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RESEARCH PROPOSAL
For my senior project, I want to engage in original research to examine the relationship
between individual locus of control and individual tendency to seek out and believe in
conspiracy theories. Locus of control is a psychological trait of how an individual may
assign what or who is in control of their lives. An individual with a more internal locus of control
contributes their successes or failures to their own doing, whereas a more external locus of
control assigns control to external forces such as luck or powerful others. Conspiracy theories
here will be defined as: an unlikely alternative explanation for events or situations that invoke a
conspiracy by hostile, powerful and covert groups. Research suggests that education level,
political affiliation and gender are not good predictors for who believes in conspiracy theories,
although Douglas et al., (2016) indicates that education may be linked to underlying reasoning
processes and assumptions regarding conspiracy beliefs. There is also a lack of agreement
on whether or not perceived or actual civic/political control in society predicts willingness to
believe in conspiracy theories (Stogenav et al., 2020; Abalakina-Paap et al., 2002)- so what does
predict it?
The search for Truth and what is True has always been the task of human minds, but the
information age is currently making this quest both easier and infinitely more difficult; especially
in an age where modern communication systems can disseminate false information faster and
more widespread than ever before. The presence of conspiracy theories in society is not new, in
fact, conspiracy theories are a part of all societies throughout time (Prooijen 2017). Belief in
conspiracy theories, or the belief that there are hidden hostile coalitions with sinister intents
towards oneself might even be an evolutionarily adaptive trait, as would be lending credulity to
mentions of danger or conspiracy (Fessler 2019). Evolutionary ecology recognizes that
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humans evolved an alliance-detection system in order to quickly recognize coalitions of mutually
cooperating individuals for the purpose of establishing alliances and
mates (Prooijen & Vugt 2018). At the same time, mutually cooperating groups of individuals
could have also posed a threat or as competition. Thus, to mitigate against possible threats to the
groups’ survival and overall fitness, detection of potentially hostile coalitions is an adaptive
mechanism for survival Prooijen & Vugt 2018).
Launching from a previous pilot project and building on existing methodology of Human
Behavioral Ecology and Evolutionary Psychology, I hypothesize that those with a more external
locus of control will be more willing to believe in conspiracy theories because of the
predisposition of an externality located individual to believe that ‘powerful others’ are the
reason for events or situations.
I intend to complete this project first by a thorough analysis of existing bodies of research
both on locus of control and belief in conspiracy theories, specifically through an evolutionary
psychological lens. Then I will develop a survey using SurveyMonkey that will help capture and
quantify both my response (belief in conspiracy theories) and explanatory variables (locus of
control), as well as some control variables such as age, gender and political ideology. After
approval from IRB Human Subjects, I will disseminate my survey through my own social media
platforms, pages such as r/samplesize, and potentially mine university sites for publicly available
email addresses. I plan to allow for a large window of time to collect surveys, and I will add a
material incentive for completion of surveys.
So why does this matter, what is the point? With internet search engines and social
media, it is easier than ever to see new information every day. Since the onset of the
coronavirus pandemic (where people turn to the internet with less to do), there has been a
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massive increase in the proliferation of conspiracy theories. A conspiracy concerning widespread
voter fraud and a stolen election motivated rioters to invade the US Capitol building. Political,
class and social division is alarmingly evident in US society. Additionally, longitudinal research
is suggesting that my generations (gen Z) locus of control is more external than the generations
before-- externality has been increasing (Twenge 2004). If there is a link between locus of
control and willingness to believe in conspiracy theories, then there may be serious implications
moving forward for the most external generation ever that spends considerable time with
a worldwide web of disinformation suggesting that there are sinister forces working in secret
against them. The topic is relevant due to how conspiracy can affect policy, personal
relationships, behavior, and society; and it is exceedingly interesting. In addition, there has yet to
be significant research in this field examining the relationship between locus of control and
willingness to believe in conspiracy theories, which makes this project both original and novel.
Through this senior project, I hope to learn more about psychology and evolutionary
psychology, as well as research methods and quantitative analysis in the field of
anthropology. Human coalitions, cooperation, distrust, and conspiracy are fields that have a
strong base in Evolutionary Ecology, a field I intend to pursue through graduate school and
potentially end up teaching, myself. This project will allow me to practice working with IRB
Human Subjects, survey sampling and methodology, and qualitative and quantitative analysis in
SPSS. Hopefully, this project can act as a starting point for future research in applying
evolutionary ecology to some traditionally more psychological fields.
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ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY
Abalakina‐Paap, M., Stephan, W. G., Craig, T., & Gregory, W. L. (1999). Beliefs in
Conspiracies. Political Psychology, 20(3), 637-647. doi:10.1111/0162-895x.00160
These authors from New Mexico State and Purdue University published this paper
in Political Psychology in 1999. This source provides a distinct definition of a conspiracy theory
and an apt review of the theoretical and empirical literature surrounding conspiracy
theories. Previous research indicates that low levels of trust, high levels of anomie, hostility, as
well as feelings of powerlessness are correlated with belief in conspiracy theories. The authors
decide that there are five types of reasons for why people may believe in them. Those five
reasons are: “(a) they are alienated, (b) they feel powerless, (c) such conspiracies simplify a
complex world, (d) conspiracies can be used to explain their problems, and (e) such beliefs
provide an outlet for their hostility” (638). The externalized nature of conspiracy theories would
be attractive because they are consistent with the general feelings of those with a more external
locus of control. Believing in conspiracy theories could be a way to externalize personal feelings
of fear and anger by finding an enemy to blame for personal problems.
The researchers then conducted a study of New Mexico University students with an average
age of 20(range 18-34) which examined general and specific propensity towards willingness to
believe in conspiracy theories. Their sample was 50% white, 29% Hispanic, with single-digit
percentages of other races and ethnicities. They hypothesize that if feeling powerless leads to
belief in conspiracy theories, then these beliefs should be positively correlated with
powerlessness and associated with an external locus of control. To test their hypothesis, the
authors included questionnaires of established scales such as tolerance for ambiguity, the original
Rotter IE (internal to external) LOC scale, malevolent world, hostility, powerlessness, anomie,
authoritarianism, trust, and others. They also created two variables concerning willingness to
believe in conspiracy, a list of 22 specific conspiracy theories as well as questions regarding a
general willingness to believe in conspiracy theories. The authors concluded that since their
general and specific variables were only moderately correlated, they were actually
measuring two separate constructs of willingness to believe and were thus independent and
important separate predictors.
Their results provided an intriguing discussion of who believes in conspiracy theories. On
average, people believed in 5.73 out of 22 possible specific conspiracy theories. Of their
demographic variables, only race had an impact on belief in specific conspiraciesCaucasians had lower scores on specific beliefs than Hispanics and other minority students. The
three most salient predictors of general attitudes toward willingness to believe in conspiracy
theories were LOC, trust, and hostility. The authors conclude that “People who are mistrustful,
hostile, and have high scores on external locus of control share a common worldview, one in
which other people cannot be relied on to have one’s best interests in mind” (645). They
also discuss how their hypothesis that belief in conspiracies is related to a need to simplify
complex events was not supported.
Their study indicates a significant difference between an individual’s general attitude toward
conspiracy theories and their belief in specific theories. The study suffers from a relatively small
sample size, and the authors do not discuss which specific conspiracies (and thus the nature and
content of those theories) that Hispanics were more likely to believe in, or the nature of why this
is so. There could be lurking correlates in these specific beliefs due to cultural experience
or religiosity. They do not examine LOC from a behavioral ecological perspective- Minority

