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Abstract  
 
The rise of the internet, social media, and populist leaders in recent years has turned 

attention towards conspiracy theories, making them appear as phenomena which are 

becoming increasingly widespread. Although conspiracy beliefs have not necessarily 

increased over time, their growing visibility has emphasized the negative 

consequences associated with belief in them, such as heightened political violence. 

These dangerous consequences necessitate a thorough understanding of their causes, 

so that more effective solutions can be created to address them. While past research 

has focused extensively on the individual-level causes of all conspiracy beliefs, 

asserting that they are responses to unmet psychological needs, structural-level 

causes, particularly the effect of democratic quality on topic-specific conspiracy 

beliefs, have been overlooked.  

Therefore, drawing on an adapted version of Compensatory Control Theory 

(CCT) alongside political and democratic concepts, this study investigates how 

democratic quality impacts political conspiracy beliefs, and whether this effect 

operates through individual perceptions of external political efficacy. To answer these 

questions, this study uses multiple linear regression and a mediation analysis on 

individual-level survey data from six democracies, analyzing responses from the 

2023 Comparative Conspiracy Research Survey (CCRS) in combination with 

democratic quality scores from the Varieties of Democracy (VDEM) dataset. The 

results of the analysis indicate that low democratic quality is one of the strongest 

factors associated with political conspiracy belief, and that this relationship can be 

partially explained by low feelings of external political efficacy. These findings 

suggest that the causes of conspiracy beliefs are topic-specific and arise from many 

levels. With this understanding, more targeted and effective solutions can be 

developed.  
 
Keywords: Political Conspiracy Belief, Democratic Quality, External Political Efficacy, 
Political Psychology, Quantitative Analysis, Regression Analysis, Mediation Analysis 
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I. ​ INTRODUCTION  
 
1.1  Research Significance, Objectives, and Questions 

Conspiracy theories, the assertion that a small group of powerful individuals are 

involved in an actual conspiracy, where these elites secretly create circumstances that 

benefit themselves and hurt the general public, are not a new phenomenon, they have 

existed across time and cultures (Uscinski & Parent, 2014, p.33). For example, the 

Emperor Nero was accused of starting a catastrophic fire in Ancient Rome in 64 A.D. 

so that he could revamp Rome in his own image (Van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). 

Additionally, the American Revolution in the late 1700s was partially motivated by 

the colonists' beliefs that the British Empire wanted to take away their freedoms and 

oppress them (Butter, 2020, p.650). Since the late 20th century, conspiracy theories 

may have begun spreading faster and reaching a broader range of people due to the 

invention of the internet and social media (Douglas & Sutton, 2023). Belief in 

conspiracies, however, has most likely not increased over time (Uscinski et al., 2022).  

Nevertheless, belief in conspiracy theories can have dangerous consequences 

for society, such as encouragement of political violence, further distrust of political 

institutions even when unwarranted, and anti-science attitudes which can impede 

social progress regarding climate change and vaccines (Hornsey et al., 2023a). 

Holding conspiracy beliefs which differ significantly from the social norm can also 

strengthen bonds between the individuals who believe them, making them more 

likely to be fact-resistant to avoid straying from the group (Klintman, 2022). 

Understanding the causes of conspiracy theories is therefore crucial due to these 

potentially dangerous consequences. Recognizing these factors can enable those with 

the capacity, such as policymakers and social movement leaders, to strive to minimize 

the conditions under which they arise.  

Existing studies exploring the causes of belief in conspiracy theory have tended 

to focus on individual level predictors, such as political and psychological causes. 

Furthermore, these studies typically examine conspiracy theories within a single 
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country, most often Western ones (Douglas & Sutton, 2023). The United States has 

been the focus of a vast amount of this research, likely due to the perception that 

conspiracy beliefs are especially common there. For example, one study suggests that 

50% of Americans believe in at least one conspiracy theory (Oliver & Wood, 2014). 

Furthermore, the U.S. President Donald Trump has made conspiracies an integral part 

of his campaigns, and some studies suggest that a large amount of the American 

population believe that the 2020 election was stolen (Pilch et al., 2023; Peters, 2022). 

However, despite the notion that conspiracy beliefs are an “American” problem, 

belief in conspiracy theories are universal across time and cultures (Hornsey & 

Pearson, 2022; Van Prooijen & Van Vugt, 2018). For example, one study has shown 

that Europeans are just as likely as, or even more likely than, Americans to believe 

conspiracies (Drochon, 2018).  

The universal nature of conspiracy theories suggests that their underlying 

causes may not be purely individual. If they were, conspiracy beliefs might not be as 

widespread. This indicates the likely influence of broader macro and national level 

factors, such as the quality of democracy, on conspiracy beliefs. Given that 

conspiracy theories are an attempt at understanding one’s environment, especially 

when it feels uncontrollable or uncertain, it follows that these factors could 

meaningfully impact individuals’ beliefs (Douglas et al., 2017; Hornsey & Pearson, 

2022). While the role of national-level factors on individual conspiracy beliefs 

remains largely unexplored, some existing research suggests that low gross domestic 

product (GDP) and economic inequality at the national-level contribute to higher 

levels of conspiracy beliefs, as they decrease individuals' governmental trust 

(Hornsey et al., 2023b). These studies suggest that individuals’ perception of 

illegitimate institutions are the key to understanding the relationship between 

structural factors and conspiracy belief. Despite this, research has under-examined the 

impact of democratic quality, understood as the functioning of electoral and liberal 

democratic institutions—such as the regularity of free and fair elections and a 
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commitment to equality and equity—on conspiracy beliefs (Dahl 1989; Lührmann et 

al., 2018; Hornsey et al., 2023a).   

Rather than simply being an irrational way of thinking, political conspiracy 

beliefs, in particular, may emerge as a response to weak or insufficient democratic 

institutions, where they are used to address how individuals interpret their inability to 

influence their government and their general lack of political control (Stojanov et al., 

2023; Hornsey & Pearson, 2022). In other words, individuals who live in countries 

with low democratic quality will likely view democratic institutions as insufficient 

(Easton, 1975). Because of these insufficient institutions, they may feel as though 

they lack external political efficacy, the ability to have influence on the political 

system (Craig, 1979, p. 229). As a response, individuals in these societies may be 

more likely to believe conspiracy theories about groups of national or international 

actors who unfairly and secretly influence local or world politics, as a way to explain 

their lack of control over their political environment (Uscinski & Parent, 2014; 

Landau et al., 2015; Stojanov et al., 2023).  

Given the expectation that conspiracy beliefs arise from the recognition of  

democratic shortcomings, this study focuses exclusively on democracies. 

Additionally, this focus is further supported due to the scarcity of cross-national 

research, which has led to the predominant theoretical explanations for conspiracy 

beliefs to be based on studies conducted in Western democratic contexts (Douglas & 

Sutton, 2023). Further, limiting the analysis to democracies allows us to acknowledge 

that not all democracies are of similar quality and to explore how even slight 

variations can impact conspiracy beliefs.  

Additionally, by treating democratic quality, rather than specific countries, as 

the primary variable of interest, this research seeks to more precisely analyze 

institutional effects by disentangling them from economic and other country-level 

variables, such as education, that could influence political conspiracy beliefs. 

Nevertheless, this research will still focus on interesting cases—The United States, 

3 



 

Brazil, Germany, Canada, Australia, and South Africa are all democracies with 

diverse backgrounds and varying levels of democratic quality. This delimitation and 

the contextual variety of the sample will be further elaborated on in the literature 

review and methodology sections of this thesis.  

This thesis thus attempts to address several important literature gaps. The first 

is the impact of democratic quality, a structural, macro-level factor, on political 

conspiracy beliefs. The second is exploring democratic quality’s impact on political 

conspiracy beliefs, rather than all conspiracy beliefs. Focusing only on political 

conspiracy beliefs is a necessary theoretical delimitation that is overlooked in existing 

research (Stojanov et al., 2023). The third is to theoretically establish how democratic 

quality, a macro-level factor, influences feelings of external political efficacy, an 

individual-level factor that can help explain the underlying mechanisms linking 

democratic quality and political conspiracy beliefs (Douglas et al., 2017). Addressing 

how structural factors can “provide the fertile ground” for individuals’ beliefs in 

conspiracy theories to grow can highlight the fact that conspiracy beliefs are complex 

phenomena, and that the causes of them likely operate from many levels (Hornsey et 

al., 2023a, p.92).  

 Given these gaps, this thesis aims to quantitatively investigate the following 

questions using a cross-national survey that examines a broad range of 

individual-level predictors of conspiracy beliefs, as well as data on democratic quality 

at the national level:  

 

RQ1: Do democracies with lower democratic quality have higher levels of political 

conspiracy beliefs? 

 

If the relationship between democratic quality and political conspiracy beliefs is still 

meaningful when taking into account other explanations, a second research question 

will be investigated.  
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RQ2: Do individual feelings of low external political efficacy mediate the observed 

effect of low democratic quality on political conspiracy beliefs?  

 

While the level of democratic quality in different countries can influence individuals’ 

thoughts and feelings, individual factors most likely ultimately determine whether 

one believes in conspiracies (Hornsey et al., 2023a). The second research question 

will seek to understand if the relationship between democratic quality and political 

conspiracy beliefs can be partially or fully explained by insufficient feelings of 

external political efficacy. Loss of personal control, which is theorized as an 

individual-level factor influencing conspiracy belief, is represented in this context by 

a lack of external political efficacy, which can be understood as a lack of control in 

the political realm (Douglas et al., 2017; Craig, 1979).  

 

1.2  Overview of the Thesis  

The subsequent sections of the thesis are structured as follows: A review of the vast 

and interdisciplinary literature investigating the causes of conspiracy beliefs is 

conducted in the second section. This review highlights the literature gaps and the 

motivation for the present study. In the third section concepts are defined, and the 

theoretical framework which explains how democratic quality influences individual 

feelings of external political efficacy, and how these feelings can lead to political 

conspiracy beliefs is presented. Additionally, the specific hypotheses are provided. 

The fourth section details the methodological approach. The fifth section is the 

analysis/results section, which describes the key variables, presents a preliminary 

correlation analysis, and details the results of the statistical analysis and hypotheses. 

The sixth section, the discussion section, explores future avenues for research and 

interprets the results, theoretical and methodological implications, and limitations of 
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the current research. Finally, the seventh and last section offers concluding thoughts 

and reflections.  

 

II. ​ LITERATURE REVIEW 
The literature review discusses how research on the causes of conspiracy belief is a 

relatively new field, and how early understandings continue to affect some current 

scholarship. It introduces newer psychological frameworks that view conspiracy 

beliefs as attempts to fulfill epistemic, existential, and social needs, noting that much 

political science research focuses on the social dimension. It also explains how 

existential and epistemic needs are linked, and why they serve as better explanations 

than social needs. This review highlights that, although much research has been 

conducted at the individual level, there is a lack of theoretical work investigating how 

structural factors influence the individual development of conspiracy beliefs. 

Additionally, while some descriptive research addresses macro-level influences, the 

specific role of democratic quality remains underexplored. Finally, the rationale for 

the chosen individual level factor, external political efficacy, and for focusing 

exclusively on democracies rather than autocracies, is provided.  

 

2.1  Early Conceptualizations of Conspiracy Theories and Beliefs  

While conspiracy theories have always existed, most scholarly research on the topic  

began in the 1930s and 1940s as an attempt to make sense of the World Wars and the 

simultaneous rise of totalitarian regimes in Europe such as the Soviet Union, Nazi 

Germany, and fascist Italy (Thalmann, 2014, p.6). According to Thalmann (2014) and 

Butter & Knight (2018), the earliest conceptualizations of conspiracy belief 

developed by political psychologists Harold Lasswell and Theodor Adorno argued 

that the “authoritarian” and “agitator” are the two personality types most predisposed 

to engaging in “irrational” conspiracy theorizing due to deep-rooted psychological 

issues such as loneliness and sexual problems. Philosopher of science Karl Popper 
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provided another early perspective, arguing that conspiracy theories are an 

unscientific and simplistic way to understand society. Popper asserted that conspiracy 

theories are unscientific because they attribute all the misfortunes of human history to 

a group of bad actors, violating one of the main principles of science that theories 

should be able to be disproved.  

In line with these perspectives, many later scholars began viewing conspiracies 

as unscientific expressions of “political extremists” that threatened democratic values. 

The focus on political extremism within these conceptualizations was largely a 

response to the American Red Scare and far-right movements in the 1950s and 1960s 

that championed conspiracy theories (Thalmann, pp.6-11; Butter & Knight, p.34). 

Hofstadter (1965), who arguably developed the most influential conceptualization of 

conspiracy belief, drew on both early perspectives and those from the 1950s and 60s. 

He argued that “paranoid” beliefs, which are held by a minority, are a response to 

discomfort with social change and that they impede societal progress. He also 

claimed that these beliefs are unscientific and irrational because they serve as 

resources to reassure the people who believe them by providing an alternative to a 

random, uncontrollable world. Finally, he pathologized believers by arguing that 

conspiracy beliefs allow those who believe them to attribute their own inappropriate 

desires to the enemy (pp.32-29).  

These early conceptualizations of conspiracy theories, that reduced the causes 

of belief as simply irrational and unscientific, limited research interest until the 

1990s, when scholars recognized that conspiracy belief might be more widespread 

than initially thought (Butter & Knight, 2018, p.37). The increase in conspiracy belief 

was partially because, in the United States, the public was uncovering more instances 

of actual government conspiracies, for example, the Iran-Contra affair in the 1980s. 

This scandal involved U.S. president Ronald Reagan’s administration illegally selling 

weapons to Iran in exchange for the release of U.S. hostages, and using the proceeds 

to fund an anti-communist rebel group in Nicaragua. Other uncovered conspiracies 
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included the Tuskegee syphilis experiment in the 1970s, where the government 

denied life-saving treatment to African American men for experimental purposes, and 

the revelation that the reason behind the U.S. invasion of Iraq in the early 2000s was 

a lie (Olmsted, 2009).  

