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ABSTRACT

People’s belief in conspiracy theories is shaped by social influence processes. This contribution investigated these processes in six

studies (total N = 2906) by examining the role of descriptive norms, that is, the perception that others endorse conspiracy theories.

Studies 1a and 1b indicate that stronger own conspiracy beliefs are associated with overestimating conspiracy beliefs in others.

Studies 2a and 2b showed that experimentally exposing participants to a conspiracy theory increased their perceptions of the extent

others believed this conspiracy theory. Studies 3 and 4 manipulated descriptive norm information. Although abstract, context-free

normative information did not influence conspiracy beliefs (Study 3), providing factual statistical information showing that most

people do not believe in various specific conspiracy theories reduced participants’ own conspiracy beliefs (Study 4). These results

indicate that perceived descriptive norms are important to understand why people often believe the conspiracy theories spread by

others.

1 | Introduction

Conspiracy theories are widespread on social media and in public
discourse. During the COVID-19 pandemic, popular conspiracy
theories (e.g., that the coronavirus was created by humans in
the lab, that the pandemic was a hoax or that policymakers
covered up dangerous side-effects of the mRNA-vaccines) quickly
reached a large audience and subsequently were accepted as true
by surprisingly large numbers of citizens (Bierwiaczonek et al.
2022; Pummerer et al. 2022). This underscores the basic notion
that people’s belief in conspiracy theories often may emerge via
social influence processes. Understanding these social influence
processes is crucial as conspiracy beliefs can be harmful to
societies, for instance by undermining public health, societal
cohesion and climate action, and by stimulating conflict, crime
and radicalization (e.g., Biddlestone et al. 2022; Bowes et al. 2023;

Hebel-Sela et al. 2022; Hornsey et al. 2023; Imhoff et al. 2021;
Jolley et al. 2019, 2022; Kruglanski et al. 2022; Van Es et al.
2025; Van Prooijen, Fousiani, et al. 2025; Van Prooijen, Srol,
et al. 2025). The present contribution will examine the possibility
that encountering conspiracy theories stimulates exaggerated
inferences about descriptive norms, that is, the extent to which
others are perceived to believe these theories—which, in turn,
shapes people’s own conspiracy beliefs.

Conspiracy theories are commonly defined as explanatory narra-
tives that assume multiple actors to collude in secret agreement
for nefarious purposes (Van Prooijen and Van Vugt 2018). Beliefs
in conspiracy theories are inherently social, as they often are part
of people’s identity (e.g., Biddlestone et al. 2025; Douglas et al.
2017; Robertson et al. 2022; Van Prooijen 2024). For instance,
people regularly endorse conspiracy theories about outgroups,
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including political groups, sports teams, ethnic minorities and
other nations (Bertin et al. 2023; Mao et al. 2024; Miller et al.
2016; Obaidi et al. 2022; Van Prooijen and Song 2021; Van Prooijen,
Fousiani, et al. 2025). In the online environment, some influ-
encers successfully spread many false conspiracy theories and
other forms of misinformation to a large audience (e.g., ‘super-
spreaders’; Van der Linden 2022), conspiracy theories sometimes
go viral within receptive communities (Del Vicario et al. 2016),
and people share them to get social approval (e.g., ‘likes’; Rathje
et al. 2023). Importantly, simply exposing people to conspiracy
theories turns out to be an effective way to increase their belief
in them. Experimental research underscores that merely reading
a blog post promoting a conspiracy theory robustly increases
the likelihood that participants believe the theory (Jolley et al.
2014, 2019; Pummerer et al. 2022; Van Prooijen et al. 2022).
Altogether, these insights suggest that belief in conspiracy theo-
ries can be socially contagious, and that sharing them in social
networks is often sufficient to increase support for conspiracy
theories.

This suggests that the principle of social proof is likely to play a
role in people’s acceptance of conspiracy theories. Social proof
refers to the psychological process that people determine their
own attitudes and behaviours by imitating the attitudes and
behaviours of others (Cialdini 1984). Particularly when people
feel uncertain how to think, feel or behave in a situation,
they look for cues to make inferences about descriptive norms,
that is, what most other people think, feel or do. Consistently,
empirical research underscores that norms influence attitudes
and behaviours across judgement domains particularly after
being reminded of their own mortality (Fritsche et al. 2010; Jonas
et al. 2008) or when experiencing low levels of sociopolitical
control (Potoczek et al. 2023). Descriptive norms, hence, are
powerful tools to shape people’s attitudes and behaviours in a
broad variety of settings (Cialdini et al. 1990; Cialdini and Trost
1998).

Not all social information that people encounter represents the
majority opinion, however, which is particularly the case for
conspiracy theories. Even when some conspiracy theories are
widespread, the number of citizens disbelieving a conspiracy
theory usually is much bigger than the number of citizens
believing it (Imhoff et al. 2022; Sutton and Douglas 2022; Van
Prooijen et al. 2023), although there are exceptions (e.g., con-
spiracy theories about the Kennedy assassination; Brenan 2023).
Yet, as conspiracy theories draw significant attention and often
are amplified online, encountering conspiracy theories may lead
people to overestimate the number of others who believe in
them (Robertson et al. 2024). This, in turn, might increase their
own susceptibility to these conspiracy theories. Put differently,
exposing people to conspiracy theories may prompt them to make
inflated estimates of descriptive norms of conspiracy beliefs,
which may contribute to subsequent endorsement of those
conspiracy theories.

1.1 | Descriptive Norms in Conspiracy Beliefs
The human tendency towards conformity underscores that peo-

ple are social animals. Two types of norms are typically associated
with such social influence. The first type is injunctive norms,

which prescribe what attitudes and behaviours are considered
socially desirable, thus providing a guideline for people to adopt
those attitudes and behaviours that increase social acceptance
and decrease the likelihood of rejection by their community
(i.e., normative social influence). More central to the current
investigation, the second type is descriptive norms, which provide
information about how many others display certain attitudes or
behaviours. Such consensus information validates or invalidates
people’s prior attitudes and beliefs, leading to more confidence
about their perceptions of the world (informational social influ-
ence) (for an overview, see Cialdini and Trost 1998). Accordingly,
descriptive norms shape human attitudes and behaviours in
a broad variety of domains, including positive attitudes and
behaviours in the context of health (Stevens et al. 2022; Von
Wagner et al. 2019) and environmental sustainability (Goldstein
et al. 2008; Miller and Prentice 2016), but also antisocial attitudes
and behaviours related to corruption (Kobis et al. 2015) and
bullying (Paluck and Shepherd 2012).

