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ABSTRACT

Conspiracy theories typically accuse national governments and other powerful groups of secret and malevolent actions. However,

conspiracy theories also exist at the level of local politics. In two studies focusing on local community issues in the United

Kingdom—the building of a pedestrian plaza in a small seaside town and the establishment of a low emission traffic zone in

London—we examined the variables associated with conspiracy beliefs about local political issues. Although the two types of

conspiracy beliefs had some unique correlates, common correlates were lower feelings of efficacy about local politics, more anger
about the relevant issue, and higher belief in other conspiracy theories. Local political conspiracy beliefs were not associated with
intentions to engage in normative or non-normative political actions. We conclude that although conspiracy theories exist in local
politics and correlate with a range of psychological factors, they are not necessarily linked to political action.

1 | Introduction

Conspiracy theories propose that actors have coordinated in se-
cret to achieve outcomes that are important to the public interest
(Douglas and Sutton 2023; Goertzel 1994). Belief in conspiracy
theories seems to have important consequences ranging from
vaccine hesitancy to climate denial (for reviews, see Douglas
and Sutton 2023; Douglas and Sutton 2025). However, while
much of the research to date has focused on conspiracy theo-
ries surrounding prominent political events and global issues
(e.g., COVID-19, vaccination, election rigging, climate change),
conspiracy theories also exist at the level of local politics and
concern issues that are important to local communities. It is
these conspiracy theories that we turn our attention to in the
current research. We report two studies examining the psycho-
logical correlates of conspiracy beliefs about two local issues in
the United Kingdom. We also explore whether these beliefs are
associated with intentions to engage in different forms of polit-
ical action.

1.1 | Conspiracy Theories

Conspiracy theories are attempts to explain the ultimate
causes of significant events and circumstances as the actions
of secret plots by two or more (typically) powerful actors (e.g.,
Aaronovitch 2010; Byford 2011; Coady 2006; Dentith and
Orr 2017; Keeley 1999). The alleged conspiracies are of public in-
terest but are not public knowledge (Douglas and Sutton 2023).
When researchers study the correlates and consequences of
conspiracy theories, they have typically focused on conspiracy
theories about significant social events such as national elec-
tions (e.g., Atkinson et al. 2017; Wang and van Prooijen 2023)
and the deaths of well-known people (e.g., Butler et al. 1995;
Douglas and Sutton 2008) or on circumstances of global interest
such as climate change (e.g., Biddlestone et al. 2022; Jolley and
Douglas 2014), and the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Douglas 2021;
Romer and Jamieson 2020). Other research has focused on
more general notions of conspiracy about global elites and gov-
ernments without reference to specific events but nevertheless

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium,

provided the original work is properly cited.

© 2025 The Author(s). Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 2025; 35:¢70198
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.70198

10of 15


https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.70198
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.70198
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0381-6924
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7634-3024
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9706-709X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1438-7392
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9848-8101
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-4073-7971
mailto:k.douglas@kent.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1002%2Fcasp.70198&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-11-04

focusing on large-scale events and circumstances of public inter-
est (e.g., Brotherton et al. 2013; Lantian et al. 2016).

However, conspiracy theories also exist at the more local level,
concerning events and circumstances of political importance to
local communities. Definitions of conspiracy theories emphasise
their publicness (Douglas and Sutton 2023), and if an issue is im-
portant to the public—as is the case for local political matters—
it is understandable that conspiracy theories will arise as they
do for national and global issues of interest. Indeed, many con-
spiracy theories are unique to specific geographic areas, such as
conspiracy theories about the division of the former Yugoslavia
(MiloSevi¢-Dordevi¢ et al. 2021), the death of the Polish presi-
dent in the Smolensk plane crash (see Soral et al. 2018), and the
2018 wildfires in Greece (Gkinopoulos and Mari 2022). Many
conspiracy theories exist at an even more local level, concern-
ing local landmarks, historical events, environmental issues,
or powerful figures in the community (Rdikkd 2009). For ex-
ample, one conspiracy theory alleges that the town of Bielefeld
in Germany does not exist and is instead an optical illusion to
distract and mislead the German public (Lloyd 2024). A conspir-
acy theory in the county of Kent in the United Kingdom sup-
poses that a ‘Bermuda Triangle’ exists off the coast of Folkestone
that swallows up ships in the area (Castle 2020). Another local
UK-based conspiracy theory supposes that a secret Satan-
worshipping paedophile ring existed around 2014 in the North
London area of Hampstead (Golby 2024). Little research has fo-
cused on these local political conspiracy theories. Therefore, we
turn our focus to them in the current research.