Much conspiracy belief research since the 1990s has been within the field of 

psychology, and a significant portion of this research still aligns with early 

conceptualizations by assuming that conspiracy belief is abnormal (Butter & Knight, 

2018, p.37). Even though these studies recognize that conspiracy belief may be 

widespread, Hofstadter (1965) himself theorized that even minority beliefs could 

come into focus during periods of dramatic social change (p.39). Many psychological 

studies, which explore the relationship between conspiracy belief and clinical, 

cognitive, and personality factors, align with Hofstadter’s conceptualization by 

conceiving of them as pathological and illogical. Research exploring clinical factors 

has associated conspiracy beliefs with paranoia and psychosis. Personality research 

has also associated traits such as narcissism, machiavellianism, and psychopathy, 

with conspiracy belief. Cognitive research has also associated conspiracy belief with 

many fallacies, or thinking “based on faulty logic”, such as confirmation biases. 

Cognitive analyses have further linked low analytical thinking, misunderstanding 

randomness, and over attributing patterns and intent to conspiracy belief (Hornsey et 

al., 2023a, pp.86-88).  

Importantly, Wood et al. (2012) found that believing in two separate 

conspiracies that contradict each other is common. This influential finding led to 

extensive cognitive research which shows that one of the “most consistent 

[psychological] findings” is that initial belief in a conspiracy theory is one of the 

strongest predictors of believing in others, regardless of the content (De Fortuna & 

De Luca Picione, 2024, pp.8-9). However, the same study shows that the view that 

the authorities were “engaged in a cover up” explains belief in contradicting 

conspiracies (Wood et al., 2012, p. 767). In other words, conspiracy beliefs are “only 
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related to each other to the extent that they cohere with a higher-order belief system”, 

such as a skeptical, competitive, or order-driven worldview (Douglas et al., 2019, 

p.7).   

 

2.2  Needs-based Perspectives  

A broader line of psychological research suggests that conspiracy beliefs are not 

irrational, but a solution to fulfill unmet psychological needs. From this perspective, 

the extent to which belief in different conspiracy theories satisfies the same need 

connects them (Douglas et al., 2019). Douglas et al. (2017) identify three different 

types of needs that people believe conspiracy belief can fill— epistemic, existential, 

and social. Social needs are those which aim to maintain “a positive image of the self 

and the in-group” (p.540). A significant portion of political science research 

investigates the causes of conspiracy belief at the group level, using social needs as a 

basis. For example, Miller et al. (2016) found that one’s own ideological beliefs can 

be affirmed by believing in conspiracies which degrade others and “attribute 

nefarious intent” to the opposite political party (p.826). Additionally, some political 

science research finds that individuals on both sides of the extreme ends of the 

political spectrum are most inclined to believe in conspiracies (Douglas et al., 2019). 

Unfulfilled social needs can explain this finding, as individuals who identify more 

with their group have more of their self-image to be affected based on its standing.  

Research on social needs claims that when one’s social group is insecure, 

conspiracy beliefs which blame an outgroup are appealing. Aligning with this notion, 

researchers have found that being a part of an ethnic minority group or having weak 

social networks are associated with higher conspiracy beliefs (Douglas et al., 2019, p. 

10). Further, some studies suggest that conspiracy belief is higher among those whose 

ideological position is not currently represented in power, as a way to feel more 

secure in their own beliefs (Miller at al., 2016; Uscinski & Parent, 2014). While much 

conspiracy research has been conducted in the United States, Drochon (2018) found 
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that citizens of European countries believe in conspiracy theories at rates similar to, 

or higher than those in the United States. Drochon also finds that many Europeans 

believe in conspiracies about immigrants, which are generally considered as 

ideologically right-wing beliefs, even when right-wing governments are in power. 

This evidence suggests that unmet epistemic and existential needs may play a greater 

role in explaining conspiracy beliefs than social needs.  

People may also find conspiracy beliefs attractive when they have unmet 

epistemic needs, such as when they lack knowledge about or explanations of 

circumstances. Individuals may turn to conspiracy beliefs to fulfill this need, reduce 

uncertainty, and make sense of things when information about events is scarce, 

contradictory, or unfair/dissatisfying (Douglas et al., 2017, pp. 538-539). Having high 

epistemic needs, or a reduced tolerance for complicated answers, can help explain 

why conspiratorial beliefs are associated with religious and paranormal beliefs 

(Douglas & Sutton, 2023, p.274). In addition to unfulfilled epistemic needs, 

conspiracy belief can also stem from unmet existential needs, when individuals feel 

unsafe in or out of control of situations. Research confirms that people who feel 

anxious, lack control over their socio-political and economic environments, and feel 

powerless tend to turn to conspiracy theories to attempt to regain control (Douglas et 

al., 2017, p 539).  

As examples of conspiracy beliefs being used to restore a sense of control over 

one’s environment, Swami et al. (2009) found that people who are cynical towards or 

feel the political system to be undemocratic have higher conspiracy beliefs (p.759). 

Similarly, research has found that unemployed and unmarried individuals, groups that 

may feel they lack power over their situations, have higher conspiracy beliefs 

(Douglas et al., 2019, p.10). While conspiracy belief as a response to unmet epistemic 

and existential needs can be examined separately, it is important to emphasize that 

epistemic and existential needs are very closely intertwined. Dominant perspectives 

researching lack of control assert that the drive to fulfill existential needs activates 
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sense-making practices aimed at satisfying epistemic needs (Landau et al., 2015). 

Additionally, it’s worth noting that while these heightened needs can help explain 

conspiracy belief, there is scarce evidence that believing in conspiracies actually 

fulfills these needs (Douglas et al., 2017).  

 

2.3  A Gap: Exploring How Insufficient Institutions Can Affect Individual 

Psychological Needs 

Moving beyond individual-level causes, scholars have only recently begun exploring 

how macro-level factors, which differ cross-nationally, affect conspiracy belief. There 

is a line of research which shows that cultures with higher masculine, collectivist, and 

power-distance values have higher conspiracy beliefs. This research suggests that this 

is due to masculine cultures encouraging competition and intergroup conflict, 

collectivist cultures being evolutionarily primed to detect threats to the group, and 

cultures with high power-distance values needing to justify why they view hierarchy 

as desirable (Adam-Troian et al., 2020; Van Prooijen & Song, 2020). When exploring 

how cross-national differences affect conspiracy belief, however, it is more 

straightforward to focus on observable national characteristics, such as the quality of 

democracy, that allow countries to be the unit of analysis, rather than cultural values, 

which are derived from the sum of individuals (Imhoff, 2022). Instead of being the 

result of cultural values, conspiracy belief may, in fact, be a rational psychological 

response to insufficient government (Hornsey & Pearson, 2022).  

Some descriptive research aligns with this view, showing that countries with 

high corruption and low democratic quality have higher levels of conspiracy beliefs 

(Cordonier et al., 2021; Hornsey & Pearson, 2022; Walter & Drochon, 2020). Other 

research suggests that governments that have lower GDPs or are involved in scandals 

have increased conspiracy beliefs due to these factors decreasing government trust 

(Hornsey et al., 2023b; Einstein & Glick, 2013). These latter studies, however, either 

do not test political trust as a variable in the analysis or clearly explain how it 
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theoretically operates. Instead, there is a need to explore how insufficient institutions 

influence individual psychological needs, which are more directly linked to the 

formation of conspiracy belief. This approach can offer a more robust theoretical 

understanding of how structural factors influence conspiracy belief (Hornsey et al., 

2023a). 

As previous research indicates, a lack of control in the political realm and 

feeling as though the system is undemocratic are both existential needs which have 

been associated with conspiracy belief (Douglas et al., 2017, p 539; Swami et al., 

2009, p.759). Additionally, only conspiracy beliefs which satisfy the same needs are 

connected (Douglas et al., 2019). This motivates the present study to examine 

whether democracies with lower democratic quality have higher levels of political 

conspiracy beliefs, in particular. Furthermore, it will explore how individual-level 

feelings of low external political efficacy, which can be understood as lacking control 

in the political realm, affect this relationship.  

This research will focus exclusively on democracies, rather than examining 

both democracies and autocracies, due to the fact that most of the research regarding 

conspiracy belief has been conducted in democratic countries. Thus, the same 

theoretical assumptions may not hold in autocracies, where leaders often use 

conspiracies about opponents to justify and maintain their consolidation of power.  

This suggests that, in autocracies, belief in conspiracies may arise less from unmet 

needs and more from deliberate manipulation (Giry & Gürpinar, 2020, p.318). 

Additionally, individuals in authoritarian nations may be less likely to express 

suspicions about the government due to fear of repercussions (Hornsey et al., 2023a, 

p.91). Therefore, the present study is limited to democracies, where individuals can 

freely express their beliefs. In these contexts, political conspiracy theories may 

emerge as a response to perceived threats against democratic stability, rather than as a 

tool of state propaganda.  
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III. ​ THEORY 
The theoretical section explores how lower democratic quality can reduce citizens’ 

external political efficacy and ultimately increase political conspiracy beliefs. It 

defines democratic quality, external political efficacy, and distinguishes between 

conspiracy theories, conspiracy beliefs, and real conspiracies. Drawing on 

Compensatory Control Theory, it argues that low feelings of external political 

efficacy may lead to political conspiracy beliefs, specifically, in order to regain a 

sense of political control. A political conspiracy belief is subsequently defined by 

integrating elements of previous definitions and hypotheses are formulated. Finally, 

the section concludes by reiterating the relationship between concepts and clarifying 

how political conspiracy beliefs and external political efficacy differ from populism, 

rational political responses, and political trust.  

 
3.1  Defining and Evaluating Democratic Quality 

Dahl (1989) states that democracy, by definition, literally means a rule by the people. 

By comparison, an oligarchy is a rule by a few, and an autocracy a rule by one 

(p.106). Democracy is the best system to maximize individual freedom and interests, 

given the principles that “no person is intrinsically superior to another” and 

“everyone should be assumed to be the best judge of his or her own good” (p.85, 100, 

88). Due to its abstract definition, Dahl defines democracies by the governing 

processes which differentiate them from autocracies or oligarchies (p.106). More 

specifically, distinct criteria define a perfect democratic process. The first two criteria 

are “effective participation” and “voting equality at the decisive stage”, meaning all 

citizens should have equal opportunity to voice their concerns and vote at the 

final/deciding stage. The next principle is the one of “enlightened understanding”, 

which sets forth that all citizens should have equal opportunity to educate themselves 

and debate issues at hand. Finally, all citizens must have “control of the agenda”, 

meaning control over the matters that will later be democratically decided on 

(pp.109-114).  
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A theoretically perfect democratic process, however, does not and may never 

exist (p.117). Instead, Dahl argues that some countries, called “polyarchies”, have 

reached “an important threshold of democracy” (p.117). All polyarchies ensure the 

rights to “freedom of expression”, to access “alternative information”, to join and 

form organizations, and for almost all adults “to run for office” and vote. 

Additionally, control is entrusted only to “elected officials” as a result of regular “free 

and fair elections” (p.221). Even if these requirements are fulfilled, the reality is that 

the democratic ideals of equal participation and access to education on important 

issues may not exist, and a democratic majority may infringe on minority rights 

(p.176). Thus, Dahl additionally suggests designing “voting, election, or legislative 

procedures” that safeguard minority rights and opportunity. Another way countries 

can protect non-dominant groups is to utilize courts that possess the authority to 

challenge laws and have the final say, such as the Supreme Court in the United States. 

Dahl cautions, however, that these courts should not acquire more power than the 

people and undermine democratic accountability (pp.185-191).  

Dahl’s definition of polyarchy allows us to draw a better line between 

autocracies and democracies and acknowledge that not all democracies are of equal 

quality. While a minimalist definition may define democracy as simply holding “de 

jure [by law] multiparty elections”, elections are not always “de facto [in practice]” 

free, open, and fair. Thus, to be considered a democracy, a society should de-facto 

meet Dahl’s conditions (Lührmann et al., 2018, pp.62-63). Additionally, it is 

important to acknowledge that some, but not all, democracies have processes which 

ensure no one takes power from the people and safeguard minority rights. As a result, 

a “liberal democracy”, which provides checks and balances, a strong rule of law, and 

“protection of individual liberties…and equality before” the law, is different from an 

“electoral democracy”, which merely fulfills polyarchy requirements (Lührmann et 

al., 2018, p.63). Thus, a country’s quality of democracy will be defined as the extent 

to which they meet the previously outlined electoral/polyarchy requirements and 
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liberal democratic principles. For example, a democracy that fulfills all of Dahl’s 

polyarchy conditions and has a strong rule of law will be considered of higher quality 

than one which only meets polyarchy conditions.  

 

3.2  Definitions Regarding Conspiracies 

Before continuing, it is important to define and differentiate exactly what a 

conspiracy belief is. This research will conceptualize conspiracy theories as “an 

explanation of historical, ongoing, or future events that cites as a main causal factor a 

small group of powerful persons, the conspirators, acting in secret for their own 

benefit against the common good.” Following from this definition, a “conspiracy 

belief” is a belief “in a specific conspiracy theory” (Uscinski, 2018, p. 236). This 

definition of a conspiracy theory, unlike older conceptualizations, allows us to 

acknowledge that conspiracies, secret “arrangements between two or more actors to 

usurp political or economic power, violate established rights, hoard vital secrets, or 

unlawfully alter government institutions” do in fact sometimes exist (Uscinski & 

Parent, 2014, p.33). While real conspiracies involve illegal behavior, conspiracy 

theories do not inherently assert this. However, given that actual conspiracies do 

occur in reality, the “proper authorities” opinion, such as scientists and legal courts, 

determine the line between a conspiracy theory and an actual conspiracy. For 

example, Watergate was a conspiracy theory until the courts ruled it an actual 

conspiracy (Uscinski & Parent, 2014, p.33).  

