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Abstract

At the peak of the pandemic, conspiracy theories about COVID-19 abounded on social
media. Many of these were rooted in disinformation and right-wing extremist ideas that
put democracy at risk. Studies have shown that conspiracy beliefs weaken intentions
for normative participation (e.q., petitions, demonstrations) and increase intentions for
both non-normative participation (e.g., unauthorized strikes) and violent participation
(e.g., confrontations with police). The current study asks what interventions can
counteract possible detrimental influences of conspiracy theories on democracy. Based
on previous literature in psychology and communication studies on misinformation and
disinformation beliefs, behavioral change, and political participation, we proposed two
factors: (1) political self-efficacy and (2) knowledge about the mechanisms of conspiracy
theories. We tested these in an online intervention during Germany’s first COVID-19
lockdown in May 2020. Hypotheses and analysis plans were pre-registered. We found,
when controlling for covariates, that people who learned about the mechanisms and
content of conspiracy theories engaged in less non-normative political participation.
This study provides practitioners in the field of media literacy education and extremist
prevention with dos and don’ts for interventions against conspiracy theories.

Die Rolle von Wissen tiber Verschworungserzahlungen und politische
Selbstwirksamkeit fiir die politische Partizipation

Zusammenfassung

Wdhrend der Hochphase der Pandemie verbreiteten zahlreiche Menschen in den sozialen
Medien Verschwdrungserzéhlungen (iber das COVID-19-Virus. Viele dieser Erzdhlungen
beruhen auf Desinformationen - oftmals geprdgt von rechtsextremen Vorstellungen - die
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die Demokratie gefdhrden. Bisherige Studien zeigen, dass Verschwérungsglauben die
Absichten fiir eine normative politische Partizipation schwdchen, aber die Bereitschaft
zu einer nicht-normativen und gewalttdtigen Partizipation erhéhen. Dies stellt die de-
mokratische Gesellschaft vor grosse Herausforderungen. Die vorliegende Studie widmet
sich daher der Frage, welche Interventionen mdglichen schédlichen Einfliissen von Ver-
schwérungsmythen auf die Demokratie entgegenwirken kénnen. Basierend auf beste-
hender Literatur zu Mis- und Desinformationen, Verhaltensdnderungen und politischer
Partizipation werden in der vorliegenden Arbeit zwei Faktoren vorgeschlagen: (1) Poli-
tische Selbstwirksamkeit und (2) Wissen tiber Mechanismen von Verschwérungsmythen.
Diese wurden in einer Online-Intervention wéhrend des ersten Lockdowns in Deutschland
im Mai 2020 getestet. Hypothesen und Analyseplan wurden prdregistriert. Die Ergebnisse
verdeutlichen, dass Personen, die iiber Kenntnisse liber Mechanismen und Inhalte von
Verschwérungserzdhlungen verfligen, weniger nicht-normative politische Beteiligung
zeigen, sofern fiir bestimmte Variablen kontrolliert wird. Limitationen und die daraus re-
sultierenden Implikationen fiir die medienpddagogische Praxis werden diskutiert.

1. Introduction

Many people suffered from uncertainty and confusion around the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Feelings of fear and anxiety provided fertile ground for conspiracy theories!
(De Coninck et al. 2021) disseminated by various actors including right-wing extrem-
ists. Conspiracy theories are beliefs that a small group of secret actors are conspir-
ing to manipulate events in their favor and to pursue goals that would be destructive
for society (Hepfer 2021). At least superficially, these theories offer comprehensi-
ble explanations for events that seem confusing and difficult to understand (Leman
and Cinnirella 2013). Conspiracy beliefs are related to negative public health atti-
tudes (e.g., unwillingness to be vaccinated) and lower policy support (Romer and
Jamieson 2020; Schernhammer et al. 2022; Allington et al. 2021; Imhoff 2021) that
can undermine democratic participation.

Social media facilitates the dissemination of conspiracy theories by allowing
right-wing populists and extremists to build online communities and reach wider
audiences. As conspiracy theories are reinforced within online communities, con-
spiracy beliefs may be translated into social norms and real-world action (e.g., boy-
cotts; Dow et al. 2021). The rapid spread of right-wing conspiracy theories on so-
cial media - and the fact that they were frequently picked up by mainstream media

1 While we use the term conspiracy theories in line with academic conventions, the term theory is mis-
leading. Unlike scientific theories, which are systematically tested and falsifiable, conspiracy theories
rely on circular reasoning and lack empirical validation. More accurate terms, such as conspiracy narra-
tive or conspiracy myths, have been suggested, but for consistency with existing literature, we retain the
established term in this paper.
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(Shahsavari et al. 2020) - can create the perception that they are not on the fringes
but more widely accepted - especially to individuals who are already susceptible to
conspiracy beliefs.

Europe saw an increasing number of non-normative and partially violent pro-
tests during the pandemic, driven in part by conspiracy theories and disinformation
spread by populist and right-wing extremist actors (e.g., ZDF 2022; Commission for
Countering Extremism 2021; Ministerium des Innern des Landes Nordrhein-West-
falen 2021). Although the pandemic has now been declared over and containment
measures abolished, conspiracy theories still circulating in online forums are con-
tributing to an ongoing rise in radicalization. Furthermore, the pandemic’s short-
and long-term impacts could create conditions conducive for extremism to spread.
Prohibiting extremist content or excluding users from a social media platform can
give rise to even more insular forms of echo chambers known as “echo platforms”
with an even higher degree of user segregation (Cinelli et al. 2022). This underscores
the need for interventions that can help people deconstruct this kind of disinforma-
tion.

To address this, we sought to identify pedagogical interventions that can coun-
teract the detrimental influences of conspiracy theories on democracy and reduce
the harm created by conspiracy-based radicalization. We tested two factors in an
online intervention: (1) political self-efficacy and (2) knowledge about the mecha-
nisms of conspiracy theories. To test our hypotheses, we conducted an online ex-
periment with a convenience sample (N = 537) during the first COVID-19 lockdown
in May 2020. This was a time when conspiracy theories regarding the COVID-19 virus
seemed to fall on fertile ground and flourish. We assumed that (1) fostering people’s
confidence in democratic participation and (2) educating people about conspiracy
theories could weaken the potential impact of these myths on non-normative and
violent political participation. We further wondered which role our interventions
might play on non-normative political participation.