1.2 | Correlates of Conspiracy Beliefs

Research suggests that conspiracy theories appeal to people
when important psychological motives are frustrated, includ-
ing the motives to achieve accuracy and certainty, security and
control, and to maintain both individual and group self-esteem
(Biddlestone et al. 2025; Douglas et al. 2017). Research also sug-
gests that people adopt conspiracy theories to attempt to satisfy
these motives and to cope with difficult situations, although this
is a strategy that might not be successful (Albath et al. 2024;
Liekefett et al. 2022; Marchlewska et al. 2022). Whilst much of
this research has focused on measures that capture conspiracy
beliefs about specific large-scale political events and circum-
stances (e.g., Swami et al. 2017), or a more general tendency
to adopt conspiracy explanations (e.g., Lantian et al. 2016;
Brotherton et al. 2013), there are reasons to believe that local
political conspiracy theories will be associated with similar
factors.

Specifically, controversial local issues can arouse anger and
frustration, likely because their consequences affect people's
immediate social context (Holmes 2004; Fernidndez-Martinez
et al. 2020). Both anger and frustration are two factors associ-
ated with conspiracy beliefs about larger-scale political issues
(Biddlestone et al. 2025) and might also be associated with con-
spiracy theories about local issues. Dissatisfaction is also a fac-
tor associated with local politics (Lyons and Lowery 1986) and
dissatisfaction is associated with conspiracy beliefs about signif-
icant political issues (Papaioannou et al. 2024). Dissatisfaction
with one's immediate local political context might therefore

also be associated with conspiracy theories. Feelings of effi-
cacy are important when it comes to local political matters
(McDonnell 2019). Since lower levels of efficacy are often asso-
ciated with conspiracy beliefs about prominent political matters
(Ardévol-Abreu et al. 2020) they may also be associated with
conspiracy theories about people's more immediate social envi-
ronment. Furthermore, people often have lower trust in officials
when it comes to controversial local political matters (Beshi and
Kaur 2020). Lower levels of trust are associated with conspiracy
beliefs about wider political issues (Einstein and Glick 2015) and
it is plausible that they might also relate to beliefs in local con-
spiracy theories.

Another important aspect of local issues that might link them to
conspiracy beliefs relates to social identity. People's most imme-
diate social contexts are particularly important in shaping social
identity and group categorization (Hogg et al. 1995). Conspiracy
beliefs have been argued to play a critical role in the enhance-
ment of social identities (Douglas et al. 2017), especially insecure
social identities (Golec de Zavala et al. 2022). Thus, it is plausi-
ble that people who identify strongly (but insecurely) with their
local area and feel that the issue is of high personal importance,
could more strongly endorse conspiracy theories about the issue.
This inflated sense of importance about local issues could also
increase susceptibility to conspiracy theories due to the propor-
tionality bias—events perceived as important must have equally
important explanations (Leman and Cinnirella 2007). Indeed,
people who are more collectively narcissistic about their coun-
try (i.e., feeling that their nation is not appreciated by others as
much as it should), tend to be more likely to endorse conspiracy
theories when their nation is the victim group (Cichocka and
Cistak 2020).

Furthermore, although there are important differences between
the two concepts (Trella et al. 2024), it is a common finding that
beliefs in general conspiracy theories (e.g., Lantian et al. 2016)
are associated with beliefs in conspiracy theories about more
specific events and circumstances (Sutton and Douglas 2020).
There are therefore good reasons to predict that common cor-
relates of conspiracy beliefs about global events, or about well-
known political matters, could also correlate with conspiracy
beliefs about more narrow, local political issues.

