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Conspiracy theories are often viewed as a means to externally attribute ingroup
sufferings by blaming them on the actions of powerful groups. Building on this
assumption, we tested the hypothesis that the threat induced by facing an internal (vs.
external) attribution for an ingroup’s sufferings would result in increased endorsement of
an alternative, conspiracy attribution. We also examined how being confronted with an
internal attribution for an ingroup’s sufferings impacts people’s sympathy for the author
of a conspiracy attribution. In five preregistered experiments (N;,;,; = 2,695), being

otal —

confronted with an internal attribution for an ingroup’s sufferings did not increase the
endorsement of conspiracy attributions (BF; = 37.88, very strong evidence for the null),

sympathy for the conspiracy advocate (BF,

= 4.38, some evidence for the null), or

self-reported agreement with them (BF; = 17.70, strong evidence for the null). A
potential explanation for these results is the social stigma surrounding conspiracy beliefs
- which may result in participants being reluctant to endorse conspiracy attributions. In
contrast, stable propensities to internally attribute inequalities (political orientation in
Study 1, meritocracy beliefs in Studies 2-3) were negatively associated with all three

dependent variables.

Conspiracy theories — “claims that the public is being
pervasively deceived to enable some group(s) to enact a
harmful, self-serving agenda” (Nera & Schopfer, 2023) —
are more prevalent among members of disadvantaged
groups (e.g., Douglas et al., 2019; Uscinski & Parent, 2014).
A common explanation for this finding is that conspiracy
beliefs are a means to externally attribute one’s own
group’s sufferings, by blaming them on the secret actions of
powerful groups (e.g., Moscovici, 1987; Popper, 1963/2002).
Under this assumption, the argument that “conspiracy the-
ories are for losers” (Uscinski & Parent, 2014) can be inter-
preted as a tendency for people to externally attribute the
negative outcomes they experience (e.g., their failures) to
preserve their self-image (Bradley, 1978). A corollary of this
line of reasoning is that the appeal of conspiracy theories
may vary depending on whether they constitute an alter-
native to identity threatening attributions for an ingroup’s
suffering that are salient in one’s environment.

In this contribution, we empirically test the hypothesis
that when confronted with an internal (vs. external) attri-
bution for an ingroup’s sufferings, people are more drawn
to a conspiracy attribution for these sufferings. In addition,

building on research suggesting that conspiracy theories
can be used to rally communities of individuals sharing
common beliefs and values (Marie & Petersen, 2022; Wag-
ner-Egger et al., 2022), we hypothesized that being con-
fronted with an internal attribution for an ingroup’s suf-
ferings would increase individuals’ sense of connectedness
with the source of a conspiracy attribution.

Conspiracy Theories as External Attributions for
One’s Sufferings

Individuals tend to internally attribute their successes
(i.e., to consider themselves personally responsible, Heider,
1958), and externally attribute their failures (e.g., Bradley,
1978; Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; Shepperd et al., 2008).
Such a self-serving bias (Bradley, 1978) helps individuals
preserve a positive self-image (Dufner et al., 2019; Shep-
perd et al., 2008). Because conspiracy theories tend to ex-
plain events or circumstances by referring to the hidden
causal role of small groups acting in secrecy (Douglas et
al., 2019; Keeley, 1999), they may be conceptualized as ex-
ternal attributions for negative events (e.g., losing elec-
tions) and circumstances (e.g., poverty) experienced by an

a Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Kenzo Nera, Université libre de Bruxelles CP 122, 1050 Bruxelles,

Belgium. E-mail: kenzo.nera@ulb.be.
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ingroup. We henceforth discuss such conspiracy theories as
conspiracy attributions (on the conceptualization of con-
spiracy theories as attributions, see Nera et al., 2024). This
idea is not new: Research examining the role of conspiracy
theorizing in scapegoating dynamics corroborate this ap-
proach, as these studies assume that conspiracy theories
are used to blame minorities for an ingroup’s sufferings
(e.g., Bilewicz & Krzeminski, 2010; Moscovici, 1987). More-
over, Nera et al. (2024) has shown that conspiracy beliefs
are associated with reduced internal attributions for the sit-
uation of privileged outgroups and reduced belief meritoc-
racy beliefs — which may help protect the image of disad-
vantaged groups.

Internal attributions for an ingroup’s sufferings, on the
other hand, can have deleterious consequences on the im-
age of disadvantaged groups.1 For instance, endorsing in-
ternal attributions for the fate of a disadvantaged ingroup is
associated with reduced wellbeing (e.g., Quinn & Crocker,
1999). Thus, conspiracy theories that externally attribute
one’s ingroup sufferings (i.e., conspiracy attributions)
might be protective for members of disadvantaged groups,
especially in contexts where internal attributions for their
situation are salient. We therefore hypothesize that when
confronted with an internal attribution for an ingroup’s
sufferings, individuals will be more likely to endorse a con-
spiracy attribution.

Attributions for One’s Sufferings and the
Perception of Conspiracy Advocates

Conspiracy theories are social in nature. Not only are
they grounded in existing intergroup relations (Biddlestone
et al., 2020; Nera, Bertin, et al., 2022; van Prooijen & van
Lange, 2014), but they also shape specific, opinion-based
intergroup relations (Franks et al., 2017; Nera, Jetten, et al.,
2022, on the general concept of opinion-based groups, see
Bliuc et al., 2007). Wagner-Egger et al. (2022) proposed that
individuals’ engagement with conspiracy theories may be a
form of social signalling with the goal to show one’s rejec-
tion of “the elites”. Doing so may enable conspiracy the-
ory advocates to form communities of individuals sharing
similar beliefs and values. According to this approach, ex-
pressing one’s endorsement of conspiracy theories is a way
to build and strengthen bonds between (potential) conspir-
acy believers (see also Marie & Petersen, 2022).

If true, it is likely that the rallying function of conspiracy
theories will be bolstered if one is confronted with an inter-
nal attribution for an ingroup’s sufferings. Indeed, consid-
ering that members of a group are responsible for their sit-
uation is not a neutral assessment of the reasons why this
group is suffering: It also hints to the fact that the author
of the attribution has negative attitudes towards this group.
For instance, internally attributing poverty is associated
with prejudice against disadvantaged groups (e.g., Christo-
pher & Mull, 2006; Cozzarelli et al., 2001; Crandall, 1994;

Katz & Hass, 1988). As a result, being confronted with an
internal attribution for an ingroup’s suffering may convey
the impression that the author of the attribution is hostile
to one’s ingroup. In such a context, authors of a conspir-
acy attribution may be perceived as offering a counter-nar-
rative challenging a hostile outgroup. This perception may
strengthen the bonds between the target of the internal at-
tribution and the conspiracy advocate, because they share a
willingness to challenge the hostile outgroup and therefore
have a similar understanding of the situation (Kashima et
al., 2007).