Although the effects of descriptive norms are hence not unique
to conspiracy beliefs, they may be essential to understand why
people accept conspiracy theories in social networks. Recent
studies have investigated the relationship between conspiracy
beliefs and people’s perceptions of and responses to descriptive
norms. Some of these studies are more circumstantial by focusing
on the question whether conspiracy beliefs moderate the effects
of descriptive norm information on attitudes and behaviours for
a variety of topics. Descriptive norms suggesting that a majority
share participants’ opinion on a range of topics (i.e., fossil fuels,
border control policies and abortion) increased participants’
support for referenda regarding these issues (Bertlich et al.
2026), and pro-environmental descriptive norms were associated
with increased pro-environmental behaviour (Winter et al. 2026).
However, none of these effects were moderated by participants’
conspiracy beliefs, that is, participants higher on conspiracy belief
were not significantly more or less affected by descriptive norms
in comparison with those lower on conspiracy belief. Moreover,
some studies have focused on constructs closely associated with
conspiracy beliefs, notably populist attitudes (Papaioannou et al.
2023). These studies found that populist attitudes are associated
with the false consensus effect, that is, an overestimation of how
many others share participants’ political beliefs (Steiner et al.
2026).

Other research has highlighted a direct link between descriptive
norms and conspiracy beliefs: Stronger own conspiracy beliefs
are associated with perceiving stronger conspiracy beliefs in
others and with overestimating how broadly endorsed conspiracy
theories actually are by other people (Cookson et al. 2021a;
Pennycook et al. 2026) or experts (Alper et al. 2023). Consistent
with the link between descriptive norms and informational
social influence, people endorse their conspiracy beliefs and
related perceptions of the world with high levels of confidence.
Conspiracy beliefs are associated with the illusion of explanatory
depth in the political domain, that is, an inflated confidence
in one’s causal understanding of political issues (Vitriol and
Marsh 2018). More generally, conspiracy beliefs are associated
with misplaced certainty (Oettingen et al. 2022) and with an
increased tendency to jump to conclusions in probabilistic
reasoning (Sanchez and Dunning 2021). Relatedly, conspiracy
beliefs are associated with systematically overestimating one’s
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own performance on the cognitive reflection test and a numer-
acy test assessing probabilistic and mathematical competence
(Pennycook et al. 2026). Conspiracy beliefs thus are tied to the
belief that many people agree with them, and accordingly, people
who endorse conspiracy theories and related beliefs tend to do
so with exaggerated confidence (see also Wang and Van Prooijen
2026).

The current paper was designed to expand on these insights by
investigating how people infer descriptive norms from conspir-
atorial information, and how these norms subsequently shape
conspiracy beliefs. We propose that when people encounter
conspiracy theories in the online or offline sphere, they may mis-
perceive how widely believed these conspiracy theories are in the
broader population. This is consistent with theorizing suggesting
that online echo chambers function like a ‘funhouse mirror
factory’ by distorting people’s perceptions of how normative some
conspiracy theories are (Robertson et al. 2024). Our proposition
follows from the notion that most citizens do not believe in, or
are sceptical of, many conspiracy theories (Imhoff et al. 2022;
Sutton and Douglas 2022; Van Prooijen et al. 2023), combined
with the insight that people routinely make errors in estimating
probabilities, including how representative certain beliefs or
attributes are for the broader population (i.e., the base rate fallacy;
Kahneman and Tversky 1973). This line of reasoning is consistent
with the insight that repeatedly exposing people to conspiracy
theories increases their perceived credibility (the ‘illusory truth
effect’; Udry and Barber 2024). Moreover, conspiracy theories
tend to be perceived as interesting, exciting and attention-
grabbing narratives. These entertaining features make conspiracy
theories relatively easy to process (Van Prooijen et al. 2022)
and arguably make it seem compelling that many others would
believe in these theories. Altogether, these arguments suggest that
one reason why exposing people to conspiracy theories increases
belief in them (Jolley et al. 2014, 2019; Pummerer et al. 2022)
is because people make exaggerated inferences of the number
of others believing these theories. These perceived descriptive
norms then validate people’s initial suspicions and increase their
own conspiracy beliefs.

Testing this process meaningfully expands previous work on the
direct link between descriptive norms and conspiracy beliefs,
which was mostly correlational (Cookson et al. 2021a; Pennycook
et al. 2026; but see Cookson et al. 2021b). Correlation after
all is not causation, and it is important to keep in mind that
the (not mutually exclusive) opposite causal order is also quite
plausible. Although our theorizing and empirical studies mostly
focus on the process that people infer their own conspiracy beliefs
from perceived descriptive norms, it is also likely that people
egocentrically project their own conspiracy beliefs onto others,
producing inflated perceptions of the norm. Such egocentric
projection has been found across different judgement domains
(Epley et al. 2004) and is at the basis of the false consensus
effect, which stipulates that people overestimate how common
one’s own beliefs are in the broader population (Ross et al.
1977; see also Mullen et al. 1985). These considerations under-
score the need to move beyond a correlational approach and
experimentally test the effects of exposing people to conspiracy
theories and descriptive norms information on their conspiracy
beliefs.

1.2 | The Current Research

We conducted six studies that were designed to investigate
the link between descriptive norms and conspiracy beliefs.
The first two studies (1a and 1b) were correlational and thus
designed to calibrate the current project in relation to previous
correlational research (Alper et al. 2023; Cookson et al. 2021a;
Pennycook et al. 2026). We specifically investigated whether own
conspiracy beliefs predicted the extent to which participants
believed others held these same conspiracy beliefs, and how
(in)accurate these perceptions were. To assess others’ conspiracy
beliefs, we specifically focused on the other participants in this
study as the reference group. Although this is not necessarily
representative for the broader population, it does provide factual
information about the descriptive norms in the participant
sample.