This definition of a conspiracy theory further allows us to distinguish between 

conspiracy theories, paranoia, and misinformation. Misinformation does not attribute 

bad intent to specific actors, and individuals who are paranoid largely see themselves 

as the intended target while conspiracies see society/“the common good” (Hornsey et 

al., 2023a, pp.86, 88). More precisely, individuals who are paranoid are suspicious of 

people in general, while conspiracy believers are only suspicious of people they 

perceive as powerful (Imhoff & Lamberty, 2018, p.922). Finally, as the chosen 
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definition centers conspiracy beliefs around perceived power and powerlessness, it 

refrains from making a value judgement about conspiracy beliefs. In other words, 

individuals might use conspiracy beliefs as a useful dissent tool against increasingly 

corrupt governments, but they might also use them to scapegoat powerless groups 

perceived to have more power than they actually do (Uscinski, 2018, p.235).  

 

3.3  Low Democratic Quality, Lack of External Political Efficacy, and Political 

Conspiracy Beliefs  

To understand how democratic quality affects conspiracy beliefs, it is helpful to 

understand how a country’s democratic quality can change over time and how lower 

democratic quality affects citizens’ views of political institutions. Based on Dahl's 

requirements for polyarchies, it can be said that democracies consist of institutions 

that allow “people to formulate and signify preferences… [which are then] weighed 

by their elected representatives” (Bermeo, 2016, p.5). It is important to note, 

however, that the political landscape of democratic countries is constantly evolving. 

This means that democracies’ statuses can shift between electoral and liberal 

democracies, or even towards autocracies over time. These shifts can be caused by 

freely elected leaders dismantling institutions that challenge their power with or 

without support from a majority (Bermeo, 2016, p.11). Therefore, citizens of 

democracies with lower democratic quality— whether their countries once, and no 

longer, possessed liberal tendencies, are sliding towards autocracy status, or have 

always merely fulfilled electoral requirements—may begin to feel less supportive of 

their countries institutions, democratic performance, or their country as a whole 

(Norris, 2011, p.23).  

Easton (1975) defines these attributes as dimensions of “diffuse support”, 

which he describes as “evaluations of what an object [such as a country or 

government] is or represents…not of what it does” (p.444). Diffuse support differs 

from “specific support” which is defined as satisfaction with the actions of elected 
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representatives (p.437). While specific support fluctuates frequently, citizens tend to 

decrease diffuse support, and decide that the “object” as a whole is unworthy of 

support, only after evaluating “[the object’s] outputs and…performance over a long 

period of time” (p. 446). Since individuals’ levels of support are difficult to observe, 

Easton argues that those with low levels of diffuse support express their discontent by 

viewing “political objects” as illegitimate (p. 447). In other words, citizens who 

perceive democratic performance as insufficient will feel as though the institutions 

which are supposed to ensure an equitable input among the people are not working. 

As a result, they will feel like they have low levels of external political efficacy, the 

ability to influence their government through their actions (Craig, 1979, p. 229).  

External political efficacy, which can also be understood as “responsiveness”, is 

separate from internal political efficacy, which regards the extent an individual feels 

“competent” enough to access institutions (Craig, 1979, p. 229). Individuals with low 

external political efficacy do not necessarily view political elites as criminals, but 

rather believe that they are unresponsive and that there is a large perceived distance 

between themselves and the elites. Those who seek higher external political efficacy 

do not inherently believe that the people should be “ultimately sovereign”, like 

populists, but that political elites should listen to and respond to their concerns 

(Geurkink et al., 2019, pp.251-252). Additionally— much like specific support—lack 

of political trust is distinct from lack of external political efficacy, as the former only 

concerns evaluations and the effectiveness of, rather than individuals’ influence on, 

the government (Craig, 1979, p. 229). For example, individuals can have low levels 

of external political efficacy, but feel that the elites in charge are creating good 

policies. An example is that U.S. citizens generally trust the Federal Reserve, even 

though it is a political institution that operates independently and lacks direct 

accountability to the public (Geurkink et al., 2019, pp.251-252).  

As feelings of low external political efficacy rise, Compensatory Control 

Theory (CCT) helps explain how these feelings can lead to an increase in political 
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conspiracy beliefs. This theory combines the perspectives that conspiracy beliefs are 

a result of unmet existential and epistemic needs, stating that individuals will seek 

explanations that restore order to their situations if their need to feel personal control 

over the world is insufficient. If individuals feel they lack personal control, they will 

restore order by believing that somebody else is in control— relying on “external 

sources” such as God or the government to ease their feelings of ambiguity. 

Conspiracy belief, which attributes the state of events to powerful actors, can serve as 

one of these external sources (Landau et al., 2015). However, CCT states that 

“benevolent” external sources are usually preferred because external sources should 

be “culturally accessible and socially acceptable” (Kay & Sullivan, 2013, p.188, 193). 

Additionally, because individuals value autonomy, external sources which provide an 

optimal level of order are sought out more than those which provide too much (Kay 

& Sullivan, 2013, p.202).  

In order to conceptualize conspiracy belief as an external source to restore 

order, these conditions suggest that research should not treat conspiracy belief as a 

monolithic worldview, a notion which was expanded on in the literature review. A 

conspiratorial worldview would provide too much order to individuals lacking 

control. In other words, as conspiracy beliefs are inherently about power and politics, 

it is necessary to conceptualize a lack of control in political, rather than personal, 

terms (Imhoff & Lamberty, 2018, p.911).  

This notion implies that not all conspiracy beliefs address general personal 

control needs. Instead, in the political realm, only political conspiracy theories, those 

positing that groups of national or international actors unfairly and secretly influence 

local or world politics without proper input from the people, are used to restore a 

sense of political control1. Additionally, to account for the conditions that external 

1 Due to a lack of research that treats different categories of conspiracy theories as distinct, this is my 
own definition developed by combining the core definitional aspects of external political efficacy and 
conspiracy theory beliefs with the measures included in the available dataset. This definition will be 
used throughout the rest of the thesis (Stojanov et al., 2023; Uscinski & Parent, 2014; Craig, 1979; 
Geurkink et al., 2019; Bordeleau et al., 2023b).  
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sources should be socially acceptable and benevolent, Stojanov et al. (2023) theorize 

that conspiracy belief can only act as an external source when “other systems are 

unavailable or frustrated”. In line with this hypothesis, they found that individuals 

with an “incompetent government” believed conspiracy theories more than those who 

did not (p. 6348). Consequently, when individuals see democratic or governmental 

institutions as insufficient, belief in political conspiracy theories should increase as a 

mechanism to explain individuals’ lack of external political efficacy/control. Thus, 

the following hypotheses are generated:  

 

Hypothesis One: Democracies with lower democratic quality will have higher levels 

of political conspiracy beliefs.  

 

Hypothesis Two: Individual feelings of low external political efficacy will mediate 

the observed effect of democratic quality on political conspiracy beliefs.  

 

In summary, democracies consist of electoral and liberal institutions which safeguard 

citizens from harm and allow equal participation in governmental matters. If a 

country has lower democratic quality, citizens may perceive these institutions as 

inadequate and feel that they can not effectively influence political outcomes. To 

restore their sense of political control, they may turn to political conspiracy theories, 

which provide a simplified explanation for their lack of representation.  

To illustrate how political conspiracy beliefs and external political efficacy are 

distinct from other concepts, imagine a citizen who is passionate about environmental 

issues and lives in a democracy where the courts increasingly side with the executive. 

This individual does not feel like their representatives can advocate for their interests, 

as the executive, which values corporate over environmental issues, is slowly 

strengthening. Rather than demanding judicial reform, this individual may begin to 

believe that fossil fuel companies are secretly working with the government to 
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suppress environmental legislation. They may still trust the economy, choosing not to 

acknowledge that the government views environmental regulation as a threat to short 

term economic performance. Crucially, unlike populists, this individual does not 

believe that the people should rule, but wishes their representatives could make a 

difference (Geurkink et al., 2019, pp.251-252).  

 

IV. ​ METHODOLOGY 
The thesis’s research questions will be examined quantitatively using a multi-step 

approach to multiple linear regression. This approach ensures that the first research 

question is sufficiently answered before considering the second. In addition to the 

analytical strategy, the methodological section discusses the chosen datasets and their 

data collection processes, noting when additional considerations are necessary. 

Additionally, it addresses the specific variables used to operationalize theoretical 

concepts and account for competing explanations, and the steps taken to prepare the 

data for analysis. The section concludes with a discussion of the countries included in 

the sample, explaining how their respective backgrounds provide an interesting 

variation for the analysis. The code used to prepare the data for analysis is available 

for reproduction at: ​

https://github.com/laurlaur3917/Master-Thesis-2025-Lauren-Gerber.  

 

4.1.  Dataset Selections, Collection Methods, and Considerations  

This research chooses the “Comparative Conspiracy Research Survey (CCRS)” to 

measure conspiracy belief across countries, as it seems to be the only dataset 

available that measures various individual-level predictors at a diverse, not 

exclusively Western, country level (Bordeleau et al., 2023a, 2023b). Additionally, 

many past datasets have used very specific conspiracy theories, such as those 

surrounding 9/11 or about the death of Princess Diana, to measure cross-national 

belief in conspiracies. This assumes that individuals in different countries will believe 
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in the same conspiracy theories, rather than acknowledging that citizens of 

non-Western countries may not even be aware of the most popular Western 

conspiracy theories (Hornsey & Pearson, 2022, p.1).  

The present dataset addresses this issue by measuring conspiracy beliefs 

through agreement with generic, rather than specific, statements (Bordeleau et al., 

2023a). Finally, many other cross-national datasets measuring conspiracy belief 

include group-level variables, such as the degree to which a country has collectivist 

or masculine values, that researchers have used to extrapolate arguments to both the 

national and individual level. This can lead to “ecological fallacies”, the assumption 

that all individuals in collectivist countries have collectivist values, for example 

(Hornsey & Pearson, p.2). The chosen dataset overcomes this issue by focusing on 

individual responses, allowing researchers to more easily make conclusions about the 

broader population (Bordeleau et al., 2023a).  

This research additionally uses the World Bank’s (2023) World Development 

Indicators and Coppedge et al.'s (2025a) Varieties of Democracy datasets to obtain 

the sample’s GDP and democratic indicators. The World Bank’s dataset is chosen 

over the IMF’s because of the organization's focus on long-term social development, 

which aligns more closely with this study’s objectives, compared to the IMF’s focus 

on short-term economic policy advice (International Monetary Fund, 2022). 

Additionally, the Varieties of Democracy dataset is chosen because, in addition to 

covering a vast amount of countries, it provides indicators which most closely align 

with theoretical understandings of democracy (Varieties of Democracy, n.d.).  

The CCRS utilized the research firm Cint to recruit and reward participants to 

the study through a non-probability panel. Cint administered the online survey in 

“Australia, Brazil, Canada, Germany, Lebanon, Morocco, South Africa, and the 

USA”. They translated the survey into “French, German, Portuguese, and Arabic” so 

that participants in the respective countries could easily understand and answer the 

questions (Bordeleau et al., 2023a, pp.3-5). Additionally, informed consent was 
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collected from all participants to collect sensitive personal data, such as political 

opinions and religious beliefs. However, no identifiable personal data was collected 

(Bordeleau et al., 2023c). Researchers collected the data from late 2022 until early 

2023 and gathered responses from 8,101 respondents (Bordeleau et al., 2023a, 

pp.4-5). Since this research focuses only on democracies, however, this analysis 

drops Lebanon and Morocco from the dataset leaving 6098 respondents (Bordeleau et 

al., 2023b; see Tables 1, 2).  

Although Cint only recruited participants over 18 years of age, which slightly 

increased the average age of the sample compared to the overall population, they 

included quotas for age and gender to “ensure the samples… [were] representative of 

the population”. Since no quotas were introduced for other sociodemographic 

variables— whose distributions are shown for both the full sample and by country in 

Tables 1 and 2—the discussion section will further expand on the limitations of the 

CCRS data (Bordeleau et al., 2023a, pp. 4-5).  

 
         Table 1. Distribution of Sociodemographic Variables by Country 
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Table 2. Distribution of Sociodemographic Variables For the Entire Sample 

 
 

Due to the initiatives to ensure both data validity and reliability during and after 

collection, the VDEM and World Bank datasets can be used without the need for 

additional considerations. VDEM combines directly observable variables, which can 

be gathered from countries’ official data, with scholarly experts’ coding of 

unobservable variables, such as the fairness of an election, to create democratic 

indices for every country and year. To ensure reliability, VDEM uses a minimum of 

five experts for each country-year variable and a model to determine how much each 

expert's opinion should contribute to the final estimate. The model calculates how 

much weight to give each expert’s opinion by comparing the consistency of their 
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answers and interpretations of the response scale to those of other experts. After these 

calculations, the model gives both an estimate for the democratic indicator, and a 

range of values which the actual estimate could fall into. This range is larger when 

there is more variability and disagreement among experts (Coppedge et al., 2025b). 

The World Bank, on the other hand, ensures reliability by gathering its data from 

countries’ official sources and implementing measures to evaluate and improve the 

data quality from these sources (World Bank, n.d.).  
 
 
 4.2  Analytical Strategy  

This research will use multiple linear regression and a mediation analysis to test 

whether individuals living in democracies with lower democratic quality have higher 

political conspiracy beliefs, and if so, to explore whether low feelings of external 

political efficacy drive this relationship. More specifically, to answer the research 

questions, this study will follow Aneshensel’s (2013) elaboration model, which 

provides a framework for conducting quantitative research in a theoretically grounded 

way.  

Thus, the study's independent variable is the quality of democracy, the 

dependent variable is the level of belief in political conspiracy theories, and the 

mediating variable is feelings of external political efficacy. To model this 

relationship, the following general equation for a multiple linear regression is used:  

 

Yi= 0 + 1Xi1 + 2Xi2  +⋯+ p-1Xi(p-1) + i , i=1,2,…,n  β β β β ϵ

 

In this equation, Yi is the dependent variable for the i-th observation in the 

dataset and 0 , the intercept, is the predicted value of the model when all predictor β

variables (Xi1⋯Xi(p-1)) are set to zero. Since the intercept is included in the model, the 

last predictor term is set to p-1. Further, the regression coefficients ( 1⋯ p-1) represent β β

how much the dependent variable is predicted to change with a one-unit change in the 
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corresponding independent variable, holding all other variables constant. Finally, i is ϵ

the error of the model's prediction for the i-th observation , the difference between the 

actual value of the dependent variable and the predicted value from the model 

(Dalpiaz, 2021).  