In the following chapters, based on previous literature on mis- and disinfor-
mation, behavioral change, and political participation, we explain why we placed
these two factors - knowledge and self-efficacy - at the center of our analysis. As
the first to experimentally examine the joint effects of understanding mechanisms
of conspiracy theories and political self-efficacy on political participation and iden-
tify possible interventions, we take an interdisciplinary perspective that combines
knowledge from psychology, communication studies, and political science. Our re-
sults offer critical information for media literacy and civic education practitioners
about interventions that can reduce conspiracy-based radicalization.
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2. Conspiracy Theories and Political Participation

Conspiracy theories may be a vague construct for many people, as the term is used
differently in academic research than in everyday speech. Conspiracy theories por-
tray all events as intentional and interconnected in a network rather than occur-
ring by chance, and call public figures and institutions fundamentally into question
(Barkun 2013; Schneider et al. 2019). Conspiracy theories usually go hand in hand
with an ignorance of scientific findings (Lewandowsky, Gignac, and Oberauer 2013).
The circulation of this kind of disinformation on social media is one of the causes
for the widespread and acceptance of conspiracy theories, leading to conspiracy
beliefs (Enders et al. 2023; Cinelli et al. 2022). Depending on their context, target
audience, and the images of an “enemy” they convey, conspiracy beliefs can influ-
ence people’s political participation. Conspiracy theories almost always serve an
agenda aimed at supporting specific opinions or reaching particular target groups.
Right-wing extremist ideologies, for instance, are among others linked to anti-Se-
mitic conspiracy theories. This can pose varying dangers to society and democracy,
including hatred and violent crime (Butter 2020).

Political participation generally involves the active use of opportunities to influ-
ence political decisions such as elections or boycotts (van Deth 2009). It includes
not only 1) legal, normative political participation, which adheres to the norms of
the prevailing social system (e.g., democracy), but also 2) unconventional, non-
normative, sometimes even illegal, or even 3) violent modes of political expression
(Sabucedo and Arce 1991), such as political actions that violate prevailing social
norms (e.g., confrontations with the police).

Various studies have shown that conspiracy beliefs weaken intentions for nor-
mative participation and increase intentions for non-normative and violent partici-
pation (Imhoff and Lamberty 2020; Rottweiler and Gill 2022). During the COVID-19
pandemic, individuals with stronger conspiracy beliefs were more in favor of non-
normative, non-government-driven measures (e.g., stopping use of public transpor-
tation) than normative, government-driven measures (e.g., wearing masks; Marinthe
et al. 2020).

However, radical ideologies such as right-wing extremism are not always reflect-
ed in extreme behavior (Klipper et al. 2021), and conspiracy beliefs do not necessar-
ily end in (violent) actions directed against the system (Teovanovic¢ et al. 2021). They
can also lead to support for the status quo (Jolley, Douglas, and Sutton 2018), politi-
cal apathy (Lee 2011), or a loss of faith in the political system, reducing normative
political participation (Khokhlova et al. 2021). This relationship between conspiracy
beliefs and political participation is contingent on individual differences. One im-
portant variable that directs the influence of conspiracy beliefs on political partici-
pation is political self-efficacy (e.g., Rottweiler and Gill 2022; Vegetti and Littvay
2022; Jolley and Douglas 2014b).
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3. TheRole of Political Self-Efficacy

Perceived self-efficacy can be described as the individual assessment of one’s abil-
ity to plan and carry out the necessary actions to achieve a specific outcome. Self-
efficacy has been explored extensively as a construct specific to particular domains
(Bandura 1977). Taking part in political actions requires confidence in one’s abil-
ity to understand and participate effectively in the political process (Caprara et al.
2009; Niemi, Craig, and Mattei 1991). This includes skills such as voicing one’s own
opinions and preferences or exerting control over one’s political actions.

Over the past few years, various iterations of the concept have been developed
(Niemi, Craig, and Mattei 1991). In the present article, we refer to the conceptualiza-
tion of political self-efficacy by Caprara et al. (2009), which bridges social cognitive
theory and the study of political efficacy (Niemi, Craig, and Mattei 1991). With their
understanding, Caprara and colleagues concentrate on the skills required for citi-
zens to play an active role in contemporary representative democracies. Individuals
who perceive themselves to be politically competent feel that they understand how
to take part in politics in a legal, normative way; they believe they can deal with
challenges and conflicts (Valentino, Gregorowicz, and Groenendyk 2009), support
democratic parties (Reichert 2016) and successfully execute normative political be-
havior (Hooghe and Marien 2013). Perceived political self-efficacy might therefore
limit interest in conspiracy theories and reduce their impact on political participa-
tion.

3.1 Political Self-Efficacy, Political Participation, and Conspiracy Theories

For individuals with low political self-efficacy, feelings of anger about a political
crisis may reduce willingness to vote and increase support for populist parties that
spread conspiracy theories (Magni 2017). Low political self-efficacy and agreement
with conspiracy theories correlate with higher intentions for violent political par-
ticipation and lower intentions for normative political participation (Vegetti and
Littvay 2022). Accordingly, heightened political self-efficacy increases the frequen-
cy of political participation in the form of, for instance, commenting on news posts,
discussing political topics, or getting involved in political or social organizations
(e.g., Jung et al., 2011; Schmitt 2016).

Ardevol-Abreu et al. (2020) report a negative effect of conspiracy beliefs on non-
normative (in their words “unconventional”) and normative (“conventional”) politi-
cal participation through reduced political self-efficacy. Individuals who believe in
COVID-19-related conspiracy theories also tend to show lower scores in general self-
efficacy (and depending on the viewpoint, even political self-efficacy) in relation to
measures to inhibit the spread of the virus (e.g., using credible information sources,
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washing hands; Kucukkarapinar et al. 2022). Gorman et al. (2021) also discussed
general self-efficacy as a protective measure to decrease endorsement of COVID-
19-related conspiracy theories.

