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Abstract 

 

Conspiracy theories allege secret plots between two or more powerful actors to achieve an 
outcome, sometimes explaining important events or proposing alternative understandings of 
reality in opposition to mainstream accounts, and commonly highlight the threat presented by 
the plot and its conspirators. Research in psychology proposes that belief in conspiracy 
theories is motivated by a desire to understand threats and is predicted by increased anxiety. 
Morbid curiosity describes the tendency to seek out information about threatening or 
dangerous situations, is associated with an interest in threat-related entertainment and 
increased anxiety. Across three studies we investigated the relationship between morbid 
curiosity and conspiracy theories in US-bases samples. We found that higher trait morbid 
curiosity was associated with higher general conspiracist beliefs (Study 1) and the perceived 
threat of conspiratorial explanations of events (Study 2). Using a behavioural choice 
paradigm, we found that participants who chose to investigate morbidly curious stimuli were 
more likely to choose to learn about conspiratorial explanations for events (Study 3). Greater 
curiosity about the minds of dangerous people was consistently the strongest predictor of 
conspiratorial ideation and interest. These results suggest that morbid curiosity is an 
important but hitherto unstudied predictor of conspiratorial interest and belief. 
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Morbid Curiosity 

 

Humans often do their best to avoid threatening or dangerous situations since these 
bring about risks to health and safety. However, complete avoidance can lead to ignorance 
about how to identify and appropriately respond to dangerous situations if they do occur. One 
solution to this problem is to seek out threat-related information in situations where the 
perceived costs are low and the perceived benefits remain high. The tendency to seek out 
information about threats in this manner has been called morbid curiosity (Scrivner, 2021a; 
Scrivner, 2021b; Scrivner & Clasen, 2021). The propensity for morbid curiosity can help 
explain the allure of frightening and violent entertainment, including horror films, true crime, 
and violent sports. Recently, Scrivner (2021b) created the Morbid Curiosity Scale as a way to 
assess overall trait levels of morbid curiosity as well as trait morbid curiosity in four 
domains: Minds of dangerous people, violence, paranormal danger, and body violation. 
Though the subject matter varies across the domains, the unifying thread between them is the 
potential to learn threat-related information. General morbid curiosity appears to be a 
common behavior (Oosterwijk, 2017) and the trait has been found to be normally distributed 
in samples (Scrivner 2021b). People with more morbid curiosity tend to be younger, more 
rebellious, more socially curious, and less disgusted by or afraid of death (Scrivner, 2021b). 

Despite their interest in the macabre, morbidly curious people may be more anxious 
or neurotic than non-morbidly curious people. For example, fans of horror movies and books 
with dark and dangerous themes score higher in neuroticism (Nave et al., 2020; Annalyn et 
al., 2018) and people who feel nervous are more likely to rent horror movies than movies of 
other genres (Strizhakova & Krcmar, 2007). This seemingly paradoxical finding could be 
explained by the heightened vigilance in morbidly curious people, which motivates them to 
seek out and attend to threat-related information. When deployed in fictional contexts, 
engagement with threat-related information is generally safe and even potentially helpful in 
alleviating anxiety and building psychological resilience (Scrivner & Christensen, 2021; 
Scrivner et al., 2021). However, increased vigilance and attention to threat-related 
information can also lead to an interest in threat-related information about real events. 

 

Conspiracy Theories 

 

Conspiracy theories can be defined as a belief that two or more actors have secretly 
coordinated to achieve an outcome, and that knowledge of this action is not widely known 
but is of public interest (Douglas & Sutton, 2023). They may serve as explanations of events 
in opposition to mainstream accounts, may be accusations of conspiracy with insufficient 
proof (Wagner-Egger, 2022), or propose an alternative understanding of reality that is being 
hidden from the public (Nera & Schöpfer, 2023). Belief in these theories is not inherently 
irrational (as conspiracies do occur, see Dentith, 2014; Pidgen, 1995), but conspiracy theories 
persist as explanations despite a lack of reliable evidence (Douglas et al., 2019; Keeley, 
1999). Increased conspiracy theory belief is associated with reduced engagement with 
mainstream politics (Imhoff et al., 2020; Jolley & Douglas, 2014), increased support for 
political violence and extremism (Imhoff et al., 2020; Uscinski & Parent, 2014), and 
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increased prejudice towards minority groups (Jolley et al., 2020; Kofta et al., 2020). As such 
it is vital to understand what motivates individuals to seek out and believe these 
conspiratorial explanations. 

Research in the social sciences has proposed a wide range of factors that drive belief 
in conspiracy theories (for multi-disciplinary reviews, see Butter & Knight, 2020a; Douglas 
et al 2019; Uscinski, 2019). Within psychology a body of research has focused on individual 
differences, finding that people who hold pseudoscientific beliefs, exhibit paranoia or 
schizotypy, are narcissistic, are religious/spiritual, or have relatively low cognitive ability, are 
more likely to believe in conspiracy theories (see meta-analyses by Goreis & Voracek, 2019; 
Stasielowicz, 2002). Other psychological approaches find that conspiracy theory belief is 
driven motivations to satisfy unmet epistemic, existential, and social needs (see meta-analysis 
by Biddlestone et al., 2022, and reviews by Douglas et al., 2017, 2019). The existential 
motivation is driven by the need to feel safe and in control (Douglas et al., 2017; Stojanov, & 
Halberstadt, 2020), and relatedly conspiracy theory belief is associated with neuroticism 
(Hollander, 2017), increased state and trait anxiety (Green & Douglas, 2018; Grzesiak-
Feldman, 2007, 2013; Liekefett, et al., 2021; Swami et al., 2016), perceived lack of control 
(van Prooijen & Acker 2015); feelings of insecurity (Hart & Graether, 2018; Leiser et al., 
2017), and seen in response to societal crises (Bangerter et al., 2020; van Prooijen & Douglas 
2017).  

Despite being apparently driven by a need for feeling safe and secure, a common 
feature of successful conspiracy theories is threat, commonly represented by a malign 
outgroup working in secret to harm the ingroup of the believer (Cichocka et al, 2016; van 
Prooijen, 2020; van Prooijen & Lange, 2014; van Prooijen & Song, 2021). The nature of the 
threat presented in a conspiracy theory can be a direct threat to well-being or survival, such as 
in the many long-lasting health-related conspiracy theories (Oliver & Wood, 2014; 
Stubbersfield et al, 2021), it can also be a threat to abstract concepts we hold to be important, 
such as liberty or democracy (Bangerter et al, 2020; Franks et al, 2013). This can be seen in 
longstanding and widespread claims that water fluoridation in the USA was a plot to pacify 
people and make them susceptible to communism (Armfield, 2007), or recent electoral fraud 
conspiracy theories (Enders et al., 2021). In this sense, conspiracy theories can include 
realistic threats — towards one’s life or livelihood — and/or symbolic threats — towards 
one’s way of living, or values (Stephan et al., 2002). Leading to the question of why feelings 
of insecurity, or anxiety would drive someone to seek out explanations which propose threats, 
over mainstream explanations which are likely to be less threatening.  

Prior research suggests humans are generally predisposed towards being vigilant of 
threats in our environment (Baumeister et al., 2001; Fessler et al., 2014; Rozin & Royzman, 
2001) and explanations for the association between conspiracy belief and feelings of 
insecurity propose that conspiracy beliefs offer a sense of control and understanding to their 
adherents (Biddlestone, et al., 2022; Douglas et al., 2017, 2019). If the drive to seek out and 
believe conspiracy theories is motivated by a desire to make sense of, and understand threats 
(see van Prooijen et al., 2018), then we should expect these behaviors to be associated with 
higher morbid curiosity, which has similarly explained an association between higher anxiety 
and a desire for threatening narratives in other contexts. Further, recent research suggests that 
the entertainment value of conspiracy theories plays a role in their appeal, with people being 
more likely to believe conspiracy theories that they found entertaining (van Prooijen et al., 

https://europepmc.org/search?query=AUTH%3A%22Lukasz%20Stasielowicz%22
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2022). As such there is value in examining similarity in the appeal psychological appeal of 
threatening fictional and ‘true’ narratives to the anxious and uncertain.  

 

The Current Research 

 

Across three studies, we investigated the relationship between morbid curiosity and 
conspiracy theories in three different US-based samples. In Study 1, we tested whether trait 
morbid curiosity was associated with a general belief in conspiracy theories. Given the 
common core of learning about threats that is present in both morbid curiosity and 
conspiratorial belief, we expected trait morbid curiosity to be positively correlated with 
general conspiratorial beliefs (H1). 

In Study 2, we looked at how morbid curiosity is associated with perceptions of threat 
in both conspiratorial and mainstream explanations of events. We predicted that people who 
scored higher in morbid curiosity would perceive more threat in conspiratorial explanations 
(H2). We also explored whether there was a difference in perceived threat in events that are 
more threatening to the self vs. events that are more threatening to society. Finally, we 
explored whether morbidly curious people were more familiar with conspiratorial 
explanations. 

