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Abstract. In an era of increasing partisan polarization and media fragmentation, interest in the
causes of conspiracy beliefs has been growing rapidly. However, there is little consensus on how
to measure these beliefs. Researchers typically present respondents with a conspiratorial statement,
then assess their endorsement of the statement using an agree-disagree scale, a true-false scale, or
some other variant. Researchers sometimes include a no-opinion response option and sometimes
do not. Yet, there is have little evidence as to the best format. In this paper, we argue that common
measures are challenging for respondents to answer and inflate estimates of conspiracy belief
among the mass public. We introduce an alternative measure that presents respondents with an
explicit choice between a conspiratorial and a conventional explanation for an event. Across three
studies, the explicit choice format reduces no-opinion responding and reduces estimates of
conspiracy belief, particularly among those low in political knowledge or cognitive reflection.
These results suggest that previous findings may be inflated due to measurement artifacts. Based
on this evidence, we recommend that researchers adopt the explicit choice format for measuring
conspiracy beliefs and provide a no-opinion response option.
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Conspiratorial beliefs seem to be widely held among the American public. A recent
survey found that half of Americans endorsed at least one out of seven conspiracy theories
presented to them (Oliver and Wood 2014b). Similarly, according to the 2012 American
National Election Studies, 36% believed the Bush administration knew about the 9/11 plot before
it happened, and 34% believed the Affordable Care Act authorized government panels to make
end-of-life decisions for Medicare recipients. More recently, Tingley and Wagner (2017) found
that 28% of Americans reported believing that condensation trails left by aircraft are part of a
government program to release harmful chemicals into the air. These findings suggest that
conspiratorial thinking, rather than an aberration, is a fundamental form of cognition.

However, there is little agreement on how to measure conspiracy beliefs. Scholars have
extensively studied the content that ought to make up a conspiracy scale (e.g., Brotherton,
French, and Pickering 2013; Uscinski, Klofstad, and Atkinson 2016), but there is less evidence
on the optimal question format. The typical approach is to present respondents with a
conspiratorial explanation for an event and assess respondents’ belief in that statement using an
agree-disagree scale (e.g., Oliver and Wood 2014b), a true-false scale (e.g., Miller, Saunders, and
Farhart 2016; Swami et al. 2011) or some other variant (e.g., Bruder et al. 2013; Carey et al.
2016a; Wood 2016). These questions also vary in whether or not respondents are given the
option of indicating that they hold no opinion, such as “don’t know,” or “neither agree nor
disagree.” These design choices have been shown to affect the validity of measures in other
applications (e.g., Krosnick et al. 2001; Saris et al. 2010), yet there is little evidence as to the best
format for conspiracy beliefs.

In this article, we argue that conspiracy questions are challenging for respondents to

answer, as they typically require respondents to assess why some historical or political event
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occurred. Oftentimes respondents are only vaguely familiar with the events in question, let alone
the associated conspiracies. As a result, common approaches to measuring conspiracy beliefs
may systematically inflate estimates of belief in conspiracies for two reasons. First, nearly all
conspiracy questions simply present respondents with a conspiratorial claim without giving an
alternative viewpoint. Absent an alternative explanation, respondents may be inclined to endorse
the claim provided by the researcher (Krosnick 1991). Second, this acquiescence bias is likely
exacerbated when researchers do not provide respondents with no-opinion response options (e.g.,
Miller, Saunders, and Farhart 2016), forcing them to guess when they know little about an event.
In this manuscript, we conduct three studies testing the impact of question format. In
addition to testing two common formats, we introduce an explicit choice format that asks
respondents to pick between conventional and conspiratorial explanations for an event. The
results show that the explicit choice format reduces no-opinion responding and reduces the
endorsement of conspiratorial claims, particularly among those who are low in political
knowledge or cognitive reflection. These findings suggest that researchers should adopt the
explicit choice format for measuring conspiracy beliefs and provide respondents with a no-

opinion response option.

The Challenge of Measuring Conspiracy Beliefs

Conspiratorial thinking involves a specific way of making sense of the world that fulfills
particular psychological needs. For example, Uscinski et al. (2016) define conspiracy theory as
“a proposed explanation of events that cites as a main causal factor a small group of persons (the
conspirators) acting in secret for their own benefit, against the common good” (58). Conspiracy

beliefs are typically classified as a subset of political misperceptions that “fail to meet widely
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agreed upon standards of evidence” (Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler 2017, 128), however, the
endorsement of a conspiracy serves various psychological motivations. For instance, conspiracy
beliefs may aid in coping with an uncertain world (see Leman 2007; Miller 2002; Swami and
Furnham 2012 for details), providing structure and meaning to the world (Whitson and Galinsky
2008), or justifying political attitudes (e.g., Miller, Saunders, and Farhart 2016; Pasek et al.
2015; Smallpage, Enders, and Uscinski 2017).

The explanatory nature of conspiracy beliefs may make them particularly difficult to
measure, however. In answering such a question, respondents typically must first consider a
specific historical or political event, such as 9/11 or the Oklahoma City bombing, then reason
about why that event took place. This requires some familiarity with the details of the event and
the implications for one’s worldview. For example, a popular conspiracy explains the 9/11
attacks not as the result of a failure of intelligence agencies, but the result of coordinated efforts
on behalf of the Bush administration to bring about war in the Middle East. Thus, conspiratorial
belief typically entails both the rejection of a conventional explanation and the acceptance of an
alternative, conspiratorial explanation. Taken together, these features make conspiracy questions
demanding for survey respondents. This leads to several concerns about common practices in
measuring conspiracy beliefs, detailed below.

The most general problem is low levels of knowledge about the background event that
the conspiracy is intended to explain. For example, a national survey conducted in June 2007
found that only 43% of respondents correctly stated that most of the 9/11 hijackers came from
Saudi Arabia, and the youngest respondents were the least likely to answer the question correctly
(Braiker 2007). This lack of information is likely to extend to other crucial facts about the

conventional explanation for how the event occurred. Many respondents are also unfamiliar with



RUNNING HEADER: Measuring Conspiracy Beliefs

conspiratorial claims. For example, Oliver and Wood (2014) found that, on average, only about
half of the public self-reported hearing about each of six prominent conspiracies.? Thus, when
posed with a standard conspiracy question, many respondents do not hold a pre-existing
conspiratorial belief, and many more may lack any context to evaluate a conspiratorial
explanation for an event.

If respondents struggle to answer conspiracy questions due to a lack of background
information, they may be driven toward no-opinion responses, when made available. These no-
opinion responses are appealing to respondents who do not have sufficiently structured thoughts
about the event to easily provide a substantive response (e.g., Berinsky 2002). As question
difficulty increases, no-opinion rates should increase as well, indicating a problematic survey
question (Fowler and Cannel 1996).