In sum, exposure to internal attributions may make an
“us” versus “them” intergroup setting salient, thus facili-
tating group formation and identification among those who
feel disparaged (Branscombe et al., 1999). For this reason,
we examine the impact of internal attributions for an in-
group’s sufferings on the perception of the source of the
conspiracy attribution, in addition to the endorsement of
the conspiracy attribution itself. In other words, we exam-
ine if telling individuals that their ingroup is responsible for
its disadvantaged situation makes them more likely to feel
connected to those who instead blame it on a conspiracy.

Overview of the Studies

Across five preregistered experiments, we manipulated
exposure to internal (vs. external) causal attribution for an
ingroup’s sufferings. We examined how such an exposure
impacted participants’ endorsement of a conspiracy attri-
butions for their sufferings, as well as their perception of
connectedness with the source of the conspiracy attribu-
tion.

We hypothesised that when facing an internal (vs. ex-
ternal) attribution for an ingroup’s sufferings, participants
would be more likely to endorse an attribution to a con-
spiracy (H1). This prediction maps onto theorizations of
conspiracy theories as a means to externally attribute an
ingroup’s sufferings. To our knowledge, only Nera et al.
(2024) have tested a similar — yet distinct — hypothesis.
They provided experimental evidence that conspiracy be-
liefs reduce individuals’ propensity to internally attribute
intergroup inequalities.

Moreover, we expected that when facing such an internal
attribution, participants would report more connectedness
with the author of a conspiracy attribution — operational-
ized as self-reported sympathy (H2), and agreement with
the author (H3). These hypotheses are rooted in the afore-
mentioned research highlighting the social function of con-
spiracy beliefs, which are used to mobilize communities of
like minded individuals. Authors of conspiracy attributions
might be viewed as allies when facing internal (vs. external)
attributions, thereby strengthening sympathy and percep-
tion that one agrees with them.

To increase the external validity of our research, we
tested our hypotheses on two disadvantaged groups:

1 Note that the identity protective virtues of external attributions for inequalities does not exclude the possibility that they could have
negative consequences as well — but the question goes beyond the scope of the paper.
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women in the context of gender inequalities (Studies 1, 2a,
3a), and poor people in the context of economic inequali-
ties (Study 2b and 3b). We chose to test our hypotheses on
these groups because they were easily accessible for recruit-
ment.

Open Practices

All raw data, analyses scripts, pre-registration forms in-
cluding hypotheses, planned analyses, sample sizes and ex-
clusion criteria are publicly available at the following link:
https://osf.io/dt7mb/. All studies were preregistered before
data collection and follow the preregistered analysis plan —
except in Study 1, in which we do not report preregistered
hypotheses 4-6 for the sake of brevity — results for these hy-
potheses are however displayed in Table 1. Preregistration
forms are directly accessible at the following links:

» Study 1: https://aspredicted.org/pmgm-2wrc.pdf
+ Study 2a: https://aspredicted.org/8x43-qc7t.pdf

» Study 2b: https://aspredicted.org/m36t-cj7r.pdf
e Study 3a: https://aspredicted.org/gwyf-wgmh.pdf
e Study 3b: https://aspredicted.org/578g-d769.pdf

Preliminary Results

We ran three preliminary studies (ns = 294, 230, 317) be-
tween April 9 and May 3, 2021, which served as the basis for
the studies reported below. In the first study, participants
were recruited among the student pool of a British univer-
sity and on Prolific following the depletion of the student
pool. In the two subsequent studies, we recruited partici-
pants among 1st year psychology students at the Université
libre de Bruxelles (Belgium).

In Study 1, participants were introduced to a fictional
setting in which they adopted the perspective of a low sta-
tus group member (see Nera et al., 2024). They then read
a bogus newspaper containing a declaration of the (ficti-
tious) prime minister, that either contained an internal or
external attribution for the situation of the disadvantaged
ingroup. Participants then read a conspiracy attribution for
their situation uttered by a “controversial political figure”.

The method of the two other studies was almost iden-
tical to the one of the studies detailed below. Participants
first read a Facebook status that either internally or exter-
nally attributed the disadvantaged situation of an ingroup
(women in preliminary Study 2, students suffering from
COVID-19 lockdown in Study 3). They then read a comment
that responded to this initial attribution with a conspiracy
attribution.

In the three studies, participants were asked to report if
they endorsed the conspiracy attribution, had sympathy for
its author, and if they agreed with them. These studies re-
turned null results for the endorsement of conspiracy at-
tributions, yz = 0.08, SD = 0.08, 95% credibility interval =
[0.003, 0.29], BFy; = 36.46° (i.e., the aggregated data is 36.46
times more probable under the null than under the hypoth-
esis of a positive effect). However, they did return signifi-
cant meta-analytic effects for sympathy toward the author
of the conspiracy attribution, random effect meta analytic in-
tercept = 0.38 (SE = 0.10), 95% CI [0.19, 0.56], z = 3.83, p
<.001, and self-reported agreement with the author of the
conspiracy attribution, random effect meta analytic intercept
= 0.37 (SE = 0.10), 95% CI [0.18, 0.56], z = 3.76, p < .001.
Detailed descriptions of these studies and their results are
available on the OSF.

Participants reported a more positive perception of the
author of this conspiracy attribution when previously ex-
posed to an internal (vs. external) attribution for their in-
group’s situation. The critical difference between these
studies and the studies presented below lies in a method-
ological confound: in the preliminary studies, the text in
which the conspiracy attribution was included began with
an attack against the initial internal or external attribution
(e.g., “You are wrong!”). Thus, rather than corroborating
some of our hypotheses, these initial results may reflect
that participants disagreed more with internal than with
external attributions for their situation and sided with the
person who challenged the internal attribution accordingly.
Addressing this confound was the starting point of the
studies reported below.

Study 1
Method
Participants

We recruited 669 British participants (planned n = 660)
identifying as women on Prolific. Six hundred and forty
remained after applying the preregistered exclusion crite-
ria, that is, failure to the attention check® and seriousness
check’ (Myge = 43.3, SD = 13.6, Mygep1ogy = 4-21, SD = 1.66,
min = 1 [far left], max = 9 [far right]). This enabled us to de-
tect a minimum mean difference of d = .26 with a power of
.90, using two-tailed tests.

