarguing—that is, to 
reject debunking messages by re-appraising presented argu
ments in alignment with their predispositions. Conceptually, we 
expect exposure to conspiracy content to partially mediate the 
effect of predispositions on conspiracy belief formation where 
the indirect effects quantify the portion of the increase in con
spiracy beliefs among individuals with predispositions that 
occurs specifically because of their exposure to particular forms 
of conspiracy content. This perspective emphasizes that while 
predispositions generally contribute to conspiracy belief forma
tion, information-seeking behavior can—in the form of expo
sure to conspiracy reporting—serve as a critical facilitator of 
this process. Crucially, both mediation models should amplify 
conspiracy beliefs because effects from selection and biased 
information processing point in the same direction (see 
reinforcement) or because biased information processing is 
countering  attitude-dissonant content (see counterarguing). We 
thus expect: 

H5a (Reinforcement): Conspiracy predispositions (X) pos
itively predict exposure on conspiracy-supporting alterna
tive media (M), which in turn increases conspiracy beliefs 
(Y). This results in a positive indirect effect.

H5b (Counterarguing): Conspiracy predispositions (X) 
negatively predict exposure on conspiracy-opposing main
stream media (M), which in turn increases conspiracy 
beliefs (Y). This results in a positive indirect effect.

Methods
Research design and sample
To empirically test the relationships of the framework shown 
in Figure 1, we used a mixed methods design to collect data 
about its three main concepts: (a) political predispositions 
(i.e., populism and political mistrust), (b) pandemic-related 
conspiracy exposure (i.e., source and stance), and (c) 
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conspiracy beliefs. For this purpose, we combined an 
individual-level two-wave panel survey design with a web 
tracking approach. First, an initial survey wave (T1) captured 
predispositions and was fielded at the onset of the COVID- 
19 pandemic in the first two weeks of March 2020 when the 
scale of the viral outbreak was still unknown. Second, we 
then tracked individuals’ online media use on desktop devi
ces, including exposure to conspiracy content, as the pan
demic unfolded between mid-March 2020 until the end of 
May 2020. Third, we collected conspiracy beliefs in a second 
survey wave (T2) in May. COVID-19 thus presented a unique 
opportunity to study the role of predispositions and media 
exposure for emerging conspiracy beliefs in times of an un
precedented global health crisis.

We conducted the study in parallel in two contexts, 
Germany and German-speaking Switzerland. Leveraging au
tomated text analyses facilitated by the linguistic commonal
ity, we aimed to discern whether our theoretical framework 
holds consistently across these two contexts that are shaped 
by different media behaviors (see de Le�on et al., 2024) as well 
as different political reactions to the COVID-19 crisis. We 
recruited the two online quota samples (ages 18–75, eligible 
to vote) through the Swiss market researcher DemoSCOPE 
with quotas set for gender, age, education, and, in Germany, 
region of residence (East vs. West). Included in this analysis is 
a sample of participants who agreed to take part in both 
panel waves as well as in the tracking study (nGermany ¼ 573, 
nSwitzerland ¼ 574). Although not everybody is willing to par
ticipate in tracking, which might introduce bias, prior re
search found no systematic bias as regards political trust, 
interest, or participation in our sample compared to general 
population parameters (Gil-L�opez et al., 2023). As regards 
demographic variables, the sample has a slight overrepresen
tation of older people, of men, and of highly educated partici
pants (Gil-L�opez et al., 2023; see also Table A1.1 in the 
Online Appendix for a comparison of sample and population 
parameters).4

After T1 and giving explicit consent, participants received 
a custom Chrome/Firefox plugin (named WebTrack) devel
oped in-house, which employed automated screen-scraping 
to capture the contents of web pages visited on desktops by 
participants in their browsers and stored in HTML format 
(Adam et al., 2024).5 The content (3,531,606 documents in 
total) was sent to a secure remote server, where data was 
encrypted and stored. To preprocess the captured HTML 
pages (see Section A1.4 in the Online Appendix for details), 
we extracted the source text using a platform agnostic parser 
and then filtered out very short and non-German pages. 
Finally, we used regular expressions to only have sentences 
with full stops left in the source text, which was then split 
into single sentences.

Classification of tracking data
We used tracking data to identify whether participants were 
exposed to conspiracy-related information, via which media, 
and with which position vis-�a-vis the conspiratorial claims. 
For this purpose, we first developed an automated classifier 
capable of detecting information regarding COVID-19 con
spiracy theories. We then trained two additional classifiers to 
determine whether the conspiracy-related content was sup
porting or opposing the conspiratorial claim. For all classi
fiers, we employed fine-tuned Bidirectional Encoder 
Representations from Transformers (BERT) models for 

German language provided by HuggingFace. The classifiers 
were developed on the level of individual sentences. The proc
essing of the tracking data thus included three steps.