3.2 Interventions to Strengthen (Political) Self-Efficacy

To manipulate self-efficacy, studies have used performance-independent feedback
(e.g., Bouffard-Bouchard 1990; Hutchinson et al. 2008) as well as computer games
(e.g., Gao and lzadpanah 2023; Pakarinen et al. 2017), counseling (e.g., McQueen et
al. 2011), therapies (e.g., Korpershoek, van der Bijl, and Hafsteinsd6ttir 2011), exer-
cise manuals (e.g., Luszczynska, Tryburcy, and Schwarzer 2007), and reward systems
(e.g., Schunk 1983). General self-efficacy can also be improved by redirecting the
focus from failures and difficulties to strengths and successes (Kvarme et al. 2010).

One very promising manipulation of political self-efficacy was conducted by
Hartand Feldman (2016). In an online experiment, they demonstrated that messages
containing positive information about individuals’ political competencies (positive
internal efficacy) increased their perceived political self-efficacy after only a single
exposure.? In their experimental intervention, self-efficacy experiences were simu-
lated by including persuasive messages in news articles with positive or negative
information about participants’ self-efficacy. In the experimental condition of en-
hanced political self-efficacy, they reported on political actions (e.g., letters/emails
to parliament) by other individuals as successful and the government as responsive,
suggesting that a group is able to take political action on a political issue. In the ex-
perimental condition of decreased political self-efficacy, the effectiveness of politi-
cal actions undertaken by third parties was cast into doubt and the government was
depicted as unresponsive. Induced political self-efficacy, in turn, increases peoples’
readiness for political participation (e.g., climate activism).

The results above underscore the risks to democratic societies arising from con-
spiracy theories and beliefs and the importance of political self-efficacy as a protec-
tive factor. They also point to how self-efficacy can effectively be fostered. Besides
increased political self-efficacy, knowledge about the mechanisms of conspiracy
theories and relevant counterarguments appears to bear the potential to prevent
their negative influences.

4. Fostering Knowledge about Conspiracy Theories

There are various studies underlining the importance of educating people about
the mechanisms of conspiracy theories to prevent their negative impact. According
to Basol et al. (2021), study participants showed greater confidence in their ability

2 Anexample of such a message can be found here: https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0157658.s001.
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to detect disinformation contained in conspiracy theories when they read informa-
tion debunking conspiracy theories about COVID-19 before reading the conspiracy
theories. Jolley and Douglas (2014a) demonstrated that presenting anti-conspiracy
arguments before presenting conspiracy theories strengthened study participants’
intentions to vaccinate a fictitious child. In their systematic review on the efficacy
of interventions in reducing beliefs in conspiracy theories, O’Mahony et al. (2023)
confirmed the effectiveness of interventions that taught critical thinking about con-
spiracy theories (e.g., “informational inoculations” identifying factual inaccuracies
or demonstrating logical fallacies of conspiracy theories).

Although measures to increase knowledge about conspiracy theories and mech-
anisms might counteract the negative influence of such narratives, they do not nec-
essarily result in a reduction of conspiracy beliefs. They are most likely to influence
people who are not yet convinced of conspiracy theories or who still have doubts
and are therefore likely to be classified as part of primary prevention. Such inter-
ventions are less likely, however, to reach individuals who are already radicalized or
have an established conspiracy mindset. Furthermore, in attempting to explain and
refute conspiracy theories, such interventions can even lead to a boomerang effect,
confirming and strengthening conspiracy beliefs (Zhao and Fink 2021). Investing in
primary prevention for vulnerable, not yet radicalized people and providing the nec-
essary knowledge and the perception of political self-efficacy to resist the lure of
conspiracy theories might help these individuals deconstruct the systematic decep-
tion created by (right-wing extremist) conspiracy theories online.

5. The Current Study

As elaborated on above, low political self-efficacy and high endorsement of con-
spiracy theories tend to lead to more violent and less normative political participa-
tion - both are direct threats to democracy. Fostering knowledge about conspiracy
theories may result in the ability to deconstruct this kind of disinformation. This, in
turn, may decrease the negative influence of conspiracy theories on different po-
litically and socially relevant behaviours. Until now, little attention has been given
to the question of how these constructs interact. Previous research has produced
correlative, indirect, and noncausal evidence, but no experimental evidence on the
joint effects of conspiracy theory knowledge and political self-efficacy on different
types of political participation (van Mulukom et al. 2022).

For this purpose, we designed an experiment examining the effect of political
self-efficacy and conspiracy theory knowledge on violent, normative, and non-nor-
mative political participation. Although interrelated, these three are theoretically
distinct concepts. Therefore, each will be addressed separately in the following hy-
potheses and research questions.
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Based on the evidence discussed above, this study asks how these factors can
work together and, consequently, how effective interventions can be designed to
prevent the negative effects of conspiracy theories on different democratic behav-
iours.

We assume the following effects of conspiracy theory knowledge and political
self-efficacy on normative and violent political participation:

- Conspiracy theory knowledge (vs. no conspiracy theory knowledge) (H1a) and
high political self-efficacy (vs. low political self-efficacy) (H2a) increase the in-
tention for normative political participation.

- Conspiracy theory knowledge (vs. no conspiracy theory knowledge) (H1b) and
high political self-efficacy (vs. low political self-efficacy) (H2b) decrease the in-
tention for violent political participation.

- There is an interaction effect between conspiracy theory knowledge and po-
litical self-efficacy: Conspiracy theory knowledge increases the intention for
normative political participation when political self-efficacy is high (H3a) and
decreases the intention for violent political participation when political self-ef-
ficacy is high (H3b).

Studies show that conspiracy beliefs increase non-normative participation (e.g.,
Rottweiler and Gill 2022). However, data regarding the influence of conspiracy the-
ory knowledge and self-efficacy on non-normative participation is scarce. Previous
research (e.g., Ardevol-Abreu et al. 2020) hints at a weak negative relationship be-
tween political self-efficacy and non-normative political participation. Due to the
scarcity of studies, we do not have enough information to draw assumptions about
the likely causal direction of effect between the independent variables and non-
normative participation. Therefore, we ask:

- How do conspiracy theory knowledge (vs. no conspiracy theory knowledge) and
high political self-efficacy (vs. low political self-efficacy) relate to non-normative
political participation? (RQ1)

- Isthere an interaction effect of conspiracy theory knowledge and political self-
efficacy on non-normative political participation? (RQ2)
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6. Method

The study was conducted as an online experiment from May 8 to 23, 2020. We em-
ployed a 2 (high vs. low political self-efficacy) x 2 (induced conspiracy theory know!-
edgevs. no knowledge) between-subject design. The study design, hypotheses, ma-
terials, and analysis plan were preregistered at AsPredicted.org.® In the following,
we give an overview of the study’s procedure and the sample.