A look at recent literature reveals high no-opinion rates. Across six conspiracy questions
asked of a nationally representative sample, between 22% and 44% of respondents selected
“neither agree nor disagree” (Oliver and Wood 2014b). Even on a high-profile rumor about
health care reform and death panels, 33% of respondents reported being “unsure” (Berinsky
2017). These high no-opinion rates suggest that many respondents may not have the background
knowledge to assess conspiratorial claims and struggle to answer these questions.

The difficulty of assessing claims about the causes of historical and political events is
exacerbated by the standard practice of presenting respondents with only a conspiratorial

statement and asking them to rate their agreement with or belief in the explanation. Survey

2 Prior awareness ranged from 17% (vapor trails conspiracy) to 94% (birther conspiracy).

Notably, self-reports such as these are likely overestimates of familiarity (Prior 2009).
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respondents are prone to agreeing with statements provided by a researcher, regardless of the
content, and a review of the literature finds that this acquiescence bias inflates agreement with a
statement by about 10 percentage points (Krosnick and Presser 2010). This effect is particularly
pronounced for agree-disagree formats, but it also affects true-false questions (Schuman and
Presser 1981), both of which are common for measuring conspiracy beliefs (e.g., ANES 2014;
Brotherton, French, and Pickering 2013; Jolley, Douglas, and Sutton 2018; Miller, Saunders, and
Farhart 2016; Oliver and Wood 2014b). Acquiescence bias is largest when survey questions are
difficult, and disproportionately affects those with lower cognitive resources (Knauper et al.
1997; Knowles and Condon 1999). Given that many respondents know little about the topics of
these conspiracy questions, some may endorse the conspiracy simply because it is the only
option provided by the researcher, serving to inflate estimates of conspiracy belief. As a result,
standard conspiracy questions likely produce higher estimates of conspiracy beliefs than an
alternative format that provides more contextual information (described in detail below).

The possibility of acquiescence bias is likely exacerbated when respondents are not
offered a no-opinion response option. Respondents lacking background information will tend to
opt for no-opinion responses, yet many researchers omit these no-opinion response options
entirely (see literature review below). Omitting a “don’t know” option is consistent with popular
advice on questionnaire design, as it may discourage satisficing among respondents who hold
opinions but may be unmotivated to retrieve them (Krosnick and Presser 2010). However, it also
forces respondents who do not hold a relevant belief or opinion to choose a response (Beza et al.
1984; Sturgis, Roberts, and Smith 2014), which may exacerbate acquiescence bias. As a result,
questions omitting a no-opinion option will likely inflate estimates of conspiracy belief, relative

to questions that provide a no-opinion option.
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Beyond inflating estimates of conspiracy belief, acquiescence bias may alter the
correlates of conspiracy beliefs. People with low cognitive resources, such as less educated and
less knowledgeable respondents, tend to be most susceptible to acquiescence bias and most likely
to give no-opinion responses (e.g., Krosnick 1991; Krosnick et al. 2001). Some research has
found that less knowledgeable respondents are more likely to endorse conspiracies (Berinsky
2017; Enders, Smallpage, and Lupton 2018; though see Miller, Saunders, and Farhart 2016), and
several studies show that conspiracy believers tend to be less inclined toward analytic thinking
(Swami et al. 2014; van Prooijen 2017; Stahl and van Prooijen 2018). An influential paper on the
topic suggests that “analytic thinking prompts careful and deliberate processing of information
(Chaiken et al. 1989), which increases attention to the logical fallacies and factual inaccuracies
inherent in most conspiracy theories” (Swami et al. 2014, 581). However, respondents low in
analytic thinking and political knowledge are likely to be more prone to acquiescence bias. That
is, people low in political knowledge are simply less aware of any of the facts surrounding the
target event, and people low in analytic thinking may be less likely to search their memory for
alternative explanations that are not provided by the researcher. As a result, these respondents
may endorse any statement provided by a researcher. Thus, standard measures of conspiracy
belief may inflate estimates of the effects of political knowledge and cognitive style, particularly
when a no-opinion option is not provided.

A Systematic Review of Conspiracy Measurement Practices
To examine current measurement practices in the literature, we conducted a systematic

29 ¢

review by searching Google Scholar for articles containing the words “conspiracy,” “rumor,”

“rumour,” “misperception,” or “misinformation.” The review was limited to the years 1990-2018
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and to seven political science journals, yielding 17 articles.® Some articles contained multiple
question formats, generating 25 observations. Each study was coded for several features,
including scale format and presence and interpretation of no-opinion responses. The results are
shown in Table 1.

The 25 observations included 12 different scale formats (e.g., agree/disagree), illustrating
the lack of consensus among researchers. Of these 25 measures, 44% (n=11) did not offer a
midpoint or a “don’t know” response, forcing respondents to provide a substantive response. Of
the 14 measures providing a no-opinion response option, 57% (n=8) provided an explicit “don’t
know” option and 36% (n=5) offered a midpoint, such as “neither agree nor disagree.” Thus,
there is little consensus on whether and how to provide a no-opinion response option.

Those who allow a no-opinion response face a problem of interpretation. As shown in
Table 1, there is little agreement as to how to code these responses. Of the 14 measures including
no-opinion options, 36% (n=5) coded them as acceptance of conspiracies, 36% at the midpoint
(n=5), 7% (n=1) as a rejection, and 21% (n=3) could not be coded.* Given the high rates of no-
opinion responding, how researchers handle no-opinion responses is likely consequential, but
there is clearly little consensus on the practice.

[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]

% The journals were American Political Science Review, American Journal of Political Science,
Journal of Politics, Political Behavior, Political Psychology, Political Communication, and
Public Opinion Quarterly.

4 One article did not provide sufficient information and two articles did not conduct a

multivariate analysis and thus did not make a coding decision.

10



RUNNING HEADER: Measuring Conspiracy Beliefs

While based on a limited sample of articles, this review clearly demonstrates that there is
no consensus on how to measure conspiracy beliefs. Researchers use a wide variety of question
formats, are split on whether to include a no-opinion response option, have used a variety of
different types of no-opinion options, and interpret these responses differently. These different
measurement practices may yield different conclusions about the prevalence and correlates of

conspiracy beliefs.

Development of Explicit Choice Measures

To minimize the problems with conventional measures, we propose a new question
format that asks respondents to make an explicit choice between two alternative explanations for
the same event. For example, respondents might be asked to choose between two statements
about the causes of 9/11 — one conventional account attributing the event to intelligence failures
and one conspiratorial account attributing the event to the Bush administration’s desire to go to
war in the Middle East. This format has been used previously (Einstein and Glick 2015), but has
not been widely adopted or compared to alternative formats. Explicit choice formats such as
these tend to be less susceptible to both acquiescence bias and response sets (Javeline 1999;
Krosnick and Presser 2010; Smyth et al. 2006). Moreover, by providing competing explanations,
it helps address the problem of low contextual knowledge about particular events. As a result, the
explicit choice format should reduce no-opinion responding and generate lower estimates of
conspiracy beliefs. These effects should be largest among those with low levels of political

knowledge and lower cognitive resources.