In Study 3, we used a behavioral choice paradigm to test whether people who 
exhibited more morbid curiosity would also be more interested in learning about 
conspiratorial explanations of historical events compared to mainstream explanations. We 
predicted that participants who displayed more morbidly curious behavior would choose to 
learn about conspiratorial explanations more often (H3). We further explored if morbidly 
curious behavior was associated with different types of threat (e.g., threats to health/well-
being, threats to life/liberty, or indirect/low threats) present in conspiratorial explanations. 
Finally, we explored whether different domains of morbid curiosity were more or less 
associated with decisions to learn about conspiratorial explanations. 

Experimental procedures for all studies were approved by the Social Sciences 
Institutional Review Board at [redacted for review]. All data, material, and analysis code can 
be found on OSF: https://osf.io/tnwsb/. All administered measures and experimental 
conditions for each study are reported. 

 

Study 1: Morbid Curiosity and Conspiracist Beliefs 

 

Study 1 Method 

 

Participants 

An online sample of US-based participants (n = 150) were recruited from Prolific for 
a study on curiosity and beliefs. Six participants failed a data quality check (“This is a data 

https://osf.io/tnwsb/
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quality check. Please select agree.”) and were removed from further analysis, leaving 144 
participants (72 female; Mage = 32) for analysis. Sample size was informed by an a priori 
power analysis using G*Power 3.1 (Faul, et al., 2009), which indicated a sample of 98 was 
required for an 80% power to detect a medium effect size (f2 = .15; α = .05), the likelihood to 
that participants would fail quality checks, and available funding. Sensitivity analysis 
revealed that the recruited sample had 80% power to detect a correlation of r = .16 (α = .05, 
two tailed) and an effect size of f2 = .10 (α = .05, linear model with six predictors). 

  

Measures 

Morbid Curiosity. The 24-item Morbid Curiosity Scale (MCS) was used to assess 
trait levels of morbid curiosity (Scrivner, 2021a). The MCS has four subscales that measure 
curiosity about the minds of dangerous people, violence, paranormal danger, and body 
violations. Participants indicated the extent to which they agreed with each statement from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Scores for each subscale and the total score were 
averaged with higher scores indicating higher levels of that trait. Because enjoying horror 
movies is a behavioral manifestation of morbid curiosity, we also asked participants how 
much they agreed or disagreed with a single item question about how much they enjoyed 
horror movies and tv shows from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

Generic Conspiracist Beliefs Scale. Trait levels of conspiracist ideation were 
assessed using the 15-item Generic Conspiracist Beliefs Scale (GCBS; Brotherton et al., 
2013). Participants indicated the extent to which they believed each statement was likely to 
be true from 1 (Definitely not true) to 5 (Definitely true). Scores were averaged with higher 
scores indicating higher levels of conspiracist ideation. 

  

Procedure 

Participants were presented with the MCS and GCBS in a randomized order. After 
completing the questionnaires, participants reported their age and sex. 

 

Study 1 Results 

 

Correlation Between Morbid Curiosity and General Conspiracist Beliefs 

Pearson correlations were conducted between scores on the GCBS and the subscales 
and total score on the MCS. Morbid curiosity and general conspiracist beliefs were 
significantly positively correlated (r = .32, p < .001) as were enjoyment of horror movies and 
general conspiracist beliefs (r = .34, p < .001). General conspiracist beliefs were positively 
correlated with curiosity about the minds of dangerous people (r = .36, p <.001), paranormal 
danger (r = .33, p < .001), and body violations (r = .18, p = .028), but not with violence (r = 
.13, p = .114). 

A linear model with morbid curiosity predicting general conspiracist beliefs was 
conducted to see if the results would be robust to controlling for age and sex. Morbid 
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curiosity significantly predicting general conspiracist belief in the model (b = 0.28, SE = 
0.07, t = 5.29, p < .001). No sex differences emerged in the model, but younger participants 
were more likely to hold higher conspiracist beliefs (b = -0.02, SE = 0.01, t = -2.52, p = .013). 
When each dimension of morbid curiosity was entered as a predictors controlling for age and 
sex, only minds of dangerous people (b = .18, SE = .08, t = 2.41, p = .017) and age (b = -.01, 
SE = .01, t = -2.19, p = .030) significantly predicted general conspiracist beliefs. Variance 
Inflation Factors (VIF) for dimensions of morbid curiosity were all below 2.5, suggesting 
multicollinearity was not an issue.  

 

Study 1 Discussion 

 

Study 1 was a simple initial test of the association between trait morbid curiosity and 
general conspiracist beliefs. We found that more morbidly curious participants had higher 
general beliefs in conspiracy theories (H1). The minds of dangerous people domain of morbid 
curiosity emerged as the strongest predictor of conspiracist beliefs. At the core of this domain 
of morbid curiosity is the tendency to be interested in the behaviors and motivations of 
potentially dangerous people. Potentially hostile conspecifics have long been a threat for 
humans, especially when those conspecifics employ deception. Vigilance for this type of 
threat may not only increase morbid curiosity, but may also lead to conspiratorial 
explanations for events, consistent with our findings in Study 1. 

  

Study 2: Morbid Curiosity and Perception of Threat in Conspiratorial Explanations of 
Events 

  

Study 1 was conducted under the assumption that morbidly curious people would be 
more prone to believing in conspiracy theories due to increased vigilance toward learning 
about potential threats. In Study 2, we tested this assumption by assessing whether or not 
those who score high in morbid curiosity found conspiratorial explanations of events to be 
more threatening than people who score low in morbid curiosity (H2). We explored whether 
threats to the self or society were perceived as more threatening and how this varied by scores 
on the four different domains of morbid curiosity. 

 

Study 2 Method 

 

Participants 

A second online sample of US-based participants (n = 101; 48 female; Mage = 31) 
were recruited from Prolific for a study on curiosity and beliefs. Sample size was informed by 
an a priori power analysis using G*Power 3.1 (Faul, et al., 2009), which indicated a sample 
of 77 was required for an 80% power to detect a medium effect size (f2 = .15; α = .05), the 
likelihood to that participants would fail quality checks, and available funding. Sensitivity 
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analysis revealed that the recruited sample had 80% power to detect a correlation of r = .20 (α 
= .05, two tailed) and an effect size of f2 = .11 (α = .05, linear model with three predictors). 

 

Measures 

Threat Assessments of Conspiracy and Mainstream Explanations of Events. 
Conspiratorial and mainstream explanations for, or accusations of conspiracy related to, 23 
events were collected from the Belief in Conspiracy Theory Inventory (Swami et al., 2011), 
Components of Conspiracy ideation questionnaire (Greenburgh et al., 2022), Health 
Conspiracy Theory Index (Stubbersfield et al., 2021) and supplemented with items and 
information from Wikipedia. As conspiracy theories can vary in terms of their features, 
included the nature and level of malevolence described (Douglas & Sutton, 2023), 
explanations were chosen to represent a wide range of consequences that might be considered 
more relevant to either themselves or society and that might be more relevant to life/liberty or 
health/well-being, so as to better examine the role of threat in their appeal. All items were re-
written to be of similar length and to have closely-matched wording between conspiratorial 
and mainstream versions. See the Supplementary Material for the full list of events and 
explanations. 

After reading an explanation of an event, participants were asked three questions. 1) 
“Assuming this statement is true, how threatening would this situation be to you personally? 
Please use the slider below to indicate the level of threat from 0 (not at all threatening) to 100 
(extremely threatening)”; 2) “Assuming this statement is true, how threatening would this 
situation be to society? Please use the slider below to indicate the level of threat from 0 (not 
at all threatening) to 100 (extremely threatening)”; and 3) Have you ever heard this statement 
before? (yes, no, or no, but I’ve heard something similar). 

  Morbid Curiosity. The 24-item Morbid Curiosity Scale (MCS) was used to assess 
trait levels of morbid curiosity (Scrivner, 2021b). Participants indicated the extent to which 
they agreed with each statement from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Scores for 
each subscale and the total score were averaged with higher scores indicating higher levels of 
that trait. 

  

Procedure 

Participants first completed the Morbid Curiosity Scale. They were then given the 
instructions for the threat assessment task, which read, 

We will now show you several different statements that some people believe and 
others do not. Some statements will be more threatening while others will be more neutral. 
You will be asked three questions for each statement: Assuming the statement was true... 

  

1) How threatening is the situation described to you personally? 

2) How threatening is the situation described to society? 

3) Have you ever heard of this situation before? 
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Participants were then randomly presented with either the mainstream or conspiracy 
explanation of each of the 23 events. Presentation order was randomized. Finally, participants 
reported their age and sex. 

