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“At their most basic, conspiracy 
theories offer alternative 
explanations to the conventional 
understanding of events. […] In a 
typical conspiracy theory, 
consequential events do not occur 
by chance, but result from a 
coordinated plan devised by 
shadowy and unaccountable 
elites—conspirators—and foisted 
upon an unsuspecting public.” 
(McCaffrey, 2012 pp. ix-x). 
Theories often focus on politics, 
ethnic or religious minorities, or 
the paranormal, and have been 
used throughout history to justify 
discrimination and violence. 

Possible Origins?
The Adaptive 
Conspiracism

Hypothesis 
suggests that the 

tendency to 
suspect others of 

conspiring 
against you or 

your group may 
have developed 

in hunter-
gatherer 

societies, where 
alliances shifted 
quickly and fatal 

inter-group 
conflicts were 
common (van 

Prooijen & 
Douglas, 2018)

How do we 
counter 
dangerous 
conspiracy 
theories?

Conspiracy theories have 
existed throughout human 
history. Tragedies like the 
Salem Witch Trials resulted 
from belief in supernatural 
conspiracies. The theories 
are particularly prevalent, 
however, during periods of 
social crisis, when citizens 
feel vulnerable or 
powerless (van Prooijen & 
Douglas, 2018). Three 
factors contribute to the  
dominance of conspiracy 
theories in contemporary 
political discourse….
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Rise of Authoritarian Leaders

Social Media
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The 2008 Financial Crisis, coupled with major political upheaval 
and the strains of the COVID-19 pandemic, have made 
dissatisfied citizens seek alternative explanations for their 
circumstances.

Dictatorial regimes thrive in climates of fear and 
distrust. Leaders encourage conspiracist thinking so 
that citizens attack one another rather than the State.

On social media, individuals with fringe beliefs can disseminate 
unfounded theories; the fact-checking that is part of traditional 
media communications does not take place.

Famous Examples

Belief in conspiracy 
theories is based in 
emotion rather than 
reason. Developing 
analytic thinking skills  
reduces vulnerability to 
conspiracist thinking  (van 
Prooijen & Douglas, 2018).

When the political, academic 
and medical communities 
engage directly with citizens 
to explain policies and 
initiatives, belief in 
conspiracy theories 
decreases significantly (van 
Prooijen & Douglas, 2018).

Strong information 
literacy skills, including 
the ability to evaluate the 
authority of sources 
offering alternative 
explanations of 
phenomena, lessen belief 
in unfounded theories.