11
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As the focal measures throughout the paper, we collected a list of conspiracy theories
previously used in political science and psychology research.> We then removed conspiracies
involving events that would not be well-known to the public or would take extensive background
explanation (e.g., Hillary Clinton had Seth Rich murdered). Some studies have used general
claims that do not offer an explanation for a particular event (e.g., aliens exist) and thus only
imply a conspiracy, so these items were excluded as well. The end result was a diverse set of 14
conspiracies that included both partisan and non-partisan claims, and involved both historical
and current events.

For each conspiracy, we generated a conventional account that consisted of a short
statement taking a similar format to the conspiratorial account. These conventional accounts
were largely developed from relevant Wikipedia pages, under the assumption that these pages
represent widespread agreement about an event. Conventional accounts were also phrased in
such a way that they are not direct rebuttals of the conspiracies, but are incompatible with them.
The full text of the conspiracies and corresponding conventional accounts are listed in Table 2,
along with citations to articles that have used these conspiracies previously.

[INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]

Study 1
The first study consists of a two-wave online panel survey with an experiment embedded

in each wave. Each experiment was designed to test how response format affects rates of no-

5 One conspiracy (Trump wiretapping) was also included that has not been used in past research

in order to add an additional current event.
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opinion responses and conspiracy endorsement. Respondents were recruited from required
introductory courses at the University of Houston. The first wave was fielded between October
29 and November 4, 2018, and 887 students completed the study. The second wave was fielded
November 13-17, 2018, and 644 students completed the second wave of the study. See the
Supplementary Online Materials for sample characteristics.

Design and Measures

The first wave of the survey tested the impact of question format on conspiracy
endorsement when a no-opinion option is not provided. Respondents were asked about their
belief in seven conspiracies and were randomly assigned to one of three question formats: agree-
disagree (AD), true-false (TF), or explicit choice (EC). The AD and TF scales were both four-
point scales (see the Appendix for full question wording), while the EC scale was dichotomous.
To facilitate comparison, the AD and TF scales were recoded to dichotomous formats.® The
primary dependent variable consists of a simple count of the number of conspiracies that each
respondent endorsed.

In the second wave, respondents were asked about their endorsement of the remaining
seven conspiracies and were randomly assigned to one of five conditions. The first three
conditions were similar to those in wave 1 (EC, AD, TF). The fourth and fifth conditions asked
about respondents’ endorsement of the conventional accounts (CA) of each of the seven
conspiracy events in either an agree-disagree (AD-CA) or true-false (TF-CA) format. These

results are discussed in more detail in the Supplementary Online Materials, but they demonstrate

® Notably, this difference in format biases us against expectations, as including belief strength

tends to decrease the selection of middle alternatives (Presser and Schuman 1980).
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that question format affects endorsement of conventional beliefs as well as conspiracy beliefs.
The design of wave 2 also differed from wave 1 in two ways. First, to maximize similarity, the
strength of the belief was not measured in any of the conditions. And second, all conditions
included a no-opinion response option. This option was labeled “unsure” in the EC and TF
conditions and “neither agree nor disagree” in the AD condition.

Results

Conspiracy endorsement rates in Wave 1, which did not offer a no-opinion response
option, are shown in the top panel of Figure 1. On average, respondents in the EC condition
endorsed 2.0 out of 7 conspiracies, which was significantly lower than both the TF (M = 2.7,
t(580) = 6.17, p <.0001) and AD conditions (M = 2.5; t(621) = 4.89, p < .0001), after correcting
for multiple comparisons using the Holm method (Aickin and Gensler 1996).” These findings
suggest that conventional measures inflate rates of conspiracy endorsement.

The second wave allows a test of whether this pattern emerges even when a no-opinion
response is provided. The greater difficulty of the AD and TF formats, relative to the EC, should
drive more respondents to the no-opinion response option. The rate of no-opinion responses is
shown in the bottom left panel of Figure 1. In the EC condition, the average respondent gave 1.1
no-opinion responses, which was significantly lower than both the TF (M = 1.8; t(251) = 2.96, p
=.003) and AD conditions (M = 2.1; t(243) = 4.37, p < .001), after correcting for multiple
comparisons.

The higher no-opinion rates observed in the TF and AD conditions may reduce

differences in conspiracy endorsement between conditions. Indeed, there is no significant effect

’ For item-level descriptive statistics in Study 1, see the Supplementary Online Materials.
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of question format when coding no-opinion responses as rejections (see bottom middle panel of
Figure 1). Respondents in the EC condition endorsed an average of 1.3 conspiracies, compared
with 1.4 in the TF condition (t(251) = 0.57, p = 1.000) and 1.3 in the AD condition (t(243) =
0.23, p = 1.000). These results suggest that providing a no-opinion response reduces the
differences between formats by providing respondents who struggle to answer the question a
way to opt out of providing a substantive response.

However, it is worth noting that these patterns change if no-opinion responses are coded
at the midpoint, as is common practice in this literature. This approach follows the common
practice of coding “neither agree nor disagree” as a three on a five-point scale (e.g., Goertzel
1994; Oliver and Wood 2014a, 2014b). Under this coding scheme, the EC condition generated
significantly lower conspiracy endorsement (M = 1.9) than both the TF (M = 2.3; t(251) = 2.26,
p =.049) and AD (M = 2.3; t(243) = 2.17, p = .049) conditions, after correcting for multiple
comparisons. These differences are only more dramatic if no-opinion responses are coded as
conspiracy endorsements. This is clearly a result of the higher no-opinion rates in the AD and TF
conditions and demonstrates that these two formats are more sensitive to different assumptions
about the nature of no-opinion responses.

[INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]
Discussion

So far, the results raise concerns about common conspiracy measures, but suggest that the
explicit choice format helps alleviate these problems. When no-opinion response options are not
provided, the AD and TF formats both generate higher levels of conspiracy endorsement. When
no-opinion response options are provided, conspiracy endorsement rates are similar across

conditions, but the AD and TF formats generate significantly higher rates of no-opinion

15
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responding. Together, these results imply that conventional formats inflate estimates of
conspiracy beliefs when no-opinion options are not provided, and when researchers interpret no-

opinion responses as partial or full endorsements of conspiracies.