Papile 6

populations, who tend to have less power in society tend to have a more external LOC because it
is adaptive in an energy planning conservation sense to do so. The use of the Rotter IE scale also
constricts any conclusions using LOC, as the multidimensional specifically examines powerful
others and chance which has implications for belief in general and specific conspiracy theories.
Acerbi, A. (2018). Cognitive attraction and online misinformation.
doi:10.31234/osf.io/kgxt3
Alberto Acerbi is a cognitive/evolutionary anthropologist at Brunel University in London
who publishes in modern cultural evolution and psychology. This paper examines how we select
what information is transmitted, what types of information people remember and choose to pass
on to other people, especially in the online sphere using an evolved cognitive approach. This
approach hypothesizes that some cultural traits of narratives are more successful than others,
making them more memorable and attention grabbing, such as threat related information (that
would be adaptive to pass on), sexually related info, elements associated with disgust, social
information, political matters, presence of celebrities, minimally counterintuitive elements, and
anti-essentialist information.
Acerbi engages in a content analysis of 260 articles published on 26 websites that are known
for hoaxes and misinformation. He coded for the presence or absence of the eight elements listed
above, as well as if the general tone or information was positively, negatively or
neutrally valanced. His conclusions are that the majority of the content was negative- with social
and celebrity content making up the majority percentage, followed by threat information. He also
reports that threat, sexual and disgust content usually were reported together. He concludes that
the transmission chain methodology in online situations operates slightly different than in printwhenever information is presented online (either in the source or on social media sites) there is
often a way to easily share the information such as a share, repost button. Otherwise, someone
would have to read the source, encode the information, remember and reproduce the information
to someone else, which leaves more time to examine content vs feeling the immediate pressure to
pass it on. This also relates to negatively biased transmission hypotheses. He concludes that
search engines are designed for shallow engagement, and that “misinformation is less
constrained by the need to be consistent with reality with respect to truthful information. In this
respect, misinformation can be designed (as commented before, this does not need to be a
conscious process) to appeal cognitive preferences more than truthful information can” (6).
Bebbington, K., Macleod, C., Ellison, T. M., & Fay, N. (2017). The sky is falling: Evidence
of a negativity bias in the social transmission of information. Evolution and Human
Behavior, 38(1), 92-101. doi:10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2016.07.004
Bebbington et al (2017), from University of Western Australia examines social
transmission of information, and the subsequent transformation of that information through an
imperfect and reconstructive process that is ultimately influenced by evolved
cognitive mechanisms. The authors hypothesize that this process goes beyond regular negativity
bias in preference, it actually includes negativity bias in the social transmission of information to
the point that if negative information is processed, it will be more likely to survive transmissions.
It includes avoiding losses even at the expense of acquiring gains. The authors posit that other
research has examined the product of negativity bias, but not the process of it occurring.
The authors created an experiment studying the process of transmitting information and
the mental and emotional state of the people engaged in the transmission. They recruited 368
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undergraduate psych students from the university of Western Australia, aging from 18-49 with a
mean age of 20. The researchers wrote a narrative with positive events, negative events and
ambiguous events that could be interpreted either way, all events were rated by independent
judges. They also included a measure of mood and anxiety. Participants were randomly assigned
to one of 92 four-person transmission chains. Each chain was randomly assigned to either an
elevated or reduced anxiety mood induction by way of a 1-minute video of either previously
rated anxiety inducing or reducing content. The first person in the chain would read the story
presented, and then recreate as best as they could. The second person would read what the first
person had written, and then was told to recreate it as well, vice versa for the third and fourth
individuals in the chain. The survivorship of the positive and negative and ambiguous events at
each point in the transmission chain was examined.
The authors hypothesis concerning anxiety-linked negative transmission was not
supported, but the general negative survival hypothesis was: unambiguously negative story
elements survived better across transmission episodes than positive ones. As the chain
progressed, a negative resolution of the ambiguous events became more frequent. The authors
comment that negativity bias might vary between complete strangers and closely acquainted
friends and family- and undoubtably operates differently in oral vs written situations, as we can
often interpret the mood of the person they are talking to. This was an interesting addendum- as
the mood induction hypothesis that hypothesized that those in a more anxious state are more
likely to share negative information was not well supported by the data.
Berl, R., Samarasinghe, A., Roberts, S., Jordan, F. M., & Gavin, M. C. (2020). Prestige and
content biases together shape the cultural transmission of narratives. SocArXiv Papers.
doi:10.31235/osf.io/9jk6g.
This paper examined existing creation stories in the HRAF and created an artificial
creation story for experimental purposes in determining how biases influence how the content of
stories and information are transferred and survive through generations. The biases examined are
in the content of the narrative- such as social/gossip content, survival content, emotional content
such as disgust, moral and acceptable behavior, rational cause and effect information and
counterintuitive information. These are very similar to the codes examined by Acerbi. The
authors also posit that learners of the stories are also sensitive to who is telling the story such as
their associated prestige/success and similarity to the learner.
The content analysis of HRAF stories revealed that counterintuitive biological
information, followed by negative emotional, social, survival and prestige information were the
most common, indicating a very strong negativity bias in emotional information. The aural
storytelling experiment measured prestige by signals of the accent of the person telling the story,
as accents are stable over time and usually representative of cultural histories due to
bias. It revealed a greater content bias rather than prestige; essentially their hypothesis was not
supported regarding prestige signaling through accent and its subsequent information
transmission variation.
This paper suffered from a confusing format and methodology and lack of coherent
theoretical basis in prestige bias of information transmission. Understanding this gap, the authors
concluded that if the audience does not perceive a cultural relationship between themselves and
the storyteller, that culturally located prestige cues such as accent may be a less important cue in
social learning- essentially prestige bias often operates within in-group hierarchies and may not
be relevant to out-group individuals. Thus, the researchers, when they chose a specific British
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accent should have only tested Brits that would understand cultural biases of prestige as
measured through hierarchies of accents.
Fessler DMT, Pisor AC, Navarrete CD (2014) Negatively-Biased Credulity and the
Cultural Evolution of Beliefs. PLoS ONE 9(4): e95167. doi:10.1371/journal.
Pone.0095167
Fessler, Pisor and Navarrete examine the evolutionary adaptive nature of why we believe
information of a certain nature. They posit that credulity, believing information, incurs costs if
people use it to lie or take advantage of you, or if it causes you to engage in behaviors or
practices that are not fitness enhancing- wasting effort on false beliefs. Negatively biased
credulity is biasing us towards the least costly error. It is more costly to be erroneously
incredulous of dangerous information and fail to act accordingly than it is to engage in erroneous
credulity and take those precautions even if the risk or danger was not actually present (Type I vs
Type II errors). This is an extension of negativity bias. The authors posit that what sorts of
information count as high or low risk is indeed culturally dependent. Negatively biased credulity
operates such that negative events that could contain hazards to inclusive fitness will more
readily capture our attention, and thus are also stored more readily in memory.
The authors engaged in several studies to understand negatively biased credulity. The
first was a survey completed by internet users who responded to a craigslist ad. The survey
contained statements that were framed to either emphasize potential gains and others
to emphasize potential losses (research indicates that we preferentially try to minimize losses
rather than maximize gains if one path had to be chosen) and were divided using A/B logic to
either contain four statements regarding benefits and six regarding hazards or the reverse ratio,
mixed among other questions to disguise the purpose of the survey. The question was asked of
the believability of each of these statements. The hypothesis regarding
increased perceived believability of the statements emphasizing hazards was supported.
The second study examined negatively biased credulity on an individual level as impacted by
environmental factors. The authors infer that in safer environments, statements of potential
hazards may be false more often than in dangerous environments- which would reduce the cost
of incredulity and increase the cost of credulity to those false hazardous statements.
The opposite would also be true in a more hazardous environment. They note that individual
perception and capacity to deal with hazards would also impact how people will react to those
hazards. They hypothesize that those who think the world is more dangerous will probably
believe more statements that contain hazards. Using a larger sample size and additional questions
that assessed an individual’s perception of danger, the results seemed to support the second
hypothesis as well after examining correlation.
The third study analyzed content of existing folk tales and urban legends- which already have
unmeasurable elements where the truth of them cannot be confirmed. In their analysis, it was
revealed that elements containing hazards appeared 3x more than benefit information in Urban
legends.
The fourth study examined supernatural beliefs in the HRAF. After coding, results indicated
that hazardous elements appeared 1.5x more than information about potential benefits in
worldwide supernatural events.
The authors admit that all information is only correlational, so reverse causal explanations
could exist (people think the world is more dangerous because they have higher negatively
biased credulity instead of higher negatively biased credulity making people believe the world is