Extending this correlational approach, in two experiments, we
manipulated whether participants were exposed to conspiracy
theories (Studies 2a and 2b). We investigated the effects of
conspiracy exposure on perceived descriptive norms, that is,
the extent to which participants expected other participants
to believe the conspiracy theory. In the last two experiments
(Studies 3 and 4), then, we manipulated descriptive norms and
tested the effects of information on how many other participants
believe conspiracy theories on participants’ own conspiracy
beliefs. As such, the present experiments follow the procedures
to establish a causal chain as recommended by Spencer and
colleagues (Spencer et al. 2005), by first experimentally test-
ing the effects of the independent variable (conspiracy theory
exposure) on the mediator (perceived descriptive norms), and
then in subsequent experiments manipulating the mediator to
test its causal effect on the dependent variable (conspiracy
beliefs).

1.3 | Open Science Practices

All the studies were preregistered, and all data, code, materials
and supplementary analyses can be found on the Open Science
Framework.! We report all the measures and all the studies
that we ran to test these hypotheses and did not exclude any
participants (except for incomplete cases and attrition). The
order in which we present the studies in the article does not
represent the chronological order of conducting them (Study 2b
was conducted after Study 3 and before Study 4). All studies
were programmed in Qualtrics and ran via Prolific. Although
it is impossible to exclude the possibility that some participants
participated in more than one study, this concern is mitigated by
the large Prolific panels, the fact that we conducted studies in
two different nations and the fact that there were always multiple
weeks between the studies (see the time-stamped preregistrations
for more information on when the studies were run). However, as
we did not use Prolific’s preselection tools to exclude participants
from previous studies, this is a potential limitation of our
project. All analyses were conducted in R version 4.4.1. The
studies have ethical approval as part of a cluster application by
the first author. Each study lasted approximately 5 min, and
participants were paid 0.75 GBP (or approximately $0.91) for
participation.
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2 | Studies la and1b

Studies 1a and 1b had an identical set-up but were conducted
in samples from two different countries (the United States in
Study la and the United Kingdom in Study 1b). Participants
indicated how plausible they found 10 popular conspiracy the-
ories and then estimated how plausible the other participants
in the study would find these same conspiracy theories. Such
plausibility ratings are strongly diagnostic for the extent to
which participants endorse conspiracy theories (Frenken et al.
2025). On the basis of our line of reasoning, we predicted
that stronger own conspiracy beliefs would be positively cor-
related with conspiracy beliefs perceived in others (Hypothesis

1.

This design also enabled us to address a paradox in our line of
reasoning. Specifically, various studies have indicated that belief
in conspiracy theories is associated with a need for uniqueness
(Imhoff and Lamberty 2017; Lantian et al. 2017). The basic
idea explaining this finding is that most conspiracy theories
represent unusual ideas, and believing them, hence, enables
perceivers to stand out from the crowd. This would suggest that
stronger conspiracy beliefs might be associated with perceiving
oneself as more strongly deviating from descriptive norms. Such
reasoning is not necessarily incompatible with the ideas that are
central in this contribution: People may overestimate conspiracy
beliefs in the broader population while still perceiving oneself
as more qualified than most people to detect conspiracies.
Integrating these two streams of research, we predicted that
stronger conspiracy beliefs would be associated with a stronger
perception of oneself as deviating from the norm (Hypothesis
2).

Finally, consistent with earlier findings (Alper et al. 2023;
Cookson et al. 2021a; Pennycook et al. 2026), we anticipated
that stronger conspiracy beliefs would be associated with more
strongly overestimating the norm. We, therefore, predicted that
stronger own conspiracy beliefs would be correlated with more
inaccuracy in their ratings estimating conspiracy beliefs in others
(Hypothesis 3).

2.1 | Methods

As correlations stabilize around 250 participants (Schénbrodt and
Perugini 2013), in both samples we aimed for 300 participants to
be on the safe side. A sensitivity power analysis for bivariate cor-
relations in G*power indicates that a sample of 300 participants
yields 95% power (a = 0.05, two-tailed) to detect correlations of
0.21.

2.1.1 | Participants Study la

Study la had 300 US participants who provided complete
responses (50.7% female, 46.7% male, 2.7% non-binary or third
gender). They were between 21 and 79 years old (M = 39.8,
SD = 13.45). Most of the participants had college education,
either at bachelor’s (43.3%) or graduate level (20.3%). On political
orientation (1 = very left-wing, 7 = very right-wing), our sample was
leaning left of centre (M = 3.14, SD = 1.69).

2.1.2 | Participants Study 1b

Study 1b contained 299 UK participants who provided complete
responses (60.5% female, 38.8% male, 0.3% non-binary or third
gender, 0.3% prefer not to say), with an age ranging from 18
to 78 years old (M = 42.8, SD = 13.77, two participants did not
report their age). Most of the participants had college education,
either at bachelor’s (54.5%) or graduate level (18.1%). On political
orientation (1 = very left-wing, 7 = very right-wing), our sample was
close to the midpoint of the scale (M = 3.51, SD = 1.18).

2.1.3 | Procedure

After providing their informed consent, participants
filled in the measures of own conspiracy belief and
perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs. We also asked
them several basic demographic questions, after which
participants were debriefed and redirected to a URL for
payment.

2.1.4 | Measures

2.1.4.1 | Own Conspiracy Beliefs. We measured own con-
spiracy beliefs by asking participants how plausible they found
10 statements involving popular conspiracy theories (example
items: ‘The virus that causes COVID-19 was manufactured in a
Chinese lab to destabilize the world’s economy’ and ‘The 9/11
terrorist strikes were an inside job planned by the US government
to increase domestic support for war in Afghanistan and Iraq’).
Participants responded to each statement on a slider from 0
(Not at all plausible) to 100 (Extremely plausible). We averaged
participants’ responses into a reliable conspiracy beliefs scale
(Study 1a: M = 33.09, SD = 22.29, a = 0.90; Study 1b: M = 34.16,
SD = 21.94, a = 0.90).