Study 2

The second study allows another test of the impact of question format when no-opinion
options are included. Twelve hundred respondents were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk during March 25-26, 2018. Respondents were required to be located in the U.S. and have
an approval rate of at least 95%. The sample is not representative (see Supplementary Online
Materials for sample characteristics), but samples drawn from MTurk routinely replicated
experimental and observational findings from nationally representative samples (Berinsky,
Huber, and Lenz 2012; Clifford, Jewell, and Waggoner 2015; Mullinix et al. 2015).
Design and Measures

Respondents first answered a series of questions about their personality and political
attitudes (see Supplementary Online Materials for details). Respondents were then randomized
into either the EC, AD, or TF format and asked about all 14 conspiracies from Study 1. All
conditions included three response options, including a no-opinion response. Following the
conspiracy battery, respondents were asked a series of questions about their perceptions of the
survey and about their demographics.
Results

The left panel of Figure 2 displays the rate of no-opinion responses by condition.

Consistent with Study 1, the EC condition generated substantially fewer no-opinion responses

16
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(M = 1.8) than either the AD (M = 3.2, t(805) = 7.24, p < .001) or TF conditions (M = 2.9, t(839)

=6.17, p <.001), after correcting for multiple comparisons.®

Turning to conspiracy endorsement, there is little difference between conditions when no-

opinion responses are coded as rejections (see center panel of Figure 2), suggesting again that the

presence of a no-opinion response option reduces the differences between question formats.

Under this approach, the EC condition (M = 2.9) is indistinguishable from the AD condition (M

= 2.6; t(805) = 1.52, p =.129) and, surprisingly, generates higher levels of conspiracy

endorsement than the TF condition (M = 2.3; t(839) = 3.27, p = .002), after correcting for

multiple comparisons. The findings for the TF condition were contrary to the findings of Study

1, but it is unclear why.

Once again, however, these patterns change when coding no-opinion responses at the
midpoint (see right panel of Figure 2). Under this coding scheme, the EC condition again
generated slightly lower levels of conspiracy belief (M = 3.8) than the AD condition (M = 4.2,
t(805) = 2.12, p = .069), but did not differ from the TF condition (M = 3.8, t(839) = 7.24,p =
.995), after correcting for multiple comparisons. If no-opinion responses are coded as
endorsements, however, the EC condition generates significantly lower estimates than the TF
and AD conditions (ps < .05).

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]
Discussion
The results from Study 2 again demonstrate that response format affects how people

respond to conspiracy questions. Similar to Study 1, the EC condition generated substantially

8 For item-level descriptive statistics in Study 2, see the Supplementary Online Materials.
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lower rates of no-opinion responses than either the AD or TF conditions. However, the results
were mixed with respect to conspiracy endorsement rates, suggesting again that the provision of

a no-opinion response option may minimize differences between formats.

Study 3

The final study was conducted on a large sample targeted to the national population and
included the most detailed test of the impact of question format. The sample consists of 2,462
respondents recruited through the Lucid platform. Lucid aggregates respondents from many
online panels and provides quota samples that are matched to US Census demographic margins
on gender, ethnicity, education, region, age, and income. Recent research shows that findings
from Lucid samples closely resemble demographic and experimental findings from nationally
representative samples (Coppock and McClellan 2019).
Design and Measures

Respondents first answered a series of questions about their political attitudes,
personality, and political knowledge. Next, respondents answered the same 14 conspiracy
questions described above, but were randomized into one of six conditions in a 3 x 2 factorial
design. The first factor manipulated question format (EC, AD, TF) and the second factor
manipulated the presence of a no-opinion response option (present, absent). This design allows
us to directly test how the presence of a no-opinion option affects responses. At the end of the
survey, respondents answered several questions about their perceptions of the survey and their
demographics.

Two dispositional measures, political knowledge and cognitive reflection, were selected

to test whether question format has the largest effects among those with the least background

18
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knowledge and cognitive resources. Past work has demonstrated negative relationships between
conspiracy beliefs and both variables. Political knowledge was measured with four factual
knowledge items based on the scale develop by Delli Carpini and Keeter (1993).° To measure
cognitive reflection, respondents were randomly assigned to five items from the seven-item
Cognitive Reflection Task in a multiple choice format (Sirota and Juanchich 2018; Toplak, West,
and Stanovich 2014; Frederick 2005).

Results

Table 3, below, shows the percentage of respondents endorsing each conspiracy by
question format. No-opinion responses are coded as rejections. In the EC-NO condition,
endorsements range from a low of 12% (Oklahoma City) to a high of 35% (Russia-Trump).
However, endorsement rates clearly vary by question format. In the EC-NO condition, 22% of
respondents endorsed each conspiracy, on average. But in the AD condition, this number nearly
doubles, jumping to 41%. Clearly, question format matters.

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]

Figure 3 plots no-opinion rates among the three conditions that offered them. As
expected, the EC condition generated fewer no-opinion responses (M = 2.6) than both the AD
(M =4.2;1(819) =6.16, p <.001) and TF conditions (M = 3.4; t(819) = 3.38, p = .001), after
correcting for multiple comparisons. Consistent with expectations, a regression model
controlling for experimental condition shows that no-opinion responses are associated with lower

levels of political knowledge (b =-2.38, p <.001), lower cognitive reflection (b =-1.02, p =

% See Appendix for full question wording.
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.023), and higher satisficing (b = -.50, p = .001).1° All three findings suggest that respondents
with lower background knowledge and cognitive resources are more likely to opt out of
providing substantive responses, but the EC condition minimizes the consequences of these
effects.

Figure 3 displays the mean conspiracy endorsement rates by experimental condition, with
no-opinion responses coded as rejections. As expected, the EC condition that offered a no-
opinion response (EC-NO) generated the lowest levels of conspiracy endorsement of the six
conditions. As a more formal test, we estimated a regression model predicting conspiracy beliefs
as a function of two categorical indicators: question format (EC, AD, TF) and the presence of a
no-opinion response (NO, no NO). Relative to the EC condition, the AD and TF conditions both
predict significantly higher conspiracy endorsement rates (AD: b = 1.28, p <.001; TF: b = 0.87,
p <.001) and the presence of a no-opinion response option substantially reduces conspiracy
endorsement (b =-1.26, p <.001), after correcting for multiple comparisons. Finally, a set of
pairwise comparisons shows that the EC-NO condition generated significantly lower conspiracy
endorsement rates than all other conditions even after correcting for multiple comparisons (ps <
.001). See Supplementary Online Materials for full model details.

These patterns are only exacerbated when adopting the practice of coding no-opinion
responses at the midpoint. Mean endorsement rates under this coding scheme are shown in
Figure 3. Scores, of course, do not change for the conditions that did not offer a no-opinion
response, so only the three relevant conditions are displayed. The EC-NO condition generates

substantially lower conspiracy endorsement rates (M = 4.3) than both the AD-NO (M =6.1;

10 See Supplementary Online Materials for full model details.
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t(819) = 8.00, p <.001) and TF-NO conditions (M = 5.6; t(819) = 6.23, p < .001), after
correcting for multiple comparisons. These findings suggest that assumptions about the coding of
no-opinion responses can be consequential, but their effects are minimized by the EC condition,
which produces the fewest no-opinion responses.

[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE]
Who Is Most Sensitive to Question Format?

