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Are conspiracy theorists partisans? Are they merely liber-
als or conservatives? Recent work on conspiracy theory 
beliefs appears to be split on the answers to these ques-
tions. On the one hand, Miller et al. (2016) and Pasek  
et al. (2015) find that conspiracy beliefs are largely the 
product of partisan or ideological motivated reasoning. 
On the other hand, work in the social psychological tradi-
tion emphasizes individual differences such as psycho-
logical biases, authoritarianism, and alienation as sources 
of conspiracy beliefs. Furthermore, Uscinski and col-
leagues (2014, 2016), find that conspiratorial thinking – 
the general predisposition to see the world through a 
conspiratorial lens – cuts across partisan and ideological 
lines.

One possible explanation for the disparity in recent 
findings, and the focus of this paper, is in the empirical 
strategy employed to measure conspiracy beliefs. The 
scholars who find that conspiracism is the product of par-
tisan or ideologically motivated reasoning all employ sur-
vey questions about beliefs in specific, partisan conspiracy 
theories (e.g. Obama “birther,” “death panels”), while the 
teams who find no such relationship tend to employ sur-
vey questions about non-partisan conspiracy theories (e.g. 
death of Princess Diana, “chem trails”) or general con-
spiratorial sentiments (e.g. “much of our lives are being 
controlled by plots hatched in secret places”). The main 
difference between these “types” of conspiracy theories is 

the object at the center of them. For partisan conspiracy 
theories, salient partisan groups and figures such as the 
major parties, major party candidates, and high-level par-
tisan political figures are the targets of conspiracy theo-
ries. Other specific conspiracy questions are devoid of 
partisan political objects, but speak more generally of “the 
government” or other non-partisan elite groups such as 
the Illuminati or Freemasons.

Since political scientists are interested in individual 
beliefs in specific conspiracy theories that implicate major 
political actors and groups, this measurement strategy 
makes sense. Alternatively, stated beliefs in these types of 
partisan conspiracy theories may be indicative of partisan 
and ideological attachments more so than a predisposition 
to view the world through the lens of conspiracy. Indeed, 
the robust literatures on motivated reasoning (e.g. Lodge 
and Taber, 2013) and misinformation (e.g. Nyhan and 
Reifler, 2010) indicate that the mere presence of these rec-
ognizable partisan stimuli may substantially influence 
respondent reactions.
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Data and analytical strategy

We take an experimental approach to testing the impact of 
partisan/ideological stimuli embedded in questions about 
belief in conspiracy theories. We employ three different 
questions, adapted from Saunders et al. (2016), about three 
different conspiracy theories, each of which has a different 
partisan figure or group as the main conspirator. The spe-
cific questions appear below:

1.	 Some people believe that [the Democratically-
controlled] Congress supported policies aimed at 
causing the 2008 financial crisis in order to push for 
greater federal government control over U.S. banks 
and corporations. Others do not believe this. What 
do you think? (Financial Crisis)

2.	 Some people believe that the [Bush administra-
tion/government] faked employment statistics in 
2007 to obscure the seriousness of the financial cri-
sis and to protect the U.S. banking industry and 
Republicans running for re-election in 2008. Others 
do not believe this. What do you think? (Employment 
Stats)

3.	 Some people believe that Jade Helm 15, a U.S. mili-
tary training exercise which was ordered by 
President [Obama/Bush], was a scheme to confis-
cate firearms from law-abiding citizens. Others do 
not believe this. What do you think? (Jade Helm 15)

In each case, respondents are provided with four response 
options ranging from the conspiracy definitely having 
occurred to definitely not having occurred, with probabil-
istic responses occupying the middle categories. The full 
response options are provided in the Supplemental 
Appendix.

For the first two questions, respondents were randomly 
assigned to either receive the partisan stimuli (Democratically-
controlled and Bush administration, respectively) or a more 
general, non-partisan government stimuli (Congress and gov-
ernment, respectively). For the third conspiracy theory about 
Jade Helm 15, respondents were randomly assigned to receive 
a question where the conspiratorial activity is attributed to 

either Obama (the “true” Jade Helm 15 orchestrator) or Bush. 
Although there is no true control when it comes to the Jade 
Helm 15 question, our strategy allows us to test whether par-
tisanship is capable of overriding reality since Jade Helm 15 
is a conspiracy created in response to the Obama administra-
tion. Respondents answered one of two versions of each of 
the three questions. The order was randomized.