  

Study 2 Results 

 

Morbid Curiosity and Conspiratorial Threat Assessment 

We first tested the hypothesis that participants with higher trait morbid curiosity 
would rate conspiratorial explanations as more threatening (H2). Those who scored high in 
morbid curiosity perceived the conspiratorial explanation to be more threatening to 
themselves (r = .25, p = .010) and to society (r = .29, p = .003). These findings held when 
controlling for participant age and sex in linear models (bself = 5.12, SE = 1.77, t = 2.89, p = 
.005; bsociety = 4.73, SE = 1.79, t = 2.65, p = .009). 

  

Morbid Curiosity and Mainstream Threat Assessment 

We also explored whether or not morbid curiosity was related to threat perception of 
mainstream explanations. Participants with higher trait morbid curiosity also perceived the 
mainstream explanations of events to be more threatening to themselves (r = .25, p = .010) 
and to society (r = .25, p = .012). These findings held when controlling for participant age 
and sex in linear models (bself = 3.04, SE = 1.14, t = 2.67, p = .009; bsociety = 4.73, SE = 1.79, t 
= 2.65, p = .009). 

  

Domains of Morbid Curiosity and Threat Assessment 

To further explore the relationship between morbid curiosity and threat assessment, 
we examined the correlations between domains of morbid curiosity and how threatening the 
explanations were rated. Table 1 displays correlations between morbid curiosity domains and 
threat assessments. Higher scores in the minds of dangerous people subscale was a consistent 
predictor of higher threat assessment in all event explanations while higher scores in the body 
violation subscale correlated with greater perceived threat of conspiratorial explanations of 
events. Higher scores in the paranormal danger subscale was positively associated with 
perceiving greater threat to society in mainstream explanations of events. 

  

Familiarity with Conspiratorial and Mainstream Explanations 

Familiarity with conspiratorial explanations may indicate that the individual has (or 
had at one time) a greater curiosity for conspiratorial explanations. Familiarity responses 
were coded from 1 to 3 (never heard, heard something similar, heard this before) and 
compared to scores on the morbid curiosity scale. We found that more morbidly curious 
people had greater familiarity with conspiratorial explanations (r = .23, p = .021) but not 
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mainstream explanations (r = .06, p = .558). This held true even when controlling for age and 
sex in regression models (conspiratorial explanations, p = 0.021; mainstream explanations, p 
= .317). 

Older participants were more familiar with the mainstream explanations of events (r = 
.35, p < .001), but not the conspiratorial explanations (r = .02, p = .877). 

   

Table 1                 

Threat Assessment of Event Explanations by Morbid Curiosity Domain   

  Conspiratorial Explanation Mainstream Explanation 

  Self Society Self Society 

Domain r p r p r p r p 

Minds .25 .010 .30 .002 .24 .017 .26 .008 

Violence .16 .111 .12 .237 .17 .087 .10 .304 

Body .28 .005 .31 .002 .19 .059 .18 .072 

Paranorma
l .08 .405 .17 .089 .20 .051 .23 .022 

Total MC .25 .010 .29 .003 .25 .010 .25 .012 

Note. Bold indicates significant correlation. 

  

Study 2 Discussion 

  

Consistent with our assumptions in Study 1, we found that morbidly curious people 
perceived greater threat in conspiratorial explanations of events than non-morbidly curious 
people. Morbidly curious people were also more familiar with conspiratorial explanations of 
events, despite being younger on average than non-morbidly curious people. Higher scores on 
the body violation domain of morbid curiosity were positively correlated with perceived 
threat of conspiratorial explanations. This may be explained in part by the fact that many 
conspiratorial explanations involve harm to the body. We also found that higher scores on the 
minds of dangerous people domain of morbid curiosity was more strongly and more broadly 
associated with higher perceptions of threat in explanations of events. This finding is 
consistent with our finding in Study 1 that minds of dangerous people was the strongest 
predictor of general conspiracist beliefs. It is also broadly consistent with prior research 
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which found that those who believe the world to be dangerous demonstrate greater negativity 
bias (Fessler et al., 2014). 

The minds of dangerous people domain of morbid curiosity taps into one’s propensity 
to seek out information about potentially dangerous individuals. Threatening individuals are 
also a key aspect of conspiracy theories, which center around groups of threatening actors 
acting in secrecy (van Prooijen & van Vught 2018). As such, those who are curious about the 
minds (i.e., intentions, beliefs, desires) of dangerous individuals are also likely to be 
interested in secret coalitions of dangerous people that are at the core of conspiracy theories. 
A curious or slightly paranoid outlook on the intention of others may also lead to perceiving 
threat in non-conspiratorial explanations that still involve groups of powerful individuals. 
This could explain why higher scores in the minds of dangerous people domain of morbid 
curiosity were positively correlated with perceived threat in both conspiratorial and 
mainstream explanations. 

  

Study 3: Choosing to Learn Morbid and Conspiratorial Information 

  

In the previous two studies, we found that trait morbid curiosity was associated with 
both greater general belief in conspiracy theories and in perceived threat from conspiratorial 
explanations. However, while the spread of conspiracy theories has been conceptualized as a 
virus which spreads from person to person (e.g. an ‘infodemic’, see Zaracostas, 2020), with 
research focusing on exposure, it is clear that people play an active role in their information 
environments, seeking out content which can include conspiracy theories (Guess et al., 2019, 
2020; Uscinski et al., 2022). To examine how morbid curiosity may play a role in this active, 
seeking out of conspiracy theories, in Study 3 we extend the findings of Studies 1 and 2 by 
investigating the relationship between behavioral measures of morbid curiosity and 
behavioral measures of conspiracy theory interest. We predicted that participants who 
displayed more morbidly curious behaviors would also choose to learn about conspiratorial 
explanations of events more frequently (H3). 

  

Study 3 Method 

 

Participants 

A third online sample of US-based participants (n = 255; 128 female; Mage = 36) were 
recruited from Prolific for a study on curiosity and beliefs. Sample size was informed by an a 
priori power analysis using G*Power 3.1 (Faul, et al., 2009), which indicated a sample of 98 
was required for an 80% power to detect a medium effect size (f2 = .15; α = .05), the 
likelihood to that participants would fail quality checks, and available funding. Sensitivity 
analysis revealed that the recruited sample had 80% power to detect a correlation of r = .12 (α 
= .05, two tailed) and an effect size of f2 = .04 (α = .05, linear model with three predictors). 
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Measures 

 

Conspiracy and Mainstream Explanations of Events. Nine events from Study 2 
were used in Study 3. In order to examine how morbid curiosity related to different types of 
threats present in conspiracy theories, three of the events contained a health-related threat, 
three contained a threat to way of life/liberty, and three contained minimal or indirect threat. 
Selection of events was informed by the results of Study 2. Items were selected for having 
relatively low familiarity, and greater differences in perceived threat between conspiratorial 
and mainstream explanation, with the exception of the minimal/indirect threat items where 
similar levels of threat between versions was preferred. The three items selected for 
low/indirect threat were chosen for receiving lower threat ratings than those selected for the 
health- and life/liberty-related conspiracy theories.  Presentation order was randomized. See 
Table 2 for information about the nine events used in the study. Participants were told that 
they would find more information about their choices at the end of the study and were 
provided Wikipedia links to the explanations that they chose. 

  

Table 2 

Paired conspiracy and  mainstream explanations participants were presented with in Study 2. 

Type Conspiracy Explanation   Mainstream Explanation 

Low or 
indirect 
threat 

Paul McCartney did not appear on the 
Beatles’ ‘Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts 
Club Band’ album or later work 
because he secretly died in 1966 and his 
death was covered up by the other 
Beatles and people close to the band.   

Paul McCartney did appear on the 
Beatles’ ‘Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts 
Club Band’ album and later work and is 
alive to the present day. 

Low or 
indirect 
threat 

The Titanic did not sink, the ship that 
sank was an older, damaged ship, the 
Olympic, which was disguised as the 
Titanic as part of an insurance scam by 
the ships’ owners.   

The Titanic did sink, it struck an 
iceberg, damaging the hull and causing 
it to flood below the waterline. The ship 
sank two hours and forty minutes later. 

Low or 
indirect 
threat 

Holy Roman Emperor Otto III 
conspired with the Pope and the 
Byzantine Emperor to retroactively alter 
the dating system and added 297 years 
to the date, making the year AD 1000, 
to legitimize Otto’s claim to the Holy 
Roman Empire.   

Holy Roman Emperor Otto III ruled 
from AD 996 until his early death in 
1002. Evidence from ancient 
astronomy, archaeological remains, and 
historical records from other cultures 
refute any claims that 297 years were 
added to the dating system. 
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Threat to 
health / 
well-being 

The Food and Drug Administration is 
deliberately preventing the public from 
getting natural cures for cancer and 
other diseases because of pressure from 
drug companies.   

The Food and Drug Administration has 
approved multiple successful treatments 
for cancer and other diseases that have 
been developed by drug companies. 