Conspiracy beliefs about local political issues could also be as-
sociated with intentions to engage in political action. Research
suggests that conspiracy beliefs are associated with political
ideology, and that more extreme political views at both ends of
the political spectrum (Imhoff et al. 2022), but more pronounced
on the political right (van der Linden et al. 2020) are associated
with a tendency to endorse conspiracy theories. Conspiracy be-
liefs appear to discourage participation in conventional politi-
cal activities (e.g., Butler et al. 1995; Jolley and Douglas 2014;
Uscinski and Parent 2014), effects driven by feelings of political
powerlessness and disillusionment (Jolley and Douglas 2014).
Furthermore, people who tend to endorse conspiracy theories
often view the mainstream political system as unresponsive,
making them less likely to take part in traditional political activ-
ities (Ardevol-Abreu et al. 2020). Conspiracy theories also seem
to be associated with how, as well as whether, people choose to
vote. For example, conspiracy beliefs surrounding the UK's 2016
Brexit referendum were associated with both support for leaving
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the European Union and people's actual voting behaviour to
leave the European Union (Jolley et al. 2022).

While conspiracy beliefs are associated with lower willingness
to engage in conventional politics, they are linked to more rad-
ical and extreme actions (Sternisko et al. 2020), violent politi-
cal intentions (Rottweiler and Gill 2022), support for violence
to oppose the government (Uscinski and Parent 2014), pro-
tests (Imhoff and Bruder 2014), building occupations (Mari
et al. 2022), and acts of vandalism like damaging 5G masts,
which were falsely blamed for spreading COVID-19 (Jolley and
Paterson 2020). Belief in conspiracy theories is also associated
with a greater tendency to engage in minor criminal or fraud-
ulent behaviour, such as paying with cash to avoid taxes (Jolley
et al. 2019). Furthermore, people who endorse conspiracy theo-
ries tend to act more dishonestly in an economic game and an-
ticipate that others will also act dishonestly (Alper et al. 2024).
In the current work, we examined whether belief in conspiracy
theories about local political issues echoes these findings—that
is, that they will be associated with a lower tendency to engage
in normative political actions such as messaging politicians and
joining local political meetings but a higher tendency towards
non-normative political actions such as engaging in violence and
vandalism. However, it is likely that people experience greater
feelings of efficacy related to local political action because it is
more proximal to their everyday lives and their actions are more
likely to make a difference. We therefore have reason to expect
that people will feel more empowered to take both normative
and non-normative political action based on their conspiracy
beliefs about local politics.

1.3 | The Current Research

In two studies, we examined the psychological correlates of
conspiracy beliefs about two local political issues in the United
Kingdom: the building of a pedestrian plaza in a local seaside
town (Study 1), and the low emission traffic zone in London
(Study 2). Expected correlates of conspiracy beliefs about these
local issues included negative views about the issue, dissatisfac-
tion with information, lower feelings of efficacy, higher feelings
of anger, lower trust in institutions, higher levels of collective
narcissism, higher levels of general conspiracy beliefs, higher
levels of normative political action (e.g., getting involved in local
politics), and higher levels of non-normative political action
(e.g., vandalism).

Study materials and data are openly available on OSF under
the following link: https://osf.io/c52te/?view_only=19e48743b7
4243bb93clad759d6f80aa. All measures and exclusions in the
studies are disclosed, as well as the method of determining the
sample sizes.

2 | Study1l

Herne Bay is a coastal town in the English county of Kent, ap-
proximately 65miles from London. In June 2023, Kent County
Council announced a proposal to convert part of Herne Bay's
Central Parade—the main road running along the seafront—
into a pedestrianised zone in the form of a ‘Spanish-style plaza’.

This proposal was put forward as part of an active travel scheme
to encourage more cycling and walking, and to create an events
space. Despite significant public opposition, the project went
ahead, and the plaza was constructed in January 2024. Around
700 residents attended a meeting at the local Kings Hall shortly
thereafter. Even more signed a petition demanding that the
plaza be removed and the road reopened. Alongside this activ-
ity, conspiracy theories emerged on local community Facebook
groups accusing the council of accepting bribes and having a
hidden agenda in creating the plaza. In July 2024—just months
after the road was closed for the plaza—the council agreed to
reopen the road and use the plaza only for special events (Burn
and Sherratt 2024; Dale 2024).