Before even addressing the research questions, the elaboration model 

recommends beginning with a simple bivariate regression between the independent 

and dependent variables to establish whether a significant relationship beyond chance 

exists between the two. If this condition is met, the analysis will continue with an 

“exclusionary” approach to answer the first research question and test Hypothesis 

One. The exclusionary strategy tests whether a significant relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables is present outside of alternative explanations by 

using control variables to test for spuriousness and redundancy. Spuriousness is when 

the relationship between the independent and dependent variables can be explained 

by a joint association with a third, “confounding”, variable. Similarly, redundancy is 

when the relationship can be explained by competing theoretical explanations. In 

other words, if the relationship disappears when these variables are added to the 

model, the proposed explanation can be fully accounted for by its association with 

other factors (Aneshensel, 2013, pp. 408-409). 

If a relationship between the independent and dependent variables is still 

present after testing for spuriousness and redundancy, the analysis will continue with 

an “inclusionary” approach to examine the second research question and test 

Hypothesis Two. The inclusionary approach further scrutinizes the theory in question 

by testing whether the relationship between the independent and dependent variables 

operates through the hypothesized mediating/“intervening” variable. With this 

approach, the “validity of the theory…[is reinforced if the relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables] is substantially reduced or eliminated” 

(Aneshensel, 2013, p. 409).  
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To carry out the inclusionary strategy, the analysis will follow Baron & Kenny’s 

(1986) steps to formally conduct a mediation analysis. While continuing to control 

for other explanations, the steps suggest testing the relationships between the 

independent and dependent variables, the independent and mediating variables, and 

all of them together. These steps ensure that the mediating variable is significantly 

associated with the independent variable, and allow for an examination of how the 

main relationship changes with the inclusion of the mediating variable. Finally, the 

bootstrapping approach is used to test the significance of the indirect/mediation 

effect. This approach simulates the indirect effect across a large number of samples 

and constructs a confidence interval of where the actual size of the effect is likely to 

fall. The bootstrapping approach is preferred to other approaches because it does not 

assume that the mediation effect is normally distributed and functions well regardless 

of sample size (Preacher & Hayes, 2004).  

 

4.3   Operationalization of Variables  
 
4.3.1  Independent Variable: Democratic Quality 

As elaborated on in theory, de facto polyarchy requirements form the basis of all 

democracies, no matter whether the democracy takes extra measures to ensure 

equality and protect against a tyrannical majority. However, democracies which do 

take these measures can be considered as higher quality. Thus, this research will use 

VDEM’s liberal democracy index, which takes into account both polyarchy and 

liberal components in a way aligned with theory, to measure democratic quality,  the 

main independent variable. A particular country’s polyarchy score, which VDEM 

calls the “electoral democracy index”, is aggregated with its “liberal component 

index” score to create the liberal democracy index. Thus, democracies with higher 

liberal democracy index scores, measured on a scale from 0-1, will be considered of 

higher democratic quality. How VDEM measures the electoral democracy index, 
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liberal component index, and aggregates them is described in the following 

subsections (Coppedge et al., 2025c).   

 

4.3.2  Electoral Democracy Index: 

Aligning closely with Dahl’s requirements for polyarchies, Coppedge et al.’s (2025c) 

electoral democracy index (measured on a scale from 0-1) is estimated by 

aggregating a country’s “suffrage” rating with its scores on the “freedom of 

association”, “clean election”, “freedom of expression and alternative sources of 

information”,  and “elected officials” indices (p.40). The freedom of association 

index is created by aggregating scores that measure the degree to which parties can 

form and are repressed, whether opposition parties exist, and if multiple parties run in 

elections (p. 67, pp. 99-101) Additionally, the index measures the extent to which 

each country restricts and has control over the activity of “civil society organizations” 

(pp. 203–204). The clean election index is created by aggregating whether a country’s 

election is considered “free and fair”, whether there was an “accurate voter registry” 

used, “vote buying”, “intentional irregularities”, “intimidation” by the government/ 

ruling party, or election-related violence among civilians. Further, the government’s 

control over, and the amount of resources provided to, the body overseeing elections 

are included in the index (pp. 65-73).  

Coppedge et al.’s (2025c) freedom of expression index and alternative sources 

of information index is measured by aggregating the extent to which men, women, 

academia, and the general culture have freedom of political discussion, whether the 

government tries to censor the media, and if journalists are harassed, killed, or 

self-censor (pp. 190-192, 210-213). Additionally, the extent to which the media 

regularly criticizes the government, has broad perspectives, or has “bias against 

opposition parties” is included (pp. 210-213). The elected officials index aggregates 

whether the head of state (president/monarch) and government (prime minister) are 

directly elected and confirmed by the legislature, the extent to which the legislatures 
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(parliaments/congresses) are directly elected, how much control the head of 

state/government has over the cabinet, and the relative power of the head of state 

compared to the head of government (pp. 137-142, 123-132, 155-166). Finally, 

suffrage is measured by calculating the percentages of adults with the right to vote 

(pp. 63-64).  

The final electoral democracy index is created by adding half of the weighted 

sum of its components, where the elected officials index and suffrage estimate weigh 

half as much as the other components, to half of the multiplication of the terms. This 

formula is a compromise between recognizing that democracies can vary in strengths 

while still ensuring the score is punished if the country is missing key democratic 

components (Coppedge et al., 2025b, p.5).  
 

4.3.3  Liberal Democracy Index: 

Coppedge et al.’s (2025c) liberal democracy index, measured on a scale from 0-1, 

consists of the electoral democracy index and the liberal component index (p.47). The 

liberal component index consists of the indices “equality before the law and 

individual liberties”, “judicial constraints on the executive”, and “legislative 

constraints on the executive”, which is set to zero if no legislature exists (pp. 52-53). 

The equality before the law and individual liberties index consists of variables which 

measure impartial, transparent, and systematic enforcement of the law; freedom of 

religion, to move, and from harm; and equal access to property and justice (p.53). The 

judicial constraints on the executive index includes variables capturing executive 

observance with and the independence of both low and high court rulings, and the 

head of government/state’s overall respect for the constitution (p.53). Finally, the 

legislative constraints on the executive index contain variables indicating the ability 

for the legislature, other oversight body, or opposition party to question and 

investigate the executive (pp. 156-158). 
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The final liberal democracy index is created by adding half the sum of the 

electoral democracy and liberal component indices to half of the multiplication of 

these two terms. However, the electoral democracy index is raised to the power of 

1.585 in this formula, assuring that the electoral democracy score must be relatively 

high for a high liberal component score to affect the overall score in a positive way 

(Coppedge et al., 2025b, p.6). A list of the variables used to create the electoral 

democracy and liberal component indices is provided in Table 3.  

 

 
Table 3. Operationalizations of the Electoral Democracy and Liberal Component Indices 

Taken from Coppedge et al. (2025c), p.40, 423  

 

4.3.4  Dependent Variable: Belief in Political Conspiracy Theories  

The dependent variable in this study is the level of belief in political conspiracy 

theories, defined as conspiracy theories about groups of national or international 
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actors who unfairly and secretly influence world or local politics without proper input 

from the people (Uscinski & Parent, 2014; Craig, 1979; Geurkink et al., 2019). The 

CCRS uses Brotherton et al.'s (2013) psychometrically validated “generic 

conspiracist beliefs scale” to measure belief in conspiracy theories. Belief in generic 

statements, for example the belief that the government perpetrates “terrorist activities 

on their own citizens”, often predicts belief in more specific conspiracy theories, such 

as those concerning specific terrorist attacks like 9/11 (p.2). Generic conspiracy 

beliefs are preferable in cross national studies because the content of the belief is not 

country specific (Hornsey & Pearson, 2022).  

Brotherton et al.’s (2013) 15 item scale consists of five categories that include 

three generic conspiracy belief statements each. These categories include conspiracy 

beliefs about “government malfeasance”, involving allegations of criminal activity 

within governments; “extraterrestrial cover-up”, referring to the concealment of 

aliens’ existence; “malevolent global conspiracies”, which claim that “secret groups 

exert total control over global [and political] events”; “personal well being”, focused 

on the violation of one’s body; and “control of information”, referring to the 

withholdment of important information by various actors (p.6).  

To restrict the analysis to belief in political conspiracy theories, only generic 

statements about “malevolent global conspiracies” will be used to measure the 

dependent variable. These specific statements are: “the power held by heads of state 

is second to that of small unknown groups who really control world politics”, “a 

small, secret group of people is responsible for making all major world decisions, 

such as going to war”, and “certain significant events have been the result of the 

activity of a small group who secretly manipulate world events” (Brotherton et al., 

2013, pp. 6-8). Other statements were excluded either because they did not explicitly 

concern politics or because they did not mention political actors as the perpetrators.  

Notably, government malfeasance items were omitted, as they concern 

governmental criminal behavior rather than politics. Specifically, these statements 
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assert that the government is “involved in the murder of innocent citizens”, 

“perpetrates acts of terrorism on its own soil [while] disguising its involvement”, and 

“uses people as patsies to hide its involvement in criminal activity” (Brotherton et al., 

2013, p. 8). Excluding government malfeasance statements also aligns with the 

theoretical perspective that individuals who endorse political conspiracy theories as a 

means of restoring political control do not necessarily view the actors controlling 

politics as criminals, and that conspiracy theories do not always describe illegal 

behavior (Geurkink et al., 2019, pp.251-252; Uscinski & Parent, 2014, p.33).  

The CCRS uses a 5-point scale to measure individual beliefs in these specific 

statements, where “0” is labeled as “definitely not true”, “1” as “probably not true”, 

“2” as “not sure/cannot decide”, “3” as “probably true”, and “4” as “definitely true” 

(Bordeleau et al., 2023c, p.18). When creating scales, the average of all the questions 

is often taken to create an overall indicator. Although this treats technically ordinal 

data as continuous, research has found that this does not negatively impact analyses 

(Norman, 2010). This supports the use of linear regression rather than ordinal 

regression as a method in this analysis. Accordingly, the average of the “malevolent 

global” conspiracy items will be used to measure the level of belief in political 

conspiracy theories. A value of “0” represents “low [political] conspiracy beliefs”, 

while a value of “4” reflects “high [political] conspiracy beliefs” (Bordeleau et al., 

2023d, pp. 9-10).  

 

4.3.5  Control Variables and the Mediating Variable:  

This analysis will include the standard “sociodemographic characteristics” as control 

variables. These variables will be “gender”, “age”, “socioeconomic status”, 

“education”, and “employment status” (Aneshensel, p. 200). While the CCRS 

Questionnaire includes questions about race/ethnicity, specific religion and income, 

and a non-binary identifier for gender, this information is not included in the final 

dataset (Bordeleau et al., 2023b, 2023c). These limitations will be addressed in more 
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detail in the discussion section. Thus, the categories for the control variables are 

“female” and “male” for gender; “lower”, “middle”, and “upper class” for 

socioeconomic status; “no formal”, an “elementary”, a “secondary”, a 

“college/university”, or a “postgraduate” education; and “working for pay full-time”, 

“working for pay part-time”, “retired”, “unemployed/looking for work”, “student (not 

working)”, or “don’t know/prefer not to say/other” for employment status (Bordeleau 

et al., 2023d, pp.1-2). The analysis also includes the GDP per capita of the countries 

in the sample as a variable testing for redundancy. Specifically, the analysis uses GDP 

adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP) in 2021 international dollars. PPP reflects 

the standard and cost of living in each country, allowing for easier cross-national 

comparison (World Bank, 2023).  

Additional variables testing for redundancy in this research will be individuals’ 

self placement on a continuous political left-right scale, where “0” is “left” and “10” 

is right; their average trust in the government and politicians on a continuous scale, 

where “0” means “no trust at all” and “10” signifies “a lot of trust”; and whether they 

are “not a religious person”, “a religious person”, or they “don’t know…[or] prefer 

not to answer”. Again, participants' specific religious identities were not in the final 

codebook/dataset due to country inconsistencies (Bordeleau et al., 2023d, pp.2-3, 6).  

Webster & Kruglanski’s (1994) need for cognitive closure (NCC) scale, which 

measures the “desire for predictability, preference for order and structure, discomfort 

with ambiguity, decisiveness, and close-mindedness”, is also included as a redundant 

variable as it closely aligns with cognitive and epistemic explanations of conspiracy 

belief (p. 1049). The CCRS uses an adapted 15-item NCC scale. This scale uses five 

ordinal points, ranging from “1” to “5”, to measure the extent to which participants 

agree with the statements. An answer of “1” indicates complete disagreement, and 

“5” complete agreement. This analysis will use the average of the 15 answers to 

measure the need for cognitive closure, where “1” represents a “low need for 
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cognitive closure” and “5” a “high need” (Bordeleau et al., 2023d, pp.7-9; Roets & 

Van Hiel, 2011). The complete list of the 15 NCC statements is provided in Table 4.  

​ Finally, this analysis uses feelings of external political efficacy as the 

proposed mediating variable. As detailed in theory, external political efficacy 

captures individuals’ perceptions of responsiveness and representation from political 

elites. External political efficacy is typically measured through survey questions 

asking whether respondents believe that “politicians strive to keep in close touch with 

the people”, or if “politicians care about what ordinary people think” (Groskurth et 

al., 2021, p. 4).  

 
Table 4. Complete list of 15-item NCC Scale  

Taken from Roets & Van Hiel (2011), p.92  
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However, given that the CCRS does not include measures of political efficacy 

in their dataset, this analysis will instead rely on a proxy variable, a variable which is 

“strongly [conceptually] related to the unobserved variable of interest” (“Proxy 

Variable”, 2004, p.878). Thus, external political efficacy will be measured by the 

extent to which respondents agree with the statement: “The political differences 

between the elite and the people are larger than the differences among the people”, 

where an answer of “1” indicates strong disagreement and “5” represents strong 

agreement (Bordeleau et al., 2023d, p.6). While not a direct measure of 

responsiveness, individuals who perceive large differences between themselves and 

political elites are likely to believe that those elites are also unresponsive to their 

interests. To reiterate, this analysis will treat this ordinal variable as continuous to 

simplify the mediation analysis, as research has indicated that doing so has a minimal 

impact on results (Norman, 2010).  