We fielded this experiment through Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk crowdsourcing platform on November 2, 
2016. Respondents were paid $0.70 upon completion of the 
survey. Information about the demographic composition of 
the sample appears in Table 1. While this sample is not rep-
resentative of the national population, it is more representa-
tive than a convenience sample of college students 
(Berinsky et al., 2012). Furthermore, we have no reason to 
expect that the psychological mechanism prompted by 
exposure to partisan stimuli operates differently across 
demographic groups.

Empirical Results

We test the effects of partisan stimuli on stated conspiracy 
beliefs by regressing responses to each of the three con-
spiracy belief questions on a dummy variable denoting 
whether the respondent received the partisan treatment or 
not, a dummy variable denoting whether the respondent 
identified as a Republican or not, a control for conspirato-
rial predispositions, and an interaction between the treat-
ment and Republican dummy variables. Details about our 
measure of conspiratorial predispositions, which is very 
similar to that employed by Uscinski et  al. (2016) and 
Nyhan et  al. (2016), can be found in the Supplemental 
Appendix. The responses to all conspiracy questions are 
coded 1–4, where a 4 represents the most conspiratorial 
response. Table 2 presents the results of both additive 
models, where no heterogenous treatment effects are 
assumed, and interactive models, where we assume treat-
ment effects vary by partisanship.

In none of the additive models is the treatment effect sta-
tistically significant, though each of the conspiracy beliefs  
is significantly related to partisanship and conspiratorial 

Table 1.  Demographic composition of MTurk sample.

Demographic Variable Coding/
Range

Mean/
Proportion

Standard/
Deviation

Party Identification (3=Strong Republican) –3-3 –0.505 2.085
Ideology (3=Extremely conservative) –3-3 –0.442 1.769
Education (5=Advanced degree) 1-5 3.775 0.886
Age (in years) 18-79 37.033 12.577
Female (1=female) 0-1 0.504 0.500
Black (1=black) 0-1 0.069 0.253

Total n = 933.
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predispositions. Importantly, however, all interaction term 
coefficients are statistically significant. In other words, we 
observe heterogenous treatment effects by partisanship. 
Each of these effects persist in the face of a control for the 
predisposition to view the world in conspiratorial terms.1

More specifically, Republicans who were exposed to 
the “Democratically-controlled Congress” treatment as 
part of the financial crisis conspiracy belief question were 
significantly more likely to express beliefs in the conspir-
acy than Republicans assigned to the control condition 
where no partisan stimulus was present. Similarly, 
Republicans were less likely to express beliefs in the 
employment statistics conspiracy when they were exposed 
to the treatment asserting that the Bush administration 
played a part in carrying out the conspiracy. Finally, 
Republicans were less likely than Democrats to express 
beliefs in the Jade Helm 15 conspiracy theory when Bush 
was implicated, and more likely than Democrats to express 
belief when Obama was implicated.

The results of the experimental manipulations in the 
Jade Helm 15 question are important because they suggest 
that partisanship can cut through “truth” even when it 
comes to conspiracy theories. Indeed, even though Jade 
Helm 15 was a scheme supposedly ordered by Barack 
Obama, this fact is either unknown or irrelevant to 
Democrats and Republicans assigned to the “Bush” experi-
mental condition. If, on the one hand, the partisan figure 
“truly” at the center of a given conspiracy is irrelevant, we 
have more evidence for the dominmant effect of partisan 
motivated reasoning. If, on the other hand, the partisan fig-
ure “truly” at the center of a given conspiracy is simply 
unknown, we have evidence that researchers are capturing 
only partisan tensions with certain specific conspiracy 
belief questions. In this case, the conspiratorial element of 
the question is nonexistent. Regardless, it is clear that the 
choices regarding which conspiracy theories are queried 

and how they are queried – particularly when it comes to 
the presence (absence) of partisan stimuli – should be care-
fully considered before data is collected and interpreted.

