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ABSTRACT
Conspiracy theories are widespread in the modern information
era. Being exposed to conspiracy theories may affect behaviour,
for example, by spreading mistrust among people and within
organisations, even if it does not necessarily generate widespread
beliefs in the conspiracy narrative. Our paper investigates the
effect of exposure to conspiracy theories on strategic sophistica-
tion. We present evidence from a laboratory experiment, in which
we prime half of our participants with exposure to a conspiracy
theory. We find that such exposure leads to increased strategic
sophistication. Using a causal mediation analysis we confirm that
the effect on sophistication arises independently of whether peo-
ple believe in the content or not.
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Introduction

Conspiracy theories flourish in the modern information environment; watching TV or
surfing the internet almost inevitably leads to exposure to various conspiracy ideas,
providing simple explanations for an increasingly complex world (Radnitz and
Underwood 2017). Conspiracy theories spread with ease through online social net-
works (Del Vicario et al. 2016). These theories are widely present in the comment sec-
tions of media websites (Wood and Douglas 2013), and are even the most likely
outcome of searches on certain topics on the internet (Kata 2010). Thus, one can
hardly imagine an individual in the modern world who has never encountered a con-
spiracy-based interpretation of social phenomena. Experimental and survey data from
psychology link the belief in conspiracies to a number of phenomena with substantial
costs for individuals and for the society in general: lower levels of voting, donating and
volunteering (Uscinski and Parent 2014), stronger support of fringe political groups
(Sunstein and Vermeule 2009) and self-damaging behaviour, for example, rejection of
medical treatments (Kalichman 2009), medical tests (Ford et al. 2013) and inoculations
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(Jolley and Douglas 2014b). Conspiracies refuting climate change reduce the willing-
ness of individuals to engage in environmentally friendly behaviour. Beliefs in con-
spiracies within an organisation reduce employee loyalty and increase personnel
turnover (which is likely to have a negative impact on organisational performance).
Conspiracy beliefs can even trigger wars and repressions (e.g. Rubin 2011).1 How does,
however, exposure to conspiracy theories change human behaviour even if people do
not start believing in them? Does this exposure matter for the decisions made by indi-
viduals outside the context in which a conspiracy theory was formulated?

A conspiracy theory can be defined as a narrative about ‘hidden, malevolent groups
secretly perpetuating political plots and social calamities to further their own nefarious
goals’ (Oliver and Wood 2014, 952). Thus, an explanation of the social phenomena based
on conspiracy theories should combine three elements: belief in (a) intentional and (b) hid-
den activities of certain forces, (c) for the purpose of harming the common good and an
individual in particular. Many conspiracy theories are obviously implausible (which does
not stop people from believing in them),2 but there are also cases when the conspiracy-
based explanations are actually true, like in numerous military coups or conspiracies
against the incumbent leaders throughout the human history (Gray 2010). Still, in many
cases, conspiracy theories are part of or linked to the ‘fake news’ phenomenon, or the
growing spread of misinformation and misinterpretation of events observed in many coun-
tries (Allcott and Gentzkow 2017).3 Overall, the spread of conspiracy theories resembles a
paranoid way of interpreting events and is believed to be a major challenge for many soci-
eties (Oliver and Wood 2014). Our main focus in this study is not on the epistemological
value of conspiracy theories; we rather view them as a particular way of explaining the
world and want to understand how people react upon encountering them. While conspir-
acy theories have been addressed in psychology, political science and philosophy, present-
ing correlational evidence from public opinion data or using survey experiments, we are –
to our knowledge – among the first to study this phenomenon using the toolbox of experi-
mental economics with a randomised assignment of treatment.4

Our paper devises an incentivised laboratory experiment with random assignment
of a conspiracy priming, in order to examine how exposure to conspiracy theories
affects strategic sophistication, defined as ‘the extent to which players’ behaviour
reflects attempts to predict others’ decisions’ (Costa-Gomes, Crawford, and Broseta
2001, 1193). Our focus is not on immediate consequences of beliefs in the content of
conspiracy theories (e.g. those believing in vaccinations being used by nefarious forces
may be less willing to subject themselves to inoculations), but rather on how subjects
experiencing an encounter with conspiracy theories change their behaviour in more
generic situations, possibly not covered by conspiracy theories (e.g. standardised games
played in economic experiments). Evidence of such behavioural changes would indicate
a societal impact of conspiracy theories even beyond polarisation (McHoskey 1995),
social disengagement (Jolley and Douglas 2014a), or disbeliefs in facts (Lewandowsky,
Oberauer, and Gignac 2013). There is substantial evidence that strategic sophistication,
while influenced by cognitive abilities and education, also varies depending on the
social situation an individual finds his/herself in or (in experiments) on the design of
the game (Georganas, Healy, and Weber 2015; Penczynski 2016; Allred, Duffy, and
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Smith 2016). Hence, strategic sophistication appears to be malleable (even) in the short
run to some extent.

We find that being exposed to a conspiracy theory changes the behaviour of subjects
in our experiment. In particular, the conspiracy treatment increases strategic sophisti-
cation among the subjects, that is, it makes them think more carefully about the reac-
tion of other subjects they interact with. We link this finding to several features of
conspiracy narratives: their emphasis on intentional actions upon carefully designed
plans and, somewhat paradoxically, their self-representation as cases of critical inde-
pendent thinking. At the same time, the effect is not driven by the increasing belief in
conspiracy theories (although we document an increase in beliefs as a consequence of
the conspiracy treatment as well); rather, it is exposure as such, which for most subjects
does not elicit changes in beliefs in conspiracy theories but is enough to activate higher
strategic sophistication.

The remaining part of the paper is organised as follows. The next section explains
the arguments behind our expectations on how exposure to conspiracy theories should
affect behaviour. The following two sections present our experimental design and
report the results. Then, the paper extends the main analysis by studying another pos-
sible effect of exposure to conspiracy thinking (trust levels). The last section concludes.

Strategic sophistication and exposure to conspiracy theories

While the research on conspiracy theories in social sciences and psychology has been
growing (Douglas et al. 2019), the link between strategic sophistication and exposure to
conspiracy theories has received little attention in the scholarly literature. In order to
formulate our expectations concerning this variable, we start by refining the discussion
about the possible effects of exposure to conspiracy narratives. While a certain sub-
group of subjects is likely to be immediately convinced by the validity of a given story
and embraces the corresponding conspiracy theory, for many subjects such an increase
in beliefs is likely to occur only after prolonged exposure (and possibly conditional on
their prior beliefs or personalities5) or not occur at all. A randomised experiment is an
appropriate tool for investigating these short-term effects of encounters with conspir-
acy narratives given the short-term exposure to a conspiracy narrative. The question is,
however, whether this short-term exposure matters for human behaviour. We hypothe-
sise that being exposed to conspiracy theories even for a brief period of time could,
among other things, increase the level of strategic sophistication in decision-making.
There are several potential reasons for this effect.