First, we constructed a training dataset of manually la
belled sentences (n¼12,745) for fine-tuning the BERT mod
els as well as 498 sentences for a final gold standard to test 
the models against. The training data consist of a sample 
from the web tracking data. To ensure that the sentences are 
more likely to be related to COVID-19, we first sampled 
them from the documents which included German terms re
lated to COVID-19 (i.e., “corona,” “covid,” “cov-2,” or 
“pandemie”); the resulting sample consisted of 296,153 
documents. From this subsample we then drew another sam
ple containing the terms potentially related to COVID-19 
conspiracy theories; the latter subsample consisted of 
135,781 documents. The list of terms that are potentially in
dicative of conspiracy content (N¼107) was established by 
the group of German-speaking experts with extensive experi
ence of conspiracy-related research (see Table A1.2 in the 
Online Appendix).

From this pandemic-related and potentially conspiracy- 
related subsample of documents, we randomly extracted 
12,745 sentences which were then manually dummy-coded 
by a team of two trained coders. First, the coders determined 
whether a sentence contained elements of pandemic-related 
conspiracy theories or not. In line with common conceptuali
zations (Douglas et al., 2019; Imhoff & Lamberty, 2020; 
Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009), the operational definition of a 
pandemic-related conspiracy involved any discussion of an 
alleged deliberate act against the public interest during the 
pandemic that could, directly or indirectly, be attributed to a 
powerful actor. Coders were given examples of harmful acts 
to facilitate their recognition, including the deliberate crea
tion and spread of the virus, the opportunistic restriction of 
political rights and freedoms (in the context of implemented 
measures), the doctoring or silencing of critical pandemic- 
related information, wrong technological or medicinal virus 
properties (5G, false vaccination-related information), profit
eering in/thanks to the pandemic. If a sentence contained a 
conspiratorial act that was not covered by the examples, 
coders were instructed to leave additional comments that 
were subsequently inspected by the authors. Following this 
definition, a simple mention of “big pharma” was not coded 
as conspiracy-related, unless that actor was linked to an ac
tion (e.g., lobbying for stricter tracing regimen to sell more 
tests). Second, the coders determined for each sentence con
taining a conspiracy whether the underlying position was op
posing or supporting the conspiratorial claim or taking a 
mixed/ambiguous stance. The key variables and examples are 
further explained in Table A1.3 in the Online Appendix, 
which also contains a link to the full codebook.

A total of 5,212 sentences were coded as related to and 
7,533 sentences as unrelated to pandemic-related conspira
cies (Krippendorff’s α ¼ .85). In all, 2,672 sentences were 
coded conspiracy-supporting and 1,494 as conspiracy- 
opposing with the bulk of sentences containing no clear-cut 
evaluation (Krippendorff’s α ¼ .80). This sampling strategy 
ensured the presence of sufficient conspiracy-related senten
ces while still allowing the algorithm to distinguish between 
conspiratorial and the much more common non- 
conspiratorial sentences.

Centering the analysis of conspiratorial information on the 
sentence level presents a trade-off. A major limitation is that 
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such an approach cannot capture the holistic presentation of 
a conspiracy in a document, which is likely to cover several 
paragraphs. It is particularly difficult in the case of identify
ing the stance of a sentence toward conspiratorial informa
tion. What this approach can essentially achieve is identifying 
sentences, which contain textual signals having certain fea
tures of conspiratorial thinking (or debunking of it). We have 
opted for this approach that gives us a proxy for conspiracy 
exposure, as it is hardly possible to extract meaningful coding 
units other than a sentence from noisy tracking data (prepro
cessed by platform-agnostic HTML parsers).

Second, we validated the performance of the BERT classi
fier against the manually labelled gold standard. The gold 
standard consisted of a subsample of 498 sentences; out of 
these sentences, 210 sentences were related to COVID-19 
conspiracies, and 288 sentences were not (98 conspiracy- 
supporting and 61 conspiracy-opposing). The expert in 
conspiracy-related research double-checked the manual label
ing in addition to the two coders. The results of the classifier 
testing based on the gold standard are reported in Table 1.

Third, we coded the source of the collected documents by 
matching the document URLs with existing lists of different 
international and German/Swiss online platforms. 
Specifically, we used (a) the list of mainstream quality and 
tabloid media outlets in Germany and Switzerland estab
lished by the authors, (b) the list of HAC media introduced 
by de Le�on et al. (2024), and (c) the list of major social media 
platforms consisting of X (Twitter), Facebook, Instagram, 
LinkedIn, YouTube etc., (see Appendix A1.5).