2.1.4.2 | Perceived Others’ Conspiracy Beliefs. As indica-
tor of perceived descriptive norms, we asked participants to
indicate how plausible they think the other participants in the
study on average found each of the ten statements from our mea-
surement of conspiracy beliefs. Again, participants responded on
a slider from 0 (Not at all plausible) to 100 (Extremely plausible)
(Study la: M = 39.85, SD = 18.74, a = 0.90; Study 1b: M = 42.30,
SD =19.91, a = 0.91).

2.1.4.3 | Self-Perceived Deviation From the Norm. We
calculated this variable by subtracting participants’ own conspir-
acy beliefs rating from their perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs
rating (which yields a positive score if people perceive stronger
conspiracy beliefs in others and a negative score if people perceive
weaker conspiracy beliefs in others) and then calculating the
absolute value of this score. Higher scores on this variable hence
indicate a higher perceived difference between own and other
participants’ conspiracy beliefs, and a score of zero indicates no
perceived difference between own and others’ conspiracy beliefs
(Study la: M = 14.33, SD = 12.16; Study 1b: M = 13.85, SD = 11.47).

2.1.4.4 | Inaccuracy of the Perceived Norm. To establish
how accurate or inaccurate participants were in their perceptions
of the descriptive norms, we subtracted the sample mean of
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the own conspiracy beliefs measure from the perceived others’
conspiracy beliefs ratings (which yields a positive score if people
overestimate conspiracy beliefs in the sample and a negative score
if people underestimate conspiracy beliefs in the sample) and
then calculated the absolute value of this score. Higher scores
on this variable hence indicate a stronger deviation between
participants’ estimated conspiracy beliefs in the sample versus
the actually observed conspiracy beliefs in the sample, and a
score of zero indicates a correct perception of the norm (Study
la: M =16.57, SD = 11.03; Study 1b: M = 17.76, SD = 12.09).

2.2 | Results

Supporting Hypothesis 1, own conspiracy beliefs were positively
correlated with perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs in both
studies, Study 1a: n(298) = 0.65, p < 0.001; Study 1b: 1(297) = 0.71,
p < 0.001. Conspiracy beliefs were unrelated with self-perceived
deviation of the norm, however, which does not support Hypoth-
esis 2, Study 1a: 1(298) = —0.03, p = 0.62; Study 1b: r(297) = 0.04,
p = 0.48. Finally, conspiracy beliefs were positively correlated
with inaccuracy of the perceived norm, Study 1a: r(298) = 0.22,
P < 0.001; Study 1b: r(297) = 0.32, p < 0.001, supporting Hypothe-
sis 3. We have also tested the three hypotheses for each conspiracy
theory separately and report the results in Table S1 (on OSF).
Jointly, these findings indicate that stronger own conspiracy
beliefs are associated with overestimating conspiracy beliefs in
others.

2.3 | Discussion

The findings indicated that own conspiracy beliefs were strongly
correlated with conspiracy beliefs perceived in others, and that
stronger conspiracy beliefs were associated with more strongly
overestimating such descriptive norms. These findings are con-
sistent with previous research (Alper et al. 2023; Cookson et al.
2021a; Pennycook et al. 2026) and underscore that conspiracy
beliefs are closely tied to perceived descriptive norms.

We found no support for the hypothesis that stronger own
conspiracy beliefs would be associated with a stronger belief to
be deviating from the norm. Although conspiracy beliefs are
associated with a need for uniqueness (Imhoff and Lamberty
2017; Lantian et al. 2017), in our studies conspiracy beliefs were
not associated with an increased tendency to perceive one’s own
conspiracy beliefs as different from others’ conspiracy beliefs.

3 | Studies2a and2b

Moving beyond correlations, we investigated the causal effects of
exposing people to conspiracy theories on perceived descriptive
norms. Participants in the experimental condition were exposed
to a conspiracy theory about the pharmaceutical industry,
whereas participants in the control condition read information
about the pharmaceutical industry that did not support this
conspiracy theory. On the basis of the idea that encounter-
ing conspiracy theories influences people’s perception of how
widely believed these conspiracy theories are (Robertson et al.
2024), we predicted that participants in the conspiracy exposure

condition would more strongly believe that other participants
in the study believed the conspiracy theory (Hypothesis 1).
Moreover, we predicted that these perceived descriptive norms
would mediate the effects of the conspiracy exposure manip-
ulation on participants’ own conspiracy beliefs (Hypothesis
2).

3.1 | Methods

Again, Study 2a was conducted among US participants and Study
2b among UK participants. Both studies aimed to collect 500
participants, and while the achieved samples deviated slightly,
in both studies (also after attrition; Study 2a) sensitivity analyses
in G*power for independent samples t-tests indicated that the
sample provided 95% power to detect a below-medium effect size
(d = 0.32; o = 0.05, two-tailed).

3.1.1 | Participants

3.1.1.1 | Study 2a. We collected 505 US participants through
Prolific (degrees of freedom deviate slightly from the total sample
and between measures due to attrition). Participants (45.7%
female, 52.3% male, 1.0% non-binary or third gender, 1.0% prefer
not to say or missing) were between 20 and 80 years old (M = 39.4,
SD = 12.40). Most of the participants had college education,
either at bachelor’s (47.3%) or graduate level (21.2%). On political
orientation (1 = very left-wing, 7 = very right-wing) our sample was
on average close to the midpoint of the scale (M = 3.28, SD = 1.71).

3.1.1.2 | Study 2b. We collected 501 UK participants through
Prolific. Participants (61.5% female, 37.9% male, 0.2% non-binary
or third gender, 0.4% prefer not to say) were between 19 and 83
years old (M = 43.92, SD = 14.11; one missing response to the
age question). Most of the participants had college education,
either at bachelor’s (46.1%) or graduate level (21.8%). On political
orientation (1 = very left-wing, 7 = very right-wing), our sample
on average was close to the midpoint of the scale (M = 3.49,
SD = 1.12).