First, conspiracy theories commonly relate to intent: malicious forces are consciously
trying to induce harm (rather than harm other individuals by accident or as a by-prod-
uct of their action). In fact, a typical feature of many conspiracy narratives is a focus
on the possible motives of the conspirators rather than on actual empirical facts. Facts
can be manipulated (and, in any consistent conspiracy narrative, are seen as being
manipulated); thus, the only way to uncover the truth is to ask the ‘cui bono’ question
– who is benefitting from it (Blaskiewicz 2013; Bost and Prunier 2013)? For those indi-
viduals who fully embrace a conspiracy narrative, the answer to this question is also
given: it is part of the narrative, which tells exactly who is benefitting from the
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conspiracy, why the conspiracy is perpetuated and how the facts should be interpreted.
Individuals who are subjected only to a short-term encounter with conspiracy thinking
might not yet share the argument of the conspiracy narrative, but still, start thinking
more about other people’s intentions.

Second, somewhat paradoxically, many conspiracy theories eagerly present
themselves precisely as outcomes of critical unbiased thinking, free from the boun-
daries and stereotypes of the mainstream (Brotherton 2015). Texts and movies
introducing the neophytes to conspiracy thinking are structured as those calling
for open discussion of the predominant point of view, for questioning every argu-
ment and every statement with pure logic, rejecting the rigorous boundaries of
conventional knowledge. A brief encounter with the conspiracy narrative could
thus encourage individuals to invest larger effort into trying to understand the
phenomena they encounter, including other people’s actions. This could increase
strategic sophistication. Again, for individuals who unconditionally believe in a
conspiracy narrative, this effect is unlikely to be present: the narrative dictates a
specific way of how one has to interpret the events. But in the case of short-term
encounters, individuals may not have yet internalised the narrative but still start
thinking about the actions of the others more carefully.

Third, conspiracy narratives also assign a high level of strategic sophistication to the
conspirators, who carefully think about how the public reacts to their actions and are
able to manipulate the society to their favour. Subjects’ strategic sophistication can be
endogenous to their beliefs about how ‘deep’ the reasoning of those they interact with
is (Alaoui and Penta 2016). For our study, one could hypothesise that exposure to con-
spiracy narratives could make subjects more sensitive to how well calculated human
action could be, in turn incurring higher strategic sophistication.6

While the three arguments presented above presuppose a positive link between
exposure to conspiracy narratives and strategic sophistication, it is also possible to sug-
gest an opposite hypothesis: conspiracy narratives could decrease strategic sophistica-
tion. First, even short-term encounters with conspiracy theories, especially if the
subjects have no previous experience of those, can distract people’s attention, directing
it away from thinking about the interaction with other individuals in an everyday situ-
ation (or playing the game in case of our experimental study) towards thinking about
the unusual narrative. In short, conspiracy theories could overload an individual’s cog-
nitive capacity. Second, contrary to our argument presented above, even a short-term
encounter with conspiracy theories could make people more naive, essentially accept-
ing any explanation or argument they are presented with. This would again lead to a
decline in strategic sophistication.

The conjecture that even short-term exposure to conspiracy theories by itself can
change human behaviour has potentially important implications, given the frequent
appearance of conspiracy theories in the media and the internet. Even if people are not
convinced by these reports, it may already be enough to change how they perceive the
world and how they act. The hypothetical effect of the conspiracy priming on strategic
sophistication is not necessarily triggered by an increasing belief in conspiracy theories
since an encounter with conspiracy theories makes individuals more likely to carefully
think about other people’s actions and motives without necessarily embracing a
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particular narrative explaining these motives. In the next section, we present an experi-
ment devised to test our hypothesis.

Experiment

The experiment was conducted at the EconLab of the University of Innsbruck. Subjects
(n¼ 144) were randomly assigned either to a control or a treatment group, which was
primed to induce conspiracy thinking. The treatment group watched a three-minute
newscast presenting a sympathetic account of the moon landing conspiracy (the idea
that the US astronauts never went to the moon and that the moon landing was filmed
on the earth7). The experimental group watched an equally long documentary on the
space shuttle program.8 Both movies were thus devoted to the same general topic
(space exploration). Both were taken from the US television, which should be less
familiar to our subjects (given that the experiment was conducted in Austria), who are
also unlikely to experience any specific biases with respect to particular channels or
even familiarity with the typical narratives of the US broadcast.

To increase attention to the movies and thereby the likelihood of successful priming,
at the end of the experiment we asked subjects to respond to six factual questions on
the content of the movies, rewarding correct answers with e0.5 each. There was no sig-
nificant difference in the number of questions answered correctly between the treat-
ment and the control group, confirming that the movies were of a roughly similar level
of difficulty. This is important if our goal is to analyse the implications of the conspir-
acy treatment on strategic sophistication. As mentioned, differences in observed stra-
tegic sophistication across subjects can in principle be driven by two factors: the
cognitive abilities of the subjects and their willingness to invest effort in thinking about
the possible behaviour of the opponent. Cognitive limitations are primarily individual-
specific and thus, given the random assignment of treatment, should not affect our
results. While one could argue that encountering a more complex narrative could sim-
ply force individuals to reason more intensively (regardless of the content of this narra-
tive), this is not the case in our data. Our findings also refute the alternative hypothesis
that the effects we observe in our study are driven by the cognitive overload caused by
the conspiracy priming. For our subjects, both the conspiracy priming and the control
treatment were equally challenging; hence, the reported effects cannot be driven by the
experimental group experiencing cognitive overload.