2 u designate the meta-analytic effect size — which in this case, aggregates the standardized mean differences between experimental con-
ditions across studies. The standardized mean differences were extracted using the escalc() R function from the “metafor” R package

(Viechtbauer, 2010).

3 Prior distribution was set at the default setting, which is a Cauchy distribution (0, 0.707), with a lower bound truncated at 0.

4 “This is a control of your attention. Please tick the box “somewhat disagree”.

» »

5 “Did you take this study seriously, and took the time to read every question before answering?” Yes/No.

Collabra: Psychology 3
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Materials and Procedure

Participants first read a fake Facebook status’ summaris-
ing gender pay inequalities in the UK, with the comment
section cropped out:

"“In 2023 the difference between average hourly earn-
ings for men and women in the United Kingdom for all
workers was 14.3%” (source: https://www.statista.com,
statistics/280710/uk-gender-pay-gap/)

Why do you think the gender pay gap persists after all
those years?"

The status was accompanied by an infographic showing
the persistence of pay inequalities in the UK throughout the
years. Participants were then shown an anonymized Face-
book comment, that was presented as a response to the sta-
tus. In the “internal attribution” condition, the author of
the comment said the following:

“This difference would disappear if women were more
persistent in their careers. The problem is not the sys-
tem, it is by working hard that women will improve
their situation”.

In the “external attribution” condition, the author of the
comment argued the following:

“This difference would not disappear even if women
were more persistent in their careers. The problem is
the system, and it is the system that needs to be
changed to improve the situation for women.”

Among other filler items (e.g., “I am angry at this per-
son”), participants were asked the extent to which they be-
lieved that the person considered women to be responsible
for their disadvantaged situation compared to men, which
was the manipulation check (1 = not at all; 5 = completely).

Participants were then shown the status a second time,
with the comment section visible. Two comments were Vvis-
ible: the initial attribution (internal or external), and the
conspiracy attribution. Participants were asked to read the
latter:

“Gender inequalities are the result of a conscious, con-
certed plan by those in power. Masculinists are every-
where, secretly working to maintain these inequalities
to control women.”

As a control, we additionally manipulated whether the
conspiracy attribution was a response to the internal (or ex-
ternal) attribution. For half of the participants, the conspir-
acy attribution was a direct response to the first attribution.
For the other half, it was unrelated to the initial attribu-
tion (i.e., it was posted before). We controlled this factor
in the statistical analyses (“conspiracy as a response” vari-
able). Participants completed the following scales. Unless
mentioned otherwise, participants answered all questions

on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5
(completely).

Gender inequalities conspiracy beliefs were measured
with a single item (“Gender inequalities in society are ac-
tively perpetuated by powerful masculinist groups operat-
ing in secret.”). Participants answered on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (Completely disagree) to 5 (Com-
pletely agree).

Sympathy for the author of the attribution to con-
spiracy. We created three items to assess participants’ sym-
pathy for the author of the conspiracy attribution: “I feel
close to this person”; “I have sympathy for this person”; “I
am grateful to this person” (a = .89). Participants answered
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Ex-
tremely).

Agreement with the attribution to conspiracy was
also measured with a single item: “I agree with this per-
son”.

Finally, participants reported their age, gender (man/
woman/other), political orientation (“What is your political
orientation?” with 1, 5 and 9 labelled as “far left”, “centre”,
and “far right” respectively), and occupation. Participants
were debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Results and Discussion

Participants in the internal attribution condition cor-
rectly reported that the author of the attribution consid-
ered that women were more responsible for the gender
pay gap than in the external attribution condition, t(599) =
-39.79, p < .001 (Mexternal attribution ~ 1.65, SE = .05, Minter—
nal attribution = 4-57, SE = .05, Cohen’s d = 3.15). Participants
moreover reported less agreement with the author of the
internal attribution, £(597) = 28.81, p < .001 (Myyternai attri-
bution = 143, SE = .06, M, =3.71, SE = .06, Co-
hen’s d = 2.28).

Results are displayed in Table 1. We controlled for partic-
ipants’ political orientation, and following the recommen-
dation of Yzerbyt et al. (2004) we also controlled for the
interaction between political orientation and the manipu-
lated variables (political orientation x exposure to an inter-
nal attribution; political orientation x position in the dis-
cussion).

We did not observe an effect of exposure to an internal
(vs. external) attribution for the situation of women on the
endorsement of the gender inequality conspiracy theory, p
=30 Mexternal attribution = 2-515 SE = .07, Miyternal attribution =
2.61, SE = .07, see Figure 1), sympathy for the author of the
comment, p = .28 (Meyrernal artribution = 2-19> SE = .06, My,

= 2.27, SE = .06), or agreement with the com-

ment, p =.36 (Mexternal attribution ~ 2.71, SE = .07, Minternal at-

tribution = 2-62, SE = .07). Thus, none of the hypotheses were
corroborated.

While these findings were not part of preregistered hy-

potheses, we might note that none of these effects were

nternal attribution

ternal attribution

6 The Facebook status was created using the free online app Zeoob, at https://zeoob.com/generate-facebook-status-post,
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Table 1. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external) attribution on gender inequality conspiracy beliefs,
sympathy for the conspiracy advocate, and reported agreement with the conspiracy advocate.

Gender inequalities conspiracy Sympathy Agreement
b
Predictor 95% t R? t R2 b t R2
Cl
2.56** 2.23** 2.23**
(Intercept) [2.47, 55.08 [2.15, 56.53 [2.15, 54.29
2.65] 2.31] 2.31]
Exposure to 0.05 0.04 0.04
internal [-0.04, 1.04 [-0.04, 1.07 [-0.04, -0.92
attribution 0.14] 0.12] 0.12]
Conspiracy as a 0.08 0.07 0.07
pres yonse [-0.01, 1.80 [-0.01, 1.66 [-0.01, 1.80
P 0.17] 0.14] 0.14]
Political -0.09** -0.09** -0.09**
orientation [-0.14, -3.15 [-0.13, -3.66 [-0.13, -3.63
-0.03] -0.04] -0.04]
Exposure x -0.02 0.01 0.01
rF:es onse [-0.11, -0.33 [-0.07, 0.28 [-0.07, 1.26
P 0.08] 0.09] 0.09]
Exposure x 0.04 0.00 0.00
oriZntation [-0.01, 1.53 [-0.04, 0.10 [-0.04, 1.57
0.10] 0.05] 0.05]
Response x 0.01 -0.01 -0.01
Orie‘; e [-0.04, 0.37 [-0.05, -0.24 [-0.05, 0.52
0.07] 0.04] 0.04]

.028**

.029* .029**

Note. Exposure to internal attribution was binary coded -1 (exposure to an external attribution) and +1 (exposure to an internal attribution). “Conspiracy as a response” was coded -1
(conspiracy attribution as an unrelated comment) and +1 (conspiracy attribution as a response). * p < .05, ** p < .01.