Measures
Conspiracy predispositions
We measured populism and political mistrust at T1 (before 
the web tracking phase). We operationalized populism using 
the nine-item populism scale by Schulz et al. (2018) and aver
aged all items to form one scale (see Akkerman et al., 2017
[mean (M)¼ 3.58; standard deviation (SD)¼ 0.63; 
Cronbach’s α ¼ .79). We used three (reverse-coded) items 
adapted from the American National Election Study to assess 
participants’ political mistrust (M¼3.12; SD¼ 0.92; 
Cronbach’s α ¼ .91).

Conspiracy exposure
Using our fine-tuned BERT classifiers, we extracted (a) the 
total amount, (b) the source, and (c) the position of online 
conspiracy exposure from the tracking data between the two 
survey waves. First, total exposure is measured as the total 
number of sentences viewed by individuals containing 
pandemic-related conspiracy content. For our descriptive 
analyses, we also aggregated the extent of conspiracy expo
sure to the document-level to show which share of documents 
contained conspiracy information. Second, we measured 
mainstream media conspiracy exposure as the total of 
conspiracy-related sentences on websites of quality and tab
loid legacy media, namely national and regional media, and 
public service media. We captured alternative media conspir
acy exposure by aggregating conspiracy-related information 
from social media platforms and in HAC media. We chose 
this distinction between mainstream and alternative media 
because it reflects the boundaries of traditional institutional 
journalism that subscribes to professional norms. During the 
pandemic, the journalistic deontology committed mainstream 
media outlets—but not social or HAC media—to fostering 
trust in scientific expertise and public health communication 
(Lewis, 2020; Lwin et al., 2023). Third, we further differenti
ated exposure by distinguishing between sentences that sup
port (¼ 1; 0¼ rest) or oppose (¼1; 0¼ rest) the conspiracy.

Conspiracy beliefs
At T2 (after the web tracking phase), we asked participants 
to rate their agreement with a series of eight conspiratorial 
statements regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. Four items 
contained beliefs about a foreign conspirator, such as “The 
coronavirus was developed by a foreign power in pursuit of 
economic interests” or “The American government has inten
tionally spread the virus.” The other four items revolved 
around a national conspirator, for example: “The [Swiss/ 
German] government is using the crisis to suspend basic dem
ocratic rights in the long term” and “The [Swiss/German] 
government is manipulating the population during the crisis 
by scaremongering and withholding information” (see Table 
A2.2 in the Online Appendix for the wording of each item). 
We averaged all items to form a single scale (M¼ 1.8; 
SD¼0.95; Cronbach’s α ¼ .93).

Statistical controls
At T1, we collected information about participants’ sociode
mographic background (age, gender, country) to adjust for 
imbalances in the tracking subsample discussed above. We in
clude participants’ self-rated political interest on a 5-point 
Likert scale (M¼3.41; SD¼1.03). As pandemic-related con
spiracies involved political elites, we account for varying 
degrees of interest participants pay to politics. Because media 
conspiracy exposure is predicated upon media use more gen
erally, we asked participants to indicate how often they en
counter political information on each of five traditional 
journalistic media sources and on seven popular social net
working sites and messengers (SNS; e.g., Facebook, Twitter, 
WhatsApp, Instagram) from 1 (never) to 5 (daily). We aver
aged the items to form two subscales, one for political SNS 
use (M¼1.80; SD¼ 0.84; Cronbach’s α ¼ .84), and one for 
traditional media use (M¼3.11; SD¼ 0.82; Cronbach’s α ¼
.76). Finally, we measured participants’ propensity to vote 
for populist radical right parties to disentangle the effect of 
populism from partisanship. The question asked participants 

Table 1. Validation results of the BERT classifier detecting conspiracy- 
related sentences and conspiracy-related positions.

Precision Recall f1-score

First step: conspiracy exposure – – –
Related to COVID-19  
conspiracies class

.89 .98 .93

Not related to COVID-19  
conspiracies class

.98 .91 .95

Macro average class .94 .95 .94
Second step: conspiracy- 

related position
– – –

Conspiracy-supporting – – –
Supporting conspiracy class .76 .78 .77
Not supporting conspiracy class .80 .79 .79
Macro average class .78 .78 .78
Conspiracy-opposing
Opposing conspiracy class .78 .70 .74
Not opposing conspiracy class .88 .92 .90
Macro average class .83 .81 .82

Note. BERT ¼ bidirectional encoder representations from transformers.

Journal of Communication (2026), Vol. 76, No. 2                                                                                                                                                             125 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/joc/article/76/2/119/8206747 by U

niversiteit van Am
sterdam

 user on 20 M
ay 2026


article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data


how likely they are to ever consider voting for the populist 
radical right party (i.e., the Swiss People’s Party SVP in 
Switzerland and the Alternative for Germany AfD in 
Germany) from 1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely; 
M¼1.98; SD¼1.42).