3.1.2 | Procedure

After providing their informed consent, participants were ran-
domly allocated to one of two conditions. In both conditions
they read a blog post about pharmaceutical companies from
an unknown author. In the conspiracy exposure condition, the
blog argued that pharmaceutical companies likely suppress cures
to increase profits. In the control condition, the blog argued
that pharmaceutical companies are unlikely to suppress cures to
increase profits (full text in the materials on OSF). To enhance
the strength of the manipulation, participants briefly summarized
the blog and responded to a binary comprehension check (‘Does
the author believe that pharmaceutical companies do their best to
find effective cures for diseases? [Yes vs. No]). Subsequently, par-
ticipants responded to measures of their own conspiracy beliefs
and perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs (i.e., descriptive norms)
about pharmaceutical companies. Then, we asked participants
several basic demographic questions, after which participants
were debriefed and redirected to a URL for payment.
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3.1.3 | Materials

3.1.3.1 | Own Conspiracy Beliefs. Own conspiracy beliefs
were measured by asking participants to rate to what extent
they believed four conspiracy theory statements regarding the
secret and malevolent activities of pharmaceutical companies
(e.g., ‘Pharmaceutical companies deliberately withhold more
effective treatments for financial gain). Participants rated every
statement using a slider from 0 (Not at all plausible) to 100
(Completely Plausible). We then averaged participants’ ratings
into a reliable measure of own conspiracy beliefs (Study 2a:
M = 55.70, SD = 29.58, a = 0.95; Study 2b: M = 50.79, SD = 28.97,
o = 0.95).

3.1.3.2 | Perceived Others’ Conspiracy Beliefs. Asindictor
of perceived descriptive norms, we asked participants to indicate
how plausible they think the other participants in the study found
each of the four statements from our measurement of conspiracy
beliefs. Again, participants responded on the same slider from 0
to 100, and we averaged their ratings into reliable scale (Study 2a:
M = 56.91, SD = 25.45, a = 0.96; Study 2b: M = 53.28, SD = 25.35,
o =0.96).

3.2 | Results
3.21 | Study2a

Participants who were exposed to a conspiracy theory about the
pharmaceutical industry believed the corresponding conspiracy
theories more strongly (M = 61.78, SD = 29.32) than participants
in the control condition (M = 49.46, SD = 28.57), t(497) = 4.75,
p < 0.001, d = 0.43; Clys,[0.24, 0.62]. Furthermore, as predicted,
participants in the conspiracy exposure condition perceived
stronger conspiracy beliefs in others (M = 62.64, SD = 24.88) than
participants in the control condition (M = 51.00, SD = 24.71),
1(493) = 5.22, p < 0.001, d = 0.47; Clys,[0.28, 0.65].

To examine whether perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs medi-
ated the effect of the experimental manipulation on own conspir-
acy beliefs, we conducted a simple mediation analysis with 5000
bootstrapped samples using the R package lavaan (Rosseel 2012).
The results of the mediation analysis are presented in Figure 1.
Although conspiracy theory exposure predicted own conspiracy
beliefs (8 = 0.21, p < 0.001), after including perceived others’
conspiracy beliefs as the mediator, this direct path became non-
significant. Perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs fully mediated the
effect of the manipulation on own conspiracy beliefs (B = 9.78,
SE = 1.87; Clys,[6.17, 13.46]).

We also explored the reverse order, with own conspiracy beliefs
as mediator of the effect of the experimental manipulation on
perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs. This indirect effect also was
significant (B = 8.07, SE = 1.66; Clys,[4.93, 11.30]).

3.2.2 | Study2b
Study 2b yielded results consistent with Study 2a. Again, partic-

ipants in the conspiracy exposure condition believed the associ-
ated conspiracy theories more strongly (M = 59.78, SD = 28.63)

than participants in the control condition (M = 41.99, SD = 26.54),
1(499) = 7.21, p < 0.001, d = 0.64; Cl,s,[0.45, 0.83]. Furthermore,
and as hypothesized, they perceived stronger conspiracy beliefs
in others (M = 60.28, SD = 46.41) than participants in the control
condition (M = 46.41, SD = 24.90), £(499) = 6.36, p < 0.001,
d = 0.57; Cl,s,,[0.40, 0.76].

We again conducted a simple mediation analysis using the same
procedure as in Study 2a. The results are presented in Figure 2.
Conspiracy theory exposure predicted own conspiracy beliefs
(B=10.31, p < 0.001). After including perceived others’ conspiracy
beliefs as the mediator, this direct path became weaker but
remained significant. The indirect path via perceived others’
conspiracy beliefs was significant, indicating partial mediation
(B =11.93, SE = 1.89; Cl,s,,[8.17, 15.63]).

As in Study 2a, we also explored the reverse indirect effect of own
conspiracy beliefs mediating the effect of the manipulation on
perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs. This indirect path also was
significant (B = 11.96, SE = 1.79; Cl,s,[8.56, 15.55]).

3.3 | Discussion

Results from both studies supported the hypothesis. Exposing
participants to conspiracy theories shaped their perceptions of
descriptive norms, that is, the extent to which participants
expected others to believe these conspiracy theories. These find-
ings are consistent with the notion that encountering conspiracy
theories prompts inferences of how widespread belief in those
theories is Robertson et al. (2024).

Although informative, these studies do not show that descrip-
tive norms causally influence people’s own conspiracy beliefs.
Although our mediation analyses yielded results consistent with
this notion, mediation analyses do not provide evidence for
a causal chain as both the descriptive norms and conspiracy
beliefs were measured variables. To establish such a causal chain,
it is necessary to experimentally manipulate the mediator in
subsequent experiments (Spencer et al. 2005). In Studies 3 and
4, we, therefore, experimentally manipulated descriptive norms
to investigate their causal effects on participants’ own conspiracy
beliefs.