 

4.4  Data Preparation and Sample Selection: An Overview of the Cases  

The sample in this research was limited to democracies to align with the theoretical 

framework. Lebanon and Morocco were thus dropped from the data to prepare it for 

analysis, leaving Australia, Brazil, Canada, Germany, South Africa, and the United 

States as cases (Bordeleau et al., 2023b). Additionally, since the cross-sectional 

CCRS data was collected into early 2023, GDP per capita PPP and liberal democracy 

scores for each country were limited to the year 2023 to account for any political 

developments that may have occurred after 2022 (Bordeleau et al., 2023a, p.4). For 

example, following the 2022 Brazilian election results, supporters of the losing 

candidate attempted a coup on January 8th, 2023 (Papada et al., 2023, p.22).  

The chosen cases provide an interesting variation of democracy, with Germany, 

Australia, and Canada being considered of high democratic quality in recent years. 

While the United States has also had high democratic quality in the early 21st 

century, Donald Trump’s first presidency eroded the liberal democracy score by 12% 
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with the consequences—such as high levels of polarization, misinformation, and 

distrust of elections—continuing into the Biden presidency. With the second election 

of Trump in 2024, researchers predict that the U.S. may lose its status as a democracy 

entirely in the coming years (Nord et al., 2025, p.46; Papada et al., 2023).  

On the other hand, Brazil’s democratic quality steadily declined in the years 

that President Bolsonaro and his right-wing party were in power, but has recovered 

since his defeat in the 2022 election (Nord et al., 2025, p.34). Finally, South Africa’s 

dominant party for 30 years, the African National Congress (ANC), grew 

increasingly corrupt and slowly eroded democratic quality from 2012 to 2023 by 

progressively “undermining the rule of law”. However, the quality of democracy has 

rebounded since the ANC’s electoral defeat in 2024 (Nord et al., 2024, p.39; Nord et 

al., 2025, p.16; Mtimka, 2024). Limiting the analysis to democracies and including 

such different cases enables an analysis of how even slight variations in democratic 

quality can contribute to political conspiracy beliefs.  

​ To prepare the data for analysis, the VDEM and World Development 

Indicators packages in R were used to create datasets with 2023 GDP per capita PPP 

and liberal democracy scores for each country included in the analysis 

(Arel-Bundock, 2025; Maerz et al., 2025). These datasets were merged with the 

CCRS data, and duplicates were checked, to create a single dataset containing all 

relevant variables. To ease interpretation, the liberal democracy index, originally on a 

scale from 0-1, was multiplied by 100. Similarly, the scale for the variable measuring 

external political efficacy was reversed. The variable measuring external political 

efficacy is now a statement where “1” indicates “strong agreement” that there is a 

large difference between the elite and the common people. Thus, the change allows 

low values to indicate lower political efficacy, rather than higher (Bordeleau et al., 

2023d, p.6).  

Additionally, to further prepare the data for analysis, two indices were created 

to measure political trust and belief in political conspiracy theories. The items “trust 
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in the government” and “trust in politicians” were averaged to create the political 

trust index, and the political conspiracy belief statements discussed in the 

operationalization section were averaged to create the political conspiracy belief 

index (Bordeleau et al., 2023d, p.3). Cronbach Alpha scores, that test the degree to 

which items of the indices are related to each other, were calculated to test the 

reliability of the indices. The scores were α=0.89 for the trust index and α=0.82 for 

the political conspiracy index, which are both good values (Tavakol, 2011). Further, 

numerical variables were converted to categorical variables with their levels renamed 

to reflect those in the CCRS codebook.  

In order to run a mediation analysis, models have to be calculated on the same 

amount of observations. Thus, as a further step in preparing the data for analysis, an 

additional dataset with all NA values removed was created solely for use in the 

inclusionary strategy. Finally, as a last step, the number of NAs in each variable was 

calculated, revealing that only the religiosity variable had an amount of NAs (~7%) 

which could prove problematic. To address this, an additional category, “Other/Don’t 

Know”, was added to the religiosity variable, as individuals uncertain about their 

religious identification may provide meaningful insights for the analysis.  

In summary, the VDEM and World Bank datasets will be used in the analysis 

without further considerations, while the limitations of the CCRS’s non-probability 

sample will be addressed in the discussion section. The analytical strategy will assess 

how the coefficient ( ) for democratic quality changes as additional variables, β

including sociodemographic variables, alternative explanations, and external political 

efficacy, are included. A country’s democratic quality is measured on a scale from 

0-100 by aggregating its scores on key electoral and liberal democratic components. 

Similarly, political conspiracy beliefs are measured on a scale from 0-4, reflecting the 

average agreement with three statements about the perceived influence of global and 

local actors on politics. Finally, external political efficacy is measured on a scale from 
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1-5, using a proxy variable based on agreement with a statement regarding the 

perceived gap between political elites and ordinary citizens.  

 

V. ​ ANALYSIS AND RESULTS  
The analysis and results section presents a detailed evaluation of the research 

questions. The research questions are answered by following the analytical strategy 

outlined in the methodology section, and testing the robustness and validity of the 

findings. Additionally, this section describes the characteristics of the data and 

conducts a preliminary correlation analysis to uncover interesting patterns and to 

assess whether further considerations are necessary when using the data to answer the 

research questions. The code used for the analysis, along with instructions for 

reproducing the results, is available at: ​

https://github.com/laurlaur3917/Master-Thesis-2025-Lauren-Gerber.  

 
5.1  Description of Data  

The final dataset consists of a sample size (n) of 6,098 respondents, with 1,026 

respondents from Australia, 1,024 from Brazil, 999 from Canada, 1,027 from 

Germany, 1,016 from South Africa, and 1,006 from the United States. The average 

age of respondents is 43 and 51% of the sample is female. As previously expanded 

on, the proportion of females in each country’s sample is representative of the 

population, while the average age is slightly higher due to the minimum age 

requirement for participation in the survey (Bordeleau et al., 2023a, p.5).  

As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2, the distribution of sociodemographic 

variables for the entire sample appears relatively representative of the population. By 

country, however, some interesting patterns emerge in the distribution of the 

education and employment variables. High educational achievement and low 

unemployment appear to be underrepresented in Australia and the United States, 

while overrepresented in Brazil and South Africa. Specifically, ~33% of the 
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American sample and 25% of the Australian sample have achieved less than a 

secondary education, while 94% of the Brazilian sample and 66% of the South 

African sample have a university degree or higher. Unemployment rates follow a 

similar pattern, with 11% and 6.5% seeming slightly high for the U.S. and Australia, 

and 10% and 7.1% appearing low for South Africa and Brazil (Statista 2024a, 2024b, 

2025a, 2025b).  

Tables 5 and 6 present descriptive statistics, reported both by country and for 

the full sample, for the remaining control variables which test for spuriousness and 

redundancy. These values show that the average political ideology for the entire 

sample, measured on a scale from left to right, is 5.4, indicating a moderate political 

stance. Unsurprisingly, respondents in Brazil, South Africa, and the United States are 

slightly more conservative than those in Australia, Canada, and Germany.  

 

 
Table 5. Descriptive Statistics of Additional Control Variables For the Entire Sample  
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Table 6. Descriptive Statistics of Additional Control Variables by Country 

 

Political trust2, defined as trust in government and politicians, is notably low 

across countries, averaging 3.92 on a 0-10 scale where 0 denotes no trust and 10 

indicates full trust. 25% of the entire sample have political trust scores less than 1.5. 

Like the left-right scale, trust scores are predictably lowest in South Africa and Brazil 

and highest in Australia and Canada. Interestingly, however, political trust is higher in 

the United States (an average of 4.29) than Germany (an average of 3.91). Even 

though the German government provides stronger social benefits for its citizens than 

the American government, Germany’s lower trust scores may be due to the fact that 

they are the most left-leaning country in the sample, meaning they may be less 

patriotic and more likely to question authority (Haidt & Graham, 2007).  

Further, it is logical that South Africa, Brazil, and the United States are the 

three most religious countries in the sample. However, it appears that the percentage 

of respondents who identify as religious is underrepresented compared to the 

2 It’s important to note that while the values for political trust, political conspiracy beliefs, and the need 
for cognitive closure were derived by averaging responses across several survey items, they will 
henceforth be referred to as political trust, political conspiracy beliefs, and need for cognitive closure 
to reduce confusion when reporting country averages.  

39 



 

population as a whole (Statista, 2025c). Finally, all countries uniformly demonstrate 

slightly high levels of need for cognitive closure, with the sample averaging 3.57 on a 

scale from 1 (low need) to 5 (high need).  

A graph of each country in the sample’s democratic quality score, as measured 

by the rating on the liberal democracy scale from 0-1, is provided in Figure 1. 

Additionally, graphs of and summary statistics for political conspiracy belief and 

external political efficacy by country are provided in Figures 2 and 3 and Table 7. 

Figure 1 shows that Germany has the highest democratic quality in the sample 

(0.812), followed by Australia (0.804), The United States (0.771), Canada (0.746), 

Brazil (0.698), and lastly South Africa with a score of 0.6 (Coppedge et al., 2025a).  

Following the same direction, Figure 2 shows that average political conspiracy 

beliefs—measured on a scale from 0 (low belief) to 4 (high belief)—are lowest in 

Germany (1.52), followed by Canada (1.71), Australia (1.79), Brazil (2.02), the 

United States (2.05), and finally South Africa (2.51). In fact, both Germany and 

Canada had 25% of respondents average a political conspiracy belief score of less 

than one. A point to note, however, is that the United States deviates a bit between its 

values for democratic quality and level of political conspiracy beliefs. While the U.S. 

is ranked third highest in democratic quality, its average values for political 

conspiracy beliefs are ranked second highest, instead of third lowest. Additionally, 

the U.S. has a larger spread of scores (1.67) than Brazil (1.34) and South Africa (1), 

indicating larger variation. These points will be further elaborated on in the 

discussion section.  
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Figure 1. Graph Depicting Democratic Quality by Country in 2023, as Measured by the Liberal Democracy Score 

(0-1)  
 

Finally, average external political efficacy scores by country—measured by the 

level of agreement with the statement that there is a large difference between the 

political elites and regular people on a scale from 1 (strong agreement indicating low 

external political efficacy) to 5 (strong disagreement indicating high external political 

efficacy) —also follows a similar direction to democratic quality and average 

political conspiracy belief scores, although uniformly low across countries 

(Bordeleau et al., 2023d, p.6). Australia has the highest levels of efficacy (2.45), 

followed by Canada/Germany (2.38), The United States (2.34), Brazil (2.11), and 

finally South Africa (2.03). Overall, Germany, Australia, and Canada have lower 

average political conspiracy beliefs and higher average external political efficacy 

scores than Brazil, the United States, and South Africa.  
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Figure 2. Graph Depicting the Average Belief in Political Conspiracy Theories by Country, Measured on a Scale 

From Low (0) to High Belief (4)   

 

 

 

 
Table 7. Descriptive Statistics of the Average Belief in Political Conspiracy and External Political Efficacy by 

Country 
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Figure 3. Graph Depicting the Average Agreement with the Statement Evaluating External Political Efficacy by 

Country, Measured on a Scale From Low Efficacy (1) to High Efficacy (5)   

 

5.2  Preliminary Correlation Analysis  

Before the main analysis is conducted, a preliminary correlation analysis is performed 

to understand the strength and direction of association between variables. This can 

help determine if any non-theoretically chosen variables should be removed from the 

model if insignificant or strongly correlated with another variable (Aneshensel, 

2013). It’s important to note that even though the main analyses will treat ordinal 

variables as continuous, the correlation analysis will be conducted using a “Spearman 

rank correlation” due to the ordinal nature of some variables. This method uses the 

ranks of values, rather than the actual values, to calculate the association between the 

variables. The significance of the association, which measures the likelihood of the 

observed correlation coefficient (r) given no association between the two variables, 
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will also be calculated to determine the plausibility of an association between 

variables (Schober et al., 2018, pp. 1765-1766). The correlation analysis is presented 

in Figure 4 with associations crossed off which have a significance level of less than 

0.1 or 10%.  

 
Figure 4. Correlation Matrix With Insignificant Associations (p<0.1) Crossed Off  

 

The correlation matrix shows that the only variables significantly associated 

with belief in political conspiracy theories are the quality of democracy and GDP. 

These variables have a “weak” negative correlation with the average belief in 

political conspiracy theories, meaning that higher democratic quality or GDP 

decreases belief. Notably, a country’s democratic quality has a stronger correlation 

with belief in political conspiracy theories than GDP, supporting the focus of this 

research. The standard sociodemographic variables are also associated with each 
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other, as education has a weak negative correlation with employment, where lower 

scores indicate higher levels of employment, and a weak positive correlation with 

SES. Interestingly, religiosity has a weak negative correlation with GDP and 

education has a weak negative correlation with GDP and democratic quality. The 

latter observation could be due to the fact that educated and employed people appear 

overrepresented in the Brazilian and South African samples (Schober et al., 2018).  

Most importantly for the analysis, however, is the fact that democratic quality is 

strongly positively correlated with GDP, and that the statement used to measure one’s 

external political efficacy only has a weak negative correlation with one’s need for 

cognitive closure. Regarding the first observation, it is logical to expect a strong 

correlation between a country’s democratic quality and its GDP. However, since this 

research aims to isolate the effects of democratic quality on political conspiracy 

belief, particular attention will be paid to its correlation with GDP in the main 

analysis. Concerning the second point, the correlation analysis reveals that the 

particular proxy used to measure external political efficacy may not be associated 

with political conspiracy belief, and thus not an acceptable mediating variable. These 

considerations will be revisited following the presentation of the main results.  