Data analysis
The data analysis strategy followed the conceptual model 
depicted in Figure 1 and consisted of four steps. First, we de
scriptively quantified through which sources people were ex
posed to conspiracy content (see RQ1), including a 
comparison of how extensively different sources debunked or 
supported conspiracy information (see H1). Second, we fo
cused our analyses on the sentence level for the rest of the 
analysis and examined the direct effects predicting conspiracy 
beliefs relying on OLS regression models with conspiracy ex
posure (i.e., contagion and mitigation effects; see H2, RQ2) 
and predispositions (i.e., susceptibility effect; see H3) as inde
pendent variables. Third, we turned to conditional selective 
exposure effects (i.e., selective engagement and avoidance 
effects; see H4) by fitting separate OLS regression models for 
log-transformed total and source-specific supporting and 

opposing conspiracy exposure with predispositions as key 
predictors. Fourth, we explored conditional (indirect) effects 
through biased information processing by conducting simple 
mediation analysis (i.e., reinforcing and counterarguing 
effects; see H5). In these models, predispositions (X) affected 
the development of conspiracy beliefs (Y) through exposure 
to and processing of source-specific conspiracy content (M). 
Based on our contention that the general process to under
stand the media-based dissemination of conspiracy beliefs 
ought to be similar across contexts, we pooled the German 
and Swiss sample for all analyses and included a country 
dummy as a statistical control (see Section A4 in the Online 
Appendix for separate analyses for each sample).

Results
Sources of conspiracy exposure
Descriptive results showed rather high rates of conspiracy 
content viewed by participants in the 10 weeks of web track
ing (RQ1). Of all visited documents (M¼1,518; SD¼2,889) 
in that period, an average of 7.2% contained conspiracy- 
related content (SD¼9.9%; see Panel A of Figure 2). For the 

Figure 2. Overview of the prevalence of conspiracy exposure in online media diets. 
Note. All measures in panels B and C were log-transformed with the base of 10 (e.g., 103 equals 1,000 sentences).
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top 25% most exposed participants in our sample, the share 
of conspiratorial to total documents was even greater than 
10% (¼ third quartile Q3). Only 200 (17.4%) participants in 
our sample had less than 1% of conspiracy documents in the 
whole corpus of webpages visited during the period of obser
vation. In all, 101 (8.8%) participants had zero exposure. In 
absolute terms, these shares correspond to an average of 113 
conspiracy-related web documents per participant 
(SD¼215.9; see A2.1 in the Online Appendix for a de
tailed breakdown).

To get a sense of whether individuals are exposed to con
spiracy content on a single or on multiple sources (RQ1), we 
ran a series of correlation analyses. All exposure variables in 
our sample were positively correlated (see A2.3 in the Online 
Appendix). For example, Panel B in Figure 2 shows a moder
ate association between conspiracy exposure in and outside 
of mainstream media, r(1140) ¼ .58, p < .001. The correla
tional findings suggest that individuals tended to encounter 
conspiracy content in multiple online sources during this 
health crisis. Contrary to the idea of source selectivity, partic
ipants were showered with conspiracy-related content 
across sources.

Finally, Panel C provides a breakdown of conspiracy expo
sure across media sources and the position toward the conspir
acy. It shows, first, that most conspiracy information is accessed 
via mainstream media (tabloids and quality). Second, for all me
dia, information that neither clearly debunks nor supports con
spiratorial claims is prevalent. Third, conspiracy-supporting 
information is more widely circulated on all media compared to 
information opposing conspiratorial claims, which supports 
H1a, but rejects H1b. Mainstream media—in absolute terms— 
have most conspiracy-supporting information. At the same 
time, they also have the highest number of conspiracy-opposing 

sentences (quality media: Q2 ¼ 20; M¼56.1; SD¼ 96.3; tab
loid media: Q2 ¼ 10; M¼27.1; SD¼56.5).

Direct effects of conspiracy exposure and 
predispositions on conspiracy beliefs
In descriptive terms, pandemic-related conspiracy beliefs 
were relatively widespread in both countries. Only 68.5% of 
Germans and 74.4% of Swiss in our sample denied conspira
cies of having any truth value (for a descriptive breakdown 
see Table A2.2 in the Online Appendix). Consequently, 
roughly one out of four citizens saw at least some truth in 
these conspiracy beliefs or reported not knowing about the 
conspiracies’ veracity.