The effects of question format should be largest among respondents with the least
background knowledge and those who are least prone to cognitive reflection. To test these
expectations, we examine how treatment effects vary by levels of political knowledge and
cognitive reflection. Throughout this section no-opinion responses are coded as rejections, but
the results are substantively similar when coding no-opinions at the midpoint. The models also
do not include controls for sociodemographics, but this modeling choice does not substantively
affect the results (see Supplementary Online Materials).

To begin, we predicted conspiracy endorsement as a function of political knowledge
scores, a dichotomous indicator of whether a no-opinion response was offered, and an interaction
between the two (full model details shown in Supplementary Online Materials). As expected,
there is a significant interaction (p <.001). The left-hand panel of Figure 4 plots the treatment
effect across levels of political knowledge. At the highest levels of political knowledge, offering
a no-opinion option leads to a small reduction in conspiracy endorsement (b = -0.51, p = .031).
However, at the lowest levels of political knowledge, offering a no-opinion response option
reduces endorsement by more than two conspiracy beliefs (b =-2.32, p <.001).

We reproduced this same analysis while substituting the CRT for political knowledge.

The treatment effects are plotted in the right-hand panel of Figure 4. At the highest levels of the
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CRT, the treatment does not affect conspiracy endorsement (b = 0.19, p = .699). But at the
lowest levels of cognitive reflection, offering a no-opinion response reduces conspiracy
endorsement by more than one and a half conspiracies (b = -1.67, p < .001).

[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE]

The EC condition should also reduce the burden on respondents, potentially weakening
the effects of political knowledge and cognitive reflection even further. To provide the fullest
test, we predicted conspiracy endorsement as a function of five experimental condition dummies
(with EC-NO as the baseline), political knowledge, and interactions between knowledge and
each condition dummy. Four of the five interactions are statistically significant (ps < .05), with
the exception of the AD-NO condition (p = .069), after correcting for multiple comparisons. The
left panel of Figure 5 plots the effect of political knowledge in each experimental condition.
Higher levels of political knowledge predict significantly lower levels of conspiracy belief in all
conditions (ps < .01) except for the EC-NO condition (p = .228), again accounting for multiple
comparisons. The effects of knowledge are largest in the two most demanding conditions — the
AD and TF conditions that do not offer a no-opinion response option. These findings suggest that
the EC-NO condition reduces the burden on respondents, having the greatest effect on those with
the lowest levels of background knowledge. This also suggests that previous findings that the
politically knowledgeable are less likely to believe in conspiracies may largely be a
methodological artifact.

As a further test, we reproduce this same analysis, but substitute the CRT scores for
political knowledge. The effects of CRT are plotted by experimental condition in the right-hand
panel of Figure 5. The results are less statistically certain, as none of the interaction terms are

statistically significant (ps > .05), but a similar pattern emerges. After accounting for multiple
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comparisons, cognitive reflection is a significant predictor of conspiracy belief only in the two
most demanding conditions — the AD and TF conditions that do not provide a no-opinion
response option (ps <.001). These patterns again suggest that common question formats are
more demanding on respondents. And, from a substantive standpoint, these results suggest that
past research finding a link between conspiracy beliefs and cognitive reflection may have
overstated the effects.

Overall, these results suggest that respondents who are the least politically
knowledgeable and the least reflective are most responsive to question format. A very similar
pattern emerges when instead using satisficing (or survey effort) as a moderator. Satisficing
predicted higher conspiracy beliefs with conventional formats, especially AD and TF conditions
that did not offer a no-opinion response, but this effect was absent in the EC-NO condition (see
Supplementary Online Materials for details).!* Together, these results suggest that respondents
with the fewest cognitive resources are the most responsive to question format — that is, they are
more inclined to agree with conspiratorial statements offered by a researcher when they are not
provided with an alternative explanation or an opportunity to opt out of expressing a belief.

[FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE]

Conclusion
With the rise of misinformation and fake news, studying the spread of conspiratorial

beliefs is more important than ever. Researchers and pollsters have reached a number of dramatic

11 Similarly, higher survey attention predicted lower conspiracy beliefs and lower no-opinion

rates in both Studies 1 and 2. See Supplementary Online Materials for details.
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conclusions about the extent of conspiracy belief among the mass public. Yet, there has been
surprisingly little research on how question format affects estimates of conspiracy belief. The
findings here suggest that two common measurement practices — the omission of conventional
explanations for events and the omission of no-opinion response options — inflate estimates of
conspiracy belief and change the portrait of who holds these beliefs. Based on these findings,
researchers ought to adopt the explicit choice format in future research and provide a no-opinion
option to respondents.

The largest differences between question formats were observed among those who score
low in political knowledge and low in cognitive reflection. These findings suggest that
conventional question formats are overstating conspiracy belief among respondents with the
fewest cognitive resources due to acquiescence bias. Moreover, while previous research has
found relationships between conspiracy beliefs and political knowledge and cognitive reflection,
these findings did not replicate when relying on the explicit choice measure with a no-opinion
response option. This suggests that past findings may have largely been a measurement artifact,
but this will require further testing to resolve. Other research on the cognitive and epistemic
predictors of conspiracy beliefs may be affected by these same measurement artifacts. However,
there are a number of predictors of conspiracy belief that are less theoretically linked to response
biases and thus should be less sensitive to question format. In Study 3, we investigated three such
sets of models: sociodemographics, the Big Five personality traits, and conspiratorial
predispositions. Full results are shown in the Supplementary Online Materials, but the results
were more similar across question formats. Of course, further research is needed on how
question format may affect the substantive conclusions drawn by researchers, but cognitive and

epistemic predictors of conspiracy beliefs should be most sensitive to question format.

24



RUNNING HEADER: Measuring Conspiracy Beliefs

Of course, a skeptic might argue that the persistent relationship between political
knowledge and conspiracy beliefs using conventional scales suggests that those low in political
knowledge are indeed more susceptible to believing in conspiracies when another explanation is
not available. There are two ways to interpret these findings. The first is that, for some
respondents, conventional measures are creating conspiracy beliefs, and thus telling us
something about who is most receptive to conspiratorial claims. While this is a departure from
how scholars typically interpret these measures, it would still be informative about who is
inclined toward adopting conspiratorial beliefs. However, in the real world, conspiracy beliefs
don’t exist in a vacuum, but instead compete with conventional explanations for a particular
event. Thus, the explicit choice format seems to be a more realistic and valid measure of
conspiracy belief.

A second interpretation is that conventional measures, for some respondents, are
measuring something more ephemeral and akin to non-attitudes. This interpretation is consistent
with the evidence that some respondents who endorsed conspiratorial claims using conventional
measures would have selected a conventional explanation or a no-opinion response were it made
available. This interpretation is also supported by the fact that these effects were largest among
those with the lowest levels of political knowledge. Of course, these questions cannot be
answered with the data presented here and further research will be needed. However, given that
the explicit choice format is arguably a more realistic measure and produces the lowest no-
opinion rates of the formats tested here, this format seems to be the most valid measure of
conspiracy belief.