Atftribution Type

I:I External
. Internal

Score

Endorsement Sympathy Agreement
Dependent variable

Figure 1. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external)
attributions for inequalities on endorsement of
conspiracy attributions, sympathy for the conspiracy
advocate, and self-reported agreement with the
conspiracy advocate (Study 1).

moderated by political orientation, pconspiracy attribution =
128, Dgympathy = 918, Dagreement = -208. However, a right-

wing political orientation was associated with lower gender
conspiracy beliefs, p =.001, lower sympathy for the conspir-
acy advocate, p < .001, and lower agreement with the con-
spiracy advocate, p < .001 (see Table 1).

Studies 2a & 2b

In Study 1, we did not find support for our hypotheses.
In Studies 2a and 2b, we tested the same hypotheses. Ad-
ditionally, we examined the moderating role of ideological
beliefs susceptible to facilitate (or hinder) the endorsement
of a conspiracy attribution for an ingroup’s disadvantage
- namely, meritocracy beliefs (see Nera et al., 2024). We
hypothesized that the effect of the experimental manipu-
lation would be stronger among participants low in meri-
tocracy beliefs, because these participants would be less re-
luctant to endorse an external attribution for inequalities.

We conducted Study 2 on two disadvantaged groups:
women (confronted with an internal attribution for gender
inequalities in Study 2a) and people with low income (con-
fronted with an internal attribution for poverty in Study
2b). The procedure was identical, but the materials were
adapted accordingly.

Collabra: Psychology 5
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Method
Participants

Study 2a. Eight hundred and eight (planned n = 800)
women were recruited on Prolific, out of which 791 re-
mained after applying the preregistered exclusion criteria
(Myge = 42.1, SD = 15.2, M), =4.11,SD = 1.76,
min = 1, max = 9).

Study 2b. Eight hundred and two people with low in-
come were recruited on prolific academic, out of which 789
remained after applying the preregistered exclusion criteria
(Myge = 42.6,SD = 13.7, M, =4.10, SD = 1.68,
min = 1, max = 9).

The exclusion criteria were the same as in Study 1. Both
sample sizes enabled us to detect minimum mean differ-

ences of d = .23 with a power of .90, using two-tailed tests.

olitical orientation

olitical orientation

Procedure and Materials

The procedure was the largely the same as in Study 1,
with a few minor changes. Participants first read a Facebook
status with the comment section cropped. The status pro-
vided numbers regarding gender pay inequalities in Study
2a, and poverty in the UK in Study 2b. Since the written ma-
terials used in Study 2a are the same as in Study 1, we detail
the materials used in Study 2b (experimental materials for
both studies are available on the OSF).

In Study 2b, the Facebook status started with a quotation
from a website documenting poverty in the UK:

“More than one in five people in the UK (22%) were in
poverty in 2021/2022 — 14.4 million people. Of these,
8.1 million were working age adults, 4.2 million were
children, and 2.1 million were pensioners. To put it
another way, around two in every ten adults are in
poverty in the UK, with about three in every ten chil-
dren being in poverty (source: https:/www.jrf.org.uk

uk-poverty-2024-the-essential-guide-to-understand-
ing-poverty-in-the-uk)”.

Contrary to Study 1, the internal (or external) attribution
was embedded at the end of the Facebook status, rather
than in a comment. In the “internal attribution” condition
of Study 2b, the status continued as follows:

“The problem of poverty could be addressed if poor
people worked harder. The issue does not lie with the
system; only by working hard and persevering will the
disadvantaged improve their situation.”

In the “external attribution” condition, the status con-
tinued as follows:

“The problem of poverty has nothing to do with poor
people not working hard enough. The issue lies with
the system,; it is the system that we need to change to
improve the situation of the disadvantaged.”

As a manipulation check, participants were asked the ex-
tent to which they believed that the person considered poor
people to be responsible for their disadvantaged situation

on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely). The
filler items were the same as in Study 1.

Then, participants were shown the Facebook status
again, this time with the comment section visible. There
was only one comment, which included the conspiracy at-
tribution:

“Poverty is part of a conscious, concerted plan. Eco-
nomic inequalities are maintained by those in power to
control the population. Politicians and the media are
complicit in hiding the truth from the public.”

Sympathy for the author of the conspiracy comment
(Ostudy 2a = .87, AStudy 2 = .83) and agreement with the
comment were measured with the same items as in Studies
2-3. Meritocracy beliefs were measured using the 4-item
scale developed by McCoy et al. (2002, e.g., “We live in an
open society where everyone can achieve a higher social
status”, Qgpay 2q = 76, Agpydy 2 = -79)-

In Study 2a, the endorsement of the conspiracy expla-
nation of gender inequalities was measured with the same
item as in Study 1. In Study 2b, endorsement of the con-
spiracy attribution was measured with a single item (“Eco-
nomic inequalities and poverty are perpetuated by powerful
groups acting in secrecy”).

Results
Study 2a

Manipulation Check. As expected, participants in the
“internal attribution” were more likely to view the author
of the attribution as considering women as responsible of
their disadvantaged situation, t(686) = -49.58, p < .001 (M,,_
ternal attribution ~ 1.59, SE = .04, Mi =4.61, SE
=.05, Cohen’s d = 3.58).

Analyses. Detailed statistics are displayed in Table 2. We
did not observe any impact of exposure to an internal at-
tribution for the ingroup’s disadvantage on endorsement of

the gender conspiracy, p = .97 (Myyernal attribution = 2-64 SE
= .06, Ml

nternal attribution = 2-65> SE = .06, see Figure 2), sym-
pathy for the conspiracy advocate, p =.055 (M,

xternal attri-
bution = 2:28, SE = .05, Miypernal attribution = 242, SE = .05),

or agreement with the conspiracy advocate, p = .98 (M,

ternal attribution = 2-71 SE = .06, Mipernal autribution = 2-78s
SE = .06). Against our predictions, none of these effects

were moderated by participants’ meritocracy beliefs, p,,_

nternal attribution

spiracy attribution ~ -944, pSympathy =0.281, pAgreement =.387.
While these findings were not part of preregistered hy-

potheses, meritocracy beliefs were associated with lower
gender conspiracy beliefs, p = .01, lower sympathy for the
conspiracy advocate, p = .003, and lower agreement with
the conspiracy advocate, p < .001 (see Table 2).