Threat to 
health / 
well-being 

The global dissemination of genetically 
modified foods by Monsanto Inc is part 
of a secret program, called Agenda 21, 
launched by the Rockefeller and Ford 
foundations to shrink the world’s 
population. 

  

Monsanto produced genetically 
modified food crops. They were also 
part of the World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development, a group 
associated with Agenda 21, an action 
plan launched by the UN with the goal 
of achieving global sustainable 
development. 

Threat to 
health / 
well-being 

Public water fluoridation is really just a 
secret way for chemical companies to 
dump the dangerous by-products of 
phosphate mines into the environment.   

Public water fluoridation is really just a 
way to prevent tooth decay by adjusting 
the concentration of fluoride in public 
water supplies. 

Threat to 
way of life 
/ liberty 

The goal of the US Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) is to use 
a major disaster as a pretext to impose 
martial law in the US and to imprison 
citizens in concentration camps.   

The goal of the US Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) is to 
respond to any major disaster which 
occurs in the US and overwhelms the 
resources of local and state authorities. 

Threat to 
way of life 
/ liberty 

The High-frequency Active Auroral 
Research Program (HAARP) is a 
research program funded by the US 
government to develop a system to 
bombard people with mind-controlling 
radio waves.   

The High-frequency Active Auroral 
Research Program (HAARP) is a 
research program funded by the US 
government to analyze the ionosphere, 
which is intended to develop enhanced 
technology for radio communications. 

Threat to 
way of life 
/ liberty 

The trails seen behind high-flying 
aircraft are ‘chemtrails’ consisting of 
harmful chemical agents designed for 
psychological manipulation.   

The trails seen behind high-flying 
aircraft are ‘contrails’ consisting of 
harmless water vapor produced by 
aircraft engine exhausts at high altitude. 

  

Morbid and Non-Morbid Information. Morbidly curious behavior was assessed 
using a behavioral task adapted from Scrivner (2021b). Participants were shown nine 
different sets of descriptions one at a time and asked to select the description that they were 
most interested in seeing. Each pair of descriptions included a morbid option and a closely 
matched non-morbid option. For example, one pair of descriptions asked participants if they 
would be more interested in seeing a photo of a man who killed his girlfriend and ate her or a 
man who saved his friend from drowning. Participants would make a selection and could 
view the image of the description that they chose on the next page. Since there are four 
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domains of morbid curiosity (See Study 1), two sets of descriptions from each domain were 
included in the study. 

To keep the number of choices the same as in the conspiracy theory task, a third set of 
descriptions for the Minds of Dangerous People category was included. When analyzing 
morbid curiosity domains, participants who chose all 3 minds of dangerous people morbid 
options were coded as choosing 2, to keep the number of options for analysis consistent with 
other domains. Presentation order was randomized. Participants either saw a randomized set 
of conspiracy vs mainstream explanations first or saw the morbid vs non-morbid descriptions 
first. See Table 3 for information about the nine sets of descriptions used in the study and the 
Supplemental Material for the stimuli. 

 

Table 3 

Paired descriptions participants chose between in Study 2. 

Type Morbid Choice   Non-Morbid Choice 

Minds An excerpt from a serial killer's 
manifesto.   

An excerpt from a movie critic's review. 

Minds How serial killers select victims 
according to the FBI.   

How the Nobel Prize Committee selects 
Peace Prize winners. 

Minds A picture of a man who killed his 
girlfriend and ate her.   

A picture of a man who saved his friend 
from drowning. 

Paranorma
l 

A page from an old book on witchcraft. 
  

A page from an old novel. 

Paranorma
l 

A photo of a supposedly haunted 
building.   

A photo of a famous building 

Violence A photo of a firing squad executing a 
criminal.   

A photo of a theatrical play. 

Violence A reenactment of a medieval sword 
fight.   

A reenactment of cooking in the Middle 
Ages. 

Body A diagram showing how to perform a 
leg amputation.   

A diagram showing the muscles in the 
leg. 

Body A photo of a burnt body.   A photo of a burnt phone. 
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Study 3 Results 

Demographics 

Younger participants were more likely to choose morbid descriptions to view (r = -
.14, p = .029) and more likely to choose conspiratorial explanations to learn about (r = -.23, p 
< .001). There were no sex differences in morbid choices, but females were more likely to 
choose the conspiratorial explanations to learn about (t = -2.17, p = .031, d = -0.27). 

  

Association between Choosing Morbid Descriptions and Conspiratorial Explanations 

The number of morbid descriptions a participant chose was positively correlated with 
the number of conspiratorial explanations they chose (r = .26, p < .001). Those who chose to 
view more morbid descriptions chose to learn about the conspiratorial explanation more often 
in every instance except for the Holy Roman Emperor time loss event (Figure 1). 

The number of morbid choices predicted the number of conspiratorial explanations 
even when controlling for age and sex (b = .31, SE = .08, t = 3.83, p < .001). Age was also a 
significant predictor in the model, with younger participants choosing more conspiratorial 
explanations (b = -.04, SE = .01, t = -3.25, p = .001). 

The number of conspiratorial explanations chosen was most strongly correlated with 
the number of morbid descriptions chosen in the minds of dangerous people category (r = 
.29, p < .001), followed by violence (r = .19, p = .002), and body violations (r = .17, p = 
.008). The correlation with paranormal danger was not significant (r = .08, p = .201). 

The number of morbid descriptions a participant chose was most strongly correlated 
with decisions to learn about health threats (r = .24, p < .001), followed by threats to 
life/liberty (r = .23, p < .001), and low/indirect threats (r = .20, p = .001). 
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Figure 1. 

Number of morbid choices based on choice to learn about the conspiracy or mainstream 
version of an event. Significance testing was conducted using unpaired t-tests. *** indicates p 
< .001, ** indicates = p < .01, and * indicates = p < .05. 

 

 

Study 3 Discussion 

Consistent with Studies 1 and 2, we found that morbid curiosity was associated with 
increased interest in conspiracy theories. While Study 1 examined correlations between trait 
morbid curiosity and trait conspiracist ideation, Study 3 demonstrated this relationship using 
a behavioral choice task. We found that participants who chose to investigate more morbid 
stimuli were more likely to also choose to learn about conspiratorial explanations for events 
than mainstream explanations of events. As in Studies 1 and 2, the minds of dangerous 
people domain of morbid curiosity exhibited the strongest association with conspiratorial 
interest.  

A limitation of this study is that in only using behavioral measures of morbid curiosity 
and interest in conspiracy theories, the relative predictive strength of morbid curiosity to 
other drivers of conspiracy theory engagement cannot be claimed. Another limitation is that 
there are minimal consequences for the participants for selecting morbid or conspiracist 
items, beyond any aversive response they might have to the morbid items. The sharing of 



Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

misinformation, such as conspiracy theories, online can have a reputational cost (Altay et al., 
2022, although see Lawson et al., 2023 for how it may have reputational benefits), which 
may inhibit engagement with such information. The study here asks participants only for their 
interest in learning more about conspiracist explanations or accounts, so is akin to early, 
‘choosing to receive’, engagement where costs to an individual may be low. The role of 
morbid curiosity in later stages of engagement, and the potentially costly active onward 
transmission of conspiracy theories is a fruitful area for future research.  

Interest in learning more about conspiratorial explanations representing all types of 
threat were correlated with morbidly curious behavioral choices, with similar effect sizes, 
indicating that the nature of the threat is not central to the appeal of conspiracy theories as it 
relates to morbid curiosity. As found in Study 2, morbidly curious people perceive greater 
threat in explanations in general, so the salience of different types of conspiratorial threats 
may not differ much. The most important aspect of conspiracy theories for morbidly curious 
people seems to be a plot representing a threat from dangerous others. This is consistent with 
findings across all three studies that the minds of dangerous people domain of morbid 
curiosity exhibits the strongest association with conspiratorial belief and interest. 

That females were more likely to choose the conspiratorial explanations is aligned 
with some previous research finding females being more likely to believe conspiracy theories 
(e.g., Cookson et al., 2021; Popoli & Longus, 2021). However, several other studies find no 
effect of sex or gender (e.g., Douglas et al., 2016; Farhart, et al., 2020; Goertzel, 1994; Green 
& Douglas, 2018; Jolley & Douglas, 2014; Miller et al., 2016; van Prooijen & Acker, 2015), 
and others find men as being more likely to believe conspiracy theories (e.g., Cassesse et al., 
2020; Freeman & Bentall, 2017; Galliford & Furnham, 2017; Reese & Lamberty, 2019). 

 

General Discussion 

  

Across three studies and multiple different measures, we found evidence that higher 
levels of morbid curiosity are associated with increased interest in conspiracy theories and 
conspiratorial explanations of events in US-based samples. We argue that this association is 
due to the increased propensity for learning threat-related information in both morbid 
curiosity and interest in conspiracy theories, and supports the predictions of prior work 
suggesting that conspiracy theory belief is motivated by a desire to make sense of, and 
understand threats.  