The main part of the experiment was the money request game (Arad and
Rubinstein 2012), a variation of the beauty contest game intended to elicit strategic
sophistication.9 In this game, players were divided into pairs. Each player was asked to
bid an integer amount between e5 and e14. The participant with the smaller bid
received the amount of this bid plus e10; the participant with the larger bid received
the amount of the bid. In the case of a tie, both participants received exactly their bid.
The best response to any bid of the other participant larger than e5 in this game is to
bid exactly one euro less. If the other participant bids e5, the best response is to bid
e14. We refer to the extent of the strategic sophistication of the participant as k-level
reasoning (Bosch-Dom�enech et al. 2002).10 Participants of level-0 reasoning would bid
e14 (not taking the opponent’s response into account). Level-1 reasoning implies a bid
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of e13, assuming that the opponent will naively bid e14. Level-2 reasoning implies that
the opponent will bid one euro less than the bid of a level-1 participant (trying to out-
bid him) and hence the bid would be e12, and so on. In addition to eliciting bids, we
asked subjects to explain their choice. If an explanation revealed that a participant
made a bid in line with the logic above, we attributed a particular level of reasoning to
him/her (zero, one, two, and so forth). If an explanation revealed a purely irrational
choice (e.g. random draw) or a lack of understanding of the game, the observation was
dropped.11 We refrained from eliciting subjects’ beliefs about their partners’ choices
because the very act of doing so could have a direct additional effect on strategic
sophistication (e.g. forcing subjects to think more about how their partners would act).

As a manipulation check of our priming method, we asked participants at the end
of the experiment to respond to a questionnaire containing, among others, a number
of items on some widely known conspiracy theories. Respondents had to evaluate the
extent to which they agreed with these statements on a five-point Likert scale. Einstein
and Glick (2015) argue that asking questions about whether people actually believe in
conspiracies can change the effects of the conspiracy priming; we avoided this problem
by administering the questionnaire after both the money request game and the trust
game (see the section ‘Extension: trust game’) were played. The list of questions is
shown in the footnote to Table 1. In addition, we collected information on personality
traits by administering a ten-item version of the Big Five inventory (Gosling, Rentfrow,
and Swann 2003). We observe no significant differences between the treatment and
control groups in any of the five personality traits (p> 0.331, Mann–Whitney U tests).

Results

Effects of the conspiracy priming

Table 1 compares subjects in the treatment and control groups along several dimen-
sions. First, we look at their responses to the question of whether they believed the
moon landing was actually staged (in order to confirm that the priming resulted in
more widespread conspiracy thinking), as well as to questions related to other

Table 1. Differences between the experimental and control groups and corresponding t-tests.
Primed group Control group D

Priming cheques
Moon landing 2.736 (0.148) 1.972 (0.140) 0.764��� (0.204)
Princess Diana 1.958 (0.123) 1.861 (0.118) 0.097 (0.170)
Pharmaceuticals 3.361 (0.146) 3.125 (0.149) 0.236 (0.209)
Roswell 1.444 (0.103) 1.361 (0.089) 0.083 (0.136)
9/11 2.472 (0.163) 2.333 (0.147) 0.139 (0.219)

Outcome
k-level reasoning 1.721 (0.115) 1.281 (0.136) 0.440�� (0.179)

Notes: The table presents mean values for all variables, with standard deviations in parentheses. ���Significant at
1% and ��5% levels. The variables in the first five rows are defined as the extent to which participants indicate that
they find the corresponding conspiracy theory plausible, on a scale from 1 (‘not plausible at all’) to 5 (‘entirely plaus-
ible’). The five theories are the following: (1) The moon landing by Neil Armstrong in 1969 was a hoax. (2) The
death of Princess Diana was set up by British intelligence on behalf of the Royal Family. (3) Big pharmaceutical com-
panies often do not disclose cures that have already been found (e.g. for AIDS) in order to keep earning millions of
dollars. (4) UFOs landed in Area 51 in Roswell, New Mexico in 1947 and the US government has lied about it ever
since. (5) The 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Centre were orchestrated by the US government.
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conspiracy theories. Second, we look at their k-level of reasoning. Subjects in the treat-
ment group were indeed more likely to say that they believed in the moon landing con-
spiracy, but beliefs in all other conspiracy items do not vary across treatments. This
supports the interpretation of the results of our experiment as causally driven by our
priming rather than an outcome of unobserved heterogeneity of subjects. More import-
antly, the conspiracy priming does have an impact on behaviour: we find that subjects
in the primed group exhibit on average higher levels of strategic sophistication than
those in the control group (1.72 vs. 1.28, p< 0.05, t-test). Thus, in line with our
hypothesis, being exposed to conspiracy theories seems to make subjects act more stra-
tegically and also view other people they interact with as more sophisticated.

We perform two further tests on our data. First, Figure 1 plots the distribution of sub-
jects according to k-level reasoning in the treatment and control groups. One can see that
differences between subjects in the two groups extend beyond the difference in the mean
responses. While in the control group the most frequent k-level reasoning levels are k¼ 0
and k¼ 1 (19 subjects each), in the treatment group only six subjects exhibit the k-level
reasoning k¼ 0, with the median being k¼ 2 (28 subjects). A Kolmogorov–Smirnov test
for equality of distributions weakly rejects the hypothesis that k-level reasoning across
treatment and control groups has the same distribution function (p¼ 0.067). The most
successful strategy in playing the game in the experimental group is therefore to bid e11
(this would outbid the median opponent), while in the control group it is e12 or even
e13. Second, we test whether the number of irrational choices or cases when subjects did
not understand the game (i.e. observations, which were dropped from the analysis) was
different across the experimental and control groups. Overall, 11% in the control group
and 15% in the treatment group were dropped because of the irrational justification of the
choice; these shares are not significantly different from each other (p¼ 0.464). This again

k-level reasoning

Figure 1. K-level reasoning of subjects in the treatment and control groups.
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reassures us about our interpretation of the findings: the frequency of irrational choices is
balanced across treatments.

Table 2 reports the symmetric Nash equilibrium distribution of the game along with
the actual distribution of choices made by subjects in the experimental and control
groups.12 Both treatment and control groups strongly deviate from the equilibrium dis-
tribution. In the treatment group, we observe the prevalence of the choice of bidding
e12, that is, level-2 reasoning.13 In the control group, level-0 reasoning is the most
prominently present in our data.14 From this point of view, we need to add an import-
ant caveat to our analysis. Li and Rong (2018) show that the results of the money
request game are significantly biased by risk aversion. Therefore, what appears to be an
increase in k-level reasoning could actually be driven by the greater willingness to risk
in order to win the game. The conspiracy priming could hypothetically produce this
result: those who are not convinced could be more eager to risk to show that they are
more intelligent than the conspiracy thinkers, and those who are convinced could be
more eager to risk to show that they are more intelligent than those who accept the
official narrative. The problem with this interpretation is that our subjects do not know
anything about the conspiracy beliefs of other subjects so that there is no reason for
them to actually expect other participants of the experiment to be more or less intelli-
gent (there were no references to this type of logic in the explanations of individual
choices we collect). However, we mention this interpretation of our results for
completeness.