Study 2b

Manipulation check. Participants in the “internal attri-
bution” were more likely to view the author of the attribu-
tion as internally attributing the situation of poor people,
t(774) = -50.41, p < .001 (Myyormal attribution = 1455 SE = .04,
M.

internal attribution = 458, SE = 05, Cohen’s d = 3.15)
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Table 2. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external) attribution on gender inequality conspiracy beliefs,
sympathy for the conspiracy advocate, and reported agreement with the conspiracy advocate (Study 2a)

Gender inequalities Agreement
X sympathy
conspiracy
Predictor b t R2 t R2 b t R2
95% Cl 95% Cl 95% Cl
2.65** 2.35** 277
(Intercept) [2.56, 62.22 [2.28, 63.61 [2.69, 62.22
2.73] 2.43] 2.86]
Exposure to 0.00 0.07 0.00
internal atptribution [-0.08, 0.03 [-0.00, 1.92 [-0.09, 0.03
0.08] 0.14] 0.09]
Meritocrac -0.14** -0.15** -0.24**
beliefz [-0.25, -3.98 [-0.24, -2.96 [-0.35, -3.98
-0.03] -0.05] -0.12]
Exposure x 0.00 -0.05 -0.05
meritocracy beliefs [-0.10, -0.87 [-0.15, -1.08 [-0.17, -0.87
¥ 0.11] 0.04] 0.07]

.008

.017* .021*

Note. Exposure to internal attribution was binary coded -1 (exposure to an external attribution) and +1 (exposure to an internal attribution).

*p<.05,* p<.0l.

2 Attribution Type

D External
. Internal

Score

Endorsement Sympathy Agreement
Dependent variable

Figure 2. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external)
attributions for inequalities on endorsement of
conspiracy attributions, sympathy for the conspiracy
advocate, and self-reported agreement with the
conspiracy advocate (Study 2a).

Analyses. In line with Studies 1 and 2a, the experimen-
tal manipulation had no impact on the endorsement of the
conspiracy attribution for the situation of the ingroup, p =
97 (Mexternal attribution = 2.99, SE = .06, Minternal attribution =
2.99, SE = .06), and sympathy for the author of the con-
spiracy attribution, p = .35 Meyternal attribution = 2-61, SE =
05, My iormal attribution = 2-54, SE = .05, see Figure 3). Sur-
prisingly, participants in the “internal attribution” condi-
tion reported less agreement with the author of the con-
spiracy comment, p = .002 (Myy;0rmal attribution = 3-29, SE =
.06, M; = 3.03, SE = .06). None of these rela-

nternal attribution

Collabra

tionships were moderated by participants’ meritocracy be-
liefs, pConspiracy attribution ~ 14, pSympathy =0.369, pAgreement
=.586. Detailed statistics are displayed in Table 3.

Meritocracy beliefs were associated with lower economic
inequalities conspiracy beliefs, p < .001, lower sympathy
for the conspiracy advocate, p < .001, and lower agreement
with the conspiracy advocate, p < .001 (see Table 3). These
findings were not part of preregistered hypotheses.

In sum, in Studies 1, 2a and 2b, we again failed to find
support for our hypotheses. Some results were even op-
posite from our predictions in Study 2b. We also did not
observe any moderation by participants’ meritocracy be-
liefs. Instead, meritocracy beliefs were negatively associ-
ated with all three dependent variables.

Conspiracy beliefs are deeply rooted in intergroup re-
lations (Sternisko et al., 2020; van Prooijen & van Lange,
2014). It is possible that an “Us” vs. “Them” intergroup
context is necessary to trigger the hypothesized effects (see
Jetten et al., 2004). Therefore, in Studies 3a and 3b, we in-
dicated the group memberships of the authors of the attri-
butions (on how levels of social categorizations affect infor-
mation processing and behaviour, see Turner et al., 1987).

Studies 3a & 3b

Studies 3a and 3b closely replicated Studies 2a and 2b,
except that the source of the internal attribution was ex-
plicitly an outgroup member and the source of the conspir-
acy attribution an ingroup member.

These studies tested the same hypotheses as in previous
studies, and also examined the moderating role of meritoc-
racy beliefs.
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Table 3. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external) attribution on poverty conspiracy beliefs, sympathy for the
conspiracy advocate, and reported agreement with the conspiracy advocate (Study 2b)

Poverty conspiracy Sympathy Agreement
b b b
Predictor 95% t R2 95% t R2 95% t R2
Cl Cl Cl
2.99** 2.35** 3.16**
(Intercept) [2.91, 69.97 [2.28, 63.61 [3.08, 72.32
3.08] 2.43] 3.25]
Exposure to -0.00 0.07 -0.13**
internal [-0.09, -0.04 [-0.00, 1.92 [-0.22, -3.06
attribution 0.08] 0.14] -0.05]
Meritocrac -0.34** -0.15** -0.56**
be“ef‘s' [-0.45, -6.25 [-0.24, -2.96 [-0.67, -9.94
-0.23] -0.05] -0.45]
Exposure x 0.08 -0.05 0.03
meritocracy [-0.03, 1.48 [-0.15, -1.08 [-0.08, 0.55
beliefs 0.19] 0.04] 0.14]
.050** .017** .120**

Note. Exposure to internal attribution was binary coded -1 (exposure to an external attribution) and +1 (exposure to an internal attribution).
*p<.05,* p<.0l.

Method
Participants

Study 3a. Two hundred and fifty 15t year psychology stu-

dents (planned n = 250) completed the study in exchange of

a course credit, out of which 190 remained after excluding

participants who did not identify as women, failed the at-

Attribution Type tention or seriousness checks (Mg, = 19.8, SD = 2.56, M,,,,_

L] External litical orientation = 412, SD = 1.46). The sample size enabled

B iermai us to detect minimum mean differences of d = .47 with a
power of .90, using two-tailed tests.

1 Study 3b. Three hundred and three low-income partic-

ipants (planned n = 300) were recruited on Prolific, out of

which 285 remained after applying the preregistered exclu-

sion criteria (218 women, 5 non-binary; M Age = 41.8, SD =

Score

0 15.4, Mpoiiticat orientation = 4.11, SD = 1.63). The sample size
& enabled us to detect minimum mean differences of d = .39
ndorsement Sympathy Agreement . . K
Dependent variable with a power of .90, using two-tailed tests.

Figure 3. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external)  Pr ocedure and Materials
attributions for inequalities on endorsement of
conspiracy attributions, sympathy for the conspiracy
advocate, and self-reported agreement with the
conspiracy advocate (Study 2b).