Perhaps even more troublesome is the ability of the 
conceptual “error” induced by the presence of partisan 
stimuli to aggregate across conspiracy belief questions. 
Consider, for instance, the correlation matrix presented in 
Table 3. Each cell value is a Pearson product-moment 
correlation between responses to pairs of questions across 
all respondents. Note that the empty cells correspond to 
cases which do not exist in the data – no individuals 
received both the non-partisan and partisan stimuli when 
it comes to any of the three conspiracy belief questions, 
hence correlations cannot be computed for those question 
pairs.

The correlations between pairs of conspiracy questions 
which include conflicting partisan stimuli (i.e. one 
Democratic and one Republican stimulus) are substantially 
smaller than the correlations between question pairs with 
only one or no partisan stimuli. The correlation between the 
partisan financial crisis responses and the non-partisan 
employment statistics responses is much larger than the 
correlation between the partisan financial crisis responses 
and the partisan (Bush) employment statistics responses. 
We might expect this given the intense partisan divisions in 
responses to these conspiracy questions – individuals pro-
viding the more conspiratorial response to the partisan 
financial crisis question (Democrats) are not the same indi-
viduals who provide more conspiratorial responses to the 
partisan employment statistics question (Republicans), 
hence the low correlation. The same relationship holds 
across all pairs of question responses.

Thus, partisan stimuli can systematically alter the struc-
ture of the relationships between conspiracy beliefs. This 
would explain a latent factor structure where the two major 
parties or ideological camps serve as the two distinct 

Table 2.  Heterogenous treatment effects by partisanship, controlling for conspiratorial predispositions.

Financial Employment Jade

  Crisis Stats Helm 15

Treatment –0.082
(0.062)

–0.231*
(0.078)

0.048
(0.056)

0.322*
(0.069)

0.082
(0.057)

0.306*
(0.071)

Republican 0.476*
(0.066)

0.279*
(0.091)

0.124*
(0.059)

0.495*
(0.081)

0.291*
(0.060)

0.599*
(0.084)

Conspiracism 0.425*
(0.041)

0.423*
(0.041)

0.381*
(0.037)

0.375*
(0.036)

0.315*
(0.038)

0.317*
(0.037)

Treatment×Republican 0.398*
(0.128)

–0.734*
(0.113)

–0.599*
(0.116)

Constant 1.039*
(0.111)

1.120*
(0.114)

1.273*
(0.101)

1.156*
(0.100)

1.023*
(0.101)

0.902*
(0.102)

N 757 757 757 757 755 755

OLS estimates with standard errors in parentheses.
*Significant at p<0.05 level with respect to two-tailed test.
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sources of variance underwriting responses to questions 
about specific conspiracy beliefs, as Miller et al. (2016) 
find. While the factor analytic procedure – which is specifi-
cally designed to account for intercorrelations between 
item responses with latent factors – does produce multiple 
item scales that reduce random measurement error, it also 
simultaneously ensures that the meaningful estimated 
sources of variance in question responses is partisanship or 
ideology, rather than conspiracism. Absent partisan stimuli, 
the intercorrelations between general conspiracy beliefs 
may prove more indicative of a general predisposition 
toward conspiratorial beliefs (e.g. Wood, 2017) than 
partisanship.

Conclusion

Political scientists and social psychologists have focused 
their attention on different psychological antecedents of 
conspiracy beliefs. Positing that this divide was due to dif-
fering measurement strategies, we conducted a survey 
experiment showing that inclusion of even a single partisan 
stimulus has the power to substantially decrease conspiracy 
beliefs for members of one party, while increasing such 
beliefs among members of the other party. Indeed, partisan 
stimuli have the power to activate motivated reasoning, 
altering the motives behind responses to survey questions 
about conspiracy beliefs.

As such, researchers must carefully consider the poten-
tial influence of partisan and ideological factors in their 
research design. If partisan conspiracy beliefs are the con-
struct of interest, survey questions including related stimuli 
are appropriate. However, when attempting to learn about 
the general predisposition toward conspiratorial thinking, 
for instance, other strategies – such as those employed by 
Uscinski and Parent (2014) or Wood (2017) – may be more 
valid.
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