6.1 Sample
For this study, a convenience sample was used. This was due to the ease of reach-
ing participants through online platforms and the lack of other possibilities (e.g., a
fee-based representative panel) as the present study was part of a master’s thesis.
Participants (minimum age: 18 years) were recruited via social media, mailing
lists, and traditional media (e.g., the magazine Psychologie Heute). They could win
one of three vouchers (15 Euro value) for an online shop of their choice. Five hun-
dred thirty-seven participants remained for analysis.* Of these, 72.3% were female
(26.4% = male, 1.3% = non-binary); M, =28.81 (SDage =9.14). Their educational level
was high (high school diploma or university degree = 90.9%, other = 9.1%). Partici-
pants’ political ideologies can be classified as center-left (M = 3.06, SD = 0.96).

6.2 Study Procedure

After giving consent, participants provided their demographic data and political
identity. Then they were asked whether they had tested positive for COVID-19. If
they answered no, they were led to questions about their COVID-19 risk assessment
and their fear of COVID-19. If they answered yes, they were not prompted to respond
to the questionnaire, as in spring 2020, experts assumed people who tested posi-
tive once could not be infected again. Next, participants were randomly assigned to
one of the two self-efficacy conditions. As a manipulation check, perceived political
self-efficacy was measured.

Participants were randomly presented either with a text containing information
about conspiracy theories or with the control condition not containing information
about conspiracy theories. They completed a quiz about the text to assess their un-
derstanding. To ensure that participants did not continue without reading the texts,
a ten-second timer was used for each text.

3 The preregistration and further materials related to the study can be found online: https://doi.
org/10.17605/0SF.I0/AVTCQ..

4 Three hundred participants were excluded based on completion time (<5 minutes), completion of less
than 91%, poor data quality (procedure adapted from Meade and Craig 2012), and participation in the
pilot studies.
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To test the impact of the manipulations with stronger reference to a realistic
distribution of COVID-19 conspiracy theories, participants were presented with a
social media post referring to a conspiracy theory and questions about its cred-
ibility and probability. To create this post, existing conspiracy theories in 2020 were
researched on different German social media platforms (e.g., KenFM, Schrang TV,
Punkt.Preradovic, Rubikon, CompactTV). The conspiracy theory perceived as most
credible and probable was selected via a pretest.

In the next step, we measured conspiracy mentality, COVID-19 conspiracy be-
liefs, and political participation, presenting items in randomized order for each
scale, and assessed trust in institutions, media use, trust in media, and alienation
from society. Respondents were invited to comment on the study and were asked
whether researchers should use their data or how appropriate the use of their data
was due to distractions or other reasons. This was used as an exclusion criterion as
described in the preregistration (procedure adapted from Meade and Craig 2012).
Finally, participants were informed about the purpose of the study and conspiracy
theories.

7. Measures

In the following sections, we provide an overview of the measures we used, the scale
means, standard deviations, and reliability measures. Descriptive statistics, zero-
order correlations, and reliabilities of all variables can be found in Table 1.

7.1 Political Participation

The 15-item Political Participation Orientation questionnaire was used (Lamberty
and Leiser 2019). The questionnaire included three distinguishable subscales: 1)
normative political participation (e.g., voting, M = 2.49 [SD = 1.42], a = .869), 2) non-
normative political participation (e.g., participating in unauthorized strikes, M = 4.76
[SD=1.54],a=.863), and 3) violent political participation (e.g., attacking police, M =
1.18 [SD = 0.63], a =.913). Responses were given on a scale from -3 (very unlikely) to
+3 (very likely). A mean score was computed for all subscales.

7.2 Political Self-Efficacy

We used the Perceived Political Self-Efficacy Scale (PPSE; M = 3.76 [SD = 1.07], a =
.882, Caprara et al. 2009) measuring respondents’ belief in their ability to actively
participate in ten different political activities. Participants indicated their respons-
eson ascaleranging from 1 (not at all sure) to 7 (completely sure). Amean score was
computed.
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7.3 Covariates

We included covariates that might add relevant information in the context of the
assumed relationships (see items in online appendix): Risk Assessment of COVID-19
Infection (five items ranging from 1 [this will not happen] to 5 [this has already hap-
pened], M = 2.80 [SD = 0.61], a =.759), Fear of COVID-19 (seven items ranging from
1 [strongly disagree] to 5 [strongly agree], M = 1.80 [SD = 0.68], a = .848, Ahorsu et
al. 2022), Trust in Institutions (nine items ranging from 1 [do not trust at all] to 5
[trust fully], fallback option: do not know, M = 3.88 (SD = 0.68], a = .894, GESIS Panel
Team 2020), Conspiracy Mentality Scale (short version ranging from 1 [disagree] to 5
[agree], M=2.71[SD =0.83], a =.826, Bruder et al., 2013), Specific COVID-19 Conspir-
acy Beliefs (14 items created based on a systematic analysis of COVID-19 conspiracy
theoriesin social media ranging from 1 [completely unlikely] to 5 extremely likely], M
=1.59[SD=0.64],a=.921, adapted from Lamberty and Leiser 2019), Media Use (nine
items ranging from 1 [at most once a week] to 5 [more than three times a day], M =
2.38 [SD = 0.65], a = .877, adapted from GESIS Panel Team, 2020), Media Trust (nine
itemsranging from 1 [do not trust at all] to 5 [trust fully], M=3.15 [SD =0.51], a =.763).
For all covariates mentioned so far, mean scores were computed for further analy-
sis. To measure alienation from society, the Identity Fusion Scale was used (Swann
etal.2009; M =2.67 [SD = 1.07]).
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2. - |.215** .080 |-.183**-.246** -.039 |.148*|-.195**|.214**| -.043 | .092* |-.173**| .031 | .166* | -.145
3. = -.070 | .021 |.103* |.238**| .010 | .074 |-.144**.152**| .017 | .082 | -.023 |.138** .111
4. .882 |-.124**|-.108*| .079 | .107* |.193**.190**| -.045 | .029 | -.039 |.199**|.281**| -.115
5. .826 |.710**| -.076 |-.340**|.256**|-.533** -.014 | -.030 |.119**| .110* | .046 | .171
6. .921 | .003 |-.338**|.337**-.656** .001 |-.115**.241**| .073 | -.025 | .279
7. .877 |.225**| -.048 | .101* | .051 | -.005 | .069 | -.012 | -.072 | .058
8. .763 |-.262**/.533**| .070 | .046 |-.101*| -.078 | .028 | -.144
9. - |.331**/.089* | -.043 | .080 | .034 |-.099*| .026
10. .894 | .077 |.153**-.130** -.050 | .036 | -.227
11. .848 |.293**| .050 | -.056 | -.076 | -.036
12. .759 | .015 | .035 | .078 | -.176
13. .913 |.427**| .099* | -.053
14. .863 |.681%*| -.263
15. .869 | -.274
Note. Reliabilities are on the diagonal axis. Answers were given on a scale from 1 to 5. Answers for PPSE were given on a
scale of 1to 7. Gender, age, education, political identity, and alienation from society were measured with one item each.
**Correlation is significant at level 0.01 (two-sided). * Correlation is significant at level 0.05 (two-sided).