Studies 3a and 3b were identical to Studies 2a and 2b,
with one difference: in the questionnaire, the author of the
internal attribution was presented as an outgroup mem-
ber (a person from a wealthy family in Study 3a, a man in
Study 3b), and the author of the conspiracy attribution was
presented as an ingroup member (a low-income person in
Study 3a, a woman in Study 3b).

Meritocracy beliefs (Qgy, 4, 34 = -735 Ay 3p = -75), Sym-
pathy for the author of the conspiracy attribution (0,4, 3,
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= .85; Agpyqy 3 = -83), were measured with the same mea-
sures as in Studies 2a-2b’.

Gender conspiracy attribution was measured with the
same item as in Study 2a. In Study 3b, poverty conspiracy
attributions were measured with three averaged items
(“Economic inequalities and poverty are perpetuated by
powerful groups acting in secrecy”; “Big corporation CEOs
willingly perpetuate unemployment to thwart the unionisa-
tion of workers”; “The persistence of poverty in our society
is due to the secret action of powerful groups who benefit

from poverty.” AStudy 3b = .90).
Results
Study 3a

Manipulation check. Participants in the internal attri-
bution condition correctly indicated that the author of the
attribution considered women as responsible of their disad-
vantaged situation, t(185.5) = -23.79, p < .001 (M_,ternal at-
tribution = 1-69, SE = .14, M; = 6.33, SE = .14,
Cohen’s d = 3.45).

Analyses. Participants in the internal attribution con-
dition did not report stronger endorsement of the gender
inequalities conspiracy theory, p = .37 (Mpyornal attribution
= 3.11, SE = .11, Mgyiornal attribution = 2-97 SE = .11, see
Table 4). They did report stronger sympathy with the au-
thor of the conspiracy comment, p =.033 (Mp,ornal attribution
=3.93, SE = .15, Mgy ornal attribution = 346, SE = .15), but not
stronger agreement, p = .56 My ernal attribution = 440, SE =
A1, Mpyiornal attribution = 4-25, SE = .11). These effects were
not moderated by meritocracy beliefs, pc,nspiracy attribution =

nternal attribution

94, pSympathy =.681, pAgreement = .443.
Meritocracy beliefs were significantly associated with

lower gender conspiracy beliefs, p = .001, lower sympathy
for the conspiracy advocate, p = .012, but not with lower
agreement with the conspiracy advocate, p = .079. These
findings were not part of preregistered hypotheses.

Study 3b

Manipulation check. Participants in the internal attri-
bution condition correctly indicated that the author of the
attribution considered poor people as responsible for their
disadvantaged situation, £(280.52) =-29.79, p < .001 (M,,;.-
nal attribution = 141, SE = 08, Ml = 450, SE =
.07, Cohen’s d = 3.50).

Analyses. Participants in the internal attribution condi-
tion did not report stronger conspiracy beliefs about eco-
nomic inequalities, p = .26 (Meytornal attribution = 2-92, SE =
10, Mpternal attribution = 3-07 SE =.09), sympathy for the au-
thor of the conspiracy attribution, p = .68 (My,seral attribu-
tion = 2.73, SE = .09, Minternal attribution ~ 2.79, SE = .09), or
agreement with the author of the conspiracy attribution, p

nternal attribution

=.50 (Mexternal attribution ~ 3.3, SE =11, Minternal attribution =
3.2, SE =.10). These effects were not moderated by meritoc-

racy beliefs, Pconspiracy attribution = 518, Psympathy = 0.589,
P agreement = -973- Detailed statistics are displayed in Table
5.

Contrary to previous studies, meritocracy beliefs were
not significantly associated with lower gender conspiracy
beliefs, p =.061, nor with lower sympathy for the conspiracy
advocate, p = .08 (see Table 5). It was however associated
with lower agreement with the conspiracy advocate, p <
.001. These findings were not part of preregistered hy-
potheses.

Internal Meta-Analysis

To draw more robust conclusions from the five studies,
we ran a series of internal meta-analyses for the different
dependent variables. Experimental group means were ex-
tracted based on preregistered statistical models. Given the
diversity of intergroup settings and identities investigated,
we ran random effect meta-analysis accounting for varia-
tions between studies. Standardized effect sizes and associ-
ated standard deviations were extracted using the escalc R
function from the ‘metafor’ R package (Viechtbauer, 2010).

For the the main hypotheses and the interaction be-
tween the experimental manipulation and meritocracy be-
liefs, we ran random effect Bayesian meta-analyses on JASP
(JASP Team, 2020), as frequentist statistics are not ade-
quate to draw conclusion regarding an absence of effect
based on non-significant results. We used the default
Cauchy prior distribution (location = 0, scale = .707). This
prior centred on zero assumes that small effects are more
likely than large effects, while remaining open to the latter
if supported by the data. For the main hypotheses, we con-
strained positive random effects, because we had direc-
tional hypotheses. For the significant relationship between
meritocracy beliefs, we ran a frequentist, random effect
meta-analysis with the restricted maximum likelihood
method, using JASP.

Effect of Internal Attribution on the Dependent
Variables

Conspiracy Attributions

The analysis returned strong support for the null, u =
0.07 (SD = .05), 95% CI[0.004, 0.18], BF,); = 37.88. In other
words, the data is 37.88 times more likely under the null
than under our hypothesis of a positive effect of internal
attribution on conspiracy beliefs. Since odds greater than
30 are considered the threshold for “very strong evidence”
(Lee & Wagenmakers, 2013), our results can be interpreted
as very strong support for the null against the directional
effect hypothesis.

7 In Study 3a, sympathy for the author of the attribution and agreement with them were measured on a 7-point scale, instead of a 5-point
scale like in the other studies — hence the use of standardized effect sizes in the internal meta-analysis.
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Table 4. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external) attribution on gender inequalities conspiracy beliefs,
sympathy for the conspiracy advocate, and reported agreement with the conspiracy advocate (Study 3a)

Gender inequalities

conspiracy Sympathy Agreement
. b 2 b 2 b 5
Predictor 95% Cl t R 05% | t R 95% CI ¢ R
3.04** 3.70** 4.33*
(Intercept) [2.89, 38.43 [3.48, 34.15 [4.07, 33.11
3.20] 3.91] 4.59]
Exposure to internal 0.07 0.23* 0.08
PO aetribution [-0.09, 0.89 [0.02, 215 [-0.18, 0.58
0.23] 0.45] 0.33]
-0.35** -0.38* -0.32
Meritocracy beliefs [-0.57, -3.23 [-0.68, -2.55 [-0.68, -1.76
-0.14] -0.09] 0.04]
Exposure x 001 -0.06 -0.14
meritocrac” belios [-0.21, 0.08 [-0.36, -0.41 [-0.50, -0.77
¥ 0.22] 0.23] 0.22]
.06** 07** .02

Note. Exposure to internal attribution was binary coded -1 (exposure to an external attribution) and +1 (exposure to an internal attribution).