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more dangerous). This paper covers several very important aspects of negatively biased credulity
and information transmission- however it suffers from precision. What exactly qualifies as
hazard or negative data, and what other more specific codes could leave to greater precision in
hypotheses and understand of the content transmitted?
Fessler, D. M. (2018). Believing Chicken Little: Evolutionary Perspectives on Credulity
And Danger. Drums: Distortions, Rumours, Untruths, Misinformation & Smears, 17-36.
doi:10.1142/9789813274853_0003
Here, Fessler further investigates how believing information that sounds dangerous can be
adaptive. Fessler relates how we transmit important information to our co-evolution with cultural
information and evolved preferential psychological mechanisms. His addition of how sometimes
culture can solve problems without those perpetuating it even recognizing the nature of the
problems being solved- this is so with negatively biased credulity. This paper contains no studies
or experiments, is mostly a literature review that moves beyond past conclusions to broader
implications of information and hazards. Fessler describes the variability of credulity by
individual and by ecology. The actual threats some dangers pose will also vary individuality
based on the physical and social resources available, so someone with more capital or experience
to weather a hazard will not perceive it to be as big of a deal as someone else
might. Furthermore, people differ in the levels of risk that they are comfortable with. Ecology
matters as well, in a more dangerous environment, if there is one danger there are bound to
be more, so it is adaptive to be credulous towards any narratives containing hazards.
Fessler also recognizes existing literature indicating that those who describe themselves as
conservatives see the world as more dangerous- the nature of conservatism is maintaining
existing social practices (they are safe bets since they have survived the test of time) whereas
social liberalism requires experimentation and risk-taking. Each framework is adaptive to more
dangerous and safe worlds, respectively. Fessler than extrapolates this to hypothesize that
conservatives should exhibit great negatively biased credulity.
Another point examining information transmission is the nature of who is transmitting them.
Those who transmit negatively valanced information, which we are evolutionarily adapted
to look out for and listen, could have more credibility due to the nature of the information they
share. Furthermore, to the types of information people transmit, it is more likely to be the types
of information that the individual themselves believe, or information that could enhance our own
prestige. And if sharing hazard information increases prestige, then there are several cultural and
evolutionary mechanisms predisposing us to share hazard information more than other types of
information. From here, Fessler posits that the asymmetry should be even more evidence where
the accuracy of the information is difficult to discern, such as legends, supernatural beliefs, and
rumors. Conspiracy theories would also warrant this distinction. The impact of the social nature
of online information sharing is also important here, because we are more likely to transmit
information to people we consider friends, and more likely to believe the information they
provide to us. Social networking, the use of ‘friend’ buttons, collecting mass social networks in
one convenient platform also makes it seem like all the information you share is being shared
with a friend. Based on this wealth of information sharing, we can self-select for like-minded
individuals, which greatly decreases discussion of opposing views and increases polarization.
Fessler concludes that evolved psychology is vastly unprepared and ill-equipped to be adaptive
in in the “cyber-environment of the 21st century” (15).
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Levenson, H. (1981). Differentiating among internality, powerful others, and chance. In H.
M. Lefcourt (Ed.), Research with the locus of control construct (Vol. 1, pp. 15-63). New
York: Academic Press
This source questions the existing ideology of locus of control at the time it was written,
questioning the validity of combining the very separate dimensions of fate/chance(C) and
powerful others(P) under the broader umbrella of externality, and instead argues for a
multifaceted external locus of control measure. Leveson argues that there should
be differentiation between the two different types of externality, as one indicates “belief in the
basic unordered and random nature of the world and the belief in the basic ordered and
predictability of the world, coupled with the expectancy that powerful others are in control”
(15). Those who believe that there is order [powerful others facet] (even though it is external)
could perhaps see patterns in how people work manipulate those who are in control to regain
some control. Levenson proposes a new 24 question multidimensional scale that is different form
Rotter in five ways. First, it is a Likert scale from -3 to 3 instead of a forced choice, which makes
internal, chance, and powerful others statistically independent from each other. Each question is
asking the individual directly, not asking about people in general- a personal ideological
distinction. Levenson also removed any wording that could indicate modifiability, as those with
a more internal or high powerful others could answer the question differently because they feel
that they could change the system to better suite them. Levenson also includes high degrees of
parallelism in each 3-item set, and non-significant correlations between a social desirability
scale, which the author argues the Rotter suffers from.
The importance of the Levenson scales lies in that each of these are three distinct and nonmutually exclusive constructs, even if chance and powerful others technically still fall under as
aspects of externality. The I, C and P scales have been translated into Portuguese, Japanese and
German at the minimum. Cross cultural analysis found that Japanese students scored much lower
than Americans on internality and higher on chance, and that Japanese women were more likely
to score higher than their male counterparts in powerful others. Germans tended to score higher
on externality and lower on internality than most americans- these results show that cultural
social and behavioral values can be seen in individual LOC. American results indicated that
minorities scored higher on chance and after controlling for covariance, Blacks scored higher on
powerful others than whites.
The studies also found that scores vary at differing ages, indicating that LOC is not stable
trait throughout the life course- it varies based on the ecology and what is most adaptive. The
authors then relate scores to several populations such as mental hospital admittees, alcoholics,
and prisoners. They also investigate medical patients and locus of control, how perceived control
can influence recovery, relationships with achievement and success, occupation, and sociopolitical involvement. LOC was not the only powerful predictor in any of these scenarios,
because race and gender as well as a host of other variables vastly impacted predictions. For
example, political activism and engagement may actually have to do with an individual’s past
history with actually being successful in changing things. The authors posit that based
on Rotter’s ideology; internals hypothetically would be more involved because they feel like
they have the power to incite change- whereas externals feel that their actions wouldn’t have
much of an effect regardless. This has and has not been supported. Levenson and Miller
hypothesized that using the multidimensional scale, the powerful others would be differentially
related to activism depending on political ideology. Results indicated that politically
liberal males perceived that powerful others played a major role in controlling their lives, the
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more activist they became. The converse was true of conservative males, the more they
perceived powerful others in control the less active they became (probably because as a group
with a lot of power, the system is working for them, so they see no need to change it, as the
people in power are people like them with their ideals). The authors hypothesize this is because
conservatives are more likely to see power as legitimate, a claim I do not know if I agree with. A
lesbian activist group, however, had very low I scores and high P scores; the authors hypothesize
that potentially it’s because their previous efforts had never succeeded and as women and a less
accepted sexuality would position them more at the mercy of straight white males in power.
Prooijen, J. V., & Douglas, K. M. (2017). Conspiracy theories as part of history: The role of
societal crisis situations. Memory Studies, 10(3), 323-333.
doi:10.1177/1750698017701615
This source reports the existing literature surrounding conspiracy theories and argues that
conspiracy theories become more prominent in times of ‘societal crisis,’ defined as “any
impactful and rapid societal change that calls established power structures, norms of conduct, or
the existence of specific people or groups into question” (323). The paper establishes that
conspiracy theories have existed for as long as we have written records to combat a belief that
they are the product of a divisive information age. Their argument is positioned in the belief that
in the case of negative or unexpected events, citizens engage in sense-making narratives that
ultimately become a part of history- think of the uncertainty surrounding the assassination of
JFK. They also reiterate the definition and important aspect of a conspiracy theorythe existence of a powerful group with malicious intentions operating in secret- which
differentiates these beliefs from religion and superstition. Ultimately, the evidence to support
conspiracy theories if often lacking, which can make them hard if not impossible to disprove.
The authors then move into a literature review, examining historical societal crisis such as
the industrial revolution and conspiracies reaching as far back as the fire of Rome and Emperor
Nero. An investigation of published letters US citizens sent into the New York Time and
Chicago tribune between the years of 1890 and 2010 showed that prevalence didn’t increase or
decrease over time, but instead spiked near the end of the industrial revolution and after WWII
and at the beginning of the Cold War. These would qualify as times of societal crisis. There have
also been claims that a decline in satisfaction with democracy and trust in politicians is to blame
for a rise in conspiracy theories. The authors argue instead that they are indeed low, but not any
significantly lower than it has been historically. They instead posit that the last 20-30 years have
held significant amounts of wars, financial collapse, increased knowledge of climate change, and
terrorist attacks and large social change, indicating that this would be one of the spikes in
prevalence.
In an unnamed relationship to Locus of Control and the adaptive nature of externality, the
authors speculate that crisis situations are likely to have an overarching effect on people that they
are unable to control their environment, and increased uncertainty about the future. If one feels in
control of their future, they can successfully engage in behaviors such as seizing opportunities,
avoiding threats and optimizing outcomes through informed good-decision-making. Their