This study examined the predictors of conspiracy beliefs about
the Herne Bay Plaza through a brief survey distributed to resi-
dents of Herne Bay. We hypothesised that belief in Herne Bay
plaza conspiracy theories would be associated with more neg-
ative views about the plaza, greater dissatisfaction with in-
formation supplied about the plaza, lower perceived efficacy
concerning local politics, higher levels of anger related to infor-
mation about the plaza, higher intentions to engage in both nor-
mative and non-normative political actions relevant to the plaza,
lower trust in institutions, higher levels of collective narcissism
about Herne Bay (when accounting for secure identification),
higher perceived importance of the plaza, and higher general
conspiracy beliefs. The study was pre-registered (https://osf.io/
8ah7g/?view_only=e24901a5f74048d9a4afe60cdc92a68d).

2.1 | Participants and Design

Four hundred and twenty-four members of the Facebook groups
‘Herne Bay Chatters’ and ‘Herne Bay Residents' Group’ par-
ticipated voluntarily (247 female, 162 male, 15 rather not say,
Mage=56.44, SD=13.33). The mean for education on a scale
from 1 (no formal education) to 5 (postgraduate degree) was in
between secondary school and bachelor's degree level (M =3.57,
SD =0.75). Political orientation on a scale from 1 (extreme left) to
7 (extreme right) was slightly left-leaning (M =3.90; SD =1.25).
Sensitivity analysis indicated that this sample size enabled us
to detect correlations as small as r=0.16 with 90% statistical
power, assuming a=0.05 (two-sided). The study design was
cross-sectional.

2.2 | Procedure

After providing their informed consent, participants completed
a series of scales measuring their positivity towards the plaza
(e.g., ‘I think that the plaza is a positive thing for Herne Bay’,
three items, 1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree, a=0.96),
their satisfaction with the information they received (e.g., ‘I
received reliable information about the planning and develop-
ment of the plaza’, three items, 1 =strongly disagree, 7 =strongly
agree, a=0.96), their agreement with conspiracy theories about
the plaza (e.g., ‘Councillors promoted the plaza for their own
profit, taking kickbacks from construction and consultancy
contracts’, six items, 1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree,
a=0.91), political efficacy (e.g., ‘People like me can influence
council decisions’, four items adapted from Ardevol-Abreu
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et al. 2020, 1=not at all, 7=very much, a=0.63),! anger about
the lack of information (e.g., T am angry that people did not have
access to reliable information, three items, 1 = not at all, 7 = very
much, a=0.98), intentions to engage in normative (e.g., Send a
complaint to councillors about the plaza’, adapted from Imhoff
et al. 2021, four items 1 =under no circumstances, 7 =certainly,
a=0.89) and non-normative political actions, (e.g., “Verbally or
physically attack people who are in favour of the plaza’, adapted
from Imhoff et al. 2021, four items, 1 =under no circumstances,
7=certainly, «=0.69), an ad hoc measure of trust in institu-
tions (e.g., local government, national government, four items,
1=completely distrust, 7=completely trust, «=0.77), collec-
tive narcissism (e.g., ‘Herne Bay deserves special treatment’,
adapted from de Golec Zavala et al. 2009, 1 =strongly disagree,
6=strongly agree, a=0.82), secure identification (‘I identify
with Herne Bay’, adapted from Postmes et al. 2013, 1 =strongly
disagree, 7=strongly agree), perceived importance of the plaza
(‘How important is the plaza to you?’, 1=very unimportant,
7=very important), and the single-item conspiracy belief scale
which includes a brief preamble followed by the question ‘I
think that the official version of events given by authorities very
often hides the truth’ (Lantian et al. 2016).

Participants were also asked to indicate their age, gender, educa-
tion level, political orientation, and were given the opportunity
to say something about the plaza. Finally, participants were de-
briefed and thanked.