In Study 1, we found that participants with higher trait morbid curiosity also had 
higher general conspiracist beliefs. We argued that this correlation existed because of the 
increased interest in threat learning that underlies both morbid curiosity and conspiracist 
beliefs. We tested this assumption in Study 2. Consistent with our explanation, participants 
who were more morbidly curious were more familiar with conspiratorial explanations of 
events and perceived conspiratorial events to be more threatening. Finally, in Study 3 we 
used a behavioral task to assess the relationship between morbidly curious behaviors and 
interest in conspiracy theories. We found that participants who chose to investigate morbidly 
curious stimuli were more likely to choose to learn about conspiratorial explanations for 
events. 
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Of the domains of morbid curiosity, the minds of dangerous people domain was the most 
consistently associated with conspiratorial ideation and interest. This result is consistent with 
prior research which has found correlation between agency detection and belief in a range of 
conspiracy theories (Douglas et al., 2016; Imhoff & Bruder, 2014). Hyperactive agency 
detection (HAD) is a disposition towards perceiving agents where there are none (Barrett, 
2004; 2007) and is argued to explain a range of beliefs which posit intentional agents, such as 
spirits and gods, as the causes of events (Barrett, 2007). Unlike some of these other beliefs, 
conspiracy theories always posit a coalition of hostile agents as the cause of events (Douglas 
et al., 2019; Uscinski et al., 2016; van Prooijen & van Vugt, 2018). Explanations of events 
which propose such a coalition are likely to provoke substantial interest in individuals who 
are sensitive to threats in their environment created by dangerous others, explaining the 
consistently strong association between curiosity about the minds of dangerous people and 
conspiracy belief and interest. 

Work in cultural evolution has suggested a content bias for general threat-related 
information in social transmission. This bias increases the likelihood that information about 
threats will be attended to, believed, encoded in memory, and passed on to others, increasing 
their prevalence in culture (Stubbersfield, 2022). This has been demonstrated experimentally 
using micro-society designs (Blaine & Boyer, 2018; Moussaïd et al., 2015; Stubbersfield et 
al., 2015), and has been found to be relevant to the propagation of rumors (Knapp, 1944), 
front page news (Davis & McLeod, 2003), ‘fake news’ (Acerbi, 2019), urban legends 
(Fessler et al., 2014; Stubbersfield et al., 2017) and international supernatural beliefs (Fessler 
et al., 2014).  As conspiracy theories commonly feature threat-related information, this threat 
bias has been suggested as a reason for their successful propagation (Stubbersfield, 2021). 
However, it appears that the threat having its origins in dangerous others is more central to 
the appeal of conspiracy theories to those high in morbid curiosity than the mere presence of 
a threat or the nature of what is being threatened (e.g., health or liberty). 

Here, we demonstrate that individual variation in perceived threat salience influences 
belief in and interest in learning more about conspiracy theories. Individuals with higher trait 
morbid curiosity had higher belief in conspiracy theories (Study 1), generally perceived 
explanations of events to be more threatening (Study 2), and were more interested in learning 
about conspiracist explanations of events (Study 3). Considering the cultural transmission and 
evolution of conspiracy theories, future research should examine if higher trait morbid 
curiosity not only increases a drive to learn more about and believe conspiracy theories, but 
also increases the likelihood that individuals will transmit conspiracy theories to others and 
play important roles as nodes in conspiracy theorist social networks. 

The results demonstrate an association between morbid curiosity and interest and 
belief in conspiracy theories, consistent with proposals that a key driver of these behaviors is 
a motivation to understand threats. However, we might still wonder why anxiety about such 
threats is associated with increased belief in conspiracy theories, especially as research 
suggests that they do not appease those anxieties (see Douglas et al, 2017; Liekefett et al., 
2021; van Prooijen, 2020). Given the association between morbid curiosity and conspiracy 
theory belief, recent work examining the role of anxiety, morbid curiosity and Predictive 
Processing (PP) in the appeal of horror films may offer useful insights and future lines of 
inquiry for researchers in the psychology of conspiracy theories. This research proposes that 
humans are driven to minimize prediction errors associated with incoming sensory signals 
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(Miller et al., 2023), and that anxiety and depression are associated with a reduced signal to 
noise ratio in interoceptive inference (Paulus & Stein, 2010). Given the high cost of uncertain 
and anxious states, it is unsurprising that the predictive system may adopt dysfunctional 
patterns of activity, in order to exert some sense of control over these signals (Miller et al., 
2023), especially when the appeal of threatening explanations may be enhanced by negative 
credulity bias (Fessler et al., 2014). 

While satiating a morbid curiosity to understand threats and reduce this noise using 
horror media may be largely benign, and can attenuate anxiety, satiating it with conspiracy 
theories would appear to be more dysfunctional. Narratives which contain details of threats 
may not just be attractive because they offer valuable learning signals about the world, 
potentially improving the ability to predict threats, but also because they confirm prior 
expectations about threats. When these expectations are particularly negative, such as when 
individuals perceive the world to be dangerous (such as in Study 2), or in more dangerous 
environments, the predictive system may enter a feedback loop where it continues to engage 
with the negative content to reconfirm beliefs that the world is a dangerous place, as in Study 
3 (see also Fessler et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2023). Given that seeking out pro-attitudinal 
content plays a role in their appeal (Guess et al., 2020), conspiracy theories may offer a 
strong source for such a negative expectation-negative confirmation feedback loop, leading to 
dysfunctional engagement with available narratives, a lack of appeasement and continued 
anxiety. Future research should examine how people approach conspiracy theories as 
opportunities to learn about threats, particularly the minds of dangerous people, and how this 
interacts with their environment, to gain insight into this potentially dysfunctional pattern.  

On demographic effects, sex was only predictive in Study 3, with females showing 
more interest in conspiratorial explanations of events. Age, however, was predictive of both 
belief and interest in conspiracy theories explanations, with younger people showing more 
belief and interest than older people. Research on age and conspiracy theory belief has been 
mixed, with some studies reporting that young people are more prone to conspiracy theory 
belief (Douglas et al., 2016; Galliford & Furnham, 2017; Goertzel, 1994; Green & Douglas et 
al., 2018) and others suggesting no age effect (Buturoiu et al., 2021; Cookson et al., 2021; 
Douglas et al., 2016; Ross et al., 2006). Younger age is also associated with higher morbid 
curiosity (Scrivner, 2021b). One possibility is that younger people are still exploring and 
uncovering many aspects of the complex social environment. When people are faced with 
new information about events that are impactful and difficult to explain, they are prone to 
blaming malicious and covert coalitions (Singh, 2021; Tennen & Affleck, 1990). 

The three studies used samples of US adults. The US has a long history of conspiracy 
theories both as beliefs (Olmsted, 2018) and fictions within popular media (Butter, 2020) so 
participants would be familiar with conspiracy theories as a distinct concept in ways that 
people from outside the US may not. While it is important to understand the drivers of 
conspiracy theory belief within a US context, it limits how our results can be generalized to 
other countries, especially those with populations which are not WEIRD (Henrich et al., 
2010) or differ in other relevant ways. Conspiracy theories or beliefs akin to them are found 
internationally (Butter & Knight, 2020b; Imhoff, 2022; Imhoff et al., 2022; West & Sanders, 
2003); as are narratives and folklore with information about threats (Fessler et al., 2014; 
Singh, 2021; Sugiyama, 2001). As such, examining the association between morbid curiosity 
and conspiracy theories cross-culturally would be valuable for future research, although this 
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would require the development of appropriate measures. The associations between threat and 
political beliefs differ across countries (Brandt, 2021), so it would be particularly interesting 
if the salience of the minds of dangerous domain people holds across different cultural 
contexts where the nature of threats may vary.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Work on the psychological nature of morbid curiosity and its consequences for 
behavior is a budding area of research. Recent research suggests that morbid curiosity is not 
as detrimental to psychological well-being as is sometimes suggested by popular media (e.g., 
Scrivner & Christensen, 2021; Scrivner, 2022). However, one area that has not been 
addressed by popular media or the scientific community is how morbid curiosity might relate 
to conspiratorial thinking. We argue that morbid curiosity is an important yet hitherto 
unstudied predictor of conspiratorial interest. Across three studies, we show that morbidly 
curious people perceive greater threat in conspiratorial explanations of events, are more likely 
to hold general conspiratorial beliefs, and are more likely to want to learn more about 
conspiratorial explanations than non-conspiratorial explanations of events, which may result 
in negative social consequences (see Jolley & Douglas, 2014; Jolley et al., 2020).  

Those who score high in the minds of dangerous people subscale of morbid curiosity 
are particularly prone to believing and expressing interest in learning about conspiracy 
theories. This is likely because these individuals are motivated to understand the intentions, 
desires, and beliefs of potentially dangerous actors, so as to make sense of perceived 
existential threats, which are at the core of conspiracy theories. The nature of the threat or 
harm being described was not influential, suggesting that providing insight into the minds of 
those behind the conspiracy is central to their appeal, rather than an understanding about 
specific threats. Understanding the minds of the agents behind a conspiracy which does not 
impact on us directly may still be valuable, as it offers an understanding of the minds of 
dangerous people who may threaten us directly in future.  

