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COVID-19 conspiracy 
theories
Imhoff, R., & Lamberty, P. (2020)



Research interest

• How do conspiracy beliefs affect behaviours?

“Specifically, we tested whether conspiracy beliefs 
claiming that the pandemic is a hoax are linked to a 
weaker support of containment-related behavior 
compared to perceiving the pandemic as human-made 
which should be linked to a stronger support of self-
centered prepping behavior.” (Imhoff and Lamberty, 2020, 
p. 1110)



Mechanisms

• Conspiracy mentality à distrust in science and 
medicine
• Conformity vs. Need for uniqueness
• Hoax belief vs. Bioweapon belief



Measures

• COVID-19 conspiracy beliefs: hoax & human made
• Pandemic related behaviors
• Threat perception
• Conspiracy mentality scale
• Conservatism



Measures (Table 1: Factor analysis)
Pandemic-related Behaviors Study 1 (United States) Study 2a (United States) Study 2b (UK)

1. Disinfecting hands after being outside .783 .704 .375

2. Avoiding social contacts .744 .716 .700
3. Washing hands after being outside .740 .715 .715

4. Avoiding crowds .725 .840 .643
5. Not touching the face while being outside .660 .741 .477

6. Staying at home in quarantine .614 .591 .448

7. Stocking up on food .457 .558 — — — —
8. Stocking up on sanitary items .492 .541 .485 .317 .442

9. Buying weapons for defense and security purposes .702 .751 .396

10. Stocking up on petrol and oil .723 .812 .372

11. Buying equipment for water storage and water purification .685 .810 .530

12. Withdrawing available cash from my bank account .662 .777 .479

13. Wearing protective face masks out of the house .625 .729 .576

14. Invest in stock market .474 (.690)
15. Using alternative remedies like homeopathy or essential oils .506 .766 .479

16. Searching information by alternative media online .530 .312 .483 .418

17. Spreading information online .519 — — — —

Eigenvalue (% of variance) 2.54 (14.09) 4.98 (27.66) 4.88 (32.51) 3.06 (20.37) 1.71 (11.39) 2.32 (15.46)



Results (study 1)



Results (study 2, US)



Results (study 2, US)



Mass media and 
misinformation
Bronner, G. (2015)



Why are conspiracy theories doing so 
well?
• CTs as cognitive products.
• CTs as non-conventional cognitive products that could 

not easily circulate on cognitive markets.
• à What has changed?
• Example: Charlie Hebdo attack conspiracy theories



Deregulation of cognitive markets

• Cognitive liberalism in Western democracies
• Massification of communication & gatekeepers
• Example: voltairenet.org Charlie Hebdo article



Deregulation of cognitive markets

• Why do CTs profit unproportionally from the 
deregulation?
• Cognitive demagogy:
• Mono-causality,
• Manichean reasoning,
• Revelatory effect.

• Power relations:
• Highly motivated, well-organized groups,
• Illusion of silent majority, 
• super opinion leaders.



Swiftness

• Increased speed and competitive pressure.
• Consistency and proximity to events of interest.
• Charlie Hebdo: Same day CTs.



Swarm effect

• Internet distribution: 
• reduced slippage, 
• narrative stability, 
• accumulation.

• Multi-layered stacks of 
arguments / Fortean 
products
• “blind collaboration“