3 | Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables are pre-
sented in Table 1. At zero-order, beliefs in conspiracy theories
about the Herne Bay Plaza were associated with more negative
attitudes about the plaza, lower satisfaction with information
about the plaza, lower feelings of political efficacy, higher anger
about information provided about the plaza, higher intentions to
engage in normative and non-normative behaviours, lower trust
in institutions, higher collective narcissism, higher secure iden-
tification, higher perceived importance of the issue, and higher
general conspiracy beliefs. To test our hypotheses regarding
the correlates of belief in conspiracy theories about the Herne
Bay Plaza, we report partial correlations between all variables
(controlling for all other variables).? Lower feelings of political
efficacy, higher anger about information provided about the
plaza, lower trust in institutions, higher collective narcissism
(controlling for secure identification), and higher general con-
spiracy beliefs were all significantly associated with conspiracy
beliefs about the Herne Bay Plaza. All other variables were not
significantly associated with conspiracy beliefs about the plaza.

3.1 | Exploratory Analyses

Following our pre-registration, we used structural equation
modelling (SEM; lavaan, version 0.6-19; Rosseel 2012) to fur-
ther examine the associations between variables. The use of
SEM offers key advantages. It reduces measurement error by
modelling latent constructs and enables the assessment of po-
tential indirect effects rather than isolated associations. Table 2
summarises model fit indices and estimates of direct, indirect

and total effects (for a visual representation of the model, see
Supporting Information). The model fit the data well according
to standard cutoff values (i.e., CFI >0.95, RMSEA <0.06, SRMR
<0.08; Hu and Bentler 1999). The results echoed the partial cor-
relations reported above and further revealed that anger about
the lack of information and collective narcissism were indirectly
associated with lower trust in local institutions via higher Herne
Bay Plaza conspiracy beliefs.

Study 1 therefore revealed several correlates of conspiracy be-
liefs about the Herne Bay Plaza (i.e., lower feelings of political
efficacy, higher anger about information provided about the
plaza, lower trust in institutions, higher collective narcissism
(controlling for secure identification), and higher general con-
spiracy beliefs), which echo findings on the correlates of con-
spiracy theories about large-scale political issues. It is interesting
to note that other variables that were correlated with the Herne
Bay Plaza conspiracy beliefs at zero order (i.e., attitudes about
the plaza, satisfaction with information about the plaza, and
perceived importance of the issue) were not associated with the
conspiracy beliefs once all other variables were controlled for.
This potentially suggests that people's opinions about the issue
are less relevant to conspiracy beliefs than how they feel towards
the actors responsible for the situation and how they managed
the information. In addition to feelings of political efficacy, inse-
cure identity, and general conspiracy beliefs, these findings sug-
gest that personal feelings and experiences are perhaps the key
correlates of the local political conspiracy beliefs. Exploratory
SEM analyses suggest some potential indirect effects between
the variables examined in this study.

In terms of political action, Study 1 revealed, contrary to predic-
tions, that conspiracy beliefs about the Herne Bay Plaza were not
associated with intentions to engage in either normative or non-
normative political actions. Other variables were associated with
normative political intentions (more negative attitudes towards
the Herne Bay Plaza, greater anger about lack of information
and higher perceived importance of the issue) but conspiracy
beliefs appeared to play no part in political intentions. In Study
2, we aimed to examine the generalisability of Study 1's findings
by focusing on a different local political issue.

4 | Study?2

The Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) is an area of London,
UK in which a charge is applied to vehicles that do not com-
ply with an emission-based standard. The ULEZ scheme was
announced by Mayor Boris Johnson in 2015 and implemented
by the succeeding Mayor Sadiq Khan in 2019. The ULEZ orig-
inally covered central London but was expanded in 2021 to
cover a larger area, and in 2023 it was further extended to all
Greater London. Although having majority support and having
been very successful in reducing air pollution, the scheme has
been met with opposition from many London residents based on
the cost and proposed impact on poorer Londoners who drive
older cars. The growth of the zone triggered city-wide protests
and since the expansion of the scheme in 2023, many cameras
that are used to enforce ULEZ have been vandalised by a vigi-
lante group who call themselves ‘bladerunners’. Alongside these
protests, conspiracy theories also surfaced that ULEZ was a
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deliberate attack on freedoms, a money-making scheme for the
Mayor and London authorities rather than a genuine effort to
reduce emissions, and other ideas. Observers noticed that ULEZ
protestors also carried banners about vaccines, climate change,
and COVID-19 related conspiracy theories (e.g., Sachdeva and
Evans 2023).