4 | Study3

In Study 3, we presented participants with six conspiracy theories
and manipulated descriptive norms by informing them that either
many or a few, others have found these theories plausible. The
hypothesis was that participants in the high norms condition
would indicate stronger own conspiracy beliefs than participants
in the low norms condition.

4.1 | Methods
4.1.1 | Participants

We collected 501 US participants through Prolific. Participants
(50.1% female, 48.1% male, 1.2% non-binary or third gender, 0.6%
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FIGURE 1 | Standardized coefficients derived from a simple mediation analysis conducted in lavaan (5000 bootstrapped samples; Study 2a). Paths

that are not statistically significant (p > 0.05) are presented with grey dashed lines. ***p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 2 | Standardized coefficients derived from a simple mediation analysis conducted in lavaan (5000 bootstrapped samples; Study 2b).

#xp < 0,001,

prefer not to say) were between 18 and 80 years old (M = 38.8,
SD = 11.74; ages of two participants were coded as missing as
they provided nonsensical responses to this question). Most of the
participants had college education, either at bachelor’s (46.1%)
or graduate level (20.0%). On political orientation (1 = very left-
wing, 7 = very right-wing), our sample was leaning slightly left of
centre (M = 3.13, SD = 1.51). Following the same power analysis
as Studies 2a and 2b, this sample yielded 95% power to detect a
below-medium effect size (d = 0.32; « = 0.05, two-tailed).

4.1.2 | Procedure

After providing their informed consent, participants were ran-
domly allocated into one of two conditions. Participants first read
about a previous study on Prolific where US citizens responded
to various statements about society. To manipulate descriptive
norms (high/low), participants received the following instruc-
tion: ‘Below, we present 6 statements that especially many/only
a few participants found plausible. We would like to ask you for

your own opinion on each of these statements that many/only a
few others found plausible’.

Participants in both conditions were then asked to rate how
plausible they themselves found each of the six statements, which
all were popular conspiracy theories (e.g., ‘The government uses
subliminal messages on TV to influence the public’). Participants
rated every statement using a slider from 0 to 100, and we
averaged participants’ ratings as an index of belief in conspiracy
theories (M = 43.06, SD = 25.63, o = 0.88). After this, participants
provided basic demographic information, after which they were
debriefed and redirected to a URL for payment.

4.2 | Results

Although participants’ own conspiracy beliefs appeared some-
what higher in the high norms condition (M = 44.48, SD = 25.32)
than in the low norms condition (M = 41.65, SD = 25.89), this
difference was not significant, (499) = 1.24, p = 0.22, d = 0.1];
Clys,,[—0.05, 0.28]. Thus, we found no support for the hypothesis.
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4.3 | Discussion

Study 3 found no evidence for a causal effect of descriptive
norms on conspiracy beliefs. At least two interpretations of this
finding are possible. A first possibility is that people do not derive
their own conspiracy beliefs from descriptive norms information,
implying that the previously observed associations between own
and perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs are entirely due to
egocentric projection. A second possibility, however, is that the
manipulation of descriptive norms was insufficiently powerful
to exert meaningful effects on conspiracy beliefs. Although it is
impossible to assess this latter option empirically with the Study
3 data (as Study 3 did not include a measure of perceived others’
conspiracy beliefs), it might be the case that the manipulation
provided descriptive norms information in a too abstract, context-
free manner, leaving too much room for interpretation (e.g.,
only informing others that ‘many’ or ‘few’ others found these
theories plausible without giving more concrete information
such as proportions). To address this possibility, we, therefore,
took a different approach in Study 4 and manipulated whether
participants were given concrete, specific and factual normative
information.

5 | Study4

In Study 4, we capitalized on the notion that people tend to
overestimate how widespread conspiracy beliefs are in the pop-
ulation (e.g., Cookson et al. 2021a) and increasingly do so as they
believe conspiracy theories more strongly themselves (Pennycook
et al. 2026; Studies 1a and 1b of this contribution). Specifically,
providing factual and detailed statistical information about the
norm is likely to emphasize that beliefs in many conspiracy
theories are not as widespread as one might think, decreasing
people’s support for them. Preliminary evidence for the potential
of providing factual normative information was found in the
specific context of childhood vaccination conspiracy theories.
Providing factual normative feedback about anti-vaccination
conspiracy beliefs lowered anti-vaccination conspiracy beliefs
and increased vaccination intentions in a sample of parents of
young children (Cookson et al. 2021b).

Extending these insights, in Study 4 we presented US participants
with eight different conspiracy theories that were also assessed in
Study 1a. We manipulated whether participants received factual
normative information about each conspiracy theory, in the form
of a histogram showing previous participants’ actual plausibility
ratings as observed in Study 1a. Our hypothesis was that present-
ing people with such detailed statistical information of the factual
descriptive norm would decrease their own conspiracy beliefs as
compared with a control condition.

5.1 | Methods

5.1.1 | Participants

We collected 800 US participants through Prolific. Participants
(50.5% female, 47.5% male, 1.5% non-binary or third gender, 0.5%

prefer not to say) were between 19 and 77 years old (M = 40.61,
SD = 12.87, age of one participant was coded as missing after

providing a nonsensical response to this question). Most of the
participants had college education, either at bachelor’s (44.4%)
or graduate level (19.0%). On political orientation (1 = very left-
wing, 7 = very right-wing), our sample was close to the midpoint
of the scale (M = 3.40, SD =1.67). According to a sensitivity power
analysis in G*power for independent samples ¢-tests, this sample
provides 95% power to detect below-medium effect sizes (d = 0.26;
a = 0.05, two-tailed).

5.1.2 | Procedure

After providing their informed consent, participants were ran-
domly allocated into one of two descriptive norms conditions.
In each condition participants were shown a total of eight
statements, each describing a popular conspiracy theory (e.g.,
‘The virus that causes COVID-19 was manufactured in a Chinese
lab to destabilize the world’s economy’). All these statements
were also assessed in Study la. Participants saw one statement
at a time. In the factual normative information condition, for
each statement, participants were shown a histogram displaying
the real plausibility ratings for that statement from our Study la
results among US Americans. Additionally, they received a small
text description about the histogram (emphasizing the empirical
finding that most participants did not find the statement plausible
at all) and were given the median plausibility rating taken from
Study 1la. Participants in the control condition read that the
statements were assessed in a previous study but were not given
any additional information.