Although morbid curiosity may not be detrimental to well-being or indicative of 
antisocial behavior, it appears to be related in some ways to conspiratorial belief and interest. 
As conspiracy theory beliefs can have significant, negative consequences for the individual 
and wider society (Jolley et al., 2020), it is important to understand their appeal to ensure the 
effectiveness of interventions. Here we demonstrate that a seemingly benign, but relatively 
common individual factor, morbid curiosity, is associated with increased belief in and interest 
in learning more about conspiracy theories in US samples. Future research should examine 
how morbid curiosity relates to other aspects of conspiracy theories, such as their genesis and 
spread, and in turn whether particular interventions may be more or less effective in reaching 
individuals high in morbid curiosity. 

 

 

 

 



Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

References 

  

Acerbi, A. (2019). Cognitive attraction and online misinformation. Palgrave 
Communications, 5(1), 1-7. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0224-y 

Altay, S., Hacquin, A. S., & Mercier, H. (2022). Why do so few people share fake news? It 
hurts their reputation. new media & society, 24(6), 1303-1324. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820969893 

Annalyn, N., Bos, M. W., Sigal, L., & Li, B. (2018). Predicting personality from book 
preferences with user-generated content labels. IEEE Transactions on Affective 
Computing, 11(3), 482-492. 10.1109/TAFFC.2018.2808349 

Armfield, J. M. (2007). When public action undermines public health: a critical examination 
of antifluoridationist literature. Australia and New Zealand Health Policy, 4(1). 
https://doi.org/10.1071/HP070425  

Bangerter, A., Wagner-Egger, P., & Delouvée, S. (2020). How conspiracy theories spread. In 
M. Butter and P. Knight (eds), Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories (pp. 206- 
218). New York: Routledge. 

Barrett, J. L. (2004). Why would anyone believe in God? Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press. 

Barrett, J. L. (2007). Is the spell really broken? Bio-psychological explanations of religion 
and theistic belief. Theology and Science, 5, 57-72. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14746700601159564 

Baumeister, R. F., Bratslavsky, E., Finkenauer, C., & Vohs, K. D. (2001). Bad is Stronger 
than Good. Review of General Psychology, 5(4), 323–370. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.5.4.323 

Biddlestone, M., Green, R., Cichocka, A., Douglas, K., & Sutton, R. (2022). A systematic 
review and meta-analytic synthesis of the motives associated with conspiracy beliefs. 
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/rxjqc 

Blaine, T., & Boyer, P. (2018). Origins of sinister rumors: A preference for threat-related 
material in the supply and demand of information. Evolution and Human Behavior, 
39(1), 67-75. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2017.10.001 

Brandt, M. J., Turner-Zwinkels, F. M., Karapirinler, B., Van Leeuwen, F., Bender, M., van 
Osch, Y., & Adams, B. (2021). The association between threat and politics depends 
on the type of threat, the political domain, and the country. Personality and social 
psychology bulletin, 47(2), 324-343. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167220946187 

Brotherton, R., French, C. C., & Pickering, A. D. (2013). Measuring belief in conspiracy 
theories: The generic conspiracist beliefs scale. Frontiers in psychology, 4, 279. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00279 

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0224-y
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0224-y
https://doi.org/10.1109/TAFFC.2018.2808349
https://doi.org/10.1109/TAFFC.2018.2808349
https://doi.org/10.1071/HP070425
https://doi.org/10.1071/HP070425
https://doi.org/10.1071/HP070425
https://doi.org/10.1080/14746700601159564
https://doi.org/10.1080/14746700601159564
https://doi.org/10.1080/14746700601159564
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.5.4.323
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.5.4.323
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.5.4.323
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2017.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2017.10.001
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00279
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00279
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00279


Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

Butter, M. (2020). Conspiracy Theories in Films and Television Shows. In M. Butter and 
Knight P. (eds), Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories (pp. 457-468). New 
York: Routledge. 

Butter, M., & Knight, P. (2020a). Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories. New York: 
Routledge. 

Butter M, & Knight, P. (2020b). General introduction. In: Butter M, Knight P (eds). 
Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories (pp. 1-8). New York: Routledge 

Buturoiu, R., Udrea, G., Oprea, D. A., & Corbu, N. (2021). Who Believes in Conspiracy 
Theories about the COVID-19 Pandemic in Romania? An Analysis of Conspiracy 
Theories Believers’ Profiles. Societies, 11(4), 138. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/soc11040138 

Cichocka, A., Marchlewska, M., Golec de Zavala, A., & Olechowski, M. (2016). ‘They will 
not control us’: Ingroup positivity and belief in intergroup conspiracies. British 
Journal of Psychology, 107(3), 556-576. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12158 

Cookson, D., Jolley, D., Dempsey, R. C., & Povey, R. (2021). “If they believe, then so shall 
I”: Perceived beliefs of the in-group predict conspiracy theory belief. Group Processes 
& Intergroup Relations, 24(5), 759-782. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430221993907 

Davis, H., & McLeod, S. L. (2003). Why humans value sensational news: An evolutionary 
perspective. Evolution and Human Behavior, 24(3), 208-216. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(03)00012-6 

Dentith, M.R.X. (2014). The philosophy of conspiracy theories. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

Douglas, K. M., & Sutton, R. M. (2023). What are conspiracy theories? A definitional 
approach to their correlates, consequences, and communication. Annual review of 
psychology, 74, 271-298. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-032420-031329 

Douglas, K. M., Sutton, R. M., Callan, M. J., Dawtry, R. J., & Harvey, A. J. (2016). Someone 
is pulling the strings: Hypersensitive agency detection and belief in conspiracy 
theories. Thinking & Reasoning, 22(1), 57-
77.https://doi.org/10.1080/13546783.2015.1051586 

Douglas, K.M., Sutton, R.M., & Cichocka, A. (2017). The psychology of conspiracy theories. 
Current directions in psychological science, 26(6), 538-542. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721417718261 

Douglas, K. M., Uscinski, J. E., Sutton, R. M., Cichocka, A., Nefes, T., Ang, C. S., & Deravi, 
F. (2019). Understanding conspiracy theories. Advances in Political Psychology, 40 
(1), 1–33. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12568 

Enders, A. M., Uscinski, J. E., Klofstad, C. A., Premaratne, K., Seelig, M. I., Wuchty, S., ... 
& Funchion, J. R. (2021). The 2020 presidential election and beliefs about fraud: 

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc11040138
https://doi.org/10.3390/soc11040138
https://doi.org/10.3390/soc11040138
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12158
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12158
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1368430221993907
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1368430221993907
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(03)00012-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(03)00012-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(03)00012-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/13546783.2015.1051586
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721417718261
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721417718261
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721417718261
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12568
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12568


Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

Continuity or change? Electoral Studies, 72, 
102366.https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2021.102366 

Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Buchner, A., & Lang, A.-G. (2009). Statistical power analyses using 
G*Power 3.1: Tests for correlation and regression analyses. Behavior Research 
Methods, 41, 1149-1160. https://doi.org/10.3758/BRM.41.4.1149 

Fessler, D. M. T., Pisor, A. C., & Navarrete, C. D. (2014). Negatively-Biased Credulity and 
the Cultural Evolution of Beliefs. PLoS ONE, 9(4). 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0095167 

Franks, B., Bangerter, A., & Bauer, M.W. (2013) ‘Conspiracy theories as quasi-religious 
mentality: an integrated account from cognitive science, social representations theory, 
and frame theory’, Frontiers in Psychology. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00424 

Galliford, N., & Furnham, A. (2017). Individual difference factors and beliefs in medical and 
political conspiracy theories. Scandinavian journal of psychology, 58(5), 422-428. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12382 

Goertzel, T. (1994). Belief in conspiracy theories. Political Psychology, 15(4), 731–742. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3791630 

Green, R., & Douglas, K. M. (2018). Anxious attachment and belief in conspiracy theories. 
Personality and Individual Differences, 125, 30-37. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.12.023 

Greenburgh, A. G., Liefgreen, A., Bell, V., & Raihani, N. (2022). Factors affecting 
conspiracy theory endorsement in paranoia. Royal Society Open Science, 9(1), 
211555. https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.211555 

Guess, A., Nagler, J., & Tucker, J. (2019). Less than you think: Prevalence and predictors of 
fake news dissemination on Facebook. Science advances, 5(1), eaau4586. 
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aau4586 

Guess, A. M., Nyhan, B., & Reifler, J. (2020). Exposure to untrustworthy websites in the 
2016 US election. Nature human behaviour, 4(5), 472-480. 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-020-0833-x 

Goreis, A., & Voracek, M. (2019). A systematic review and meta-analysis of psychological 
research on conspiracy beliefs: Field characteristics, measurement instruments, and 
associations with personality traits. Frontiers in psychology, 10, 205. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00205 

Grzesiak-Feldman, M. (2007). Conspiracy thinking and state-trait anxiety in young Polish 
adults. Psychological Reports, 100, 199–202. https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.100.1.199-
202 

Grzesiak-Feldman, M. (2013). The effect of high-anxiety situations on conspiracy thinking. 
Current Psychology, 32, 100-118. https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1007/s12144-013-
9165-6 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2021.102366
https://doi.org/10.3758/BRM.41.4.1149
https://doi.org/10.3758/BRM.41.4.1149
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0095167
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0095167
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0095167
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00424
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00424
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12382
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12382
https://doi.org/10.1111/sjop.12382
https://doi.org/10.2307/3791630
https://doi.org/10.2307/3791630
https://doi.org/10.2307/3791630
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.12.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.12.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.12.023
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.211555
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.211555
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00205
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00205
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00205


Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

Hart, J., & Graether, M. (2018). Something’s Going on Here: Psychological Predictors of 
Belief in Conspiracy Theories. Journal of Individual Differences, 39(4), 229-237. 
https://doi.org/10.1027/1614-0001/a000268. 

Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). The weirdest people in the world?. 
Behavioral and brain sciences, 33(2-3), 61-83. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X0999152X 

Hollander, B. A. (2017). Partisanship, individual differences, and news media exposure as 
predictors of conspiracy beliefs. J. Mass Commun. Q. 95, 691–713. doi: 
10.1177/1077699017728919 

Imhoff, R. (2022). Conspiracy theories through a cross-cultural lens. Online Readings in 
Psychology and Culture, 5(3), 2307-0919. https://doi.org/10.9707/2307-0919.1175 

Imhoff, R., & Bruder, M. (2014). Speaking (un-) truth to power: Conspiracy mentality as a 
generalised political attitude. European Journal of Personality, 28(1), 25–43. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.1930 

Imhoff, R., Dieterle, L., & Lamberty, P. (2020). Resolving the puzzle of conspiracy 
worldview and political activism: belief in secret plots decreases normative but 
increases nonnormative political engagement. Social Psychological and Personality 
Science, 12(1), 71-79.. https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550619896491 

Imhoff, R., Zimmer, F., Klein, O., António, J. H., Babinska, M., Bangerter, A., Bilewicz, M., 
Blanuša, N., Bovan, K., Bužarovska, R., Cichocka, A., Delouvée, S., Douglas, K. M., 
Dyrendal, A., Etienne, T., Gjoneska, B., Graf, S., Gualda, E., Hirschberger, G., … van 
Prooijen, J. (2022). Conspiracy mentality and political orientation across 26 countries. 
Nature Human Behaviour. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01258-7 

Jolley, D., & Douglas, K. M. (2014). The social consequences of conspiracism: Exposure to 
conspiracy theories decreases intentions to engage in politics and to reduce one’s 
carbon footprint. British Journal of Psychology, 105, 35–
56.https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12018 

Jolley, D., Mari, S., & Douglas, K. M. (2020). Consequences of conspiracy theories. In M. 
Butter and P. Knight (eds), Routledge Handbook of Conspiracy Theories (pp. 231-
241). New York: Routledge. 

Jolley, D., Meleady, R., & Douglas, K. M. (2020). Exposure to intergroup conspiracy 
theories promotes prejudice which spreads across groups. British Journal of 
Psychology, 111(1), 17-35. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12385 

Kang, S. H. K., McDermott, K. B., & Cohen, S. M. (2008). The mnemonic advantage of 
processing fitness-relevant information. Memory & Cognition, 36(6), 1151–1156. 
https://doi.org/10.3758/MC.36.6.1151 

Keeley, B. L. (1999). Of conspiracy theories. Journal of Philosophy, 96, 109–126. 
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1084585 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X0999152X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X0999152X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X0999152X
https://doi.org/10.9707/2307-0919.1175
https://doi.org/10.9707/2307-0919.1175
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.1930
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.1930
https://doi.org/10.1002/per.1930
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550619896491
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550619896491
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12018
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12385
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12385
https://doi.org/10.3758/MC.36.6.1151
https://doi.org/10.3758/MC.36.6.1151
https://doi.org/10.3758/MC.36.6.1151
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1084585
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1084585
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1084585


Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

Knapp, R. H. (1944). A psychology of rumor. Public Opinion Quarterly, 8, 22–37. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/265665 

Kofta, M., Soral, W., & Bilewicz, M. (2020). What breeds conspiracy antisemitism? The role 
of political uncontrollability and uncertainty in the belief in Jewish conspiracy. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 118, 900–
918.https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000183 

Lawson, M. A., Anand, S., & Kakkar, H. (2023). Tribalism and tribulations: The social costs 
of not sharing fake news. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001374 

Leiser, D., Duani, N., and Wagner-Egger, P. (2017). The conspiratorial style in lay economic 
thinking. PLoS ONE 12:e0171238. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0171238 

Liekefett, L., Christ, O., & Becker, J. C. (2023). Can conspiracy beliefs be beneficial? 
Longitudinal linkages between conspiracy beliefs, anxiety, uncertainty aversion, and 
existential threat. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 49(2), 167-179. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672211060965 

Miller, M., White, B., & Scrivner, C. (2023, March 27). Surfing Uncertainty with Screams: 
Predictive Processing, Error Dynamics and Horror Films. 
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/t2xrb 

Moussaïd, M., Brighton, H., & Gaissmaier, W. (2015). The amplification of risk in 
experimental diffusion chains. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 
112(18), 5631–5636. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1421883112 

Nairne, J. S. (2010). Adaptive Memory. In Psychology of Learning and Motivation (Vol. 53, 
pp. 1–32). Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0079-7421(10)53001-9 

Nave, G., Rentfrow, J., & Bhatia, S. (2020). We are what we watch: Movie plots predict the 
personalities of those who “like” them. PsyArXiv. https://psyarxiv.com/wsdu8/ 

Nera, K., & Schöpfer, C. (2022, April 18). What Is So Special About Conspiracy Theories? 
Conceptually Distinguishing Beliefs in Conspiracy Theories from Conspiracy Beliefs 
in Psychological Research. PsyArXiv. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/t8fhj  

Oliver, J. E., & Wood, T. (2014). Medical conspiracy theories and health behaviors in the 
United States. JAMA internal medicine, 174(5), 817-818. 
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2014.190 

Olmsted K. (2010). Conspiracy theories in US history. In: Uscinski JE (ed). Conspiracy 
Theories and the People Who Believe Them. Oxford University Press; 2018. p. 285–
97.  

Oosterwijk, S. (2017). Choosing the negative: A behavioral demonstration of morbid 
curiosity. PloS one, 12(7), e0178399. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0178399 

https://doi.org/10.1086/265665
https://doi.org/10.1086/265665
https://doi.org/10.1086/265665
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000183
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/xge0001374
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/xge0001374
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/xge0001374
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672211060965
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/t2xrb
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1421883112
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1421883112
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0079-7421(10)53001-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0079-7421(10)53001-9
https://psyarxiv.com/wsdu8/
https://psyarxiv.com/wsdu8/
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/t8fhj
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2014.190
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2014.190
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2014.190
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0178399
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0178399


Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

Otgaar, H., Smeets, T., & van Bergen, S. (2010). Picturing survival memories: Enhanced 
memory after fitness-relevant processing occurs for verbal and visual stimuli. 
Memory & Cognition, 38(1), 23–28. https://doi.org/10.3758/MC.38.1.23 

Paulus M.P., Stein M.B. (2010) Interoception in anxiety and depression. Brain Struct Funct. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00429-010-0258-9. 