Tab. 1: Descriptive Statistics, Zero-Order Correlations, and Reliabilities of All Variables Across All Conditions.
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8. Experimental Manipulations

The current chapter explains the background and content of the experimental ma-
nipulations used for this study. In fields such as psychology and communication
studies, experimental manipulation involves intentionally changing or controlling
an independent variable in an experiment to observe its impact on a dependent
variable. The primary objective is to explore causal relationships and ascertain
whether alterations in the independent variable result in consistent changes in the
dependent variable. Through controlled manipulation, researchers can isolate spe-
cific factors and investigate their influence on behavior, cognition, or other (psycho-
logical) phenomena.

8.1 Political Self-Efficacy

Following Hart and Feldman (2016), participants read an online text designed to in-
duce either high or low political self-efficacy. The text started by instructing partici-
pants to imagine a social and political situation they would like to change (see, e.g.,
Gallagher et al. 2013). It described a hypothetical progression of events that might
occur because of efforts to change the situation. To induce high self-efficacy, par-
ticipants were made to believe in their abilities and to continue pursuing their ideas,
even in the face of opposition. They were made to feel that in the end, they had suc-
ceeded in bringing about a change. In contrast, to induce low political self-efficacy,
participants were told how little their efforts had paid off, implying that one should
give up on one’s ideas as soon as the obstacles become too great. They were made
to believe that they had ultimately failed to bring about any change.

The content of the manipulation text was guided by previous findings. Bandura
(1977), for example, described personal experience and model learning as the most
effective ways to increase self-efficacy. Accordingly, subjects were asked to imag-
ine a scenario in which they would act politically. Political participation often takes
place not only at the individual level but also in the formation of groups or move-
ments that represent shared values (Drury and Reicher 2005). Through shared ac-
tion, a collective identity takes shape, defined by a goal of desired political change
inacommon direction. Additional key aspectsin the design of the manipulation text
were themes overcoming obstacles (Gallagher et al. 2013), achieving intermediate
success (Maddux and Meier 1995), and descriptions of the effectiveness of the politi-
cal movement (Tausch et al. 2011).

Both texts referred to conventional democratic means of participation, as can
be seen here in the high self-efficacy condition:

Please think of a problematic condition in society and politics that you would
like to change. Now please imagine the following scenario: You are fed up
with this political issue, determined to change something about it and think:
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That’s enough! You decide to do something about this situation. You talk to
your friends and look for other people who think the same way as you on this
issue. But the search for allies is going slowly. You become frustrated, but you
do not want to give up. You ask your friends to forward your request to their
friends. Then some other people come forward. You feel proud. Now you are
a small group, but nothing is moving yet. You notice a tension. Then the idea:
You network your group via different media and expand it that way. After a
few weeks, you start launching campaigns. Intermediate success: a few days
later, there are reports on your campaigns on the Internet. However, there are
also some negative comments. But your movement grows. Bigger newspa-
pers report on your group and many people discuss it. Finally, politicians are
forced to react: the problematic situation is going to be changed.

8.2 Conspiracy Theory Knowledge
In the experimental condition, participants read a text about conspiracy theories,
their content and characteristics, as well as simple explanatory approaches used
in conspiracy theories and the possible purposes behind them. The content of the
text was derived from previous studies (e.g., Hepfer 2021; Schneider et al. 2019).
This form of intervention is based on the assumption that the provision of informa-
tion in a text can lead to the acquisition of knowledge about the respective subject
(Hausman and Rhodes, 2018; Hinze et al., 2013). This was the text for the conspiracy
theory knowledge condition:
One can roughly distinguish between conspiracy theories (e.g., “lizard people
rule the world”) and real conspiracies (e.g., Edward Snowden’s finding that
the US government is monitoring its citizens). Conspiracy theories are defined
as the belief in a secret collaboration of a usually small group of conspirators
who, first, pursue goals that are harmful for society, and, second, manipulate
events in their favor. Conspiracy theories offer - at least superficially - com-
prehensible explanations for complex events that are difficult to explain (e.g.,
lizard people instead of international, complex government discussions). It is
precisely determined who is good and who is evil. Coincidences do not exist.
People who spread conspiracy theories purposefully use false or highly dis-
torted information: so-called “disinformation”. They do this to manipulate,
strengthen their position, and expand their social influence.

In the control condition, participants read a text that defined how a society was
structured and what expectations it contained for its members. Living together in a
society was depicted as a network of contacts.
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8.3 Text Quality

Texts were similar in overall length, sentence length, and content structure. Key
words were displayed in bold to improve reading flow and clarity. The effectiveness
of the interventions was tested in two pilot studies (50 participants and 48 partici-
pants, respectively, see online appendix). No significant effects were found. Two
post hoc power analyses showed that a sample of N = 188 would be recommended
to find significant effects in case of a beta error. In our interpretation of the pretest
results, we leaned toward attributing the absence of a more pronounced effect to
the characteristics of our sample rather than to the content of the manipulation
itself. Since the manipulations were designed based on a large body of scientific
evidence and based on other successful interventions (see also Chapters 3.2 and 4),
the content was not changed.