Our review of the literature revealed a troubling lack of agreement among researchers as

to whether to allow no-opinion responses and how to interpret them. As demonstrated here,
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different measurement and coding practices can yield substantively different results. The lack of
clear measurement practices makes it more difficult to interpret conflicting findings across the
literature and raises the concern of measurement artifacts. Perhaps most troublingly, the
disagreement in coding practices creates a flexibility in data analysis that may contribute to false
positives (Simmons, Nelson, and Simonsohn 2011). The results here suggest that no-opinion
response options should be included and more likely represent a rejection of a conspiratorial
claim than acceptance of it. However, given the likely heterogeneity in the meaning of these
responses, the best strategy is to select the question format that minimizes no-opinion responses
(the explicit choice format) and thus reduces their impact. Finally, regardless of the measurement
and coding choices made by researchers, these decisions, and how they might affect substantive
findings, ought to be discussed.

We also encourage researchers to use the 14 explicit choice questions developed here.
However, there are at least two ways in which the scale could be improved. First, although the
items capture a diverse set of topics used by previous researchers, these 14 items are not
designed to be representative of the universe of conspiracies or to be balanced with regard to
partisan inclinations, for example. Thus, comprehensive scales of explicit choice items that
satisfy particular substantive goals would be extremely useful. Second, the explicit choice
question format did not allow respondents to indicate the strength of their belief. However, belief
strength could be easily gauged using a branching format (e.g., Malhotra, Krosnick, and Thomas
2009). Clearly, further work is needed to improve the validity of measures of conspiracy beliefs,
but these results provide a step toward reducing response biases and providing more accurate

estimates of conspiracy belief in the mass public.
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Appendix

Study 1 Question Wording

Question Wording: Wave 1
[Note: see Table 2 in the main text for the full text of all 14 conspiracies.]

True-False Condition
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
think each statement is true or false.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was allegedly killed by James Earl Ray, but his killing was actually
part of an effort by the government. Loyd Jowers, a local businessman, testified to working with
government officials to carry out the assassination.

o Definitely true

o Probably true

o Probably false

o Definitely false

Agree-Disagree Condition
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
agree or disagree with each statement.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was allegedly killed by James Earl Ray, but his killing was actually
part of an effort by the government. Loyd Jowers, a local businessman, testified to working with
government officials to carry out the assassination.

o Strongly agree

o Agree

o Disagree

o Strongly disagree

Explicit Choice Condition
Now we are going to show you a pair of statements. We would like you to tell us which of the
two statements you think is most likely to be true.

Which of these two statements do you think is most likely to be true?
o Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was allegedly killed by James Earl Ray, but his killing was
actually part of an effort by the government. Loyd Jowers, a local businessman, testified
to working with government officials to carry out the assassination.
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o Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was killed by James Earl Ray, a fugitive from a penitentiary.
The Department of Justice conducted a follow up investigation in 2000 and confirmed
that James Earl Ray was the sole actor in King’s assassination.

Question Wording: Wave 2

[Note: see Table 2 in the main text for the full text of all 14 conspiracies.]

True-False Condition (Conspiracy)
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
think each statement is true or false.

The Bush administration knew about the 9/11 attacks ahead of time but took no action to stop
them because they wanted to go to war in the Middle East.

o True

o False

o Unsure

True-False Condition (Conventional Account)
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
think each statement is true or false.

The Bush Administration and intelligence community were unprepared for the 9/11 attacks and
did not pay close enough attention to the warning signs.

o True

o False

o Unsure

Agree-Disagree Condition (Conspiracy)
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
agree or disagree with each statement.

The Bush administration knew about the 9/11 attacks ahead of time but took no action to stop
them because they wanted to go to war in the Middle East.

o Agree

o Neither agree nor disagree

o Disagree

Agree-Disagree Condition (Conventional Account)
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
agree or disagree with each statement.
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The Bush Administration and intelligence community were unprepared for the 9/11 attacks and
did not pay close enough attention to the warning signs.

o Agree

o Neither agree

o Unsure

Explicit Choice Condition
Now we are going to show you a pair of statements. We would like you to tell us which of the
two statements you think is most likely to be true.

Which of these two statements do you think is most likely to be true?
o The Bush administration knew about the 9/11 attacks ahead of time but took no action to
stop them because they wanted to go to war in the Middle East.
o The Bush Administration and intelligence community were unprepared for the 9/11
attacks and did not pay close enough attention to the warning signs.
o Unsure

Study 2 Question Wording
[Note: see Table 2 for full text of all 14 conspiracies.]

True-False Condition
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
think each statement is true or false.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was allegedly killed by James Earl Ray, but his killing was actually
part of an effort by the government. Loyd Jowers, a local businessman, testified to working with
government officials to carry out the assassination.

o True

o False

o Unsure

Agree-Disagree Condition
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
agree or disagree with each statement.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was allegedly killed by James Earl Ray, but his killing was actually
part of an effort by the government. Loyd Jowers, a local businessman, testified to working with
government officials to carry out the assassination.
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o Agree
o Neither agree nor disagree
o Disagree

Explicit Choice Condition

Now we are going to show you a pair of statements. We would like you to tell us which of the
two statements you think is most likely to be true.

Which of these two statements do you think is most likely to be true?

o Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was allegedly killed by James Earl Ray, but his killing was
actually part of an effort by the government. Loyd Jowers, a local businessman, testified
to working with government officials to carry out the assassination.

o Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was killed by James Earl Ray, a fugitive from a penitentiary.
The Department of Justice conducted a follow-up investigation in 2000 and confirmed
that James Earl Ray was the sole actor in King’s assassination.

o Unsure

Study 3 Question Wording
[Note: see Table 2 for full text of all 14 conspiracies.]

Political Knowledge
Do you happen to know the name of the current Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of the United
States?
o John Roberts
Mike Pence
Clarence Thomas
Paul Ryan

o O O

Who is the current U.S. Senate Majority Leader?
o Nancy Pelosi
o Kevin McCarthy
o Mitch McConnell
o Chuck Schumer

How much of a majority is required by the U.S. Senate and House to override a presidential
veto?

o One-half

o Three-fifths

o Two-thirds

o Three-quarters
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Which political party is known for advocating for a smaller federal government?
o Republicans
o Democrats

In what year did the Supreme Court of the United States (SCOTUS) decide United States v.

Sequi?