Pigden, C. (1995). Popper revisited, or what is wrong with conspiracy theories?. Philosophy 
of the Social Sciences, 25(1), 3-34. https://doi.org/10.1177/004839319502500101 

Ross, M. W., Essien, E. J., & Torres, I. (2006). Conspiracy beliefs about the origin of 
HIV/AIDS in four racial/ethnic groups. Journal of acquired immune deficiency 
syndromes (1999), 41(3), 342. 
https://doi.org/10.1097%2F01.qai.0000209897.59384.52 

Rozin, P., & Royzman, E. B. (2001). Negativity Bias, Negativity Dominance, and Contagion. 
Personality and Social Psychology Review, 5(4), 296–320. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0504_2 

Scrivner, C., & Christensen, K. A. (2021). Scaring away anxiety: Therapeutic avenues for 
horror fiction to enhance treatment for anxiety symptoms. PsyArXiv. 
https://psyarxiv.com/7uh6f 

Scrivner, C., & Clasen, M. (2021). Why Frightening Imaginary Worlds? Morbid curiosity 
and the learning potential of horror. PsyArXiv. https://psyarxiv.com/nvfbt/ 

Scrivner, C., Choe, K. W., Henry, J., Lyu, M., Maestripieri, D., & Berman, M. G. (2019). 
Violence reduces attention to faces and draws attention to points of contact. Scientific 
reports, 9(1), 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-54327-3 

Scrivner, C., Johnson, J. A., Kjeldgaard-Christiansen, J., & Clasen, M. (221). Pandemic 
practice: Horror fans and morbidly curious individuals are more psychologically 
resilient during the COVID-19 pandemic. Personality and individual differences, 168, 
110397. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110397 

Scrivner, C. (2021a). An infectious curiosity: Morbid curiosity and media preferences during 
a Pandemic. Evolutionary Studies in Imaginative Culture, 5(1), 1-12. 
https://doi.org/10.26613/esic.5.1.206 

Scrivner, C. (2021b). The psychology of morbid curiosity: Development and initial validation 
of the morbid curiosity scale. Personality and individual differences, 183, 111139. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111139 

Scrivner, C. (2022). Bleeding-heart horror fans: Enjoyment of horror media is not related to 
reduced empathy or compassion. PsyArXiv. https://psyarxiv.com/rhc23 

Singh, M. (2021). Magic, explanations, and evil: The origins and design of witches and 
sorcerers. Current Anthropology, 62(1), 2-29. https://doi.org/10.1086/713111 

https://doi.org/10.3758/MC.38.1.23
https://doi.org/10.3758/MC.38.1.23
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F004839319502500101
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F004839319502500101
https://doi.org/10.1097%2F01.qai.0000209897.59384.52
https://doi.org/10.1097%2F01.qai.0000209897.59384.52
https://doi.org/10.1097%2F01.qai.0000209897.59384.52
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0504_2
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0504_2
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327957PSPR0504_2
https://psyarxiv.com/7uh6f
https://psyarxiv.com/7uh6f
https://psyarxiv.com/7uh6f
https://psyarxiv.com/nvfbt/
https://psyarxiv.com/nvfbt/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-54327-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-54327-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110397
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110397
https://doi.org/10.26613/esic.5.1.206
https://doi.org/10.26613/esic.5.1.206
https://doi.org/10.26613/esic.5.1.206
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111139
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111139
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111139
https://psyarxiv.com/rhc23
https://psyarxiv.com/rhc23
https://doi.org/10.1086/713111
https://doi.org/10.1086/713111


Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

Stasielowicz, L. (2022). Who believes in conspiracy theories? A meta-analysis on personality 
correlates. Journal of research in personality, 98, 104229. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2022.104229 

Stephan, W. G., Boniecki, K. A., Ybarra, O., Bettencourt, A., Ervin, K. S., Jackson, L. A., ... 
& Renfro, C. L. (2002). The role of threats in the racial attitudes of Blacks and 
Whites. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 28(9), 1242-1254. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672022812009 

Strizhakova, Y., & Krcmar, M. (2007). Mood management and video rental choices. Media 
Psychology, 10(1), 91-112. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213260701301152 

Stojanov, A., & Halberstadt, J. (2020). Does lack of control lead to conspiracy beliefs? A 
meta‐analysis. European Journal of Social Psychology, 50(5), 955-968. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2690 

Stubbersfield, J.M. (2021). Conspiracy Theories: A Cultural Evolution Theory approach. 
OSF Preprints. https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/hqkju 

Stubbersfield, J. M. (2022). Content biases in three phases of cultural transmission: A 
review. Culture and Evolution, 19(1), 41-60. 
https://doi.org/10.1556/2055.2022.00024 

Stubbersfield, J. M., Tehrani, J. J., & Flynn, E. G. (2015). Serial killers, spiders and cybersex: 
Social and survival information bias in the transmission of urban legends. British 
Journal of Psychology, 106(2), 288–307. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12073 

Stubbersfield, J. M., Flynn, E. G., & Tehrani, J. J. (2017). Cognitive evolution and the 
transmission of popular narratives: A literature review and application to urban 
legends. Evolutionary Studies in Imaginative Culture, 1(1), 121-136. 
https://doi.org/10.26613/esic.1.1.20 

Stubbersfield, J. M., Widger, T., Russell, A. J., & Tehrani, J. J. (2021). The HCT Index: a 
typology and index of health conspiracy theories with examples of use. Wellcome 
Open Research, 6, 196. https://doi.org/10.12688/wellcomeopenres.16790.1 

Sugiyama, M. S. (2001). Food, foragers, and folklore: The role of narrative in human 
subsistence. Evolution and Human Behavior, 22(4), 221-240. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(01)00063-0 

Swami, V., Coles, R., Stieger, S., Pietschnig, J., Furnham, A., Rehim, S., & Voracek, M. 
(2011). Conspiracist ideation in Britain and Austria: Evidence of a monological belief 
system and associations between individual psychological differences and real‐world 
and fictitious conspiracy theories. British Journal of Psychology, 102(3), 443-463. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8295.2010.02004.x 

Swami, V., Furnham, A., Smyth, N., Weis, L., Lay, A., and Clow, A. (2016a). Putting the 
stress on conspiracy theories: examining associations between psychological stress, 
anxiety, and belief in conspiracy theories. Pers. Individ. Dif. 99, 72–76. doi: 
10.1016/j.paid.2016.04.084 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F01461672022812009
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F01461672022812009
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F01461672022812009
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213260701301152
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213260701301152
https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/hqkju
https://doi.org/10.1556/2055.2022.00024
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12073
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjop.12073
https://doi.org/10.26613/esic.1.1.20
https://doi.org/10.26613/esic.1.1.20
https://doi.org/10.26613/esic.1.1.20
https://doi.org/10.12688/wellcomeopenres.16790.1
https://doi.org/10.12688/wellcomeopenres.16790.1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8295.2010.02004.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8295.2010.02004.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8295.2010.02004.x


Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

Tennen, H., & Affleck, G. (1990). Blaming others for threatening events. Psychological 
Bulletin, 108(2), 209. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.108.2.209 

Uscinski (Ed.) (2019) Conspiracy theories and the people who believe them. New York, NY: 
1013 Oxford University Press. 

Uscinski, J., Enders, A. M., Klofstad, C., & Stoler, J. (2022). Cause and effect: On the 
antecedents and consequences of conspiracy theory beliefs. Current opinion in 
psychology, 101364. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.101364 

Uscinski, J. E., Klofstad, C., & Atkinson, M. D. (2016). What drives conspiratorial beliefs? 
The role of informational cues and predispositions. Political Research Quarterly, 
69(1), 57-71. https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912915621621 

Uscinski, J. E., & Parent, J. M. (2014). American conspiracy theories. New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press. 

van Prooijen, J.W. (2020). An existential threat model of conspiracy theories. European 
Psychologist, 25, 16–25. https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000381  

van Prooijen, J. W. (2022). Psychological benefits of believing conspiracy theories. Current 
Opinion in Psychology, 101352. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.101352 

van Prooijen, J. W., & Acker, M. (2015). The influence of control on belief in conspiracy 
theories: Conceptual and applied extensions. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 29(5), 
753-761. https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.3161 

van Prooijen, J. W., & Douglas, K. M. (2017). Conspiracy theories as part of history: The 
role of societal crisis situations. Memory studies, 10(3), 323-333. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/1750698017701615 

van Prooijen, J.W., & Song, M. (2021). The cultural dimension of intergroup conspiracy 
theories. British Journal of Psychology, 112(2), 455-473. 

van Prooijen, J.W., Staman, J., & Krouwel, A. P. (2018). Increased conspiracy beliefs among 
ethnic and Muslim minorities. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 32(5), 661-667. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/acp.3442 

van Prooijen, J. W., & van Lange, P. A. M. (2014). The social dimension of belief in 
conspiracy theories. In J. W. van Prooijen & P. A. M. van Lange (Eds.). Power, 
politics, and paranoia. Why people are suspicious of their leaders. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

van Prooijen, J. W., & van Vugt, M. (2018). Conspiracy theories: Evolved functions and 
psychological mechanisms. Perspectives on psychological science, 13(6), 770-788. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618774270 

Wagner-Egger, P. (2022, March 24). The Noises of Conspiracy: Psychology of Beliefs in 
Conspiracy Theories. PsyArXiv. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/fv52e 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.108.2.209
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.108.2.209
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1065912915621621
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912915621621
https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000381
https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000381
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618774270
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618774270
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618774270
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/fv52e
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/fv52e


Morbid curiosity and conspiracy theories, BJP 
 

West, H. G., & Sanders, T. (2003). Transparency and conspiracy: Ethnographies of 1061 
suspicion in the New World Order. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Yiend, J. (2010). The effects of emotion on attention: A review of attentional processing of 
emotional information. Cognition and Emotion, 24(1), 3–47. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930903205698 

Zarocostas, J. (2020). How to fight an infodemic. The lancet, 395(10225), 676. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30461-X 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930903205698