In Appendices B and C we report two extensions of our analysis. First, while so far we
have reported average treatment effects, in Appendix B we search for heterogeneous treat-
ment effects by gender, age, and religiosity. We report evidence of a significant positive
association between the strength of religious beliefs and the strength of the priming effects
on strategic sophistication. Religiosity is an interesting variable in the context of our study
since there is a substantial discussion about its relation to conspiracy thinking (Franks,
Bangerter, and Bauer 2013; Van der Tempel and Alcock 2015; Jasinskaja, Lahti, and Jetten
2019). Religiosity could be a substitute to conspiracy thinking, presenting an alternative
set of beliefs explaining the observed regularities in the world.15 It can, however, also
encourage conspiracy thinking and strengthen its effects.16 Second, to better understand
the behaviour of individuals subjected to the conspiracy priming, we conducted a survey
where we asked the respondents about the feelings or impressions they experienced while
watching the conspiracy video (Appendix C). While this survey is unable to causally iden-
tify the effect of conspiracy thinking and the self-assessment of the experienced impres-
sions can be difficult to analyse, we still find the results of the survey an interesting
extension to our findings since they offer insights into the possible mechanisms explaining
how the conspiracy priming is perceived. The survey gives some indication that many
subjects interpreted the conspiracy video as a factor making them think more deeply
about the behaviour of others.

Table 2. Equilibrium and choices of the subjects.
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Equilibrium (%) 0 0 0 0 0 0 40 30 20 10
Treatment group, actual choices (%) 0 0 3 1 3 1 14 44 25 8
Control group, actual choices (%) 1 1 0 1 1 1 17 24 25 28
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Explaining the treatment effect: beliefs in conspiracy?

Our hypothesis regarding the effect to the conspiracy priming on strategic sophistica-
tion relies on the assumption that individuals, after encountering a conspiracy theory
narrative, start thinking more carefully about the intentions of others and are likely to
change their behaviour even if they do not immediately change their beliefs. Our
experimental results reported above show that priming has an effect on both levels:
individuals change their beliefs to some extent, and they increase their level of strategic
sophistication. This begs the question of identifying the driving forces behind the
observed treatment effect: is this effect driven by the change in beliefs, and if so, to
which extent? Or does the conspiracy priming affect behaviour directly, and independ-
ently of beliefs in conspiracies? To explicitly address this question, we use the toolbox
of the causal mediation analysis (CME) (Imai et al. 2011).

The CME allows us to decompose the effect of treatment into a direct and an indir-
ect effect, working through a mediator variable – another characteristic, which is
affected by the treatment and in turn affects the outcome. The mediator in our case is
the belief in the moon landing conspiracy; the treatment is whether one was in the
primed or the control group; and the outcome is the level of strategic sophistication.
For each of the effects, one is able to test whether it is significantly different from zero;
thus, we will be able to understand the extent to which the increase in strategic sophis-
tication is mediated by the increase in beliefs in the moon landing conspiracy. The
algorithm applied to estimate the effects is the following. First, it estimates two linear
models: the mediator model, where the mediator (beliefs in moon landing conspiracy)
is regressed on the treatment; and the outcome model, where the outcome (k-level
thinking) is regressed on the mediator and treatment (detailed regression output for
both models is reported in Appendix D). Second, it simulates model parameters from
their distribution and, for each draw, computes the value of the mediator, the value of
the outcome for this value of the mediator, and the direct, indirect and total effects.
We apply the algorithm with 1,000 parameter draws and use the implementation of the
algorithm in Stata by Hicks and Tingley (2011).

The results of the CME reported in Table 3 are unequivocal. The indirect effect (i.e.
the portion of the effect of the treatment mediated through the beliefs of subjects) is
very small in size and not significantly different from zero at the 5% level.17 The total
effect is positive and significant (indicating that the level of strategic sophistication
indeed goes up when subjects are exposed to the conspiracy priming), and is almost
entirely driven by the direct effect (the effect of treatment per se, independently of the
effect on beliefs). Conscious beliefs in conspiracies are thus not necessary for conspir-
acy thinking exposure to affect behaviour. Simple exposure to the conspiracy narrative,

Table 3. Causal mediation analysis, disaggregating direct
and indirect treatment effects.

Effect (95% confidence interval)

Indirect effect �0.002 �0.132 0.129
Direct effect 0.447�� 0.079 0.811
Total effect 0.445�� 0.081 0.805

Note: ��Significant at the 5% level.

ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL STUDIES 9



even if it does not change the beliefs of the subjects, increases their level of strategic
sophistication.

The causal mediation analysis relies on the sequential ignorability assumption.18

Hence, in line with the literature, we also perform a sensitivity test to the violation of
this assumption, which happens if there is an unobserved characteristic affecting the
relationship between the mediator variable and the outcome variable (e.g. a personal
characteristic affecting the belief in the moon landing conspiracy and k-level thinking).
Figure 2 shows how the estimated indirect effect would change depending on the value
of the parameter q, measuring the correlation in error terms of the outcome and medi-
ator models. Under the sequential ignorability assumption, q¼ 0. Figure 2 shows that,
in order for the indirect effect to be significantly different from zero, q should reach
the value of about 0.25 or more in absolute terms, which would imply the existence of
a rather strong confounder. This reassures us about the validity of the results of the
CME. Note that, while we present the sensitivity analysis for completeness, the main
analysis of the paper is based on the random assignment of treatment and hence we
should not be concerned about any confounding unobserved characteristics.

Extension: trust game

As an extension of our analysis, we perform a different test, eliciting the effects below
conspiracy priming on trust among subjects. This test is motivated by two considera-
tions. First, one of the widely reported features of conspiracy beliefs in the existing
research is that they are associated with low trust (Goertzel 1994, Abalakina-Paap et al.
1999; Brotherton, French, and Pickering 2013). Mistrust is even sometimes seen as the
fundamental feature underlying conspiracy thinking as such (Aupers 2012).19

ρ

ρ

Figure 2. Indirect effect of the treatment on strategic sophistication for various values of the sensi-
tivity parameter q.
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Therefore it appears to be plausible to test the effect of the conspiracy priming on trust
in our experiment as well. Second, the analysis of the effect of the conspiracy priming
on trust can also help us verify the claim made in the previous sections. Both empirical
literature and theoretical arguments clearly link the decline of trust to beliefs in con-
spiracies. There is no reason to expect that short-term exposure to conspiracy narratives
if it did not lead to the formation of beliefs in conspiracies or at least made people
more inclined to believe in them, should have produced an effect on trust. Thus, if we
observe no effect of the conspiracy priming on trust, we can be to a larger extent reas-
sured that changes in beliefs are not the main factor driving the behavioural change we
documented in the subsection ‘Effects of the conspiracy priming’.