In this study, we therefore extended Study 1 to another
community-level issue and examined the factors associated
with belief in conspiracy theories about the ULEZ scheme. We
included the same variables as in Study 1 but since the ULEZ
issue relates to environmental concerns, we also included accep-
tance of climate change and belief in two environment-focused
conspiracy theories related to (a) the concept of 15-min cities
(i.e., the idea that a novel urban planning scheme is a ploy by
the government to control people’'s movement), and (b) the belief
that climate change is a hoax.

We predicted that belief in conspiracy theories surrounding the
planning and implementation of the ULEZ scheme in London
would be associated with more negative views about the ULEZ
scheme, higher dissatisfaction with information supplied about
the ULEZ scheme, lower perceived efficacy concerning local
politics, higher levels of anger related to information about
the ULEZ scheme, higher intentions to engage in both norma-
tive and non-normative political actions relevant to the ULEZ
scheme, lower trust in institutions, higher levels of collective
narcissism about London (when accounting for secure iden-
tification), higher perceived importance of the ULEZ scheme,
higher general and other specific conspiracy beliefs, and lower
acceptance of climate science. The study was pre-registered
(https://osf.io/6avnh/?view_only=b3ed946b8d9b4646b48d
0e62f5c504b6).

4.1 | Participants and Design

We used the screening tools on Prolific to recruit participants
who lived in London. We recruited 421 participants (205 fe-
male, 209 male, 5 other gender, 2 rather not say, Mage =39.23,
SD =11.85). Using the same scale as Study 1, the mean level of
education was M =4.08 (SD=0.70) indicating that the sample
was on average educated to bachelor's degree level. The mean
household income was between £80,000 and £99,999. On the
same scale as Study 1, political orientation was slightly left-wing
(M=3.44, SD=1.35). The original sample of 426 was reduced
after five participants failed an attention check. Participants
were paid a small fee for their participation. As the sample size
was close to the sample size of Study 1, we had a similar sensi-
tivity to detect correlations (r>0.16, with 90% power, assuming
a=0.05).

4.2 | Materials and Procedure

The materials were like those of Study 1 but all references to
the Herne Bay Plaza were changed to ULEZ. Participants indi-
cated their positivity towards the ULEZ scheme (¢ =0.97), satis-
faction with information received (¢ =0.90), conspiracy beliefs
specific to ULEZ (e.g., ‘The ULEZ scheme is a money-making
scheme for the government rather than a genuine effort to

reduce emissions’, a=0.89), political efficacy (¢=0.79),% anger
about lack of information (@ =0.95), normative behaviours (e.g.,
‘Send a complaint to the Mayor and his team about the ULEZ
scheme’ «=0.87), non-normative behaviours (e.g., ‘Verbally or
physically attack people who are in favour of the ULEZ scheme’,
a=0.89), trust in institutions (¢=0.85), collective narcissism,
(e.g., ‘London deserves special treatment’, a=0.87), secure
identification ‘T identify with London’, perceived importance
of the ULEZ issue, and the single-item conspiracy belief scale.
Participants also reported their age, gender, education level,
and political orientation. They were also given an opportunity
to say something about the ULEZ scheme. In addition to these
questions common with Study 1, we also asked participants
to indicate their acceptance of climate science (Lewandowsky
et al. 2013; e.g., ‘I believe that burning fossil fuels increases at-
mospheric temperature to some measurable degree’, four items,
1=strongly disagree, 4=strongly agree, a=0.96), and to indi-
cate their agreement with two other conspiracy theories (“The
concept of 15-minute cities is a government plan to monitor and
control people’ and ‘Climate change is a governmental hoax’,
1=strongly disagree, 7 =strongly agree).*

There was an attention check question embedded in the political
efficacy scale: ‘To show that you are paying attention, please se-
lect very much for this question’. At the completion of the study,
participants were thanked, debriefed, and paid.