Participants in both conditions were asked how plausible they
themselves found each statement. As a manipulation check,
participants were also asked how plausible they believed the par-
ticipants in the previous study found the statement. Subsequently,
participants provided some demographic information. Finally,
participants were debriefed and redirected to a URL for payment.

5.1.3 | Measures

5.1.3.1 | Own Conspiracy Beliefs. We measured own con-
spiracy beliefs by asking participants how plausible they found
eight statements involving popular conspiracy theories (e.g.,
regarding COVID-19, the 9/11 terrorist attacks or the assassination
of JFK). Participants responded on a slider from 0 (Not at all
plausible) to 100 (Extremely plausible) (M = 28.94, SD = 22.82,
o = 0.90).

5.1.3.2 | Perceived Others’ Conspiracy Beliefs. We mea-
sured perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs by asking participants
to indicate how plausible they think the participants in the
previous study on average found each of the eight statements
from our measurement of conspiracy beliefs. Again, participants
responded on a slider from 0 (Not at all plausible) to 100
(Extremely plausible) (M = 29.75, SD = 17.96, a = 0.93).

5.2 | Results

We first analysed perceived others’ conspiracy beliefs to
check the descriptive norms manipulation. Participants in the
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FIGURE 3 | Distribution of average own conspiracy belief under no information (n = 405) and descriptive norm information conditions (n = 395).
Boxplots display the median and IQR. Dots represent individual observations per participant. Density curves show the distribution of individual

observations in both conditions.

factual normative information condition estimated that
participants in the previous study found the conspiracy theories
less plausible (M = 20.95, SD = 13.31) than participants in
the control condition (M = 38.34, SD = 17.77), t(798) = 15.64,
p < 0.001, d = 1.11; Clgs,[0.94, 1.28]. These findings indicate
that our manipulation of descriptive norms worked as
intended.

Then, we tested our hypothesis by analysing participants’
own conspiracy beliefs. As predicted, participants in the fac-
tual normative condition showed lower own conspiracy beliefs
(M =24.06, SD = 20.85) than participants in the control condition
(M = 33.70, SD = 23.67), #798) = 6.11, p < 0.001, d = 0.43;
Clys,[0.30, 0.58]. The difference between both experimental
conditions is visualized in Figure 3. These findings indicate
that providing people with factual information about descriptive
norms reduces their own conspiracy beliefs, supporting the
hypothesis.

6 | General Discussion

The current contribution sought to investigate the social influ-
ence processes explaining why encountering conspiracy theories
increases people’s belief in them and focused specifically on the
role of descriptive norms. Studies 1a and 1b showed that own con-
spiracy beliefs are correlated with perceived others’ conspiracy
beliefs and with an overestimation of the norm (cf., Alper et al.
2023; Cookson et al. 2021a; Pennycook et al. 2026). Studies 2a and
2b were the first to provide causal evidence, as experimentally
exposing participants to a blog post arguing for a conspiracy
theory increased the perceived descriptive norm (i.e., the extent
to which participants think others believe the conspiracy theory).
Studies 3 and 4, then, investigated the effects of experimentally
exposing participants to information about descriptive norms.
Although abstract, context-free information about descriptive
norms appears insufficiently powerful to influence participants’
own conspiracy beliefs (Study 3), providing participants with
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factual, statistical information showing that a conspiracy theory
is not widely endorsed effectively reduced their own conspiracy
beliefs (Study 4). Altogether, the studies support the notion that
perceived descriptive norms are important to understand why
people believe in the conspiracy theories spread by others.

These findings expand existing knowledge in at least two ways.
First, the findings provide evidence for an underlying mechanism
explaining why exposing people to conspiracy theories can
increase belief in them. Relatedly, the idea that conspiratorial
information stimulates inflated inferences of descriptive norms—
which validates people’s beliefs and increases attitudinal certainty
(Cialdini and Trost 1998)—may also help explain why conspir-
acy beliefs are associated with overconfidence (e.g., Oettingen
et al. 2022; Pennycook et al. 2026; Sanchez and Dunning 2021;
Vitriol and Marsh 2018; Wang and Van Prooijen 2026). Second,
the findings not only provide further evidence that stronger
conspiracy beliefs are associated with overestimating descriptive
norms (e.g., Alper et al. 2023; Cookson et al. 2021a; Pennycook
et al. 2026) but also extend these earlier findings by showing
causal effects of conspiracy exposure on perceived descriptive
norms and of descriptive norms information on own conspiracy
beliefs.

The current project was designed to investigate the effects
of conspiracy exposure and perceived descriptive norms on
conspiracy beliefs. An alternative possible process explaining
the link between descriptive norms and conspiracy beliefs is
egocentric projection, where people assume their own beliefs
to be representative for how others see the world (Epley et al.
2004; Ross et al. 1977). Of importance, the process that we
have investigated versus egocentric projection are not mutually
exclusive, and hence, the current findings cannot be taken as
evidence against the notion of egocentric projection in conspiracy
beliefs. Indeed, egocentric projection of own conspiracy beliefs
onto others is a plausible and important hypothesis that warrants
further research. If future evidence would support this process
as well, it could imply that perceived descriptive norms and
conspiracy beliefs might reinforce each other through a mutual
cyclical process.

Besides these theoretical implications, the present findings may
have practical implications for combating the spread of conspir-
acy theories on social media. Notably, our findings are consistent
with arguments that due to a combination of user choices,
design features and algorithmic ranking, extreme content (which
includes conspiracy theories) gets excessive exposure online,
and therefore distorts people’s perceptions of descriptive norms
(Robertson et al. 2024). Consistently, common engagement-based
algorithms have been found to inflate perceptions of how norma-
tive extreme content is on social media platforms (Brady et al.
2026). The Study 4 findings could inform efforts to develop online
interventions for reducing belief in false conspiracy theories in
the population. Providing normative information underscoring
that some conspiracy theories are not as widespread as some
perceivers may think appears to be a promising tool that could
be applied in concert with other interventions such as debunking
(e.g., Nyhan 2021), prebunking (Van der Linden 2022), shifting
people’s attention to the accuracy of information on social media
(Pennycook et al. 2021) or flagging dubious online content with
warning labels (Martel and Rand 2023).