To perform the test in question, we let our subjects play a trust game (Berg,
Dickhaut, and McCabe 1995) intended to check whether the conspiracy priming leads
to an erosion of trust (this game and the money request game were played in a random
order). In this game, players were divided into pairs. In each pair, both players received
an endowment of e5. Then, one of the players (A) could decide to invest (part of) this
endowment. The invested amount was multiplied by three and passed on to player B,
who could then transfer some of the money back to player A – but was not obliged to
do so. Larger invested amounts by A in this game correspond to higher levels of trust.
Our results suggest that the conspiracy priming did not have any effect on the level of
trust, as measured by first-mover transfers in the trust game (3.28 vs. 2.94, p¼ 0.481,
t-test).20 If we exclude all observations that were also excluded in the analysis of k-level
reasoning (irrational justification of the decisions made), we still find no significant dif-
ference between the treatment and control groups in the trust game (3.14 vs. 3.00,
p¼ 0.785, t-test). We also find no correlation between the money transfer and k-level
reasoning among our subjects (Spearman’s q ¼ �0.0114 for the entire sample and
0.1078 in the treatment, p¼ 0.930, p¼ 0.585, respectively).

The result should be treated with caution for a number of reasons. First, because we
can extract only one observation from each pair of players (the one deciding to invest
money), the number of observations in this analysis is almost half as large as in the
analysis of the money request game (72 vs. 125). This reduces the power of the test,
and it can lead to different outcomes in the analysis of the trust game than in the
money request game.21 Second, we have no information on the beliefs of the subjects
about the partners’ behaviour, which limits our ability to interpret the results of the
trust game. Third, the results of the trust game can be affected by framing (see
Appendix A) and, in particular, by the fact that the action of the subject A is referred
to as an ‘investment’. Thus, we urge to consider these results as auxiliary findings to
the main results of the paper.

Conclusions

The widespread presence of conspiracy theories in the public discourse, media and the
internet poses the question as to how exposure to these theories affects human behav-
iour. The goal of this paper is to study certain effects of conspiracy theories using an
incentivised laboratory experiment, and to test whether exposure to conspiracy theories
changes human behaviour beyond the specific narrative of a given theory. Our design
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allows us to understand how conspiracy theories affect behaviour after a brief exposure,
which can change the actions of individuals without necessarily convincing them of a
theory’s validity. We find that conspiracy theories affect human behaviour, by increas-
ing the level of strategic sophistication. The effect of conspiracy exposure on k-level
reasoning does not require people to actually start believing in conspiracies: the causal
mediation analysis has shown that simple contact with such theories may be enough to
change behaviour. We hypothesise that the effect of exposure to conspiracy narratives
can be driven by three factors: the focus on intent in the conspiracy theories; the self-
representation of conspiracy theories as critical accounts of an official narrative; and
the high level of strategic manipulation and planning assigned to conspirators in the
conspiracy theories. Our design does not allow us to identify which of these factors
specifically are triggered by the exposure to conspiracy theories, but it is plausible that
all of them operate jointly in producing the effect we observed in the study.

As a caveat, we note that all of our subjects were university students. While the reli-
ance on student samples is very widespread in economic experiments, we have to point
out its limitations for the generalisation of our findings. To begin with, for groups with
a lower level of education, conspiracy theories could, first, appear to be more convinc-
ing – that is, more subjects might actually believe that the narrative is true (Van
Prooijen 2017). Alternatively, a cognitive overload from encountering conspiracy theo-
ries becomes more probable. In addition, other groups of subjects could simply pay
less attention to the conspiracy narrative than students, and in this case the effect of
our priming should be weaker. As always, extending our study to other groups of sub-
jects constitutes a promising avenue of further research.

Importantly, our study does not suggest that conspiracy theories have a beneficial
effect on human behaviour or on society as a whole: the harmful effects of these beliefs
are very well documented in the literature (see the introduction to this paper).22 It is
important to keep in mind that the observed changes in behaviour are most likely
driven by the short-term exposure to conspiracy theories and are not associated with
people believing in conspiracies. For the true believers, the results could be entirely dif-
ferent. While in the experiment we artificially limited the encounter of our subjects
with a conspiracy narrative to one brief episode, in the real world the exposure to con-
spiracy theories and fake news could be much more prolonged and thus make more
people believe in such theories. At the same time, our study shows that one should also
avoid an alarmist sentiment where every encounter with a conspiracy narrative in the
media discourse or in the mass culture is seen as an immediate risk.23 At least for some
audiences (like the well-educated subjects of our experiment), occasional discussion of
conspiracy theories may stimulate a higher strategic sophistication of reasoning.24

From a policy perspective, the question is then whether and how it is possible to pre-
vent people from over-exposure to conspiracy theories in the modern free media envir-
onment; finding solutions to this challenge remains beyond the scope of the study.

Notes

1. For a review of the literature on the consequences of conspiracy thinking see Douglas
and Sutton (2018).
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2. In a survey of the US public conducted in 2014, 4% of the respondents claimed to
believe in the conspiracy of reptiloids (lizard-like aliens) ruling the world, with another
7% being unsure about it, see Public Policy Polling (2013).

3. Conspiracy theories are particularly suitable for the purpose of spreading or supporting
fake news, because they are by design difficult to falsify – any evidence to the opposite
can be seen as part of the effort of the conspirators to hide the truth.

4. Libman and Vollan (2019) use an experimental game to study conspiracy thinking in
Russia and China; but they do not apply a randomised assignment of treatment and infer
beliefs in conspiracies from a survey.

5. Research on the effects of propaganda, for example, shows that the same content
generates opposite behavioural effects depending on what people believed in in the first
place (Peisakhin and Rozenas 2018).

6. Importantly, all the effects we describe are not driven by the fact that the subject exposed
to a conspiracy narrative interprets other experimental subjects s/he interacts with as
hostile. In the conspiracy narrative, ‘hostility’ is assigned to the malicious forces, which
instigate a conspiracy. A brief encounter with the narrative is extremely unlikely to make
the subject believe that other participants of the game are hostile. Rather, it triggers more
careful reasoning about other subjects’ actions and intentions.

7. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moon_landing_conspiracy_theories.
8. The two short movies are available from the authors upon request.
9. The game was computerised using z-tree (Fischbacher 2007). For experimental

instructions (translated from German) see Appendix A.
10. K-level models in economics are used to describe the hierarchy of strategic

sophistication, ‘smartness’, or ‘naivety’ of subjects. Level-0 actors choose their action
naively and without any regard to the choice of other actors; level-1 actors assume that
the population consists of level-0 actors and respond to the behaviour of these actors;
level-2 actors assume that the population consists of level-1 actors; and so on (see Stahl
1993; Stahl and Wilson 1994).

11. In one case, the individual chose 11, but gave a justification for the choice clearly
consistent with level-1 reasoning (the individual referred to Example 1 in Appendix A
and explained that s/he decided to bid one euro less to gain e10). We assign this
individual to level-1 reasoning as well. The results of Table 1 hold if one excludes this
observation from the analysis.

12. Note that, while the game we use is substantially similar to Arad and Rubinstein (2012),
we use somewhat different choice options and payoffs.

13. Arad and Rubinstein show the prevalence of the level-2 and level-3 reasoning among the
subjects of their experiment.

14. This result has to be highlighted, since we actually observe a higher prevalence of the
level-0 reasoning than in case of Arad and Rubinstein (2012); this may be the case, for
example, because of a different payoff structure, or differences in the degree of risk
aversion of our subjects. Unfortunately, we collect no information regarding
risk attitudes.

15. Similarly to conspiracy theories, it rejects randomness and assumes that observed
phenomena are an outcome of a hidden intent – for example, God’s will – making
beliefs in conspiracies unnecessary.

16. This can be the case, for example, if religiosity goes hand in hand with a critical attitude
towards science.

17. In fact, if we correlate the responses to the question concerning beliefs in the moon
landing conspiracy and the level of strategic sophistication, we find no significant
correlation between these two variables (in the primed group the correlation coefficient is
0.082, and in the control group it is �0.089).

18. This assumption implies that ‘(a) conditional on the observed pretreatment covariates,
the treatment is independent of all potential values of the outcome and mediating
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variables, and (b) the observed mediator is independent of all potential outcomes given
the observed treatment and pretreatment covariates’ (Imai, Keele, and Tingley 2010, 310).

19. There are several reasons for this correlation. First, conspiracy thinking, ultimately, is
about hidden forces at work aiming to harm an individual and manipulating others for
their benefit, which clearly runs contrary to trusting people (in particular people one
does not know). Second, conspiracy narratives always portrait the dominant scientific or
political interpretation of events as a lie, which should also contribute to a decrease in
trust. Conspiracy theories frequently directly encourage their disciples not to trust
anybody (except the fellow conspiracy believers).

20. In addition to trust, our data allow us to compare trustworthiness across groups,
measured by means of back-transfers of second movers in the trust game. However,
trustworthiness is not part of our hypotheses and was only elicited in order to have a
balanced between-subjects design in the trust game. Thus, unsurprisingly, no treatment
differences are found in this dimension (4.39 vs. 3.64, p¼0.42, t-test).

21. A simple way of doubling the size of the sample would have been to let subjects play
both roles in the trust game. However, we refrain from doing so since this approach
could bias decisions. Regardless of whether subjects’ payoffs are determined by how they
played in both roles or (randomly) in one of the two roles, conditional reciprocity could
arise if the expectations about how others will treat a subject in a particular role
influence how this subject oneself behaves in this role. Previous literature has indeed
shown that role uncertainty can have a strong impact on behaviour (see Iriberri and Ray-
Biel 2011).

22. Furthermore, from a normative point of view, an increase in strategic sophistication is
not necessarily associated with a welfare improvement.

23. A related result by Nera, Pantazi, and Klein (2018) shows that being exposed to
conspiracy fiction does not increase beliefs in conspiracy theories.

24. Here, our study can be linked to some recent research on heterogeneous effects of
conspiracy thinking, for example, Kim (2019) who shows that under certain conditions
beliefs in conspiracies increase engagement in politics.

25. We surveyed our subjects on the use of social media but did not find any substantial
differences.
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Appendix A. Experimental instructions.

Welcome to an experiment about decision-making procedures!

Thank you for your participation!
During the experiment, you and other participants will be asked to make decisions. Your deci-
sions, as well as the decisions of other participants will determine your payoff according to the
rules explained in what follows.

The experiment will be implemented using PC. You will make your decisions on the com-
puter screen. All your decisions and response will be kept anonymous and confidential.

The experiment consists of the following steps:

� Video
� Decision 1
� Decision 2
� Questions to the video and other questions

Your overall income from the experiment is the sum of

� Payment for participation of e3
� Randomly determined payoff from the decision-making situations 1 and 2
� Payoff for each correct response to the questions on the video you will watch (for each cor-

rect answer you will receive e0.5)

Your payoff from the decisions 1 and 2 depends on your decisions and the decisions of
another person, who will be randomly assigned to you. In each decision-making situation, you
will be paired with a different person.

In what follows, you will receive the directions to the decisions. We will read the directions
out loud and then give you time to read them and to ask questions. If anything is unclear,
please raise your hand: we will come to you and respond to the question.

Please do not talk with each other during the experiment and switch off the mobile phones.

Video
You will now watch a six-minute-long video. You will be later asked a couple of questions
about the content of this video. Therefore, pay attention to its content!

[HERE THE VIDEO IS SHOWN TO THE PARTICIPANTS]

Decision-making situation 1
In this game, you will be randomly and anonymously paired with another player (from this
room) and play a game, in which each of you requests a certain amount of money. This
amount of money should be between e5 and e14. Each player receives exactly the sum he
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requested. One of the players receives additional e10, if he requests exactly one euro less than
the other player.

You and the other player make decisions simultaneously and only once, without knowing
what the decision of the other player was. The identity of the other player will not be revealed
to you, and your identity will not be revealed to him or her as well. You will learn the decision
of the other player only at the end of the experiment.
Example 1
If both players request e12, both players receive e12.
Example 2
If the first player requests e7 and the second e6, then the first player receives e7 and the
second 6þ 10¼e16

[after the decisions were made, the participants are asked to respond to the follow-
ing question:]

Which reasons did you have to make the particular decision you made?