What are the drivers of these conspiracy beliefs? We first 
tested the role of conspiracy predispositions and exposure sepa
rately (see Panel A in Figure 3; see Section A3 in the Online 
Appendix for full results). The effects of conspiracy exposure on 
conspiracy beliefs varied by the source and position of 
pandemic-related reporting. On the one hand, we found evi
dence of a contagion effect (H2a) of alternative media; both to
tal exposure (b¼ 0.06; SE¼ 0.01; p < .001) and conspiracy- 
supporting exposure (b¼0.14; SE¼0.01; p < .001) signifi
cantly increased conspiracy beliefs. No significant effect 
emerged for conspiracy-opposing content on alternative media. 
On the other hand, it is noteworthy that no type of conspiracy 
exposure on mainstream media resulted in increased endorse
ment of conspiracy beliefs (RQ2). Indeed, we found that main
stream media content that explicitly opposes conspiratorial 
claims significantly reduced conspiracy beliefs (b¼−0.05; 
SE¼0.02; p ¼ .001), thus providing evidence of successful 
debunking (H2b).

In line with our expectation, regression results showed posi
tive effects of political mistrust (H3a: b¼0.20; SE¼0.03; p <
.001) and populism (H3b; b¼ 0.38; SE¼0.05; p < .001) on 

Figure 3. Predicting conspiracy beliefs (Panel A) and conspiracy exposure (Panel B). Note. Effects show regression coefficients with 95% confidence 
intervals. All models control for participant age, gender, origin (German or Switzerland), media and social media use, and political interest.

Journal of Communication (2026), Vol. 76, No. 2                                                                                                                                                             127 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/joc/article/76/2/119/8206747 by U

niversiteit van Am
sterdam

 user on 20 M
ay 2026


article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data

article-lookup/doi/10.1093/joc/jqaf033#supplementary-data


conspiracy beliefs. This adds further support to the established 
finding that predispositions increase general susceptibility to 
conspiratorial thinking.

Conditional effects of predispositions on 
conspiracy exposure
Turning to effects conditioned by predispositions, we 
assessed how predispositions affected the exposure to con
spiracy content in mainstream and alternative media (see 
Panel B of Figure 3; see top half of Table 2). A symmetrical 
pattern emerged for the effect of populist predispositions in 
form of a positive effect on conspiracy exposure in alternative 
media (b¼0.54; SE¼0.23; p < .001) but a negative effect on 
exposure in mainstream media (b¼−0.82; SE¼ 0.15; p <
.001). This positive effect was especially strong for 
conspiracy-supporting information in alternative media sour
ces (b¼0.76; SE¼ 0.12; p < .001) whereas the negative ef
fect occured primarily for conspiracy-opposing information 
in mainstream sources (b¼−0.91; SE¼ 0.22; p < .001). The 
effects of political mistrust were less pronounced, with only a 
significant association with conspiracy-supporting exposure 
on alternative media.

In sum, these results provide evidence for our expectation 
that populist predispositions—but less so political mistrust— 
selectively drive engagement with conspiracy content on al
ternative media (H4a) while leading them to avoid it on 
mainstream media (H4b). Moreover, selective avoidance ten
dencies are strongest for conspiracy-opposing content on 
mainstream media whereas selective engagement is most 
pronounced for alternative media content that supports 
conspiratorial claims.

Conditional effects of predispositions on conspiracy 
beliefs via conspiracy exposure
Finally, we examined the combined role of conspiracy predis
positions and exposure in shaping conspiracy beliefs. Having 
established that predispositions indeed directly affected con
spiracy beliefs, we conducted a series of simple mediation 
analyses to explore to what extent these effects are indirectly 
driven by people’s selective media exposure to conspiracy 
content and subsequent biased information processing. We 
found preliminary evidence of two distinct indirect pathways 
for the spread of conspiracy beliefs via source-specific expo
sure (see bottom half of Table 2). First, there was a positive 
indirect effect of both political mistrust [b¼0.023; 95% 
bootstrapped CI (0.001–0.046)] and populism [b¼ 0.106, 
95% bootstrapped CI (0.069–0.146)] on conspiracy beliefs 
through exposure to conspiracy-supporting content on alter
native media. According to this pathway and in line with our 
expectation (see H5a), mistrustful and populist individuals 
selectively engaged with alternative media whose conspiracy 
content in turn reinforced conspiracies surrounding the pan
demic (see upper path of Figure 4). Second, we also found 
examples of selective avoidance followed by counterarguing 
(see H5b). Specifically, people with populist predispositions 
were less likely to be exposed to conspiracy content in main
stream media. While exposure to conspiracy content on aver
age reduced conspiracy beliefs (see mitigation effect above), it 
had the opposite effect for populists; their conspiracy beliefs 
increased as a result of that exposure, showcased by the sig
nificant indirect effect [b¼0.038, 95% bootstrapped CI 
(0.019–0.061)]; see bottom path of Figure 4). The opposite 
mediational paths through supporting (opposing) conspiracy 

Table 2. Summary of regression results for the mediation analysis.