CRT
In a lake, there is a patch of lily pads. Every day, the patch doubles in size. If it takes 48 days for
the patch to cover the entire lake, how long would it take for the patch to cover half the lake?
o 47 days
o 24 days
o 12 days
o 36 days

A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs $1.00 more than the ball. How much does the
ball cost?
o 5cents
o 10 cents
o 9cents
o lcent

If it takes 5 machines 5 minutes to make 5 widgets, how long would it take 100 machines to
make 100 widgets?

o 5 minutes

o 100 minutes

o 20 minutes

o 500 minutes

CRT 2
If John can drink one barrel of water in 6 days, and Mary can drink one barrel of water in 12
days, how long would it take them to drink one barrel of water together?
o 4 days
o 9days
o 12 days
o 3days
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Jerry received both the 15th highest and the 15th lowest mark in the class. How many students
are in the class?

o 29 students

o 30 students

o 1student

o 15 students

A man buys a pig for $60, sells it for $70, buys it back for $80, and sells it finally for $90. How
much has he made?
o $10
o $20
o $0
o $30
Simon decided to invest $8,000 in the stock market one day early in 2008. Six months after he
invested, on July 17, the stocks he had purchased were down 50%. Fortunately for Simon, from
July 17 to October 17, the stocks he had purchased went up 75%. At this point, Simon:
Has lost money
Is ahead of where he began

Has broken even in the stock market
It cannot be determined

o O O O

Personality

Here are a number of personality traits that may or may not apply to you. Please indicate the
extent to which you agree or disagree with that statement. You should rate the extent to which
the pair of traits applies to you, even if one characteristic applies more strongly than the other.

| see myself as...

Extraverted, enthusiastic
Critical, quarrelsome
Dependable, self-disciplined
Anxious, easily upset
Open to new experiences, complex
Reserved, quiet
Sympathetic, warm
Disorganized, careless
Calm, emotionally stable
Conventional, uncreative

e Strongly agree
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Moderately agree
Slightly agree
Slightly disagree
Moderately disagree
Strongly disagree

Conspiratorial Predispositions

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements:

Politics is ultimately a struggle between good and evil.

We are currently living in End Times as foretold by the Biblical prophecy.

Much of what happens in the world today is decided by a small and secretive group of
individuals.

Strongly agree

Agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree nor disagree
Somewhat disagree
Disagree

Strongly disagree

Conspiracy Theories

Explicit Choice with Don’t Know
Now we are going to show you a pair of statements. We would like you to tell us which of the
two statements you think is most likely to be true.

Which of these two statements do you think is most likely to be true?

(0]

Princess Diana’s death was planned by Prince Philip, Prince Charles and MI6 to prevent
her marriage to Dodi Fayad, a Muslim, because such an engagement in the British Royal
Family would not be tolerated.

Princess Diana’s death was caused by a car accident. While the paparazzi may have
played a role in the accident, the driver was intoxicated and using prescription drugs.
Unsure

Explicit Choice without Don’t Know
Which of these two statements do you think is most likely to be true?
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o Princess Diana’s death was planned by Prince Philip, Prince Charles and MI6 to prevent
her marriage to Dodi Fayad, a Muslim, because such an engagement in the British Royal
Family would not be tolerated.

o Princess Diana’s death was caused by a car accident. While the paparazzi may have
played a role in the accident, the driver was intoxicated and using prescription drugs.

Agree/Disagree with Don’t Know
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
agree or disagree with each statement.

Princess Diana’s death was planned by Prince Philip, Prince Charles and MI6 to prevent her
marriage to Dodi Fayad, a Muslim, because such an engagement in the British Royal Family
would not be tolerated.

o Agree

o Neither agree nor disagree

o Disagree

Agree/Disagree without Don’t Know
Princess Diana’s death was planned by Prince Philip, Prince Charles and MI6 to prevent her
marriage to Dodi Fayad, a Muslim, because such an engagement in the British Royal Family
would not be tolerated.

o Agree

o Disagree

True/False with Don’t Know
Now we are going to show you a series of statements. We would like you to tell us whether you
think each statement is true or false.

Princess Diana’s death was planned by Prince Philip, Prince Charles and MI6 to prevent her
marriage to Dodi Fayad, a Muslim, because such an engagement in the British Royal Family
would not be tolerated.

o True

o False

o Unsure

True/False Without Don’t Know
Princess Diana’s death was planned by Prince Philip, Prince Charles and MI6 to prevent her
marriage to Dodi Fayad, a Muslim, because such an engagement in the British Royal Family
would not be tolerated.

o True
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o False
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Supplementary Data

Supplementary data are freely available at Public Opinion Quarterly online.
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Wave 1: N-O Not Offered

Conspiracies Endorsed

Wave 2: No-Opinion Rates Wave 2: N-O Coded as Rejection Wave 2: N-O Coded as Midpoint

No-Opinion Responses
Conspiracies Endorsed
Conspiracies Endorsed

Figure 1. No-Opinion Rates and Conspiracy Beliefs by Question Format (Study 1).

Note: EC = explicit choice. AD = agree/disagree. TF = true/false. N-O = no-opinion. Top panel
shows mean conspiracy endorsement by condition in Wave 1. Bottom left panel shows mean
number of no-opinion responses by condition in Wave 2. Bottom right two panels show mean
conspiracy endorsement by condition in Wave 2. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure 2. No-Opinion Rates and Conspiracy Beliefs by Question Format (Study 2).

Note: EC = explicit choice. AD = agree/disagree. TF = true/false. N-O = no-opinion. Left panel
shows mean number of no-opinion responses by condition. Right two panels show mean
conspiracy endorsement by condition. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure 3. No-Opinion Rates and Conspiracy Beliefs by Question Format (Study 3).

Note: EC = explicit choice. AD = agree/disagree. TF = true/false. N-O = no-opinion. Leftmost
panel shows mean number of no-opinion response. Three right panels show mean number of
conspiracy endorsements. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure 4. Effect of No-Opinion Option on Conspiracy Endorsement.

Note: figure shows the effect of providing a no-opinion option on conspiracy endorsement rates
across levels of political knowledge (left panel) and cognitive reflection (right panel). See
Appendix for model details.
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Figure 5. Effects of Knowledge and CRT on Conspiracy Endorsement by Question Format.
Note: figure shows estimated effects of political knowledge (left panel) and cognitive reflection
(right panel) on conspiracy belief by question format. EC = explicit choice. AD = agree/disagree.
TF = true/false. N-O = no-opinion. See Appendix for model details.
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Table 1. Measurement and Coding Practices in Seven Journals, 1990-2018

Provision of no-opinion response option N %
No-opinion option not provided 11 44%
No-opinion option provided 14 56%

Total 25 100%

Type of no-opinion option N %
Midpoint 5 36%
Explicit DK 8 57%
Volunteer DK 1 7%

Total 14 100%

Coding of no-opinion response option N %
Acceptance 5 36%
Midpoint 5 36%
Rejection 1 7%
Insufficient Information 3 21%

Total 14 100%
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Table 2. Conspiratorial and Conventional Explanations of 14 Events

Topic

Conspiratorial explanation
Conventional explanation

Citations

Princess
Diana

Princess Diana’s death was planned by Prince Philip,
Prince Charles and M16 to prevent her marriage to Dodi
Fayed, a Muslim, because such an engagement in the
British Royal Family would not be tolerated.