Decision-making situation 2
In this game, you are either player A or player B. First both players receive the starting capital
of e5. Player A can decide to invest a part of it (from e0 to e5, you can choose any number
up to the first decimal place). The invested amount will be multiplied by three and transferred
to player B. Player B can then decide which part of the overall (tripled) amount of money he
will transfer back to player A. Player B is not under obligation to transfer any amount of
money back.

The payoffs of both players will then be determined using the following formula:
Payoff of player A 5 e5 – Investment1Transfer from player B
Payoff of player B 5 e51 Investment of player A 3 3 – Transfer to player A

Examples:
If the player A invests e5, player B receives e15. The overall sum player B then holds is

15þ 5 ¼ e20, and player A has e0. If player B, for example, now transfers e10 back to player
A, both will be paid e10.

If the player A invests e0, he will receive the payoff of e5, and player B will receive e5.
If the player A invests e2.50, player B will receive e2.50 �3¼e7.50þe5 ¼ e12.5. If player B

transfers e6 back to player A, player A will receive 6þ 2.50¼ e8.50, and player B will receive
12.50–2.50 ¼ e10.

If player A transfers e4 to player B, player B receives 3�4¼ 12þ 5 ¼ e17. If player B trans-
fers e1 back to player A, player A receives 1þ 1¼ e2 and player B receives 17 � 1 ¼ e16.

Appendix B. Heterogeneous treatment effects.

Here we analyse whether there is any evidence of heterogeneity in treatment effects, that is,
whether particular groups of subjects react to the priming differently than other groups. We
focus on the following three characteristics, which could potentially trigger differences in
response to the treatment: gender, age and religiosity. This choice is driven by the follow-
ing concerns:

- Gender could serve as a proxy for the extent of information people had on the topics of
moon landing conspiracies before the experiment. The literature shows that men systematically
exhibit stronger interest in space exploration than women (Nadeau 2013) and thus may be bet-
ter informed on the topic. Less informed subjects are more likely to be susceptible to a stron-
ger impact of priming compared to subjects who have already been exposed to this
information and could have formed an opinion on it. Our sample is gender-balanced, with
female subjects accounting for 53%.
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- Age is also a frequent correlate of belief in conspiracies for several reasons: there are age-
specific differences in media consumption25 and in the sense of empowerment, which can
move people to be more willing to believe in conspiracies (Stempel, Hargrove, and Stempel
2007). While the age differences in our sample are not very large (given that our participants
are students), some variation exists between the ages of 18 and 34 (the mean and median age
of 23).

- There are two possible effects of religiosity on conspiracy beliefs. On the one hand, religi-
osity could discourage conspiracy thinking, since it constitutes an alternative set of beliefs
bringing order to chaos. But, on the other hand, it could also encourage it (through the inter-
pretation of the observed world as an outcome of intentional design); it is not uncommon to
study conspiracies as quasi-religious beliefs. In both cases, an encounter with conspiracy think-
ing narratives could have different effects for religious and non-religious subjects: religious
subjects could be either more prone to internalising it or be more resistant to it. Religiosity is
defined based on responses in the post-experimental survey question of whether subjects con-
sider themselves religious on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

We estimate linear regressions of the level of beliefs in the moon landing conspiracy and the
estimated k-level reasoning on gender (Table B1), age (Table B2) and self-reported religiosity
(Table B3), a treatment dummy and interaction terms between the treatment dummy and the
respective characteristic. For age and gender differences we find no effects. For religiosity, however,
we do establish heterogeneous treatment effects. Therefore, in this regression we also compute mar-
ginal effects of the priming dummy for different levels of religiosity with the associated significance
levels. The regressions in Table B3 reveal that the effects of the priming on k-level thinking are sig-
nificant for all subjects except those identifying themselves as definitively non-religious (about 40%
of the sample), and that they become significantly stronger with more pronounced religiosity (as
indicated by the interaction term Religiosity x Treatment in the last column of Table B3).

Appendix C. Online survey.

C1: description and analysis of the survey
To validate our interpretation that the conspiracy narrative caused an increase in strategic
sophistication, we applied an additional tool. From December 2017 to January 2018, we con-
structed an anonymous online survey (using SurveyMonkey), which was sent to students of
the University of Innsbruck through the official e-mail address used to circulate surveys
addressed to the students. The survey was explicitly provided to a set of participants while

Table B1. Regressions of the main experimental outcomes on treatment
and gender.
Dep. var. Belief in moon landing conspiracy k-Level thinking

Female 0.276 �0.278
(0.278) (0.270)

Female � Treatment 0.472 0.145
(0.409) (0.353)

Treatment �0.014 0.243
(0.690) (0.369)

Constant 1.567��� 1.690���
(0.447) (0.438)

Observations 144 125
R-squared 0.138 0.058

Notes: OLS regressions. Robust standard errors are given in parentheses.���Significant at the 1%, ��5% and �10% levels.
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coming from the same pool as our experimental subjects were recruited (Innsbruck students)
but not belonging to the group of experimental participants – otherwise we would face the
already described problem that asking survey questions before the game is played we may bias
the way subjects behave in the game, and asking questions after the game is played we may
bias the responses to the survey. From this point of view, looking at a different, but still com-
parable group of subjects represents an attractive solution.

The survey asked the students to watch the conspiracy priming video and then report to us
typical reactions the video caused. The main objective of the survey is not to establish a causal
effect of the conspiracy priming (as this is ensured through the randomised design of the
experiment), but rather to obtain some information about how exactly subjects could have
interpreted the conspiracy priming. Since responses to the survey were not incentivised, we
treat its outcomes with caution; however, we believe that the survey contains some useful add-
itional information helping us interpret behaviour in our experiment.

Overall, we received 186 responses. The average age of the respondents was 24.4 years old
(almost identical to that of the experimental subjects; if one removes six senior students older
than 40 years, the average age becomes 23.7 years), and the sample was almost gender balanced
(43% female). Our questionnaire included five main questions concerning several possible

Table B2. Regressions of the main experimental outcomes on treatment and age.
Dep. var. Belief in moon landing conspiracy K-level thinking

Age �0.014 �0.055
(0.046) (0.043)

Age � Treatment 0.108 0.073
(0.067) (0.071)

Treatment �1.727 �1.248
(1.569) (1.619)

Constant 2.295�� 2.566��
(1.094) (0.998)

Observations 144 125
R-squared 0.109 0.060

Notes: OLS regressions. Robust standard errors in parentheses. ���Significant at the 1%, ��5% and �10% levels.