hypothesis is confirmed by research indicating a rise in external locus of control through the
generations. The authors posit the nature of the emergence of conspiracy theories in these
situations as engaging in a precautionary measure that allows them to expose the conspiracy, and
thus more accurately predict and control the future. Furthermore, there is probably some
psychological payoff for those who believe in conspiracy theories because it is reassuring that
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harmful incidents don’t happen at random, but the framework belief of a conspiracy theory
enables individuals to prepare for those dangers.
Conspiracy theories, while they may be complex, are still often simplifications of the
complex interactions of larger socio-political events and the histories that have led to them.
Conspiracies just condense the cause to one group, one villain, which makes them easily
culturally transmittable and subject to negativity bias. The authors explain also how exposure to
and participation in the transmission of conspiracies doesn’t actually help alleviate the feelings
of powerlessness either, it is just an altered framework of understanding how the world operates.
Finally, the authors posit how conspiracies can become interwoven with culture to a point in
which they may become the laypeople’s representation of historical events- event to those
that weren’t there to experience the events. The JFK assassination for example, has become more
popular overtime which is unusual, as the prevalence and popularity of some
conspiracies decrease as new information comes to light.
Rucas, S. L., & Miller, A. A. (2013). Locus of control and sleep in evolutionary
perspective. Journal of Social, Evolutionary, and Cultural Psychology, 7(2), 79-96.
doi:10.1037/h0099208
Rucas and Miller (2013) investigates the relationship between sleep and locus of control,
specifically in the population of firefighter, a known sleep deficient population. They
hypothesize that less sleep will lead to a more external locus of control because evolutionary
ecological and life history theory states that individuals will allocate energy to maximize fitness
and survivorship. If ecological uncertainty is high enough that it results in loss of sleep, it would
be adaptive for locus of control to shift to be more externally located to reduce energy waste and
loss by initial investment that might not pay off due to the uncertain and unpredictable nature of
the ecology. An internally located locus of control is more costly when payoff is unreliable,
externality helps mitigate this psychological and perhaps physical cost.
Locus of control is adopted through learning styles and life experiences, and neither is
better than the other- they are just better suited for different ecologies. For example, externals
may not pay the initial costs of planning, but they also won’t get the emotional payoff and
feelings of success of a plan that works out. In general, those of a lower SES tend to have a more
external loc, and in general LOC migrates towards more external as individuals age- with age
comes experience and reflection.
The authors studied CAL fire Riverside Firefighters and used the Nowiki and Duke
(internal to external) LOC scale. In their self-report questionnaires, they also included the
Arizona Life History Battery mini k, a health variable, and places to report the call volumes of
the station, sleep history and sleep debt acquired. Results indicated that external LOC
significantly predicts a faster Life History Strategy. The hypothesis of increased sleep debt and
externality was supported; however the hypothesis of decreased sleep times and
greater externality was not. All data was correlational, so no causal conclusions can be
drawn. The results also demonstrate that sleep and health are importantly related. The authors
also point out that firefighters are a self-selected group who knowingly engage in high-risk
activities, which could make these results not generalizable to the general public or other
populations.
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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.
doi:10.26613/esic.1.1.20
This paper, another analysis of information transmission and urban legends, examines
how there are separate content biases towards information of varying content, and report the
available literature surrounding each bias. These biases are towards ecological survival
information, social information, emotionally arousing information, minimally counterintuitive
information, and information consistent with stereotypes. Cultural transmission theory
would suggest that humans are predisposed to preferentially remember, encode and transmit
some information over others.
The ecological information bias would be that humans favor information with content
that includes fitness information. These themes can be found in the oral stories passed down in
foraging groups. The authors include several studies whose result indicate this bias. Social
information bias, also known as the ‘social brain’ hypothesis, would contend that social
information would even surpass survival information in importance, as we evolved greater
intelligence to solve social problems more than non-social challenges. Dunbar et al found
support for this in their transmission chain experiment, and an analysis of urban legend content,
as well as ethnographic content of traditional folktales with kinship, marriage, friendship, sex,
and other interpersonal conflict and cooperation content. Emotionally arousing information, such
as disgust or amusement motifs have also been found to have been chosen preferentially. Other
researchers have found in a content analysis, that anger info was transmitted more times over
sadness. The authors here mention the influence of negativity bias. Minimally counterintuitive
information bias is when our brains snag on motifs that seem to go against the laws of
nature (things that might not seem possible, that are weird to accept), folk biology, folk physics,
folk psychology. Finally, stereotype bias is when information that confirms cultural stereotypes
because it seems naturally believable is more readily transmitted rather than information that
conflicts.
The authors analyzed urban legends using the same urban legends reference page as
Fessler and Pisor did. They coded for six basic emotions and the other biases. They discovered
which biases were discovered together, and that emotional, followed by social and
then survival information were found in greatest prevalence. The authors also argue against
negativity bias, as amusement was found more often than disgust or scary in content analysis.
Further research, the authors contend, should lie in how biases interact- does one bias rely on the
presence of the other to be properly encoded? Cross-cultural analysis should be continued as well
for more generalizable findings, beyond WEIRD populations.
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DETAILED OUTLINE
I.Introduction
A. Background/why you should care
i.Conspiracy Theories
a. Core elements
i.Hostile coalitions, working against you in secret,
nefarious purposes
b. Different types
i.Political, cryptid
ii.Mainstream, weird underground
c. Importance of development of two variables, general and
specific
ii.Locus of Control- literature, importance of Levenson vs others
a. Levenson multifaceted scale
b. Internalityc. Powerful Others
d. Chance/fate
iii.Social communication
a. How it is spread and why
b. Negatively biased credulity
i.It is adaptive to have more negatively biased credulity,
least costly errors
c. In-person
d. On internet
iv.How this all relates to larger social and demographic trends
a. Who is disenfranchised in American society, might actually
have less control
b. For whom is more external adaptive
c. So what sort of people believe in these?
B. Hypothesis
i.Those with a more external locus of control will be more willing to
believe in conspiracy theories. Specifically, those with a higher
powerful others score will be more willing to believe in conspiracy
that would require a powerful and malevolent, whereas those with a
higher luck score will be more likely to believe in conspiracy
theories with a more paranormal/supernatural element.
II.Methods
A. Survey building
i.Design
a. Questions straight from Levenson
b. My own general willingness and willingness to believe in
specific
c. Control demographics
i.Age
ii.Gender
iii.Education level?
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iv.Political ideology
ii.Dispersal
a. R/sample size
b. Snowball
c. Craigslist
d. Common Space forum?
iii.Sample vs population
B. Construction of variablesi.General and Specific Willingness
ii.LOC scores:
a. Internal
b. Powerful Others
c. Chance
III.Discussion/Results
A. Descriptive Stats
B. Inferential Stats, not sure which ones to run yet, I don’t have variable
specifics
i.Multivariate
ii.Chi-sq
iii.Multiple Regression
IV.Conclusion
A. These results do/do not support hypothesis
B. Here’s why that does/not matter
C. Future research
i.How the content of conspiracy changes in response to societal
events...more political, more sci-fi, foreign policy?
V.References
A. Put them here
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TEXT
Introduction
The forests of Washington State contain large furry humanoids called Sasquatch, and
Area 51 hides evidence of Alien contact. The moon landing was faked, Bush did 9/11, and there
is more to the Kennedy Assassination than we have been told. The Covid-19 Pandemic is a hoax,
vaccines are a way for Bill Gates to microchip the population, the democratic party is secretly a
cabal of Satan-worshipping pedophiles, and the siege on the Capital was staged by left-wing
activists trying to make the right look bad; these are just some of the conspiracy theories
circulating across the US in 2021 and the years prior. Conspiracy theories, sometimes seen as the
ideology of the paranoid, the tin-foil hat-wearing societal outcasts, are actually so common that
the average person believes that at least two are true or possible (Goertzel, 1994). Conspiracy
theories are defined as unlikely, implausible, alternative explanations for events or situations that
invoke a conspiracy by hostile, powerful and covert groups, often with malicious intent (Zonis &
Joseph, 1994; Stojanov, Bering & Haalberstadt, 2020). While these theories are implausible,
sometimes they are actually accurate representations of reality. Sometimes there really are secret
and malevolent groups collaborating with a hidden agenda against the ideology of the observer.
The truth of Watergate and recent declassification of US government documents describing their
own investigations into unidentified flying objects (now referred to as Unidentified Aerial
Phenomena, or UAP’s) demonstrate the ever-present possibility that any conspiracy theory, no
matter how outlandish, could contain a kernel of truth. Most conspiracies, however, are often
hard or impossible to disprove. In some cases, even if disproving facts are presented, they can
become part of reasoning for why the conspiracy is the truth. Notably, an excerpt included in
Zonis & Joseph (1994) remarks that:
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Like religion [...] conspiracy-theorizing is one way of making some powerful sense of the world.
Even as it terrifies, it can comfort: everything's out of your hands. You're the perpetual underdog,
and all you can do is point out the connections and rail. Hardcore conspiracy-theorizing is also a
no-lose proposition, immune to self-doubt. Because whether you're a nut or a hero, the fact that
no one is publishing or airing or even paying attention to your story proves you're right.” (p.
449)