Princess Diana’s death was caused by a car accident.
While the paparazzi may have played a role in the
accident, the driver was intoxicated and using
prescription drugs.

(Jolley and Douglas
2014)

Climate
Change

Climate change is being exaggerated by foreign countries
that are doing little to prevent climate change. These
countries are trying to get the U.S. to adopt costly
policies that will harm the American economy and
businesses.

Many foreign countries are concerned about the possible
effects of climate change and are adopting costly policies
to prevent these effects. These countries have also been
trying to encourage the United States to adopt these
policies.

(Miller, Saunders,
and Farhart 2016;
Saunders 2017;
Smallpage, Enders,
and Uscinski 2017)

MLK

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was allegedly killed by James
Earl Ray, but his Killing was actually part of an effort by
the government. Loyd Jowers, a local businessman,
testified to working with government officials to carry
out the assassination.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was killed by James Earl Ray,
a fugitive from a penitentiary. The Department of Justice
conducted a follow-up investigation in 2000 and
confirmed that James Earl Ray was the sole actor in
King’s assassination.

(Goertzel 1994)

Iraq War

The 2003 Irag War was an effort by the U.S. to remove
Saddam Hussein from power in order to take control of
an oil-rich country. The war was motivated by the desire
to bring down oil prices and help the American economy.

The 2003 Irag War was an effort by the U.S. to remove
Saddam Hussein from power because U.S. officials
believed that Hussein was building weapons of mass
destruction and sponsoring terrorism.

(Oliver and Wood
2014b; Smallpage,
Enders, and
Uscinski 2017)

Obama
Birth

Former President Barack Obama was born in Kenya in
1961. Given that he was not born in the U.S., he was

(ANES 2014;
Miller, Saunders,
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ineligible to run for president of the United States and his
presidency was illegitimate.

Former President Barack Obama was born in Hawaii in
1961. Hawaii became a state two years earlier, in 1959,
making Obama a U.S. citizen and thus eligible to run for
president of the United States.

and Farhart 2016;
Smallpage, Enders,
and Uscinski 2017)

Russia- Prior to the election, high-level associates of President (Albertson and
Trump Trump communicated with Russian operatives in an Guiler 2018)
attempt to coordinate the release of information
damaging to Hillary Clinton's campaign.
Prior to the election, high-level associates of President
Trump communicated with Russian operatives in an
attempt to establish a good relationship between Russia
and the incoming Trump administration.
Vaccines Vaccines do not actually keep people healthy, but they (Oliver and Wood
are promoted by doctors and insurance providers as a 2014b)
way to make money.
Vaccines are highly effective at preventing disease and
they reduce health costs by preventing many other
expensive treatments.
Bush-9/11 The Bush administration knew about the 9/11 attacks (ANES 2014;
ahead of time but took no action to stop them because Miller, Saunders,
they wanted to go to war in the Middle East. and Farhart 2016;
Oliver and Wood
The Bush administration and intelligence community 2014b; Smallpage,
were unprepared for the 9/11 attacks and did not pay Enders, and
close enough attention to the warning signs. Uscinski 2017)
Hurricane The federal government intentionally breached the flood | (ANES 2014;
Katrina levees in New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina so that | Miller, Saunders,
poor neighborhoods would be flooded and middle-class | and Farhart 2016;
neighborhoods would be spared. Smallpage, Enders,
and Uscinski 2017)
The flood levees in New Orleans were breached during
Hurricane Katrina because of flawed engineering and
collapsed under the force of the water. Up to 80% of the
city ended up being flooded.
Pearl Prior to Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt and other U.S. | (Allcott and
Harbor officials were warned that the Pearl Harbor attack was Gentzkow 2017)

going to occur, but they allowed the Japanese to attack in
order to bring America into World War II.

Prior to Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt was warned of
the likelihood of war with Japan, but the warning focused
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on other regions and did not specifically predict an attack
on Pearl Harbor.

Water
Fluoridation

Public water fluoridation is a way for chemical
companies to dump the dangerous byproducts of
phosphate mines into the environment.

Public water fluoridation is a way to prevent tooth decay
by adding a small amount of a naturally-occurring
mineral to our drinking water.

(Oliver and Wood
2014b)

Trump
wiretap

The FBI wiretapped President Donald Trump’s offices in
Trump Tower during the 2016 presidential campaign.
The wiretap was ordered by President Obama in an
attempt to discredit Donald Trump.

The FBI wiretapped Trump Tower two years before
Trump announced his presidential campaign, although its
target was not the building’s owner. The bureau spied on

a Russian crime organization operating on the tower’s
63rd floor.

N/A

Oklahoma
Bombing

President Bill Clinton had knowledge about the 1995
Oklahoma City bombing before it occurred and allowed
Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols to carry it out so
that he could enact anti-terrorism legislation.

The 1995 Oklahoma City bombing caught law
enforcement officials by surprise because it was carried
out by only two men — Timothy McVeigh and Terry
Nichols. President Clinton enacted anti-terrorism
legislation to help prevent future attacks.

(Allcott and
Gentzkow 2017)

Vapor
Trails

Vapor trails left by aircraft are chemical agents
deliberately sprayed in a secret program directed by
government officials.

Vapor trails left by aircraft are the result of normal
emissions of water vapor from jet engines at high
altitudes.

(Oliver and Wood
2014b; Smallpage,
Enders, and
Uscinski 2017;
Tingley and
Wagner 2017)
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Table 3. Conspiracy Endorsement Rates

No-Opinion Provided No-Opinion Not Provided

EC-NO AD-NO TF-NO EC AD TF
Princess Diana 20% 24% 21% 25% 38% 31%
MLK 24% 29% 25% 32% 45% 39%
Irag War 28% 42% 46% 34% 56% 52%
Climate Change 24% 28% 29% 31% 41% 36%
Birther 23% 30% 28% 27% 35% 30%
Vaccines 14% 21% 24% 19% 31% 26%
Trump-Russia 35% 48% 46% 53% 62% 59%
Sept. 11 20% 29% 28% 27% 42% 38%
Hurricane Katrina 12% 21% 18% 18% 33% 25%
Pearl Harbor 22% 29% 28% 26% 41% 41%
Fluoridation 24% 27% 24% 32% 40% 35%
Trump Wiretap 30% 31% 32% 37% 40% 38%
Oklahoma City 12% 18% 19% 21% 30% 24%
Vapor Trails 18% 22% 22% 25% 34% 28%
Average 22% 28% 28% 29% 41% 36%
Observations 415 406 406 400 414 400

Note: table shows the percentage of respondents endorsing each conspiracy, coding no-opinion responses as
rejections.