Table B3. Regressions of the main experimental outcomes on treatment and religiosity.
Dep. var. Belief in moon landing conspiracy K-level thinking

Religiosity 0.149 �0.172
(0.124) (0.108)

Religiosity � Treatment �0.253 0.317�
(0.172) (0.178)

Treatment 1.310��� �0.222
(0.412) (0.400)

Constant 1.636��� 1.668���
(0.294) (0.305)

Observations 144 125
R-squared 0.106 0.080
Marginal effects of Treatment
Religiosity ¼ 1 (not religious) 1.057��� 0.095

(0.275) (0.256)
Religiosity ¼ 2 0.805��� 0.411��

(0.203) (0.186)
Religiosity ¼ 3 0.552�� 0.728���

(0.256) (0.259)
Religiosity ¼ 4 0.299 1.044��

(0.386) (0.403)
Religiosity ¼ 5 (highly religious) 0.046 1.361��

(0.540) (0.566)

Notes: OLS regressions. Robust standard errors in parentheses. ���Significant at the 1%, ��5% and �10% levels.
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reactions to the conspiracy video, which respondents had to respond to using a four-point scale
(fully agree, agree, disagree, fully disagree; for the subsequent analysis we coded the responses
using a 1 to 4 scale, with 1 being ‘fully agree’). The five questions were the following:

� The video makes me question the true goals of social institutions;
� The video makes me question the motives of people I have to deal with;
� The video makes me question whether things I believe in are actually true;
� After the video it is more difficult to convince me that something is true;
� After this Video I think that if you have to deal with other people, you have to think how

they will react on your actions.

The first three responses explicitly focus on different types of trust: trust in the social insti-
tutions and establishments; in other people in general; and in common knowledge and beliefs.
The fourth question is about increasing scepticism and doubt about information people
receive. The last question can, with certain caveats, be interpreted as capturing strategic
sophistication (although of course in a rather generic way). In Table C1 we report the average
responses to these questions. We report both the average response and the share of those who
agreed or fully agreed with each statement (share of positive responses).

Looking at the full sample, the situation appears to be as follows. More than half of the
respondents agree that exposure to the conspiracy narrative made them question the true goals
of social institutions and the things they believe in. This is not surprising: these are the main
two components of the moon landing conspiracy narrative, which is based on the idea that the
government staged the moon landing and that the common knowledge about this episode is
not true. The third highest response is that of strategic sophistication, indicating that this reac-
tion is quite widespread among respondents. Thus the survey indicates that, while the main
effects of exposure to the conspiracy priming are associated with the content of the conspiracy
narrative, an increase in strategic sophistication becomes very likely as well. Moreover, the rela-
tively low share of positive responses to the question regarding trust in other people’s motives
echoes well with our experimental finding that the conspiracy priming has no impact on trust.

We also asked the question how much respondents knew about the moon landing conspir-
acy before watching the video; if we include only those who disagree or fully disagree with the
statement that they knew a lot about this topic (32% of respondents), we find a similar pattern
to the general population (though the share of positive responses is higher, that is, those who
did not know a lot about the topic and did not have a chance to form an opinion were a bit
more likely to react on the conspiracy priming (columns 3 and 4 in the Table C1).

The results become more interesting if we utilise another question of our survey: we asked
respondents to indicate whether they find that the newsreel they saw was ‘just silly’. Through
this question we attempt to identify the group of respondents who clearly were not convinced
by the content of the conspiracy narrative, and to understand whether they changed their
behaviour in any way. Thirty two percent of respondents agree or fully agree that the video is
silly. The fifth and sixth columns in Table C1 show that the majority of these individuals do
not think that after watching the movie they started to be less trusting of governmental institu-
tions, other people they interact with, the information they received or that they are now
more difficult to convince that something is true. However, 40% of respondents who clearly
disagree with the content of the conspiracy priming still indicate that after watching the video
they believe they have to think more about the motives of other people they interact with. If
we compare the group of those who find the video silly to those who do not share this opin-
ion (columns 7 and 8 in Table C1), one can see that the latter are significantly more likely to
agree with all the items (as expected), but for the strategic sophistication item the difference in
means is the smallest and least significant (p¼ 0.051). This fits the main argument of our
study: exposure to conspiracy theories results in higher strategic sophistication even if it does
not convince people altogether.

22 L. BALAFOUTAS ET AL.



C2: full text of the survey (administered in German and in English)
Dear participant

Thank you very much for your kind willingness to help us! The survey below is part of
a joint project implemented by [THE AUTHORS NAMES AND AFFILIATIONS].

We would like to ask you to watch the video located at the link below
[LINK TO THE VIDEO] and to respond to some questions to this video. You will need

about 6minutes to watch the video and another 5-10minutes at most to respond to the sur-
vey. Thank you very much once again!

Q1: This video makes me question the true goals of social institutions
Fully agree/agree/disagree/fully disagree
Q2: This video makes me question the motives of people I have to deal with
Fully agree/agree/disagree/fully disagree
Q3: This video makes me question whether things I believe in are actually true
Fully agree/agree/disagree/fully disagree
Q4: After this video it is more difficult to convince me that something is true
Fully agree/agree/disagree/fully disagree
Q5: After this video I think that if you have to deal with other people you have to think how
they will react on your actions
Fully agree/agree/disagree/fully disagree
Q6: I simply find the video silly
Fully agree/agree/disagree/fully disagree
Q7: This video makes me think though I am not convinced by it
Fully agree/agree/disagree/fully disagree
Q8: I was already familiar with the main arguments of the video
Fully agree/agree/disagree/fully disagree
Q9: Other impressions (if none, insert ‘None’ in the field below)
Q10: And a couple of questions about you
Age (in years)
Gender (1¼male, 2¼ female)
Would you describe yourselves as religious (on a scale from 1 to 5, 1¼ highly religious,
5¼ not religious)
Your major (1¼ social sciences (e.g. sociology or political science), 2¼ business administration
or economics, 3¼ law, 4¼ humanities (e.g. history or linguistics), 5¼medicine,
6¼ engineering, 7¼ sciences or mathematics, 8¼ other field)

APPENDIX D. Mediation analysis: baseline regressions.

Table D1. Linear regressions on mediator and outcome.
Dependent variable Belief in moon landing conspiracy K-level thinking

Treatment 0.844��� 0.447��
(0.212) (0.185)

Belief in moon landing conspiracy �0.009
(0.076)

Constant 1.828��� 1.297���
(0.141) (0.202)

Observations 125 125
R-squared 0.114 0.047

Note: Regressions estimated using OLS. Robust standard errors in parentheses. ���Significant at the 1%, ��5% and�10% levels.
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