*p<.05,* p<.0l.

Attribution Type

l:‘ External
2 . Internal

Score

Endorsement Sympathy Agreement
Dependent variable

Figure 4. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external)
attributions for inequalities on endorsement of
conspiracy attributions, sympathy for the conspiracy
advocate, and self-reported agreement with the
conspiracy advocate (Study 3a).

Sympathy for the Conspiracy Advocate

The analysis returned some support for the null, z=0.10
(SD = .06), 95% credible interval [0.008, 0.23], BF,; = 4.38.
These odds can be interpreted as “some evidence” in favour
of the null.

Agreement with the Conspiracy Advocate

The analysis returned strong support for the null, u
0.04 (SD = .05), 95% credible interval [0.05, 0.17], BF,; =

Collabra

17.70. These odds can be interpreted as “strong evidence”
in favour of the null.

Meritocracy Beliefs and Dependent Variables
Meritocracy Beliefs x Experimental Manipulation

Since we did not have any expectations regarding the
direction of the interaction, we did not truncate the prior
distribution. The meritocracy x exposure to internal attri-
bution meta analytic effect was not significant for endorse-
ment of the conspiracy attribution, u = 0.02 (SD = 0.05),
95% credible interval [-0.09, 0.12], BF,; = 17.08. Neither
was it significant for sympathy for the conspiracy advocate,
u = -0.02 (SD = 0.05), 95% credible interval [-0.12, 0.08],
BF,; = 18.60, nor for agreement with the conspiracy ad-
vocate, u = -0.01 (SD = 0.05), 95% credible interval [-0.11,
0.08], BF;; = 20.79. The odds indicate strong evidence for
the null for all three dependent variables.

Effect of Meritocracy Beliefs on the Dependent
Variables

Meritocracy beliefs were associated with decreased en-
dorsement of the conspiracy attribution for the situation of
the ingroup, meta analytic intercept = -0.16 (SE = 0.04), z =
-4.26, p < .001 (heterogeneity significant, Q(3) = 8.04, p =
.045), decreased sympathy for the conspiracy advocate, ran-
dom meta analytic intercept = -0.17 (SE = 0.05), z=-3.74, p <
.001 (heterogeneity significant, Q(3) = 13.39, p = .004), and
decreased agreement with the conspiracy advocate, random
meta analytic intercept = -0.21 (SE = 0.05) z = -4.14, p < .001
(heterogeneity significant, Q(3) = 17.94, p < .001).

A summary of the confirmatory and exploratory findings
is displayed in Table 6.
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Table 5. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external) attribution on poverty conspiracy beliefs, sympathy for the
conspiracy advocate, and reported agreement with the conspiracy advocate (Study 3b)

Poverty conspiracy Sympathy Agreement
b b
Predictor 95% t R2 95% t R? 95% ClI t R2
Cl Cl
2.99** 2.76** 3.25**
(Intercept) [2.86, 45.35 [2.63, 42.88 [3.10, 43.87
3.12] 2.89] 3.39]
Exposure to internal 0.08 0.03 -0.05
p attribution [-0.05, 1.14 [-0.10, 041 [-0.20, -0.68
0.20] 0.15] 0.10]
-0.16 -0.15 -0.35**
Meritocracy beliefs [-0.33, -1.88 [-0.31, -1.76 [-0.54, -3.61
0.01] 0.02] -0.16]
Exposure x 0.06 0.05 0.00
meritocracy beliefs [-0.11, 0.65 [-0.12, 0.541 [-0.19, 0.03
¥ 0.23] 0.21] 0.19]
.018 .012 .046**

Note. Exposure to internal attribution was binary coded -1 (exposure to an external attribution) and +1 (exposure to an internal attribution).

*p<.05,* p<.0l.

2 Attribution Type

l:‘ External
. Internal

Score

Endorsement Sympathy Agreement
Dependent variable

Figure 5. Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external)
attributions for inequalities on endorsement of
conspiracy attributions, sympathy for the conspiracy
advocate, and self-reported agreement with the
conspiracy advocate (Study 3b).

General Discussion

Building on research examining how conspiracy beliefs
impact the perception of intergroup inequalities (Nera et
al., 2024), we examined how contextually salient explana-
tions for an ingroup’s disadvantaged situation impact the
reception of conspiracy theories aimed at explaining that
situation. Specifically, we expected that exposure to an in-
ternal attribution for an ingroup’s suffering would foster
the endorsement of a conspiracy attribution for this suffer-
ing, as such attributions can be viewed as external attribu-

tions that preserve the image of the ingroup. We also ex-
pected internal attributions for an ingroup’s disadvantage
to foster increased agreement with and sympathy for the
conspiracy advocate.

We ran five studies examining two group memberships
- women in the context of gender inequalities, and people
with low-income in the context of economic inequalities —
to test these hypotheses. None of the studies returned the
expected effects — except for Study 3b, where participants
reported more sympathy for the conspiracy advocate when
confronted with the internal attribution. While these find-
ings could be viewed - optimistically - as some support
for our hypothesis on a different type of sample (i.e., a
student sample, while other studies relied on Prolific sam-
ples), it may as well be a false positive due to testing the
same hypotheses multiple times across studies. Regardless
of how we view these final results, a random effect Bayesian
meta-analysis returned strong support for the null for the
endorsement of the conspiracy attribution and agreement
with its author, and “some evidence” for the null regarding
sympathy towards the conspiracy advocate. Furthermore,
none of these effects were moderated by stable tendencies
to internally attribute inequalities, namely, political ide-
ology (in Study 1) and meritocracy beliefs (in subsequent
studies). The overall conclusion we may draw from these re-
sults is that being situationally exposed to an internal attri-
bution for an ingroup’s disadvantage is not in and of itself
sufficient to foster the endorsement of a conspiracy attri-
bution for the ingroup’s situation, nor to improve the per-
ception of a person who advocates a conspiracy explanation
for this situation.