 

5.3  Main Analysis  
 
5.3.1  Bivariate Analysis: 

The main analysis begins with a simple bivariate regression between the independent 

and dependent variables to establish whether a relationship beyond chance exists 

between the two. Model One (average_polconspiracies~v2x_libdemrescaled), which 

tests the relationship between democratic quality and belief in political conspiracy 

theories, is thus run with results presented in Table 8.  

The F statistic (see code for details), which tests the probability of obtaining the 

model’s coefficients given the assumption that they are zero, is significant for Model 

One with p<0.001. In other words, the F statistic tests whether the model provides a 
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significantly better fit than one that only predicts the sample’s mean political 

conspiracy score. Since the F statistic is significant, we can confidently interpret 

Model One (Aneshensel, 2013, p.135). The model’s intercept, 4.76, represents the 

average belief in political conspiracy theories in a particular country whose 

democratic quality score is zero.  

Since no country in the sample has a democratic quality score of zero, the 

model extrapolates beyond the observed data to predict the intercept, assuming that 

the estimated linear relationship between the variables holds infinitely. Thus, while 

belief in political conspiracy theories is measured on a 0-4 scale, the model predicts 

an average value of 4.76 for respondents from countries with a democratic quality 

score of zero. While autocracies may score near zero on democratic quality, this 

research focuses only on predicting belief in political conspiracy theories within 

democratic countries. Therefore, while extrapolating can be problematic, this research 

does not aim to interpret the intercept or generalize beyond the chosen sample to 

address the research questions (Martin, 2021, pp. 47-49).  

 
Table 8. Bivariate Regression Analysis Between the Main Independent and Dependent Variables 
 

Table 8 further shows that the P-value for Quality of Democracy is <0.001, 

meaning a relationship between democratic quality and belief in political conspiracy 

theories exists beyond chance. More precisely, under the assumption that there is no 
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relationship between the variables, there is less than a 0.1% probability of observing a 

relationship as strong as this due to random chance. Due to its significance, the 

quality of democracy coefficient ( = -0.04) can consequently be interpreted. This β

coefficient means that for every one unit increase in the quality of democracy score 

(measured on a scale from 0-100), the model predicts belief in political conspiracy 

theories to decrease by 0.04 points on a scale from 0-4, or about 1%. In other words, 

higher democratic quality will decrease political conspiracy belief (Aneshensel, 2013, 

p.128). Further, the standard error of the coefficient —how much the coefficient is 

estimated to differ across different samples —is 0 for the democratic quality estimate, 

meaning it is very reliable. In fact, the model is 95% confident that the true 

coefficient for democratic quality lies between -0.04 and -0.03 (Aneshensel, 2013, 

pp.134-136).  

Model One’s predictive equation is as follows, where  represents a country’s 𝑦

predicted average level of belief in political conspiracy theories (Dalpiaz, 2011):  

= 4.76 - 0.04*quality of democracy score 𝑦
 

This equation can be used to predict the average level of belief in political 

conspiracy theories in the United States, for example, where the quality of democracy 

score is 77.1. The predicted value would be = 4.76 - 0.04(77.1) = 4.76 - 3.084 1.7. 𝑦 ≈

The sample average for the United States is 2.05, thus the residual—the difference 

between the actual and predicted value—is 0.35. The average size of the residuals is 

given by the model’s residual standard error, which is 1.077 for the bivariate 

regression (see code for details). Further, the model’s R2 value, which gives the 

amount of variation in belief in political conspiracy theories that can be explained by 

the quality of democracy, is 0.062 or 6.2% (Aneshensel, 2013, p.138). Finally, it’s 

important to note that since 66 responses to the questions measuring political 

conspiracy belief were missing, the regression was run with n=6032.  
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5.3.2  Exclusionary Strategy: 

Given that there is a significant bivariate relationship between democratic quality and 

the level of belief in political conspiracy theories, the analysis continues with an 

exclusionary strategy to test Hypothesis One and whether the relationship between 

these two variables is still present outside of alternative explanations. If the 

coefficient for democratic quality ( ) is still significant after the addition of third β

variables, a relationship with belief in political conspiracy theories still exists. If the 

coefficient ( ) for democratic quality is reduced with these additions, however, it β

indicates partial spuriousness and redundancy (Aneshensel, 2013, p. 213).  

 
Table 9. Multivariate Regression Analysis to Test if Main Relationship Still Holds Outside Of Controls 
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To conduct the exclusionary strategy, Model Two (average_polconspiracies ~ 

v2x_libdemrescaled + Gender + Age+ Education+ Employment+ SES+ leftright+ 

average_trust+ Religiosity+NCCmean + gdp) is run with results presented in Table 

9. The F statistic (see code for details) for the overall model is significant with 

p<0.001, meaning the model can be interpreted. Interestingly, now that all variables 

are added to the model, the intercept — representing the estimated average level of 

belief in political conspiracy theories when all variables are zero—no longer 

extrapolates beyond the observed values in the sample. On a scale from 0 to 4, the 

intercept is now estimated at 3.91. However, the relatively large standard error for the 

intercept suggests that, across different samples, this estimate could exceed 4.  

Most importantly, after the addition of third variables, the main variable of 

interest—democratic quality— still has a significant relationship (p<0.001) with the 

main dependent variable, the level of belief in political conspiracy theories. 

Moreover, the coefficient ( = - 0.04) for democratic quality is the exact same as in β

the bivariate analysis, meaning that the relationship with the level of belief in political 

conspiracy beliefs exists without any influence from third variables. The coefficient is 

again very reliable, with the standard error remaining at zero. Due to the unchanged 

relationship, Hypothesis One—which stipulates that democracies with lower 

democratic quality have higher levels of political conspiracy beliefs— can be 

accepted.  

While the third variables do not alter the main relationship, the statistically 

significant variables offer valuable insights into other factors associated with political 

conspiracy belief and will therefore be discussed. The third variables with the most 

significant relationships (p<0.001) are age, political placement on the left-right scale, 

political trust, the need for cognitive closure, GDP, being retired, being religious, and 

self-identifying in the middle class. A one unit increase in age and political trust— 

indicating more trust— decreases belief in political conspiracy theories by 0.01 and 
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0.07 points, or by 0.25% and 1.75%. By contrast, a one unit increase on the political 

left-right scale —indicating higher identification with the political right—and on the 

need for cognitive closure scale, signifying higher needs, increases political 

conspiracy belief by 0.09 and 0.26 points (by 2.25% and 6.5%). However, since an 

increase of one international dollar in GDP per capita is negligible in scale, political 

conspiracy beliefs are not affected despite the significant relationship between the 

two variables. Additionally, individuals who are retired or identify as middle-class 

have political conspiracy beliefs that are 0.25 and 0.12 points lower (6.25% and 3%) 

than those who are employed full-time or a part of the lower class, on average. On the 

other hand, those who are religious have, on average, scores 0.18 points higher 

(4.5%) than respondents who are not.  

Beyond the most statistically significant predictors, several other variables 

show weaker, but still statistically significant, relationships with political conspiracy 

belief (p<0.05 and p<0.01). For example, individuals who only have an elementary or 

secondary education have, on average, political conspiracy belief scores which are 

0.14 and 0.08 points higher (3.5% and 2%) than those with a university degree. 

Additionally, those employed part-time, on average, have scores 0.09 points lower 

(2.25%) than full-time employees.  

The overall model deleted 741 observations due to missingness (n=5357) and 

explains 21.5% of the variance in the level of belief in political conspiracy theories 

(R2 = 0.215), representing a 15.3% improvement in explanatory power over the first 

model (∆R2=0.215-0.062=0.153). Although the overall R2  value appears low, R2 

values between 0.1 and 0.5 are considered acceptable for social science research if 

there are a substantial number of statistically significant predictors. Low values are 

acceptable because the goal of this research is not to predict an individual's exact 

level of political conspiracy belief, but to understand the factors associated with it 

(Ozili, 2022, p.1, 10). Moreover, the model’s residual standard error is 0.995, which 

is slightly lower than the first model’s value, but still relatively high given the small 
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range of the dependent variable. The high residual standard error is likely because 

political conspiracy theory beliefs are complex phenomena that are influenced by 

many factors beyond those included in the model (Aneshensel, 2013, p.103).  

Finally, given that several of the variables in the second model are measured on 

different scales, it is useful to standardize them. Standardization places all predictors 

on the same scale, allowing for a more meaningful comparison of their relative 

effects on political conspiracy theory beliefs. In other words, although none of the 

third variables included in the model alter the main relationship, it is theoretically 

useful to examine whether democratic quality has the largest effect on political 

conspiracy theory beliefs. The process for standardization involves subtracting the 

variable’s mean and dividing by the standard deviation for each observation. As a 

result, each standardized value reflects how many standard deviations it is above or 

below the variable’s mean. The results of the standardized regression are presented in 

Table 10 with categorical variables excluded since they do “not have a useful 

interpretation” (Martin, 2021, pp.150-151).  

 

 
Table 10. Standardized Regression to Examine the Effect Sizes of Each Predictor  
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The standardized regression shows that democratic quality has the largest effect 

on political conspiracy beliefs, aligning with the theoretical framework and rationale 

for this study. Specifically, for every one standard deviation increase in democratic 

quality, political conspiracy belief decreases by 0.27 standard deviations (Martin, 

2021, p. 151). The standardized regression also allows for the GDP coefficient to be 

interpreted easier, showing that political conspiracy belief increases by 0.18 standard 

deviations for every one standard deviation increase in GDP per capita (in 2021 

international dollars). Overall, democratic quality has the strongest effect, followed 

by left-right placement, political trust/GDP, age, and finally the need for cognitive 

closure. Given the confirmation of the first hypothesis, the analysis can continue with 

an inclusionary strategy.  

 

5.3.3  Model Assumptions and Diagnostic Checks: 

Before performing the inclusionary strategy, it is necessary to evaluate whether the 

inferences drawn from the exclusionary strategy are reliable by checking if the 

assumptions of multiple linear regression are met. The main assumptions of multiple 

linear regression are linearity, that the relationship between the independent and 

dependent variable is linear; normality and homoscedasticity of the residuals, that the 

errors should be normally distributed and have equal variance; that there is an 

absence of influential outliers which could affect the main relationship; that errors are 

independent; and that there is an absence of multicollinearity, a phenomenon which 

occurs when two predictors are highly correlated with each other and measure the 

same thing (Martin, 2021, pp.52-53, 141). The diagnostic plots which check these 

assumptions are shown in Figure 5.  

52 



 

 
Figure 5. Diagnostic Plots for Model Two  

 

In Figure 5, the first plot checks linearity, the second normality, the third 

homoscedasticity, and the fourth if there are influential outliers. The first and third 

diagnostic plots show that linearity and homoscedasticity hold, since the residuals do 

not have a curved or cone shaped pattern. While there is a slight stripe-like pattern in 

the first plot, this is normal given categorical predictors. Additionally, the second 

diagnostic plot shows that the condition for normality is met, as the residuals closely 

follow the reference line, indicating no significant deviations from a normal 

distribution. Further, the fourth diagnostic plot shows that no standardized residuals 

exceed three standard deviations, suggesting the absence of outliers that strongly 

influence the model (Martin, 2021). To ensure the independence of errors, the 

regression was also estimated with standard errors clustered at the country level. This 

was motivated by the possibility that individuals within the same country might 

uniformly have higher or lower conspiracy beliefs because of factors unrelated to 

democratic quality (Abadie et al., 2022). However, given that the clustered standard 

errors did not change the estimates or significance of the coefficients (see code for 

details), the results of Model Two are retained.  

As the correlation analysis showed, democratic quality and GDP are strongly 

correlated with each other. Thus, multicollinearity was tested for to ensure that every 
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predictor in the model has a distinct influence on the dependent variable. 

Multicollinearity was tested through calculating the variance inflation factor (VIF) for 

each predictor, which measures how much the standard error of a predictor’s 

coefficient is inflated as a consequence of multicollinearity (Martin, 2021, 142). VIF 

values should ideally be below five to conclude that there is not significant 

multicollinearity present. Given that this condition was met, democratic quality and 

GDP can be considered as having distinct influences on political conspiracy beliefs 

(Investopedia Team, 2024).  

 

5.3.4  Inclusionary Strategy: 

Since the exclusionary strategy showed that, independent of alternative explanations, 

low democratic quality is associated with higher political conspiracy beliefs and 

model diagnostics confirmed that these results are reliable, the analysis can proceed 

with an inclusionary strategy to test Hypothesis Two—whether this relationship 

operates through the theorized variable of low external political efficacy. As 

discussed in the methodology section, this question will be evaluated by testing 

whether democratic quality is associated with external political efficacy and whether 

the inclusion of external political efficacy changes the relationship between 

democratic quality and political conspiracy beliefs. These relationships will be tested 

while continuing to control for other possible explanations (Baron & Kenny, 1986).  

Model Three (eliteppldif~ v2x_libdemrescaled + Gender + Age+ Education+ 

Employment+ SES+ leftright+ average_trust+ Religiosity+NCCmean + gdp) tests if 

the independent variable and proposed mediator have a relationship. Additionally, 

Model Four (Model Two + eliteppldif) assesses whether the posited mediator affects 

the relationship between the main independent and dependent variables. As explained 

in the methodology section, a dataset was created with all NA values removed in 

order to properly execute the mediation analysis. Thus, Model’s Three and Four are 

run on the same number of observations.  
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Table 11. Results of Both Steps of the Inclusionary Strategy  

 

The results of the inclusionary strategy are presented in Table 11. The results 

can be interpreted because both models have significant (p<0.001) F statistics and 

relatively normal diagnostic plots (see code for details). The results of model three 

show that democratic quality has a significant, slightly positive, relationship (p<0.01) 

with external political efficacy. Specifically, for every unit increase in democratic 

quality (measured 0-100), feelings of external political efficacy (measured 1-5) 

increase by 0.01 units. Although not the focus of this analysis, it is worth noting that 

having no formal or only an elementary education, and an individual’s need for 

cognitive closure both exhibit strong, statistically significant relationships with 

external political efficacy. For every unit increase in the need for cognitive closure 
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(measured on a scale from 1-5), external political efficacy decreases by 0.45 points 

(11.25%). Similarly, individuals who have no education or only an elementary 

education have external political efficacy scores 0.49 (12.25%) and 0.20 points higher 

(5%) than those with a university degree, on average.  