In some ways this observation hints at the very heart of some conspiracies: an evil group with a
hidden agenda with the power and connections to get away with any of their nefarious crimes,
where only the observer is smart enough or observant enough to notice what is going on.
Since most conspiracy theories are ultimately a simplification of complex sociopolitical
events and trajectories, they are more culturally transmittable than the true history and context
surrounding social events (van Proojen & Douglas, 2017). Having a single evil entity be the
cause of misfortune rather than the historical legacies of hundreds of people, policies, ideologies
and actions throughout history requires less cognition and analysis of our complex and
globalized society. The perceived existence of secret cabal, for example, allows individuals to
engage in precautionary measures based on predictions of the goals of the cabal that may help
them expose the conspiracy and better predict the outcomes of the future, whereas without that
belief, predicting future events seems next to impossible. Knowing about and having all the
variables is essential to predicting outcomes and behaviors and thus regaining any lost control.
In turn, as time passes, conspiracy theories become part of public and common
understandings of history. They are sense-making narratives that have existed as long as society
has and their prevalence and transmission usually spikes in times of societal crisis: when
“impactful and rapid societal change that calls established power structures, norms of conduct, or
even the existence of specific people or groups into question” (van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017 p.
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323). Research has found little evidence to suggest that education level, political affiliation or
gender are significant predictors for who believes in conspiracy theories, although Douglas et
al., (2016) indicates that education may be linked to underlying reasoning processes and
assumptions regarding conspiracy beliefs. There is also a lack of agreement on whether or
not perceived or actual civic/political control in society predicts willingness to believe in
conspiracy theories (Stojanov et al., 2020; Abalakina-Paap et al., 2002). So, what are good
predictors of willingness to believe in conspiracies and conspiratorial thinking?
A possible variable impacting willingness to believe in conspiracy theories is if the
conspiratorial information concerns dangers, in that case it would be adaptive to believe them
(Fessler & Pisor, 2014). Believing in threat related conspiracy theories could ultimately be
evolutionarily adaptive through a function called negative biased credulity. Negativity bias and
negatively biased credulity are both evolutionary tactics that can help prevent the costliest errors:
essentially erring on the side of caution. False negatives are less costly than false positives. For
example, if there is a dangerous cabal lurking in secret with malevolent or deadly intentions, it
would benefit an individual’s fitness to believe that information and take precautions in case it is
true. If it is not true, the only cost was wasted energy and false credulity. If it is true but an
individual does not believe the information and does not take precautions, the cost of false
incredulity is significantly higher.
Significantly, we are also more inclined to have negativity bias when we cannot verify
the information presented, as we have neither the time nor energy to positively verify every bit of
information that comes our way. This is an essential element to most conspiracies, as most
contain or are predicated upon facts or assumptions that cannot be corroborated (Fessler, 2018).
This is why some urban legends and conspiracies are passed on even if we don’t believe in them.
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Studies of social transmission of information have shown that natural selection will have altered
our minds to selectively remember some information over others, specifically social information
and hazard information as they can be most pertinent to inclusive fitness and survival success
(Fessler & Pisor, 2014; Berl et al., 2020; Bebbington et al., 2017; Acerbi 2018, Stubbersfield et
al., 2017).
Several existing conspiracies also contain elements we may perceive as unnatural,
unexplainable, paranormal or supernatural: conspiracies about cryptids, aliens and the like. These
conspiracies are actually very different, but not entirely separate from other conspiracy theories
which involve the collusion of groups of a powerful and secret nature. Supernatural or
paranormal concepts “violate one or a few of our psychological, biological, and physical
intuitive ontological expectations about the properties of persons, non-human animals, plants,
artifacts, or natural objects, while conforming to all other default ontological assumptions”
(Banerjee, 2013), commonly known laws of nature, of known ‘folk biology’ ‘folk psychology,’
or ‘folk physics’ (Stubbersfield, Flynn & Tehrani, 2017; Banerjee, 2013). Stories, legends and
conspiracies containing these elements have been known to have been preferentially shared,
along with stories containing threat/survival and social information (Acerbi, 2018; Stubbersfield,
Flynn & Tehrani, 2017; Bebbington, Macleod, Ellison, & Fay 2017).
The very nature of conspiracies is that they contain either threat and/or social
information, which makes them an excellent example to examine negatively biased credulity.
Beyond a negativity bias to remember theses certain types of information (containing social
information, threat information, or minimally counterintuitive information elements), we are also
more likely to pass on these types of information.
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Evolutionary Ecology recognizes that humans evolved an alliance-detection system
to quickly recognize coalitions of mutually cooperating individuals for the purpose
of establishing alliances and mates (Prooijen & Vugt, 2018). At the same time, mutually
cooperating groups of individuals could have also posed a threat or as competition. Thus, to
mitigate against possible threats to the groups’ survival and overall fitness, detection of
potentially hostile coalitions is an adaptive mechanism for survival (Prooijen & Vugt, 2018).
Some individuals more than others contain a general propensity to attribute intentionality and
agency where it does not belong, and with it the potential to see a conspiracy where one does not
exist (Douglas et al 2016).
Another possibility could lie in how belief in conspiracy theories is correlated with
Anomie (the belief that established institutions are failing, that conditions are bad for the average
person and only getting worse) and lack of trust (Abalakina‐Paap et al., 1999; Goertzel, 1994).
Where anomie and lack of trust exist, there is a lack of trust in people and institutions; essentially
those in positions of power or institutions with power. Individuals who have experienced
oppression and systemic lack of control or power imbalances are more likely to believe in
conspiracies that they personally relate to or attribute issues to conspiracies against their social
group (Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). For example, Black and Hispanic Americans are more likely
to believe in conspiracies like ‘the government purposely flooded Black communities with drugs,
the AIDS crisis was a genocide’ than white Americans (Goertzel, 1994). At the same time, the
nature of oppression is that groups in power will do anything to maintain power, including acts
of violence against the less powerful group. These acts seem more likely than a randomly
implemented conspiracy objectively, as well as from the positionality of anyone facing troubles
in their lives from which the sources seem out of their control. To clarify, I am not using the term
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conspiracies in this context to degrade the probability of oppressive actions against minority
groups, just that the act of planning and implementing such actions would be, by definition, a
conspiracy. Similarly, at the core of conspiracies are powerful individuals. Individuals with less
power would recognize a larger disparity between their own position (either in social
hierarchy/connection, economic class, intelligence, geographic proximity or other way to access
power) and a powerful individual/institution than would an individual with similar and
significant access to power and control. How an individual perceives the causal attribution
between this disparity and the events around them (or perceive it all) could lie in their individual
locus of control.
Locus of control is a psychological personality trait that indicates how an individual
attributes the causes and outcomes of life events. Locus of control ranges from a more internally
located locus, to more externally located. Internally located individuals believe that their own
actions primarily impact the outcomes of events, whereas externally located individuals believe
that their actions have less of an impact on outcomes, that outcomes are the result of external
forces such as those in positions of power, and chance or fate. Evolutionary ecology predicts that
in a safe and predictable ecology, internally located loci are more adaptive, as individuals can
invest in future gains and benefit from energy payoff and psychological payoff from having
plans work out. In an unpredictable and dangerous ecology, it is adaptive to recognize the futility
of intense energy investment in an environment in which one is unlikely to see those payoffs and
relinquish control to external forces (Rucas & Miller, 2013). Believing that one’s efforts will not
pay off because events are beyond one’s control discourages initial action and high energy
expenditure in planning or activities which would prove fruitless. An individual with an
internally located loci could waste precious time and energy in this type of ecology and end up
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believing that one’s own efforts are the cause of the failure, leading to lower self-esteem and
ability to succeed. In essence, either external or internal locus of control can lead to greater
outcomes or success depending on the nature of the environment, which is why it is a personality
trait that varies over the life course and throughout time and ecology. Unsurprisingly, in some
instances, individuals tend to attribute things that go right to their own actions and things that are
going wrong to the actions of outside forces (Unpublished research: Rucas, Papile, Green,
Klitgaard, Da Costa Pinto, 2020).
Locus of control scales have varied in past decades, from the Rotter IE to the Nowicki
and Duke to the IPC (Internality, Powerful others, Chance scale) and the Levenson, which uses
the same three constructs as the IPC with improved questions. The Levenson scale contends that
externality is actually multidimensional, made up of two separate and independent constructs of
‘Powerful Others’ and ‘Chance’ which reside under the umbrella of externality. The reason they
are distinct is because they vary in the levels of control that are relinquished by the individual.
Those with a higher Powerful Others score might believe there is a predictable order to the world
as outcomes are determined by individuals and groups in positions of power who could be
analyzed or manipulated, and some control regained. Alternatively, those with a high
Chance/Fate score would see the world as ultimately greatly chaotic and dictated only by
elements of fate, chance, and luck, in which case there is little to no hope for understanding,
predicting, or controlling outcomes (Levenson, 1981). Studies of the Levenson scale and locus of
control indicate that an individual with a higher Powerful Others score correlates with lower
belief in altruism, and the perception that others are untrustworthy, with the assumption that any
powerful group would act with malevolence (Levenson, 1981). The breakdown of the externality
concept with IPC and Levenson scales a particular relationship with conspiracy theories, as
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mentioned previously. Some conspiracies contain MCI content, such as chance, luck and fate
while others at their core contain a secret and powerful group. For this reason, my study will use
the Levenson multidimensional scale to acquire a multifaceted and descriptive understanding of
locus of control and how it relates to a general willingness to believe in conspiracy theories and
willingness to believe in specific types of conspiracies.
Between factors correlated with a greater willingness to believe in conspiracy theories,
the psychological framework of locus of control, and a proposed negativity bias of social
transmission of information, I hypothesize that 1) individuals with a more externally located
locus of control will be more willing to believe in conspiracy theories, as the general outlook in
how the world works and attribution of events between the nature of conspiracy theorists and
those with a more externally located locus of control are congruent and consistent. 2) those with
a higher Powerful Others score will have a greater willingness to believe in more specific
conspiracy theories concerning powerful groups and political theories, whereas those with a
greater chance/fate score will be more willing to believe in conspiracy theories of a less political
and more paranormal/supernature nature. Someone with a greater propensity to believe that
events are the cause of powerful others will be more likely to believe that the events in their life
are due to a conspiracy enacted by a secret and powerful group.