Given the strong effect sizes on the manipulation
checks, these null results are unlikely to be caused by failed
experimental inductions. A potential explanation for these
results is that individuals might be reluctant to endorse so-
cially stigmatized beliefs such as conspiracy theories (Lant-
ian et al., 2018). Indeed, individuals tend to have deroga-
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Impact of exposure to internal (vs. external) attribution for an ingroup’s
disadvantaged situation

Confirmatory

Exploratory

Relationship between meritocracy beliefs and the dependent
variables — and interaction with exposure to internal (vs.
external) attributions for inequalities

Study Conspiracy attribution Sympathy for the Agreement with the Conspiracy sympathy Agreement
(H1) conspiracy advocate conspiracy advocate (H3) attribution
(H2)
Study 1 X X X / / /
Study 2 v ;
g % % P e v (interaction ns)  V (interaction ns) ) (interaction
ns
Study 2b i :
y X X e V/ (interaction ns) W (interaction ns) ) (interaction
ns,

Study 3a b4 ) 4 X v/ (interaction ns) Vv (interaction zs) X (interaction ns)
Study 3b X X X X (interaction ns) X (interaction ns) X (interaction ns)
M?taf u=0.07 (SD = 0.05) #=0.10 (SD = 0.06) H=0.04 (SD = 0.05) £=-0.16 (SE = f=-0.17 (SE = p=-0.21 (SE =
a“iff' yt“ BFu = 37.88 BFo =438 BFoi = 17.70 0.04), p<.001  0.05), p<.001 0.05), p<.001

effects

[.ln?odz'::aim: 0-02 (SD -

0.05)
BFor=17.08

}lmadeau}:m = '0.02 qudemnbn = '0.01
(SD = 0.05) (SD = 0.05)
BFoi = 18.60 BFo =20.79

Table 6. Summary of the confirmatory and exploratory findings, with meta-analytic effects

Note. Crosses indicate a non-significant result (p >.05), while check marks indicate significance (p < .05). BF; interpretation of evidence in favour of the null over the hypothesis of an effect: 1-3 = anecdotal; 3-10 = moderate; 10-30 = strong; 30-100 = very strong; > 100

= extreme (Lee & Wagenmakers, 2013).
Iwhile significant, this effect was in the opposite direction as the one hypothesized.
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tory representations of conspiracy theories and conspiracy
theory believers (Leveaux et al., 2022; see also Douglas et
al., 2022). The social stigma associated with conspiracy the-
ories may make most people reluctant to openly embrace
a conspiracy theory to preserve the image of the ingroup
— because the cost of such endorsement may subjectively
outweigh its benefits.

By contrast, stable tendencies to internally attribute in-
equalities — such as a right-wing political orientation (in
Study 1) or meritocracy beliefs (in subsequent studies) —
were associated with decreased endorsement of conspiracy
attributions, decreased sympathy for the conspiracy advo-
cate, and decreased agreement with the conspiracy advo-
cate. The negative association between conspiracy beliefs
and meritocracy beliefs corroborates recent research (Nera
et al., 2024). These findings stress the relevance of analyz-
ing (some) conspiracy theories through the lens of causal
attribution.

It is worth noting that throughout all studies, partici-
pants reported more disagreement with, and more anger
towards, the author of the internal (vs. external) attribu-
tion. Hence, the endorsement of internal attributions for
the situation of their ingroup by participants is unlikely to
explain why we did not observe the hypothesized effects.

Limitations and Conclusion

First, we relied on paradigms in which internal attri-
butions took the form of Facebook statuses or comments.
While manipulation checks showed that this method suc-
cessfully impacted exposure to internal (vs. external) at-
tributions for the situation of two different groups across
studies, future research examining how attributions (or
other social discourses) impact conspiracy beliefs may ben-
efit from diversifying experimental manipulations.

Second, as argued in the introduction, an external or
internal attribution for a group’s suffering is informative
about the author’s attitudes toward the group. Indeed, an
internal attribution indicates that the author of the attribu-
tion has a negative view of the group, whereas an external
attribution indicates the opposite. In such a situation, it is
unclear if what we manipulated was someone’s attitude to-
wards one’s ingroup, or exposure to internal or external at-
tribution for the situation of one’s ingroup. Future studies
might attempt to develop methods that enable researchers
to dissociate the internal attribution from its evaluative as-
pect (on the broader issue of “fat handed” interventions,
see Eronen, 2020). Note however that this confound makes
our null results even more surprising because it arguably
plays in favour of the hypothesized effect.

Third, the absence of an experimental manipulation of
group membership saliency in Studies 3a and 3b prevents
us from ruling out the possibility that our attempt to make
the intergroup context salient was unsuccessful. Although
the manipulation was straightforward (i.e., explicitly char-
acterizing the authors of the internal and conspiracy attri-
butions as outgroup and ingroup members, respectively),
stronger manipulations may be required for the effect to
emerge. Similarly, we did not measure ingroup identifica-
tion across studies. It is plausible that participants react

differently to being confronted with an internal attribution
for an ingroup’s situation depending on whether they
strongly or weakly identify with their ingroup. Future re-
search may examine how the hypothesized effects may be
conditioned on intergroup factors such as group identifica-
tion.

Fourth, our studies only investigated two disadvantaged
groups: women and poor people. Generalizability to other
groups should not be assumed and should be tested in fu-
ture research. Ideally, more robust generalizations would
require testing our hypotheses in a larger variety of inter-
group settings, so that the effect of exposure to internal at-
tributions for inequalities can be assessed over and above
specific intergroup settings — with the latter treated as a
random factor (see Yarkoni, 2022). Testing our hypotheses
on many intergroup settings to allow generalization is an
avenue for a broader research program.

Finally and relatedly, the results showing that the
propensity to internally attribute inequalities predicts de-
creased endorsement of conspiracy attributions should be
cautiously interpreted. First, these results, while relatively
consistent, were exploratory, which increases the risk of
type 1 error. Second, there are many different ways to mea-
sure tendency to internally attribute inequalities. While
meritocracy beliefs are a straightforward candidate to mea-
sure such a tendency, other conceptualizations of similar
constructs might yield different results — such as belief in a
just world (Garcia-Sanchez et al., 2022) or stable personal-
ity traits like attributional style (e.g., Peterson et al., 1982).

Conclusion

Once one approaches conspiracy theories as narratives
that people adopt to fulfil important psychological needs
(e.g., Douglas et al., 2017; Douglas & Sutton, 2023), they
ought to examine how those needs relate to other narra-
tives broadcasted in the social environment. The appeal of
conspiracy theories may vary depending on what kind of
discourses people have been confronted with beforehand.
This is the broad claim that we attempted to investigate in
this article. While we failed to find evidence that exposure
to an internal attribution for an ingroup’s sufferings in-
creases individuals’ willingness to endorse conspiracy nar-
ratives, we hope that researchers will continue to examine
how prominent and socially accepted discourses may influ-
ence the appeal of conspiracy theories — as these narratives
do not exist in an ideological vacuum.
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