In the main study, a t-test showed a significant difference in political self-effica-
cy between the high (M =3.87, SD=1.06) and the low political self-efficacy condition
(M=3.66,SD=1.08, t[535] = 2.26, p =.012, 95% C/[0.02, 0.39], d = .195).

As an indicator for its protective effect, the knowledge manipulation was fol-
lowed by a social media post including a conspiracy theory (see e.g., Basol et al.
2021). We found no differences in believability (t[384.57] =-0.687, p = .492, 95% C/[-
0.26,0.13]) or probability (t(380) =0.925, p =.356, 95% C/[-0.129, 0.358]) between the
two groups.

9. Results

In the following, we shed light on the results of the main study. In Chapter 9.1, we
provide an overview of the effects of the experimental manipulations of political
participation. In Chapter 9.2, readers can find our results based on more exploratory
analyses of the data including the covariates.

9.1 Effects of Knowledge and Political Self-Efficacy on Political Participation
We conducted a MANOVA to investigate the effects of the interventions on political
participation. Due to different prerequisite violations for violent political participa-
tion and a strong floor effect (for a detailed overview of assumption checks, see
the online appendix), the MANOVA was computed with normative participation and
non-normative participation as dependent variables. Analyses were calculated with
the CAR-package for R (R Core Team 2020).

We did not find any significant effects of the manipulation on political participa-
tion (Table 2). Thus, H1la, H1b, H2a, H2b, H3a and H3b are not supported by the data.
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Df Pillai F num Df den Df Pr(>F)

Induced Conspiracy theory
knowledge (CTK) 1 <0.001 0.01 2 532 .988
(0 =no knowledge)

Induced self-efficacy (SE) 1 0.002 0.43 5 532 651
(0=1low SE)

CTKx SE 1 <0.001 0.08 2 532 919
Residuals 533

Tab.2: Multivariate Statistics MANOVA Without Violent Political Participation.

9.2 Exploratory Analyses

Research indicates a central role of various covariates that might add relevant infor-
mation in the context of the assumed relationships (see, e.g., Marinthe et al. 2020;
van Mulukom et al. 2022). A MANCOVA was computed with normative participation
and non-normative participation as dependent variables including all covariates.
Conspiracy mentality had to be excluded due to the violation of the assumption of
homogeneity of the regression slopes. Again, we did not find effects of manipula-
tions on political participation (Table 3). However, several covariates show a sig-
nificant relationship with normative and non-normative participation, meaning that
changes in covariates lead to changes in combined dependent variables.

Df Pillai Approx. F | num Df den Df Pr(>F)
Age 1 0.034 61.94 2 352 .002
Gender (1=male) 1 0.019 34.17 2 352 .033
Education 1 0.016 29.11 2 352 .055
Political ideology 1 0.105 205.68 2 352 <.001
PPSE 1 0.051 94.65 2 352 <.001
Alienation 1 0.016 29.04 2 352 .056
Sgi‘:;g;cbi%\é'fg'w con- 1 0.023 40.70 2 352 017
Trust in institutions 1 0.011 20.36 2 352 132
Media trust 1 0.010 17.09 2 352 .182
Media use 1 0.001 0.22 2 352 .800
Risk assessment 1 0.002 0.27 2 352 .763
Fear 1 0.012 20.90 2 352 .125
CTK (0 = no knowledge) 1 0.008 13.42 2 352 .262
SE (0 = low SE) 1 0.011 20.36 2 352 132
CTKx SE 1 0.009 15.87 2 352 .206
Residuals 353

Tab.3: Multivariate Statistics MANCOVA Without Violent Political Participation.
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To investigate univariate results for each dependent variable, we calculated AN-
COVAs for both dependent variables (Table 4). We found a significant effect of the
knowledge intervention on non-normative participation. Thus, controlling for co-
variates, people who read the text about the characteristics of conspiracy theories,
report less non-normative participation. A readiness for normative participation is
fostered by a rather left-leaning political orientation and higher self-efficacy. Male-
gender, being politically rather left-oriented and with higher perceived self-efficacy
increase non-normative participation. No effects of the self-efficacy manipulation
nor the interaction of knowledge and self-efficacy can be found.

Estimate Std. Error t-value ‘ Pr(>[t|)
Normative participation
(Intercept) 5.973.1 1.204.757 4,96 <.001
Age -0.012 0.008 -1.39 .166
Gender (1 =male) 0.022 0.183 0.12 .904
Education 0.214 0.110 1.94 .052
Political ideology -0.458 0.083 -5.56 <.001
PPSE 0.295 0.074 3.97 <.001
Alienation -0.121 0.077 -1.58 114
f;?:icf;cbi(l)i\é'fg'lg con- 0.141 0.162 0.87 384
Trust in institutions -0.195 0.169 -1.15 .250
Media trust -0.164 0.185 -0.89 .376
Media use -0.085 0.120 -0.71 ATT
Risk assessment 0.172 0.132 1.31 191
Fear -0.240 0.117 -2.06 .040
CTK (0 =no knowledge) -0.305 0.201 -1.51 .130
SE (0 =low SE) 0.072 0.205 0.35 .725
CTKx SE 0.374 0.296 1.27 .206
Residual standard error: 1.386 on 353 DF, Multiple R-squared: 0.208, Adjusted R-squared: 0.1748,
F-statistic: 6.12 on 15 and 353 DF, p-value: <.001
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Non-normative Participation

Estimate Std. Error t-value Pr(>|t])
(Intercept) 29.737.919 10.624.604 2.80 .005
Age -0.001 0.008 -0.07 .944
Gender (1=male) 0.322 0.162 1.99 .048
Education 0.107 0.097 1.10 273
Political ideology -0.410 0.073 -5.63 <.001
PPSE 0.201 0.066 3.07 .002
Alienation from society 0.007 0.068 0.12 .908
f;f)glfiiecfgov”)'lg conspira- 0.207 0.143 1.44 150
Trust in institutions -0.013 0.149 -0.09 929
Media trust -0.271 0.163 -1.66 .098
Media use -0.107 0.106 -1.01 313
Risk assessment 0.058 0.116 0.50 .615
Fear -0.089 0.103 -0.86 .390
CTK (0 =no knowledge) -0.422 0.178 -2.38 .018
SE (0 = low SE) 0.031 0.180 0.17 .862
CTKSE 0.463 0.261 1.78 .076
Residual standard error: 1.222 on 353 DF, Multiple R-squared: 0.1747, Adjusted R-squared: 0.1397,
F-statistic: 4.98 on 15 and 353 DF, p-value: <.001

Tab. 4: Coefficients of Independent Variables and Covariates (168 observations deleted due to
missingness).