Since the independent variable has a significant relationship with the proposed 

mediator, the analysis will continue by evaluating how the mediator affects the 

relationship between the independent and dependent variables. Model Four shows 

that the mediator has a significant negative relationship (p<0.001) with political 

conspiracy beliefs. For every unit increase of external political efficacy (measured on 

a scale from 1-5), political conspiracy beliefs decrease by 0.14 points (3.5%). Even 

with the addition of the mediator into the model, however, the coefficient for 

democratic quality remains statistically significant and has the same value as in 

Model Two ( = - 0.04). While the unchanged relationship indicates that full β

mediation has not occurred, a formal mediation analysis using the bootstrapping 

approach will be performed to test whether any significant partial mediation occurs. 

However, given that Model Four explains 23.1% of the variance in average political 

conspiracy beliefs (R2 = 0.231), which represents a 1.6% improvement in explanatory 

power over the second model (∆R2=0.231-0.215=0.016), it can be said that external 

political efficacy makes an important “contribution to the explanation of the 

dependent variable beyond” what Model Two provides (Aneshensel, 2013, 

pp.262-263). Further, while not shown in Table 11, Model Four’s residual standard 

error (0.985) is lower than Model Two’s (0.995), indicating it makes better 

predictions and is thus a slightly better model.  

The results of the formal mediation analysis in Table 12 show that the “total 

effect” (c), the effect of democratic quality on political conspiracy beliefs, is 

-0.04227. This value is slightly different from the precise value given in Model Two 

due to the sample size differences. The “direct effect” (c’), the effect democratic 

quality has on political conspiracy belief after accounting for external political 
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efficacy, is -0.04048. The direct effect shows that the coefficient for democratic 

quality only slightly changes when external political efficacy is introduced. More 

specifically, the mediated/ “indirect” effect, how much of the total effect operates 

through the mediator, is calculated by subtracting the total effect (c) from the direct 

effect (c’). This gives an indirect effect of -0.00179 (-0.04227+0.04048), which is 

very small but nonetheless statistically significant (Aneshensel, 2013, p.262; Baron & 

Kenny, 1986).  

The results of the mediation analysis specify that ~4.2% of the total effect 

operates through the mediator. Thus, as external political efficacy significantly 

mediates the observed relationship between democratic quality and political 

conspiracy beliefs, Hypothesis Two is partially supported due to the size of the effect 

being relatively small. A supplementary regression was conducted to test whether the 

need for cognitive closure served as a better mediator (see code for details). However, 

democratic quality was not significantly associated with the need for cognitive 

closure, suggesting that it is unlikely to serve as a mediator.  

 

 
 

Table 12. Results of the Formal Mediation Analysis  

 

The final model, which accounts for alternative explanations and the mediation 

effect, is visualized in Figure 6. This visualization shows the model’s predicted 
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relationship between democratic quality and political conspiracy belief. In the figure, 

grey dots represent actual individual responses, and the grey band indicates the 

confidence interval around the model’s prediction. To summarize, both the 

hypotheses can be accepted as there is a modest negative, yet significant, effect of 

democratic quality on political conspiracy beliefs which can be partially explained by 

low external political efficacy. The results are considered reliable due to satisfactory 

diagnostic checks and robustness tests.  
 

 
Figure 6. Final Model Predictions vs. Real Values Visualized  
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VI. ​ DISCUSSION  
This thesis explored whether democratic quality influences the level of belief in 

political conspiracy theories and examined the extent to which this relationship can 

be explained through individual feelings of low external political efficacy. The main 

analysis fully confirmed the first hypothesis, as lower democratic quality was 

associated with higher levels of political conspiracy belief. Additionally, the second 

hypothesis, which proposed that the relationship between democratic quality and 

political conspiracy beliefs is mediated through individual feelings of low external 

political efficacy, received partial support. Although low external political efficacy 

was significantly related to both stronger political conspiracy beliefs and lower 

democratic quality, its overall mediation effect was minor, explaining only about 4% 

of the total effect. The remainder of the discussion section will contextualize the main 

findings, highlight additional notable findings, acknowledge the study’s limitations, 

and suggest directions for further research.  

 

6.1  Interpretations of Findings and Theoretical Implications  
 
6.1.1  Alignment with Previous Research:  

Much previous research has focused on the individual-level causes of belief in a 

broad range of conspiracy claims, identifying them as responses to three 

psychological needs: epistemic, the desire to seek satisfying and consistent 

information; existential, the need to feel in control and safe; and social needs, the 

motivation to maintain high levels of self-based or group-derived self esteem 

(Douglas et al., 2017, pp. 538-540). While this research has focused specifically on 

belief in political conspiracy theories, statements which assert that groups of national 

or international figures unfairly and secretly manipulate local or world politics, it has 
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nevertheless found support for many of these individual-level causes (Uscinski & 

Parent, 2014; Craig, 1979; Geurkink et al., 2019).  

First, the present results have reinforced many existing findings that explore 

epistemic factors as the causes of conspiracy belief, showing that having a high need 

for cognitive closure, being religious (as compared to non-religious), and having 

lower education levels, specifically only an elementary or secondary education 

instead of a university degree, increases beliefs in political conspiracy theories. This 

suggests that being religious and uneducated may heighten discomfort with change, 

leading it to be difficult to accept complex disempowering political realities (Douglas 

& Sutton, 2023). Second, the assumption that lower socioeconomic status increases 

conspiracy belief due to existential needs has found support, as this research finds 

that identifying in the middle-class, as compared to the lower-class, decreases 

political conspiracy belief. This result reinforces the expectation that people can use 

conspiracy beliefs to restore control and combat perceived socioeconomic 

powerlessness (Douglas et al., 2017, p 539). Contrary to predictions based on 

existential explanations, however, being employed part-time, as compared to 

full-time, decreases political conspiracy belief. A potential reason for this result is the 

overrepresentation of employed people in some of the samples’ countries, which will 

be discussed more in the limitation section.  

Additionally, the analysis does not find that males have higher beliefs than 

females, as some past research indicates (Douglas et al., 2017, p.10). It does, 

however, find that more conservative individuals have higher political conspiracy 

beliefs, reinforcing some previous political science research (Douglas et al., 2019, 

p.9). Finally, those who were older and retired have lower political conspiracy beliefs 

than full-time employed, or younger individuals. Although not a factor widely 

explored in the literature, Bordeleau & Stockemer (2024) suggest that younger 

individuals have higher conspiracy beliefs due to lower self-esteem (reflecting an 

unmet social need), higher levels of political disconnect (which may produce unmet 
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existential needs), and higher participation in activism/protests where conspiracy 

theories may spread (pp.4-6).  

 

6.1.2  Contributions of the Current Research:  

The main contribution from this research is the finding that, even after accounting for 

individual-level causes, a democracy's democratic quality affects its citizens’ 

propensity to believe in political conspiracy theories. Overall, the final model, which 

shows the main relationship after accounting for alternative explanations and the 

mediating variable, explains 23.1% (R2=0.231) of the variance in political conspiracy 

beliefs, allowing us to conclude that democratic quality is a significant predictor of 

these beliefs (see Table 11). Thus, democracies with a weaker rule of law, diminished 

freedom of expression and media, or unsafe elections are more likely to exhibit 

higher levels of beliefs in statements asserting that national or international figures 

unfairly and secretly manipulate politics which affect them (Coppedge et al., 2025c; 

Uscinski & Parent, 2014; Craig, 1979; Geurkink et al., 2019). This reinforces the 

notion that macro-level factors likely set the stage for, and influence, political 

conspiracy beliefs as much as individual-level factors. Additionally, the research 

shows that democratic quality is distinct from, and has an effect beyond, GDP, one of 

the few macro-level factors that has been theoretically studied in this context before 

(Hornsey et al., 2023a). In fact, democratic quality had the largest effect on political 

conspiracy beliefs, surpassing both the numeric individual-level predictors and GDP 

(see Table 10).  

The second contribution of this research is the finding that low feelings of 

external political efficacy increase political conspiracy belief and explain about 4% of 

the effect that democratic quality has on political conspiracy beliefs. Building on this 

finding, and as suggested in the literature review, there is evidence that having 

individual-level existential needs, which trigger sense-making processes aimed at 

satisfying epistemic needs, serve as a stronger mechanism linking democratic quality 
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to individual political conspiracy beliefs than the variables available to measure 

purely epistemic or social needs (Landau et al., 2015). For a full or partial mediation 

effect to occur, the coefficient for democratic quality should become insignificant or 

reduced when adding the mediator, since some or all of the relationship would then 

be explained through the mediating variable (Aneshensel, 2013). However, none of 

the variables testing for alternative explanations reduced the coefficient for 

democratic quality, suggesting no other variable would serve as a significantly better 

mediator than external political efficacy (see Tables 8, 9). Additionally, democratic 

quality was not significantly associated with the need for cognitive closure, one way 

purely epistemic needs have previously been studied, thus disqualifying it from 

serving as a mediating variable (Douglas et al., 2019; Aneshensel, 2013).  

While the mediating effect of the available measure of external political 

efficacy was quite small (see Table 12), this effect may have been improved with a 

more precise measure of efficacy or inclusion of questions measuring political 

alienation in the dataset. Finally, aside from studies exploring COVID-19 

conspiracies, this thesis contributes to the limited amount of research investigating 

how a lack of control in a specific domain leads to conspiracy belief within that same 

domain only (Stojanov et al., 2023). ​ 

 

6.2  Noteworthy Findings  

Four particularly notable, yet unexpected findings emerged while describing the data 

(see Tables 5, 6, 7). The first two findings are that regardless of democratic quality, 

average political trust and external political efficacy scores are uniformly low across 

countries. On a scale from 0-10, every country has a mean average political trust 

score below five, with the entire sample averaging 3.92. Likewise, on a scale from 

1-5, every country has an average external political efficacy score below 2.5. 

However, the fact that Germany’s average political trust score is 3.91, compared to 

the United States’ 4.29, and that their corresponding external political efficacy scores 
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are 2.38 and 2.34, respectively, lends further support to the notion that these are 

distinct concepts with different effects on political conspiracy belief.  Similarly, the 

third finding is that the average need for cognitive closure is consistently high across 

countries. Measured on a scale from 1-5 (from low to high needs), every country has 

average scores greater than or equal to 3.5, with the sample mean being 3.57. ​​ 

Valgarðsson et al. (2025) have found that trust in government and political 

parties (“representative institutions”), as opposed to trust in the courts and police 

(“implementing institutions”), has been declining globally in recent years (p.2). One 

possible explanation linking the first three findings is that the increasing 

unpredictability in the world — driven by threats like climate change, the rise of AI 

far-right leaders, and economic uncertainty—heightens people’s need for certainty, 

leading them to turn to social media in search of information and reassurance. This, in 

turn, may decrease political trust and feelings of external efficacy due to 

misinformation and polarized narratives which are prioritized on social media sites 

(Dow et al., 2021). It is worth noting that the conspiracy data used in this study was 

collected before the end of the COVID-19 pandemic, an extremely uncertain time. 

The last noteworthy finding is that, despite the negative relationship between 

democratic quality and political conspiracy beliefs, the United States seems to deviate 

from this expected trend. Out of the countries in the sample, the U.S. ranks third in 

democratic quality, yet has the second highest average level of political conspiracy 

beliefs (see Figures 1, 2). Further, the U.S. has the third highest scores in average 

political trust and external political efficacy, taking into account that Germany and 

Canada are tied (see Table 6 and 7; Figure 3). The United States’ political trust score 

is only about 14% lower than that of first ranked Australia’s (4.29 vs. 4.88), yet 

notably around 9% higher than fourth-ranked Germany’s (4.29 vs. 3.91), which, in 

turn, is 60% higher than last place South Africa’s (3.91 vs. 2.45). Additionally, while 

South Africa, the U.S., and Brazil have the highest levels of political conspiracy 
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belief in the sample, the U.S. exhibits a wider spread (1.67) compared to South Africa 

(1) and Brazil (1.34) (see Table 7).  

Instead of dismissing the assumptions of this research and simply accepting 

Hofstadter’s (1965) concept of the “paranoid style”, which he initially used to 

describe a distinctly American phenomenon rooted in right-wing movements 

throughout history, this finding might alternatively reflect that individuals who 

believe in conspiracy theories used as “tool[s] of political communication” by 

government actors may exhibit higher levels of political trust than those who believe 

in conspiracy theories not used by political actors, or even those who don’t believe in 

them at all (Schlipphak et al., 2022, p.159). The rise of Donald Trump and his slogan 

“Make America Great Again”, which asserts that he alone can save America from 

corruption and what the “elites have given away to globalization…cosmopolitan and 

universalist values”, may have fostered increased trust in Trump himself, precisely 

because he positioned himself as the only trustworthy actor in a fundamentally 

corrupt system. He may have convinced individuals of this by promoting conspiracy 

beliefs such as a “deep state” working to prevent him from holding office, or that 

left-wing politicians aim to gradually replace “whites” with “immigrants” (Hellinger, 

2023, pp.3-4). In other words, this pattern of high political trust and political 

conspiracy belief, regardless of democratic quality, may also be present in other 

democracies where populist leaders are gaining widespread support, such as in Italy 

(Vohra, 2023).  

 
6.3  Limitations and Methodological Considerations  

It is important to note this research’s limitations—including methodological 

considerations, such as dataset constraints, as well as study design choices and 

omitted variables which could have been theoretically valuable to include.  
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6.3.1  Dataset Limitations: 

As noted in the methodological section, the conspiracy data was collected through an 

non-probability sample where participants opted in to take an online survey for a 

reward. Additionally, only quotas for age and gender were introduced so that the 

sample could represent the population (Bordeleau et al., 2023a, p. 4).  