To be effective, our findings suggest that such normative informa-
tion needs to be sufficiently concrete and detailed. The abstract
statement that ‘many’ or ‘few’ people believe a conspiracy theory
was ineffective in our Study 3, which we speculate is attributable
to too many degrees of freedom in people’s subjective interpreta-
tion of such information. To illuminate, what does it mean to say
that ‘few’ people believe the Earth is flat? Even assuming a small
proportion of the total population believing it (e.g., 10%; Hamilton
2022) might still be considered a lot when taking into account how
outlandish this conspiracy theory is. For the present purposes,
this null-effect implies some caution in interpreting our findings
as evidence for a causal chain, considering that the causal effects
of descriptive norms on conspiracy beliefs currently rely on only
one study (Study 4). Clearly, more research is needed to assess
the potential of descriptive norm information as the basis of
interventions and the boundary conditions that determine their
effectiveness.

6.1 | Strengths and Limitations

The current contribution has a number of noteworthy strengths.
It offers six studies that were all preregistered and well-powered.
The studies connected to earlier findings (Alper et al. 2023;
Cookson et al. 2021a; Pennycook et al. 2026) by starting with
two correlational studies but also subsequently extended that
by adding four experiments to the empirical package. Moreover,
with the exception of Study 3 the results were remarkably
consistent. Finally, the key findings replicated in two countries
(the United States and the United Kingdoms).

Besides these strengths, we should also highlight a number
of limitations, that mostly pertain to the ecological validity of
these findings. Although the present studies investigated the
causal effects of exposing unsuspecting participants to conspiracy
theories or descriptive norms, in everyday life the associations
between conspiracy exposure, descriptive norms and own con-
spiracy beliefs are likely to be more complicated. First, exposing
participants to such information in experiments may influence
them partially through demand characteristics, suggesting that
these effects may be smaller in real life. Second, people often
are not just passive recipients of conspiratorial information. To
some extent, people may choose what information they wish to be
exposed to (Uscinski et al. 2022), which adds a layer of complexity
to the processes investigated here. Indeed, conspiracy theorists
visit more conspiratorial webpages, and less official ones, when
looking for information about the COVID-19 vaccines (Vital et al.
2025). Although assessing the role of individual predispositions
towards conspiratorial information was beyond the scope of
the current research, it stands to reason that some people are
more inclined than others to actively search for conspiratorial
information to exaggerate their perceptions of descriptive norms,
as part of a motivated reasoning process designed to validate
existing suspicions. Third, although the present research was
partially inspired by the notion that features of the online
environment may distort people’s perceptions of descriptive
norms of believing conspiracy theories (Robertson et al. 2024),
the current studies were not representative for how the online
environment functions. For instance, filter bubbles and echo
chambers may exaggerate perceptions of those norms particularly
for people who already have an interest in conspiracy theories.
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Future research, therefore, may more extensively investigate
these issues.

Moreover, the present studies examined perceived descriptive
norms in the community of research participants on Prolific,
but the normative distribution of conspiracy theories can be
rather different in other groups. Conspiracy theories can be
quite normative in some online groups, such as anti-vaccination
groups on Telegram (Schlette et al. 2025). Moreover, in the
broader population, some conspiracy theories can be the norm.
A majority of US citizens believe in conspiracy theories about
the Kennedy assassination (Brenan 2023). US research partic-
ipants on Prolific find the theory that, instead of committing
suicide, sex offender Jeffrey Epstein was murdered quite plau-
sible (Van Prooijen et al. 2022). Moreover, geopolitically some
conspiracy theories can be normative. In the events leading
up to the 2003 war in Iraq, the official US government posi-
tion was that Saddam Hussein was hiding weapons of mass
destruction, a false conspiracy theory that was also officially
endorsed by many NATO allies at the time (cf., Van Prooijen,
Fousiani, et al. 2025). These limitations are important to take into
account, particularly when developing interventions along the
lines suggested in Study 4. Providing factual information about
descriptive norms might backfire if many people do believe the
theory.

Finally, although the current contribution included samples
from the United States and the United Kingdoms, cross-cultural
replication, including more collectivistic cultures is necessary.
Although conspiracy theory research conducted in Eastern cul-
tures (e.g., China) sometimes yields similar results as in Western
cultures (e.g., Wang et al. 2025), this is not always the case
(e.g., Zhao et al. 2025), and macro-level, cultural factors do
matter for belief in conspiracy theories (Hornsey and Pear-
son 2022; Hornsey et al. 2023). In this particular case, one
might speculate that adhering to descriptive norms is more
strongly expected in collectivistic than individualistic cultures.
This could mean that the link between perceived descriptive
norms and conspiracy beliefs might intensify in relatively col-
lectivistic cultures. Consistently, collectivism positively predicts
people’s own belief in conspiracy theories (Adam-Troian et al.
2021).

6.2 | Concluding Remarks

Implausible conspiracy theories sometimes gain traction among
a substantial audience. After spreading them, some conspir-
acy theories go viral on social media and persuade many
people. Various individual, situational, and societal factors
have been identified to explain people’s susceptibility to con-
spiracy theories (e.g., Biddlestone et al. 2025; Bowes et al.
2023; Hornsey et al. 2023). The present study has contributed
to these insights by highlighting how basic social influence
processes—specifically the tendency for people to look at the
attitudes of others (i.e., perceived descriptive norms) to deter-
mine their own attitudes—help explain why people accept
the conspiracy theories that they encounter as true. These
findings underscore that conspiracy beliefs cannot be under-
stood separately from the social context in which they tran-
spire.
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