Mediator models: conspiracy exposure

Mainstream media (A) Alternative media (C)

Supporting conspiracy Rejecting conspiracy Supporting conspiracy Rejecting conspiracy

(X ! Z) b SE p B SE p b SE p b SE p

Populism −0.78 0.14 <.001 −0.91 0.11 <.001 0.76 0.12 <.001 0.20 0.07 .008
Political mistrust 0.10 0.09 .283 0.05 0.07 .489 0.14 0.08 .044 0.03 0.05 .527

Outcome models: conspiracy beliefs

Mainstream media (B) Alternative media (D)

Exposure effects (Z ! YÞ Indirect effect (X ! Z ! Y) Exposure effects (Z ! Y) Indirect effect (X ! Z ! Y)

b SE p b Boot 95% CIa b SE p b Boot 95% CIa

Total exposure 0.01 0.01 .468 0.06 0.01 <.001
Populism −0.007 [−0.028, 0.013] 0.038 [0.019, 0.061]
Political mistrust 0.001 [−0.003, 0.007] 0.004 [−0.009, 0.016]

Supporting conspiracy 0.02 0.01 .221 0.14 0.01 <.001
Populism −0.012 [−0.032, 0.008] 0.106 [0.069, 0.146]
Political mistrust 0.002 [−0.002, 0.007] 0.023 [0.001, 0.046]

Rejecting conspiracy −0.05 0.02 .001 0.04 0.02 .094
Populism 0.048 [0.023, 0.075] 0.007 [−0.001, 0.021]
Political mistrust 0.003 [−0.002, −0.012] 0.001 [−0.003, 0.007]

Note: Mediator and outcome models control for participant age, gender, origin (German or Switzerland), and political interest.
a Bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals are based on 10,000 iterations.
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exposure on mainstream (alternative) media did not yield sig
nificant indirect effects.

Discussion and conclusion
At the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, in a historically 
unique situation, we were able to examine—by coincidence— 
how and under which conditions media contributed to 
emerging conspiracy beliefs. By combining a large-scale be
havioral tracking data and automated forms of content 
analysis with two survey waves, we were able to measure the 
amount, source, and position of individuals’ conspiracy- 
related media exposure, rather than simply focusing on self- 
report data. In this article, we developed a comprehensive 
model that includes direct media effects of contagion and mit
igation on conspiracy beliefs as well as effects conditioned by 
conspiracy predispositions based on core ideas of motivated 
reasoning. In a step-by-step procedure, we empirically tested 
all components of this model. Figure 4 shows our findings, 
which can be summarized in five key takeaways.

First, people did not actively chase after conspiracies; in
stead, conspiracies came to them. Using data from individu
als’ actual online behavior, we illustrate that information on 
the pandemic was abundant—and so were conspiracy narra
tives (Allington et al., 2021; Eberl & Lebernegg, 2022). Most 
participants were exposed to conspiracy content from both 
mainstream and alternative media sources.

Second, exposure to conspiracy-supporting information 
was more widespread than exposure to conspiracy-opposing 
information, even in mainstream media. This shows that 
mainstream media also reported about conspiracies at the 
outbreak of the crisis either out of economic or journalistic 
reasons or because they needed to describe the conspiracy be
fore their debunking.

Third, we found two patterns of direct effect of conspiracy 
exposure: alternative media affected conspiracy beliefs through 
conspiracy-supporting information whereas mainstream media 

do so through conspiracy-opposing information. This pattern 
corroborates both contagion effects of alternative media and 
successful mitigation effects of mainstream media. Each of these 
effects supports two separate bodies of literature showing, on 
the one hand, the contagious nature of conspiratorial social and 
alternative media clusters (Mahl et al., 2023; Meppelink et al., 
2022) while, on the other hand, also showcasing that journalis
tic efforts to oppose and debunk conspiratorial claims can pre
vent conspiracy beliefs from spreading (Chan & Albarrac�ın, 
2023; Lewis, 2020; Lwin et al., 2023; Mach et al., 2021). 
Interestingly, we observed no effects for conspiracy-supporting 
information of mainstream media, which might indicate that 
mainstream media, while exposing people to conspiracy con
tent, are not likely to foster conspiratorial thinking in the overall 
population.

Fourth, we found that individuals with conspiracy predisposi
tions seek conspiracy information in alternative media while 
avoiding mainstream sources. This indicates that our observed 
mitigation and contagion effects are influenced by selective ex
posure processes. Debunking efforts primarily reach individuals 
with less pronounced predispositions toward conspiracy theo
ries, helping to further reduce their beliefs, while contagion 
effects increase conspiracy beliefs among those who choose al
ternative media based on their preexisting beliefs. The observed 
avoidance effect is especially interesting, as research so far out
lined an uptake in mainstream media consumption at the out
break of the pandemic (Freeman et al., 2022; Jamieson & 
Albarracin, 2020), owed to their role as particularly trusted leg
acy news media (Adam et al., 2023). Yet our findings show that 
people with strong predispositions ran counter this homecom
ing to mainstream channels, providing observational evidence 
of the dangerous role of alternative sources as vectors of misin
formation (see de Le�on et al., 2024; Dogruel et al., 2023; 
Urman et al., 2022).