5 | Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables are pre-
sented in Table 3. At zero-order, ULEZ conspiracy beliefs were
correlated with more negative attitudes towards ULEZ, less sat-
isfaction with information about ULEZ, lower efficacy, higher
anger about the information provided, higher intentions to en-
gage in normative and non-normative behaviours, lower trust
in institutions, higher perceived importance of the issue, higher
generic conspiracy beliefs, higher belief in the 15-min cities con-
spiracy theory, higher belief in the conspiracy theory that cli-
mate change is a hoax, and lower acceptance of climate change.
ULEZ conspiracy beliefs were not significantly correlated with
collective narcissism or secure identification. To test our hy-
potheses regarding the correlates of belief in conspiracy theories
about ULEZ, we report partial correlations between all vari-
ables (controlling for all other variables).> More negative atti-
tudes towards ULEZ, lower feelings of political efficacy, higher
anger about information provided about ULEZ, higher general
conspiracy beliefs, and higher beliefs in 15-min city conspiracy
theories were all significantly associated with conspiracy beliefs
about ULEZ. All other variables were not significantly associ-
ated with conspiracy beliefs about ULEZ.

5.1 | Exploratory Analyses

We tested the same structural equation model fit as in Study 1
to examine whether the identified potential indirect pathways
held in the ULEZ context (see Table 4). Model fit indices were
not as good as in Study 1 but were still acceptable given the
model's complexity (for a visual representation of the model,
see Supporting Information). The overall results echoed the
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partial correlations reported above but no indirect effects were
observed.

Overall, there are therefore some differences in correlates of
conspiracy beliefs between the two studies. Specifically, insti-
tutional trust and collective narcissism were correlated with
Herne Bay Plaza conspiracy beliefs but not those related to
ULEZ. On the other hand, ULEZ conspiracy beliefs were cor-
related with negative attitudes towards ULEZ but Herne Bay
Plaza conspiracy theories were not correlated with attitudes
towards the plaza. In the SEM models, general conspiracy be-
liefs were associated with political actions (both normative and
non-normative) in Study 2, but this was not the case in Study
1. We discuss the potential reasons for these differences in the
General Discussion. Nevertheless, several common correlates of
conspiracy beliefs about local political issues were lower feelings
of efficacy about local politics, more anger about the relevant
issue, and higher belief in other conspiracy theories.

6 | General Discussion

The current research examined the correlates and potential
consequences of conspiracy beliefs about local political issues.
Focusing on conspiracy theories about the development of a local
pedestrian plaza in Herne Bay, UK, and the ULEZ scheme in
London, we found that common correlates of conspiracy beliefs
were lower feelings of efficacy about local politics, more anger
about the relevant issue, and higher belief in other conspiracy
theories. These echo correlates of conspiracy beliefs found in
previous studies of more well-known global conspiracy theories
(e.g., Biddlestone et al. 2025). However, the more local conspir-
acy beliefs that we studied here do not appear to be associated
with intentions to take political action. Neither type of conspir-
acy belief was associated with intentions to engage in normative
or non-normative political action. Therefore, whilst conspiracy
beliefs about local issues are associated with common feelings
associated with belief in other conspiracy theories, they do not
seem to be associated with concrete intentions to act as seems to
be the case for conspiracy theories on a more national or global
scale (Sternisko et al. 2020).

The correlates of conspiracy beliefs about local political issues
that have been identified in the current research further support
the idea that conspiracy theories are associated with unmet psy-
chological needs (Douglas et al. 2017). Specifically, anger and
low feelings of efficacy are consistently associated with these
beliefs. These findings also resonate with recent perspectives
on the relationships between conspiracy beliefs and emotions
(Pummerer et al. 2025a, 2025b), specifically tailored to epistemic
concerns of lacking or not being provided with information rel-
evant to assessing the specific issue or event. However, again
it does not seem that these emotional responses to conspiracy
theories are predictive of intentions to engage in political action.