Methods
To test these hypotheses, I designed a survey to measure a) individual locus of control
(measuring the variables “Internality”, “Powerful Others”, and “Chance/Fate”), b) general
willingness to believe in conspiracies (referred to as “General Willingness”), c) specific
willingness to believe in a matrix of 13 mostly apolitical conspiracy theories (“Specific
Willingness”), and two questions to check if subjects are paying attention. The full survey can be

Papile 24

found in the appendix. The locus of control scale used was taken from Levenson (1981). This
scale asks the participant to rate their agreement with 24 different statements on a 7-point Likert
scale from strongly disagree (scored –3) to strongly agree (scored +3). Following variable
construction, the value of 24 is added to each participant score for each of the three constructs to
create a score ranging from 0-48, with a score of 0 being low in the construct, and 48 very high
in the construct. I also included a question that is, in essence, a self-report of internality as it asks
participants to rate their agreement (from 0 to 100) with a statement about controlling one’s life:
“I am the master of my fate/I am the captain of my soul” (from Invictus, Henley 1875).
The ‘Specific Willingness’ to believe in conspiracies construct was composed of the
average score of all 13 specific individual matrix conspiracies. This belief construct is an average
but based in content-specific questions. The ‘General Willingness’ construct was composed of
the average score of two questions measuring general willingness to believe in the overall
concept of conspiracies instead of specific conspiracies containing content that participants
found interesting, believable or relatable. The questions were as follows: “Given your personal
beliefs and experience with conspiracies, how likely is it that some of them are the truth?” (From
very unlikely to very likely), and: ‘Rate your agreement with the following statement: “While
wars, recessions, and the outcomes of elections happen, it is unlikely that they are the result of a
conspiracy by powerful actors working in secret against the rest of us”’ (measured from strongly
agree to strongly disagree). Finally, control demographic questions asking age, gender identity,
political ideology, and race were included.
The survey was constructed in SurveyMonkey and, following Cal Poly IRB Human
Subjects approval, was distributed via all of my available social network contacts. This included
Snapchat, Instagram, LinkedIn, Facebook, word of mouth, school group chats, email, and
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r/sample size. The survey was launched on April 27th, 2021 and received 349 total responses by
the time I closed it on May 5th. The survey had an average completion time of 8 minutes and 32
seconds, and 83% completion rate, resulting in a total N of 294 mostly complete responses after
cleaning.

Discussion/Results
1

*NOTE: Histograms, bar charts and other visual aids not seen here can be found in the appendix.

Figure 1. 1

Data analysis was completed with data downloaded from the SurveyMonkey website in
SPSS format and analyzed using the IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
version 25.
Figure 1.1 discusses descriptive statistics of results. The average age of survey
participants was 29.87 years old (standard deviation of 11.209 years) but skewed towards
college-aged individuals as the nature of my social network and distribution tactics skew largely

1

Variable names change slightly from SPSS output to discussion in Report:
Avg Belief in specific from Matrix → Specific Willingness
General Belief Avg Score → General Willingness
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to participants similar to my own age. Gender of participants also skewed largely towards
feminine, with roughly 186 feminine-identifying and 80 masculine-identifying, with 10
participants answering ‘equal parts masculine and feminine’ identifying. Previous studies have
shown that women are more willing to answer surveys (Smith, 2008) and again the nature of my
social networks also skews towards people of similar gender to myself. Political ideology was
mostly equal, with 121 responding as conservative leaning, 139 liberal leaning, and 10 equal
parts liberal and conservative. In the interests of diversity, equity and inclusion, the race/ethnicity
question allowed for participants to select multiple races, which made group comparison and
analysis more difficult and complex2. The overall distributions include n=240 who listed their
race as white (81.6%), n=19 Black or African American (6.5%), n=16 Hispanic (5.4%), n= 31
Asian or Asian American (10.5%), n= 12 Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (4.1%), n = 12 American
Indian or Alaska Native (4.1%), and n=12 for Another Race.
The scores of Powerful Others (from this point on referred to as ‘POW’), Chance/Fate
(referred to as ‘Chance’), and Internality were calculated as per the Levenson scale. Scores for
each of these elements ranged between 0 and 48, with higher scores indicating a higher
propensity towards that element. An individual’s score of 38 for the internality variable, for
example would indicate they have a significantly internally located locus of control. The
Internality measure and two externality measures (POW and Chance) are independent in this
scale, an individual could have both a high internal score and a high POW score. On average, the
mean Levenson scores for this sample were 32.46(sd = 7.81) for Internality, 23.89(sd = 10.7) for
POW, and 23.3(sd = 10.8) for Chance.

Rough percentages have been added for clarifying comparison to US demographic statistics,
though it should be noted that as several participants selected multiple races the percentage will
be greater than 100%.
2
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Two variables were constructed to report willingness to believe in conspiracy theories.
The first was an average of all the scores reported from the matrix, which could have ranged
from 1-5, with 1 being low willingness and 5 as high willingness. The maximum score for
average belief in the 13 matrix conspiracies was 4.69, indicating that no individual in the dataset
selected ‘very likely’ for all 13 conspiracies. The mean was 2.5(sd =.89), indicating that on
average the sample believed that most conspiracies were on the unlikely side (3 being neither
unlikely nor likely). I also broke down the Specific Willingness variable into two more variables
consisting of the two major types of conspiracies in the matrix: those that contained elements of
Powerful Others (POW), and those that contained more elements of the paranormal, science
fiction or minimally counterintuitive information. – which would contain more elements of luck,
fate or chance as those are also MCI elements. One POW-type conspiracy was: “Big pharma is
withholding cures to many diseases.” One MCI-type conspiracy would be “cryptids like Bigfoot,
El Chupacabra and the Loch Ness monster are out there.” The mean score for POW-type
conspiracies was higher than the MCI type, at 2.58(sd = .90) and 2.40 (sd = .97), respectively. A
paired samples t-test indicated these two means are statistically significantly different, t= 4.7, df
= 281 (p<.001)- indicating that people tend to believe POW type conspiracies more than MCI
type conspiracies.
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Hypothesis 1