Fifth, we also found evidence for a combined effect of con
spiracy predispositions and exposure on conspiracy belief 
formation. While research has focused on predispositions as 

Figure 4. Overview of hypothesized effects, including indirect conspiracy formation effects of predispositions via reinforcement of alternative media 
exposure (H5a) and counterarguing via mainstream media exposure (H5b).
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direct trait-like antecedents of conspiracy beliefs (Miller, 
2020; Uscinski, 2020; Van Proojien, 2018), this study also 
illustrates two indirect pathways to conspiracy belief forma
tion via information behavior. When populists and distrustful 
citizens encountered conspiracy-related content in alternative 
media, they tended to be particularly likely to endorse con
spiracy beliefs as a result. Despite efforts of populists to avoid 
quality mainstream media, the conspiracy exposure they did 
encounter in these sources further reinforced conspiracy 
beliefs. This suggests that predispositions can encourage indi
viduals to engage in counterarguing when confronted with 
more balanced or actively debunking reporting in quality 
mainstream channels (Mancosu & Vegetti, 2021) supporting 
the idea of a backfire effect (Nyhan and Reifler, 2010).

The findings have several implications for communication 
research and media practitioners. From a normative point of 
view, the findings are mostly bad news. Although our evi
dence indicates that exposure in quality mainstream media 
can attenuate the formation of conspiracy beliefs for people 
in general via debunking of conspiratorial claims, we also 
show that predispositions present motivational barriers to 
misinformation corrections (see Jamieson & Albarracin, 
2020). People with conspiracy predispositions tended to ei
ther selectively choose information that were likely to con
firm their beliefs or reacted by counterarguing when 
encountering ideologically opposing sources (see also 
Uscinski, 2020; Uscinski et al., 2016; Enders et al., 2023). 
Consequently, the potential vectors for spreading conspiracy 
ideas are not limited to niche alternative media (see, e.g., 
Dogruel et al., 2023), but—at least for certain segments of 
the population—include mainstream quality media as well 
(Bruns et al., 2020). Adding to literature on motivated rea
soning, our analysis shows that any type of exposure to con
spiracy content can sustain the formation of conspiracy 
beliefs because information is processed through the lens of 
predispositions (Garrett, 2009; Lodge & Taber, 2000; Miller 
et al., 2016; Nir, 2011; see also Zaller, 1992). This finding 
provides an answer to the puzzle why conspiracy beliefs can 
be so widespread with only few people visiting more radical 
alternative sites that fully advocate in favor of conspiracy 
ideas (see de Le�on et al., 2024; �St�etka et al., 2024).

From a theoretical point of view, more research is neces
sary on the conditioning role of conspiracy predispositions. 
In our study, we showed that political trust as well as popu
list attitudes both reinforced conspiracy beliefs through alter
native media exposure whereas the parallel path through 
mainstream media was affected by populist attitudes only. 
The antagonism between elites and the public seems to have 
more far-reaching consequences. Our research also points to 
the important role of predispositions in understanding con
spiracy exposure and beliefs, even in a situation where the 
abundance and cross-cutting distribution of conspiracy con
tent (see also Zoizner et al., 2022) could have limited biased 
selection and information processing. Although we concur 
with Garrett et al. (2013) that exposure to alternative and 
mainstream media is positively correlated and that individu
als with predispositions do not fully avoid mainstream media, 
we move beyond this pure media use perspective by showcas
ing that counter-attitudinal perspectives in mainstream media 
do not necessarily have the capacity to override conspiracy 
predispositions (see also �St�etka et al., 2024). We therefore in
vite future research to focus on groups with particularly 
strong predispositions to understand the conditions in which 

media reporting can deconstruct conspiratorial claims with
out triggering motivated processing. Moreover, we described 
the processes of attitude reinforcement and counterarguing 
based on the statistical patterns resulting from mediation 
analyses; we call upon future scholarship to trace these pro
cesses with more fine-grained designs that can measure these 
psychological processes and refine their role in the media- 
based dissemination of conspiracy beliefs.