Some inconsistencies between the two studies deserve further
comment. Specifically, conspiracy theories about the Herne Bay
Plaza seemed to be primarily associated with identity concerns
(e.g., collective narcissism) and opposition to institutions (e.g.,
anger about the lack of information, mistrust). On the other
hand, conspiracy beliefs related to the ULEZ scheme seem to

be more associated with the attitudes that people have about the
scheme itself (e.g., more negative feelings about ULEZ), and en-
vironmental issues (e.g., 15-min cities conspiracy theory). There
is a well-documented relationship between collective narcis-
sism and conspiracy beliefs (e.g., Biddlestone et al. 2025; Bowes
et al. 2023), which was present in Study 1 but not Study 2. This
indicates that, at least in the context of smaller, local-level poli-
tics (vs. in a capital city like London), a defensive identification
with one’s residential community is associated with increased
sensitivity to people who are perceived to be undermining it (i.e.,
in the case of Herne Bay, this is local councillors). The signif-
icant role in this community context but not in the larger city
context may reflect similar work demonstrating that collective
narcissism is consistently higher among marginalised groups
who genuinely experience disproportionate ignorance towards
their group (Marinthe et al. 2024). Perhaps also, the identity
of ‘Londoner’ is more diffused than identifying with a smaller
community like Herne Bay. Future research could attempt to
examine when both identity-driven and information-driven mo-
tives underlie local political conspiracy beliefs.

6.1 | Limitations and Future Directions

Other future directions and limitations of the current work need
to be discussed. Specifically, both studies were correlational, al-
lowing no opportunity for us to make causal inferences about
the effects of variables, such as anger and efficacy, on conspiracy
beliefs. Indeed, the relationship between these variables could
be reciprocal (e.g., Liekefett et al. 2022) and longitudinal or ex-
perimental research designs would be required to determine
causal effects. Indeed, future research should attempt such de-
signs to determine, for example, if emotions drive conspiracy
beliefs at the level of local politics, or if instead local conspiracy
beliefs drive anger (or both).

Furthermore, the samples included in the current research were
self-selected. It could be the case that only participants who were
particularly invested in each issue responded to our study invi-
tations which might artificially inflate conspiracy beliefs and
affect the relationships between conspiracy beliefs and the other
variables of interest. Future research could attempt to counter-
act the potential consequences of self-selection. Furthermore, in
Study 1, two of the scales (political efficacy and non-normative
political action) were less reliable than desired. Although neither
scale was problematic in Study 2, the results using these mea-
sures should be treated with some caution. Finally, the current
research only examined the relationships between conspiracy
beliefs, common correlates, and political intentions across two
local issues. Further research could establish which associations
are consistent across a broader range of local political issues.

6.2 | Conclusions

Most of the research on the psychology of conspiracy theories
has focused on the correlates and consequences of large-scale,
global, and well-known conspiracy beliefs. In the current re-
search, we focused on smaller-scale, local political conspir-
acy theories unique to specific geographic regions of the UK.
We found similar correlates as found in previous research on
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conspiracy beliefs, but no evidence of relationships between
local political conspiracy beliefs and either normative or non-
normative political action. The current research highlights the
importance of examining conspiracy beliefs at the more local
level. Future research should further examine the correlates and
potential consequences of conspiracy theories in local politics
using different research designs, sampling methods, and other
local political issues outside the UK.
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Endnotes

1'We removed one of the items in the efficacy scale (‘I feel that I have
a pretty good understanding of the important political issues we are
facing locally’) since reliability was a=0.50 if it was included.

2This deviation from the pre-registration was made on the advice of a
reviewer.

3For consistency, we removed the same item as in Study 1 (reliability
including the item was a=0.67).

4We also asked participants to indicate how often they had shared any
of the ULEZ conspiracy theories with others (e.g., on their social media
accounts or in conversations; 1=ever, 7=very frequently), and how
likely they would do so in the future (1=under no circumstances,
7=certainly). We also asked participants ‘How important is the issue of
the ULEZ scheme to you?’ (1 =very unimportant, 7=very important),
‘How much does the ULEZ scheme affect you personally?’ (1 =not at
all, 7=very much), ‘How often do you pay the ULEZ charge’ (1 =never,
6 =very frequently). We also asked participants to indicate the distance
they live from central London (in miles), their main mode of transport,
and whether they have any respiratory issues such as asthma. We did
not pre-register any hypotheses including these variables and intend
to include them in a separate investigation, alongside the comments
participants left about the ULEZ scheme.

5 Asin Study 1, this deviation from the pre-registration was made on the
advice of a reviewer.
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