Figure 1. 2

Hypothesis One contended that individuals with a more externally located locus of
control would have a higher general willingness to believe in conspiracies. In a bivariate
correlation matrix with bootstrapping, correlations between individuals with high POW scores
and higher average Specific Willingness scores correlated positively with a Spearman’s rho
ranked correlation coefficient of r = .539 (p<.001), 95% Bootstrap CI [.442, .623]. Individual
Chance/Fate scores correlated with the same variable with a correlation coefficient of r = .523
(p<.001), 95% CI [.427, .602]. There were no significant correlations of any kind between either
General Willingness or Specific Willingness and a higher Internality LOC score. The composite
variable to measure Average Willingness to believe in conspiracies (created from two questions,
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one reverse coded, that asked about the concept of conspiracies instead of the 13 specific
conspiracies listed in the matrix) was significantly correlated to both POW and Chance scores
with a moderate effect size of r = .263 (p<.001), 95% CI [.144, .374], and r = .288 (p<.001) 95%
CI [.177, .391] respectively. The significant correlation with the large effect size of r = .746
(p<.001), [.679, .801] between Chance of POW scores demonstrates the close relationship these
constructs have under the umbrella of an externally located locus of control, yet also that they are
two separate concepts.
A linear regression of the average Specific Willingness examined these data further. The
backward regression contained 3 different models. The first contained all 3 independent
variables (Internality, POW, Chance) regressed with the average Specific Willingness variable.
The second contained only the POW and Chance, while the third contained only POW. All 3
models were significant and successful predictors of average Specific Willingness, resulting in a
R2 = .351. The backward regression resulted in the exclusion of Internality as it was not a
significant coefficient, standardized β =.008 (p=.868). The remaining standardized beta
coefficients for the model containing only POW and Chance were β = .329 (p<.001) and β =.297
(p<.001) respectively. In a SLR containing only POW or Chance was also run.

Figure 1. 3
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Hypothesis 2

Figure 1. 4

Hypotheses 2 contended that there would be a relationship between individuals with
higher POW and Chance scores with the specific types of conspiracies they believed in; those
with higher POW scores would believe in the POW-type conspiracies more than those with
higher Chance scores, and those with higher Chance scores would believe more in paranormal
type conspiracies. A bivariate correlation analysis with bootstrapping revealed that this
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relationship did exist. Figure 1.4 displays the Spearman’s rho correlation coefficient between an
individual’s POW score and their willingness to believe in POW-type conspiracies was r = .546
(p<.001), with a Bootstrap 95% CI [.447, .624], which was a greater correlation than willingness
to believe in MCI-type conspiracies and POW score, r = .492 (p<.001), 95% CI [.389, .577].
There was also correlation of a small effect size between age and Internal score, r=.173
(p<.005) 95% CI [.053, .275]. This is conducive to studies that show individuals become more
internal with age and is a personality trait that changes through life with learning and experience
(Rucas & Miller, 2013), but could also be due to cohort status as other research indicates that
each successive generation is becoming more and more externally located; college students were
measured to have a Rotter IE score(where a larger score is more External) of 8.7 in 1980 and a
score of 11.96 in 2002 (Twenge & Zhange, 2004). After isolating the college aged individuals in
this sample (age 18- 24 years), the Levenson mean scores were 31.59 (sd 7.11) for Internal,
20.07 (8.34) for Chance, and 20.22 (7.54) for Powerful Others.

Levenson scores participants age<24 yrs.

When comparing to a study of college-aged individuals also using the Levenson scale completed
in 2001, the scores were 35.37 (sd 6.32) for Internal, 17.09 (8.75) for Chance, and 16.75 (8.80)
for Powerful Others (Maines, 2001). This is an increase of 3-4 points on average in
Chance/POW (which make up externality) scores, and a decrease of 4 points for internality for
college aged individuals between 2001 and 2021. However, it is important to note that this
survey was completed during the COVID-19 pandemic, a significant uncontrollable event that

Papile 32

has made predicting future events very uncertain. The large shift from internality to externality
could have been exacerbated in this study by the current unpredictable ecology in which it is less
costly and more adaptive to have a more externally located locus of control.
All thirteen conspiracies listed in the matrix also held significant correlations with
medium to large effect sizes with POW and Chance scores, but no correlation with Internality
(see figure 2.8). Specifically, some conspiracies I categorized as POW-type held greater
correlation coefficients with POW score than with Chance score, and MNI-type conspiracies
held greater correlation coefficients with Chance score than POW- although Bootstrapped 95%
CI contained significant overlap. Some notable correlations were between MNI-type conspiracy
“Stonehenge, the great Pyramids, and other such prehistoric monoliths were built with the help
of aliens” and Chance has a large effect size of r = .464 (p<.000), 95% CI of [.360, .558]. Some
of the highest correlations with Chance and POW scores were with “the moon landing was
faked,” and “9/11 was an inside job.”
The top two conspiracies with the highest mean likeliness scores were “Big Pharma is
withholding cures to many diseases for profiteering” mean = 3.0069 (1.3) and “There’s more to
the Kennedy Assassination then we have been told” mean = 3.2639 (1.18). A score of 3 was a
rating of ‘neither likely nor unlikely’- meaning that on average participants were not rating these
conspiracies as very likely. The high likeliness of the Big Pharma conspiracy could be
exacerbated as product of timing, as disease and vaccine information have been in higher
circulation among the general public over the past year, enabling faster development of
conspiracies on the topic in addition to existing ones. Prior research of Prooijen & Douglas
(2017) has noted the rise in the percent of the population who believe in the Kennedy
conspiracy- even since most of those believing it today were not even alive when President
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Kennedy was assassinated. This demonstrates the depths at which conspiracies can permeate
society and if repeated enough, become akin to local legend. Something else we know from
information transmission studies is that just hearing a piece of information repeatedly can make
us more familiar and likely to believe it, even if those who are telling us are telling us why we
should not believe it (Pennycook, 2018).