While cost-effective, the use of an internet survey to collect the CCRS data 

affects the generalizability of the sample to the population for two reasons. First, it is 

impossible to know the population that the survey actually reached. Second, no 

quotas were applied based on country, employment status, or education and income 

levels. As a result, participants who were motivated to respond to an internet survey 

may be more likely to have higher incomes and levels of education, and more stable 

employment than the general population— a pattern which is seen in the Brazilian 

and South African sample (see Table 1). The second reason the sample affects 

generalizability is that individuals who choose to participate in internet surveys often 

do so due to specific interests or motivations, which can lead to biases (Andrade, 

2020). For example, very low educational achievement and high unemployment are 

overrepresented in the Australian and U.S. samples (see Table 1). As homeschooling 

continues to grow in both countries, one possible explanation for this 

overrepresentation is that individuals who were home-schooled, often holding strong 

religious or anti-establishment beliefs, may have had greater motivation to participate 

in a survey to share their political beliefs (Forlin et al., 2023). 

Another limitation of the CCRS data is that the original questionnaire includes 

important sociodemographic questions which the final dataset does not, such as 

race/ethnicity and specific religious identification (Bordeleau et al., 2023b, 2023c). 

These variables could have impacted the primary relationship in question or, at the 

very least, provided additional insights. To clarify the exclusions, I emailed the 

researchers, who explained that response inconsistencies across independent surveys 

in different countries led to the variables being dropped to facilitate the data merge. 
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Moreover, the analysis is constrained by the specific variables included in the CCRS 

dataset. For example, more of the relationship between democratic quality and 

political conspiracy beliefs may have operated through external political efficacy if it 

was measured through an actual efficacy scale. However, the only related variables 

the CCRS had available were those from a “populist attitude scale” (Bordeleau et al., 

2023d, p.6). Thus, the proxy variable chosen for external political efficacy was the 

item in the scale that most closely aligned with the theoretical concepts of 

responsiveness and perceived distance between citizens and their political 

representatives (Craig, 1979).   

Further, while experiencing exclusively unmet epistemic needs—measured 

using the need for cognitive closure scale— did not mediate the relationship between 

democratic quality and political conspiracy beliefs, the potential mediating effect of 

having unfulfilled social needs was not tested, as the only variable available to 

measure social or group identification in the dataset was self-placement on a left-right 

ideological scale from 0-10 (Bordeleau et al., 2023d, p.2). Variables more closely 

aligned with the theoretical understanding of having unmet “social needs”, such as 

the motivation to maintain positive self or group self-esteem, could offer a more 

accurate test of whether unfulfilled existential needs which trigger epistemic 

processes are truly the strongest drivers of the relationship between democratic 

quality and political conspiracy beliefs (Douglas et al., 2017, p.540; Landau et al., 

2015).  

For example, variables that measure how important an individual's ideological 

placement is to their identity, along with measures of attitudes towards those in other 

groups or on the opposite side of the ideological scale—such as “feeling 

thermometers” (how cold or warm one feels), “trait ratings” (e.g., perceived 

selfishness or honesty), or “trust scores”—- could better capture social needs related 

to the degree of in-group identification and perceived out-group threat (Druckman & 

Levendusky, 2019, pp.115-116; Hornsey et al., 2023, p.90). Alternatively, variables 
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measuring “collective narcissism”— the belief that one’s group is superior yet 

undervalued—such as the statement “not many people seem to fully understand the 

importance of [the U.S. in the world]”, could serve as an indicator of how secure 

one’s social and group identity is (Hornsey et al., 2023, p.90).  

 

6.3.2  Study Limitations: 

This study made a notable choice to focus on the effect of democratic quality, rather 

than the country itself, on political conspiracy beliefs across countries. Using 

countries as the main independent variables would capture a range of factors that may 

influence political conspiracy belief beyond democratic quality, including levels of 

polarization, social inequality, cultural values, migration patterns, media system 

functioning, and historical legacies or trauma. Instead, focusing solely on democratic 

quality ensures that the relationship with political conspiracy belief is not being 

driven by one of the aforementioned factors. While GDP, education levels, religiosity, 

and political trust were included in the analysis to account for baseline country 

differences, it is not feasible to include all the potential factors which differ between 

countries, many of which are heavily correlated (Hornsey & Pearson, 2022). Thus, 

future research should aim to include as many of these variables as possible to isolate 

the specific effects of each.  

Additionally, this research operated under the assumption that the most recent 

conceptualization of conspiracy belief— as a response to unmet psychological 

needs— offered the most valid framework for analysis (Douglas et al., 2017). The 

CCRS dataset, however, does include questions on whether “most people can be 

trusted” and an “authoritarianism” scale with items such as, “the way things are going 

in this country, it’s going to take a lot of ‘strong medicine’ to straighten out… the 

criminals” (Bordeleau et al., 2023d, p.3; pp.6-7). While the social trust statement is 

not an ideal measure of paranoia, these variables could have been used to test the 

psychological needs based conceptualization against earlier theories, such as 
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Hofstadter’s (1965) view that extremists hold paranoid beliefs due to discomfort with 

social change. Future studies should consider comparing current frameworks to 

earlier ones to strengthen current conceptual arguments.  

Finally, this study used Aneshensel’s (2013) elaboration model to investigate 

“whether a causal interpretation of the covariation between [democratic quality and 

political conspiracy beliefs] is likely to be true” by testing whether the observed  

relationship holds beyond chance, alternative explanations, and third variables which 

could introduce spuriousness (p.121). While it is impossible to control for every 

alternative explanation and third variable, the inclusion of a mediating variable 

offered further insight into whether the theory operated through its proposed 

mechanisms. However, it is difficult to establish definitive causality in social science 

research, and results need to be replicated many times across studies before this can 

be concluded.  

Nevertheless, causal inference could be further strengthened by confirming that 

democratic quality (the presumed cause) precedes political conspiracy belief (the 

effect), which is difficult to establish with cross-sectional data (Aneshensel, 2013). 

Alternatively, as Aneshensel (2013) suggests, this condition could be satisfied by 

testing whether theoretically identified variables that precede quality of democracy 

and follow political conspiracy beliefs behave as expected. Taking all of the 

limitations into account, the findings provide strong evidence that a causal 

interpretation exists between democratic quality and political conspiracy belief 

among adult internet users in Brazil, Canada, Germany, South Africa, Australia, and 

the United States. However, the exact population and full causality can not be 

claimed with complete certainty.  

 

6.4  Directions for Further Research  

While this study offered important insights into the relationship between democratic 

quality and political conspiracy beliefs, several avenues remain for further 
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exploration. First, to address the limitations of the dataset used in this study— both in 

terms of its research design and the variables included— the survey could be 

redistributed in more democratic countries, particularly non-Western ones, using an 

experimental design that contains more variables, specifically political efficacy scales 

and those previously discussed which capture social needs. If an experimental design 

is too costly, attempts should be made to introduce quotas for education level, SES, 

and employment status while still allowing for a diverse respondent pool. A 

longitudinal research design, which has respondents answer the same survey over 

multiple years, could further help establish causality between democratic quality and 

political conspiracy beliefs by showing how individuals’ beliefs change over time in 

response to varying democratic conditions (“Longitudinal Research”, 2004).  

A longitudinal research design, however, may not fully uncover the 

directionality of the relationship between democratic quality and political conspiracy 

beliefs. Research has found that, in the United States, exposure to a political 

conspiracy theory decreases trust in the government (Einstein & Glick, 2015). 

Additionally, belief in generic conspiracy claims, although not specifically political, 

has been shown to decrease external political efficacy and political participation 

across the democratic countries of the U.S., Japan, UK, Poland, and Estonia 

(Ardèvol‐Abreu et al., 2020). Thus, further research is needed to determine whether 

lower democratic quality leads to diminished external political efficacy, which in turn 

increases political conspiracy beliefs, or whether political conspiracy beliefs decrease 

efficacy which, in turn, undermines democratic quality due to rising discontent or 

societal polarization. The relationship between these three variables may, in fact, 

form a self-reinforcing cycle. Additionally, further research should continue to 

examine whether the theoretical causes of conspiracy belief in authoritarian countries 

align with those in democracies, as this would allow for the study of how broader 

variations in democratic quality affect political conspiracy beliefs. Finally, future 
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studies would benefit from the continued exploration of domain specific conspiracy 

beliefs to increase theoretical precision and avoid overgeneralization.  

 

VII. ​ CONCLUSION 
This thesis aimed to explore how democratic quality influences political conspiracy 

beliefs, and how this relationship is impacted by individuals’ sense of external 

political efficacy, through an analysis of six democracies. These aims addressed three 

important gaps in the literature. The first is the limited focus on the causes of political 

conspiracy beliefs, as opposed to all conspiracy beliefs. The second is the lack of 

attention to democratic quality as a distinct macro-level influence on political 

conspiracy belief. While the impact of macro-level factors on conspiracy beliefs in 

general have been understudied, even less attention has been given to democratic 

quality. The final gap involves understanding how democratic quality might cause 

low feelings of political control, a well-established individual-level driver of 

conspiracy belief. To address these aims, this study carried out a multi-step 

quantitative analysis using survey data on individuals’ conspiracy beliefs and 

demographic, political, and psychological traits, as well as a measure of democratic 

quality, to answer the following research questions:  

 

1.​ Do democracies with lower democratic quality have higher levels of political 

conspiracy beliefs? 

 

2.​ Do individual feelings of low external political efficacy mediate the observed 

effect of low democratic quality on political conspiracy beliefs?  

 

In line with expectations, the results offered full support for the hypothesis that 

lower democratic quality is linked to higher levels of belief in political conspiracy 

theories across the six-country sample of the United States, Canada, Australia, 
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Germany, Brazil, and South Africa. In fact, democratic quality had the strongest 

effect of all the variables tested, highlighting the importance of theoretically 

differentiating it from other macro-level factors and related concepts such as political 

trust.  Additionally, the findings provided partial support for the expectation that low 

external political efficacy mediates the relationship between democratic quality and 

political conspiracy beliefs. While lower democratic quality does reduce external 

political efficacy, its role in explaining the overall relationship is relatively small, yet 

nevertheless statistically significant.    

This research offered a new approach by using the only known cross-national 

dataset, that includes both individual level predictors and measures of conspiracy 

belief, to address the research questions. Although the data was drawn from a 

non-probability sample, limiting the generalizability of this study’s findings, this 

approach helped fill a key gap in existing research, which has largely focused on 

either structural or psychological causes of conspiracy belief in isolation, rather than 

on their interaction in diverse contexts. Furthermore, while only partial support was 

found for the second hypothesis, this is likely because the dataset only contained an 

indirect measure of external political efficacy. Further research should consider 

repeating the current study with an experimental design and a survey which includes 

a direct measure of external political efficacy.  

Overall, the findings support the notion that political conspiracy beliefs are 

most likely to emerge as a compensatory mechanism to restore a perceived loss of 

political control. This highlights the importance of examining domain-specific 

conspiracy beliefs as responses to loss of control within that specific domain. In this 

study, this meant investigating whether individuals who feel increasingly unable to 

influence politics are more likely to endorse beliefs such as the idea that politicians 

are being secretly influenced by a powerful, hidden group. However, this framework 

should continue to be applied across different domains. For example, by exploring 

whether the death of a vaccinated child from illness increases belief in science or 
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health related conspiracies, or whether economic hardship leads individuals to think 

greedy bankers intentionally create financial recessions to profit from them.  

Understanding the unique causes of domain-specific conspiracy beliefs is 

important for developing effective, targeted solutions. For instance, belief in 

health-related conspiracies that form due to personal experiences may be addressed 

and improved with education initiatives. However, such initiatives are unlikely to 

reduce beliefs arising from both structural and individual factors. This study supports 

the idea that political conspiracy beliefs, in particular, are shaped both from low 

democratic quality, a structural factor, and low perceptions of external political 

efficacy, an individual factor. Thus, reducing these beliefs requires action on multiple 

levels. For example, to address the structural causes of political conspiracy beliefs, 

actors such as the media, foreign governments, opposition politicians, and civil 

society groups can exert pressure on governments to uphold stronger liberal 

democratic values. Simultaneously, local politicians, non-governmental 

organizations, and policy makers can promote efforts aimed at enhancing individuals’ 

sense of external political efficacy, such as expanding voting access, providing 

education on how to run for office, or encouraging participation in local politics.  

While this research has emphasized the influence of democratic quality and 

external political efficacy, it is likely that the causes of political conspiracy belief are 

complex and varied. Future research should further explore group-level factors, 

particularly those arising from social identity needs, as well as the directionality of 

the observed relationships, to deepen our understanding on how political conspiracy 

beliefs develop and persist, and to inform more effective strategies to address them. 
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	The rise of the internet, social media, and populist leaders in recent years has turned attention towards conspiracy theories, making them appear as phenomena which are becoming increasingly widespread. Although conspiracy beliefs have not necessarily increased over time, their growing visibility has emphasized the negative consequences associated with belief in them, such as heightened political violence. These dangerous consequences necessitate a thorough understanding of their causes, so that more effective solutions can be created to address them. While past research has focused extensively on the individual-level causes of all conspiracy beliefs, asserting that they are responses to unmet psychological needs, structural-level causes, particularly the effect of democratic quality on topic-specific conspiracy beliefs, have been overlooked.  
	Therefore, drawing on an adapted version of Compensatory Control Theory (CCT) alongside political and democratic concepts, this study investigates how democratic quality impacts political conspiracy beliefs, and whether this effect operates through individual perceptions of external political efficacy. To answer these questions, this study uses multiple linear regression and a mediation analysis on individual-level survey data from six democracies, analyzing responses from the 2023 Comparative Conspiracy Research Survey (CCRS) in combination with democratic quality scores from the Varieties of Democracy (VDEM) dataset. The results of the analysis indicate that low democratic quality is one of the strongest factors associated with political conspiracy belief, and that this relationship can be partially explained by low feelings of external political efficacy. These findings suggest that the causes of conspiracy beliefs are topic-specific and arise from many levels. With this understanding, more targeted and effective
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