These results have practical implications for how journal
ists working in mainstream media can best deal with conspir
acy content. On the one hand, we show that their debunking 
efforts do successfully reach the overall population—a strong 
argument to continue this line of reporting (see also Bruns 
et al., 2022). On the other hand, we also show that debunk
ing information has contrary effects for those with strong 
predispositions, providing even more fuel to their conspiracy 
beliefs. This study thus echoes research showcasing the effec
tiveness of corrective messages (Chan & Albarrac�ın, 2023; 
Walter & Tukachinsky, 2020) in the field while also adding 
evidence of backfiring effects to the literature on misinforma
tion correction (see Nyhan & Reifler, 2021). These backfir
ing effects are in line with meta-analytical evidence that show 
the continuous influence of misinformation beliefs after cor
rections for people with predispositions (Chan & Albarrac�ın, 
2023; Walter & Tukachinsky, 2020). However, we find no 
evidence that conspiracy-supporting information in main
stream journalistic reporting triggers conspiracy beliefs for 
the overall population, providing preliminary evidence that 
the mere repetition of conspiratorial claims in journalistic 
coverage (e.g., for the purpose of debunking) does not auto
matically contribute to their reification. However, to fully un
derstand how different journalistic reporting strategies on 
conspiracy theories mitigate conspiracy beliefs, more experi
mental research is necessary (see Rohrbach et al., 2025).

This study comes with several limitations. First, this track
ing study made use of extensive lists of online media sources 
from existing research. Yet roughly half of visited documents 
during the tracking phase—containing a third of identified 
conspiracy-related sentences—could not be attributed to tra
ditional alternative or mainstream media sources (e.g., search 
engine results, email providers, official government, or com
mercial websites). These numbers call for future research 
efforts to concentrate on the elusive long-tail of online con
sumption patterns (Adam et al., 2024). Second, we were only 
able to track online activity from desktop computers. This 
ignores all browsing and social media use on mobile devices, 
which causes substantial blind spots, especially for younger 
people (Newman et al., 2023). It is possible that people are 
more strongly exposed to conspiracy information on mobile 
devices due to increased privacy settings or stronger reliance 
on alternative news sources. However, all this remains specu
lative. We thus take our web tracking data here as an imper
fect proxy for online information consumption. Moreover, 
web tracking data also remains blind regarding private data 
on social media. Our focus on German content limits our 
possibility to trace transnational pathways of the spread of 
conspiracy information. Third, this study was not initially 
designed to study communication dynamics during a global 
pandemic, which resulted in incomplete survey measures. 
The two biggest gaps are the limited choice of predisposi
tions—which exclude conspiracy mentality as the most prom
inent antecedent of belief endorsement—and the lack of a 
baseline measure for conspiracy beliefs, which we only 
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included in the second survey wave. Although we combined 
survey and tracking research to mirror the temporal sequenc
ing of our hypothesized processes, the causal links between 
predispositions, exposure, and conspiracy beliefs require cor
roboration from longitudinal designs, especially to assess the 
temporal dynamics of mitigating and contagious exposure 
effects. Finally, we measured COVID-19 conspiracy beliefs 
with eight highly correlated individual government-related 
conspiracies, ignoring those targeting other powerful actors, 
such as the pharma or tech industries. Even though endorse
ment of conspiracy beliefs is likely also correlated across con
spirator categories (see Van Mulukom et al., 2022), the 
incompleteness of our belief endorsement measure only 
reflects a subsample of the content-analytic exposure mea
sure, which has captured a broader set of pandemic-related 
conspiracies.

Despite these limitations, the unique setup of our data collec
tion combining panel and web tracking data during the out
break of the pandemic allowed us, for the first time, to trace the 
emergence of newly developing conspiracy beliefs in the field. 
Information about conspiracies was a core feature of the inter
net during the emerging pandemic and, once wedded with pre
dispositions, resulted in the spread of conspiracy beliefs. In the 
case of the global health crisis, this study clearly echoes Zaller’s 
(1992) idea that beliefs are a marriage of predispositions and in
formation, albeit, perhaps, an unhappy one.
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Notes
1. Another way of organizing these relationships is through the Differential 

Susceptibility to Media Effects Model, in which the extent of conspiracy 
exposure is moderated by dispositional susceptibility variables (i.e., con
spiracy predispositions) and the effect of conspiracy exposure is medi
ated by cognitive response states (attitude reinforcement and 
counterarguing; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013).

2. Although acknowledging that social media carry alternative as well as 
journalistic mainstream sources, we classify social media exposure as 
leaning towards the logic of alternative media. This is because social me
dia (a) follow a network logic (Klinger & Swensson, 2015), (b) have de
creased or no emphasis on sources and journalistic ethos (Newman & 
Fletcher, 2018), and (c) strongly diverge in their effects from classical 
journalistic media consumption in ways that are similar to alternative 
media (van Erkel & van Aelst, 2021).

3. We posit no a priori effects for exposure to conspiracy-opposing infor
mation on alternative media. Though theoretically possible, this fourth 
situation is empirically unlikely to be frequent enough to be of relevance.

4. More information on where people drop out in such a tracking study is 
found in Gil-L�opez et al. (2023).

5. We have described the tool and back-end infrastructure as well as pub
lished the source code (Adam et al., 2024).
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