10. Summary and Discussion

This presents an intervention developed to counteract the negative impact of con-
spiracy theories and thus the potential evolution toward conspiracy-based radicali-
zation.

Due to violations of assumptions, violent political participation had to be ex-
cluded from variance analyses. We therefore cannot provide any results for hypoth-
eses Hlb or H2b. For normative and non-normative participation, neither an effect
of conspiracy theories knowledge nor an effect of induced political self-efficacy
was found (H1a, H2a, RQ1). Also, no interaction effect on both combined types of
political participation was found - even after controlling for covariates (H3a, H3b,
RQ2). However, we found higher intentions to engage in both normative and non-
normative (but not violent) participation in participants who had higher perceived
self-efficacy. Thus, the importance of working on peoples’ confidence in their ability
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to make a real political difference while simultaneously guiding them toward demo-
cratic and normative means of political participation may be important when re-
flecting on the implications of this study.

Moreover, results indicate that people in the conspiracy theory knowledge con-
dition show less non-normative participation under the condition that we control
for several covariates. This partially answers our first research question: whether
and how the induction of conspiracy theory knowledge is related to non-normative
political participation. It is conceivable that this knowledge could be used to create
learning materials (for self-directed use, e.g., online) or instructed learning arrange-
ments for formal or informal learning settings in the context of civic education or ex-
tremism prevention. Our exploratory analyses showed that male gender, being rela-
tively left-leaning politically, and higher perceived self-efficacy may increase non-
normative participation. The propensity for normative participation is further en-
hanced by a relatively left-wing political orientation and higher self-efficacy. These
findings are partly in line with previous research. For example, Ardévol-Abreu et al.
(2020) and Reichert (2016) have shown that people with high political self-efficacy
have higher intention for non-normative participation: that is, political self-efficacy
could strengthen confidence in any form of political participation. Beyond that, re-
sults by Serek et al. (2018) indicate similar effects of gender on non-normative par-
ticipation. Research results on these relationships are somewhat divided, and more
studies on these aspects are needed. Several explanations for the limited effects
of our study are possible. In the following, we outline limitations of the sample and
theoretical and practical implications of our study.

10.1 Limitations of the Sample and Implications

One important limiting factor of this study is that participants stem from a con-
venience sample. It is important to note that the results may not be generalizable
to the broader population, as the sample may not represent a diverse or random
cross-section. In the present sample, the majority is female, young, educated, and
politically center-left. This tendency for the sample to be homogeneous reduces the
findings’ representativeness for several reasons: (1) more educated people are less
likely to agree with conspiracy beliefs (e.g., Drochon 2018), (2) young women tend to
be less engaged in non-normative or violent participation (e.g., Hooghe and Stolle
2004), (3) people identifying with politically right-wing ideas - which are positively
associated with conspiracy beliefs and violent participation (van Prooijen, Krouwel,
and Pollet 2015) - were underrepresented in the sample. In total, descriptive data
indicate a rather low level of specific conspiracy beliefs. Thus, the potentially edu-
cating effect of the conspiracy theory knowledge condition might be limited due to
a sample that was - at that point in time - not interested in or prone to endorsing
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COVID-19 conspiracy theories. However, it is important to note that the association
between demographics and conspiracy beliefs is significant yet small across differ-
ent studies.

Due to limited resources, recruitment took place through channels that were
very student-centered. Even though the call was spread across different disciplines,
it is possible that many participants were psychology students themselves, which
could have influenced the overall composition of the sample. However, since a) most
media education interventions in the primary prevention area are aimed at a young,
digitally savvy, non-radicalized part of society and b) this experiment was designed
to examine the effect of manipulations in the first place, the sample still might pro-
vide useful insights for those purposes. Future studies should replicate this - or
similar, adapted interventions - considering a more diverse and balanced sample to
provide more generalizable results.

The study was carried out in Germany, so the findings are primarily applicable
to the respective societal, social, and political context. Accordingly, a broad gener-
alization to other countries, even those with similar democratic systems, is not pos-
sible. In the discipline of psychology, findings from different contexts are regularly
used to develop hypotheses for one’s own context. The thought process behind this
is to test whether the effects can be replicated or similar effects can be found in a
different context. However, this requires a precise social analysis of cultural differ-
ences, which future studies should examine in more detail.

10.2 Limitations of the Interventions and Implications

The manipulation of conspiracy theory knowledge showed only limited effects on
political participation (H1la, RQ1). There are different explanations for this. Political
participation is conditioned by a relatively stable attitude (trait; M. J. Schmitt and
Steyer 1993). Especially in the case of trait-related behaviors, there is little chance
of a single manipulation leading to effective change (Johnson and Eagly 1989). Ac-
cordingly, for prevention work, it could be worthwhile to design interventions that
exert their influence on political participation at multiple points in time (Lamberty
and Leiser 2019).

The limited results can further be explained by the design of the knowledge ma-
nipulation. While a literature review by O’Mahony et al. (2023) concluded that similar
interventions identifying factual inaccuracies or demonstrating logical fallacies of
conspiracy theories are fruitful for the deconstruction of disinformation, the effects
of these interventions ranked from very small to medium. In this study, participants
were confronted with a blank page of written information with a few words empha-
sized. Reading information in a single text does not necessarily result in learning
processes - especially compared with a variation in learning methods over a longer
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period. Knowledge construction further depends of the amount of prior knowledge
(e.g., Taboada and Guthrie 2006). Presenting the educational information about
conspiracy theories in a video, game, or task might have increased its effect. On the
other hand, in the present study, we focused on manipulating factual knowledge
about conspiracy theories. However, a deeper, networked understanding might be
needed for an effective impact of knowledge about conspiracy theories on political
participation. Such knowledge may be better attained through interventions con-
taining (audio-)visual (e.g., Kim and Lee 2019) or even more complex interactive ele-
ments (e.g., interpersonal exchange, immersive games; e.g., Cook et al. 2023; Kerres,
Bormann, and Vervenne 2009; Schlegel 2021; Eveland and Schmitt 2015) that stimu-
late cognitive, motivational, and emotional levels of elaboration, processing, and
understanding of information. Schlegel (2021), for instance, argues that experienc-
ing gamified applications may lead to a greater likelihood of sustained engagement
with narratives of prevention measures and, in turn, to an increasing susceptibility
to extremist content - a classification that many conspiracy theories would fit. Vide-
ogames used in civic education, known as civic games, may be particularly effective
in fostering democratic competencies (e.g., effectively dealing with disinformation,
Dishon and Kafai 2022). Future studies should not only focus on evaluating different
kinds of interventions but also test the extent to which networked knowledge can
lead to more profound impacts and long-lasting learning success.

In the current study, manipulations of conspiracy theories knowledge may also
have failed to produce an effect due to the control condition, where society was
described as a network in which all people are directly or indirectly connected -
possibly suggesting an analogy to conspiracy theories. Barkun (2013) describes
conspiracy theories as the belief in an all-encompassing network that connects all
events. Accordingly, future studies should include a more neutral control condition.

Even though the self-efficacy intervention had no significant effect on political
participation (H1b, H2b, RQ1), the significant difference in self-efficacy between the
experimental and the control group shows that the intervention basically served its
purpose - but that the effect is rather small. Our results regarding the impact of the
self-efficacy manipulation on self-efficacy (see Chapter 8.3.) further indicate that
political self-efficacy can be influenced by emphasizing working together in a group
despite various obstacles and by focusing on intermediate successes (see Chapter
3.2 for a similar manipulation by Hart and Feldmann 2016). Someone who can un-
derstand themselves as a member of a democratic community, who can participate
and make a difference, might be able to feel a strong sense of political self-efficacy.
This makes sense, as strong theoretical associations are found between self-effica-
cy, political identity, and belief in conspiracy theories.
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In this study, we assumed that the participants would handle the materialsin a
self-directed way. This is comparable to the situation that many people are confront-
ed with online every day: Numerous educational materials for extremist prevention
are made available on social media (e.g., explanatory videos, quizzes) to reach large
numbers of people with relatively limited resources. Those posting the materials
also expect that users have numerous other - maybe more entertaining - videos and
online content to choose from. Furthermore, the desired effects (e.g., knowledge
acquisition, education about extremist ideologies, attitude change) are assumed
rather than really assessed. While usage of digital education content can be meas-
ured by the number of hits or comments, the actual impact often remains unclear.
Studies evaluating the effects of digital interventions in extremist prevention are
rarely carried out (see, e.g., Frischlich et al. 2018; J. B. Schmitt et al. 2021). With this
study, we have taken a further step in this direction. Based on an interdisciplinary
body of literature, we have not only identified possible factors that can contribute
to combating the effect of disinformation on democratic behaviors but have also ex-
amined these factors integrated into possible interventions. Future studies should
test the findings of this study to broaden our understanding of whether strong polit-
ical self-efficacy might provide fertile ground for knowledge transfer, thus enabling
people to abandon an initial interest or belief in conspiracy theories.

Although the hypothesized effects do not materialize in our study (H1a/b, H2a/b,
H3b), the results offer various opportunities for revisions and adjustments at the
methodological level. It would also be conceivable, for instance, to replicate this
study with a design that includes a pedagogically framed setting (e.g., with a teach-
er). This could have more profound effects (Ernst and Schmitt 2020). In this context,
not only the design of the pedagogical intervention but also characteristics of the
learners or learning environment are important. A successful learning process also
involves constant reflection of practitioners on their own role in the process (see
Torff and Sternberg 2001 for an overview). This could play a special role in the con-
text of teaching about potentially complex and controversial issues such as disinfor-
mation and extremist ideologies (Biringer 2023). Research has shown that teachers
who place importance on critical thinking and argumentation are more inclined to
employ pedagogical approaches that encourage civic engagement (Reichert, Lange,
and Chow 2021). Future studies should evaluate the relationship between influences
inside and outside of the learning environment and their impact on political self-
efficacy, conspiracy theory knowledge, and political participation. Aside from edu-
cation about conspiracy theories, other aspects worth including are tolerance of
ambiguity, perspective taking, media literacy skills, and education about existential
uncertainties.
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11. Conclusion

Although the interventions in our study showed only limited effects on political par-
ticipation - which may have been a methodological and not necessarily a theoreti-
cal problem - this study adds insight into individual variables that may play a role
in interventions to combat the negative influence of disinformation. In doing so, it
contributes to literature on the effects of prevention measures (see, e.g., Frischlich
et al. 2017; J. B. Schmitt et al. 2018; 2021).

In the light of the recent literature, we continue to argue for the potential of
knowledge and self-efficacy as factors preventing against the onset of interest in
conspiracy theories and the early stages of conspiracy-based radicalization. These
are also important aspects of media literacy and civic education (see, e.g., our dis-
cussion of the literature on conspiracy theory knowledge and self-efficacy in Chap-
ters 3 and 4). Given the reviewed literature from which we derived our hypotheses,
we believe that the relationship between political self-efficacy, conspiracy theory
knowledge, and political participation goes beyond the correlations found in pre-
vious studies. Considering the limitations of the present study (in particular, the
stability of the dependent variable), future studies should further investigate the
potential relationships between the proposed variables.

The more people perceive high self-efficacy in dealing with political decisions
and the more they know about conspiracy theories, the less room is left for by non-
democratic actors, and violent participation. Interventions to increase political self-
efficacy could be used in different kinds of learning settings to spark conversations
around political self-efficacy and its role in democracy. In light of the recent rise of
political and societal influence of right-wing extremists (not only in Germany), build-
ing strong political self-efficacy and outlining possibilities to participate in a diverse
and vibrant democracy appear urgent. Besides the call for interventions - consider-
ing various cognitive, social, and affective barriers (Ecker et al. 2022) - more com-
plex social and political responses (e.g., a clear governmental morale against ex-
tremism) might also be necessary to empower people against the persuasive appeal
of conspiracy theories.
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