Conclusion
Hypothesis 1 stated that individuals with a more externally located locus of control
(either in POW score or Chance score) will be more willing to believe in conspiracy theories, as
those with externally located loci attribute events to forces beyond their control such as Powerful
Others and Chance, and conspiracy theories as a explanation for events depend on the existence
of mysterious and nefarious powerful groups and sometimes counterintuitive concepts: in
essence the explanative nature of both are congruent and consistent. Hypothesis 2 stated that
individuals with a higher Powerful Others score will have a greater willingness to believe in
more specific conspiracy theories concerning powerful groups and political theories, whereas
those with a greater Chance/fate score will be more willing to believe in conspiracy theories
containing more elements of minimally counterintuitive information.
With large magnitudes of effect and exceptionally statistically significant p-values,
Hypotheses 1 and 2 were supported by multiple measures. As the majority of the conspiracies in
the matrix involved a secret group of powerful people at their core, the high correlation
coefficient between average Specific Willingness score and POW score (r = .539) is encouraging
and congruent. The difference in correlative nature, means, and regressive predictive capacity
between the two computed variables of General Willingness to believe conspiracies as a concept
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vs the average Specific Willingness to believe in the content of the thirteen conspiracies
demonstrate that a propensity towards conspiratorial thinking and actually believing certain
conspiracies are linked, but not in an all-encompassing or completely predictive manner. The
content of the theory proved vastly important to someone’s willingness to believe in them, as
noted in the paired sample t-test showing the difference in means between POW-type
conspiracies and MCI-type conspiracies was significant- with POW-type theories likeliness
means reported as higher than MCI-type. This makes sense, as we have more means of verifying
the existence (or lack of) of cryptids and other paranormal/minimally counterintuitive
information (MCI). Alternatively, the nature of conspiracies concerning powerful people could
be easy to believe but hard to verify because those powerful and secret groups or individuals can
use their connections to erase or bury the evidence. We are reminded daily of millionaires,
billionaires and trillionaires like Bill Gates, Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk, of corruption and
lobbying enacted by those with money and power.
Some of the most important findings of this study pertain to the Levenson multifaceted
Locus of Control scale. The difference in the predictive capacity between those with higher
Chance score vs those with higher POW score demonstrate that these are in fact two separate
concepts that measure different cognitive aspects of external locus of control. While the Chance
measure indicates an externality characterized by randomness, the POW measure involves an
externality grounded in other social actors. It’s possible that those with a higher POW score
could analyze the patterns, behaviors and goals of those in positions of power to predict future
events and regain some sense of control. Another important finding pertains to shifting locus of
control, specifically measured by the Levenson scale. The comparison of the LOC scores of
college aged individuals in the sample to the same population recorded twenty years corroborates
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other studies indicating a shift towards an external locus of control. It also supports the view that
Locus of Control is a personality trait that shifts and changes over the life course in accordance
with lived experience and adaptive learning.
This research does have notable limitations. While this sample is an attempt represent the
US adult population, it is not by any stretch a complete and accurate representation, and so any
conclusions drawn are generalizable only to people like those in the study. The limitations of the
types of conspiracies studied is as follows.
This research predicts a relationship between an individual’s locus of control and their
general willingness to believe in conspiracies, including specific types of conspiracies. As a
result, many conspiracy theories were omitted from the Specific Willingness matrix as they were
deemed too politically partisan in nature. It has been shown in recent years that people on
different sides of the isle obtain their news from vastly different sources (Grieco, 2020).
Additionally, past research on credulity has also indicated that repeated exposure to information
increases an individual’s likelihood to believe it (Pennycook, Cannon & Rand, 2018). These two
factors together could result in individuals rating such conspiracies as more likely as a factor of
their political ideology. For example, a participant could report increased likeliness of a
particular conspiracy simply from its increased presence in the news circles to which they
belong, in which only certain conspiracies are touted. In this instance identifying and recognizing
those theories could be a signal of group membership, rather than a reflection of actual belief in
the conspiracy itself. Such a phenomena could artificially skew or inflate the average Specific
Willingness scores as a function of political ideology and thus not a true measurement of a
willingness to believe in conspiracies as a concept instead of content alone, which would inhibit
a measurement of willingness to believe in conspiracies as a function of their Powerful Others or
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Chance related content. With that considered, conspiracy theories thought to display an extreme
partisan divide were discarded from the Specific Willingness matrix as a precaution.
In turn, this research omitted the majority of existing politically orientated conspiracy
theories such as Q-Anon, conspiracies regarding vaccines and autism or 5g, anything relating to
President Biden, Trump, or the Obama birther conspiracies as they are highly politically charged.
I intentionally left these conspiracies out as I felt when rating their likeliness, the average
Specific Willingness score could be artificially inflated by political leanings, Essentially, I did
not want to be measuring political ideology by proxy. In doing this however, there is an essential
politically charged aspect of conspiratorial thinking that was unexplored in this research. Those
types of theories become exceptionally popular for a reason, much more so than many of the
conspiracies I included in my matrix. At their core is power and secrecy, with content that is
social, threat to self or threat to ideology in nature. It is possible that those conspiracies contain
content that are easier to believe, harder to disprove, or just talked about significantly more and
are thus more easily recognizable or relatable than the conspiracies included in this research.
Perhaps they contain larger threats to greater group ideologies or personal beliefs, or more social
information which we know to be very often transmitted. Until more research about locus of
control and conspiratorial thinking is completed, the results of this research cannot be
generalizable to every and all existing conspiracies. In hindsight, this is a design oversight I
deeply regret. Some of the conspiracies not included are the ones which lead individuals to lay
siege to our nation’s capital building, refuse medical care, and engage in serious aggressive and
defensive actions to prepare against.
Conspiracies live and thrive in online environments designed to share as much
information as possible as fast as possible. Before the internet they thrived in books and
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newspapers and by word of mouth, as they still do today. According to information transmission
research, those with higher anxiety are quicker to engage with and slower to disengage with
negative information than less anxious people (Bebbington et al. 2017) and as a trait and state,
anxiety is linked to spreading rumors (Fessler, Pisor & Navarrete, 2014). Specifically in the US,
the change of power in the 2020 presidential election is also anxiety inducing and can cause
some to feel like control is further being controlled by external forces like those in positions of
power. In wake of the global COVID-19 pandemic, where fear, anxiety, and mortality cues are
heightened, it is possible that we are choosing to share unverified information more and more.
The implications of this research suggest a strong correlative and possibly predictive
relationship between an individual’s locus of control and their willingness to believe in
conspiracies. It is possible that due to exposure to significant conspiracies which suggest events
to be causally related to external factors such as secret powerful actors of MNI elements, an
individual’s locus of control could become more external. I would hypothesize that a general
propensity or already more externally located loci would be necessary precluding this shift, but
in engaging with conspiracies and general news events, social learning could occur which could
signal the adaptiveness of an external locus of control. Ultimately, the significant findings
between only external locus of control elements (POW and Chance), and nothing with internality
indicates that Locus of Control could be a significant predictor of an individual’s general
willingness to believe in conspiracies, as well as willingness to believe in specific conspiracies.
More research on the full scope of conspiracies and conspiratorial thinking could bring greater
clarity to this concept to deconstruct and better understand conspiratorial thinking.
The truth is out there.

Papile 38

Appendix
Figures.
Descriptive Stats.

Figure 2. 1

Figure 2. 2

Papile 39

Figure 2. 3

Figure 2. 4

Papile 40

Figure 2. 5

Papile 41

Inferential Stats

Figure 2. 6

Papile 42

Figure 2. 7

Figure 2. 8

Papile 43

Figure 2. 9

Papile 44

Figure 2. 10

Model containing Chance & POW and POW alone

Papile 45

Figure 2. 11

Figure 2. 12

Papile 46

Figure 2. 13

Figure 2. 14

Papile 47

Figure 2. 15

Figure 2. 16

Papile 48

Final Survey

Papile 49

Papile 50

Papile 51

Papile 52

Papile 53

Papile 54

Works Cited
Abalakina‐Paap, M., Stephan, W. G., Craig, T., & Gregory, W. L. (1999). Beliefs in
Conspiracies. Political Psychology, 20(3), 637-647. doi:10.1111/0162-895x.00160
Acerbi, A. (2018). Cognitive attraction and online misinformation. doi:10.31234/osf.io/kgxt3
Bale, J M. (2007) Political paranoia v. political realism: on distinguishing between bogus
conspiracy theories and genuine conspiratorial politics, Patterns of Prejudice, 41:1, 4560, DOI: 10.1080/00313220601118751
Ballatore, A. (2015). Google chemtrails: A methodology to analyze topic representation in
search engine results. First Monday. doi:10.5210/fm.v20i7.5597
Banerjee, K., Haque, O. S., & Spelke, E. S. (2013). Melting lizards and crying mailboxes:
children's preferential recall of minimally counterintuitive concepts. Cognitive science, 37(7),
1251–1289. https://doi.org/10.1111/cogs.12037
Bebbington, K., Macleod, C., Ellison, T. M., & Fay, N. (2017). The sky is falling: Evidence of a
negativity bias in the social transmission of information. Evolution and Human
Behavior, 38(1), 92-101. doi:10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2016.07.004
Berl, R., Samarasinghe, A., Roberts, S., Jordan, F. M., & Gavin, M. C. (2020). Prestige and
content biases together shape the cultural transmission of narratives. SocArXiv Papers.
doi:10.31235/osf.io/9jk6g.
Douglas K, Sutton R, Callan M, Dawtry R, Harvey, A. (2016). Someone is pulling the strings:
Hypersensitive agency detection and belief in conspiracy theories. Thinking and
Reasoning. 22. 10.1080/13546783.2015.1051586.
Fessler DMT, Pisor AC, Navarrete CD (2014) Negatively-Biased Credulity and the Cultural
Evolution of Beliefs. PLoS ONE 9(4): e95167. doi:10.1371/journal. Pone.0095167
Fessler, D. M. (2018). Believing Chicken Little: Evolutionary
Perspectives On Credulity And Danger. Drums: Distortions, Rumours, Untruths,
Misinformation & Smears, 17-36. doi:10.1142/9789813274853_0003
Goertzel, T. (1994). Belief in Conspiracy Theories. Political Psychology, 15(4), 731-742.
doi:10.2307/3791630
Grieco, E. (2020, August 18). Americans' main sources for political news vary by party and age.
Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/04/01/americans-mainsources-for-political-news-vary-by-party-and-age/.
Henley, W. E. (1875). Invictus. Poetry Foundation.
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/51642/invictus.
Levenson, H. (1981). Differentiating among internality, powerful others, and chance. In H. M.
Lefcourt (Ed.), Research with the locus of control construct (Vol. 1, pp. 15-63). New York:
Academic Press

Papile 55

Maines, E. (2001). The relationship between locus of control and heterosexism in heterosexual
college students (Order No. 3042997). Available from ProQuest One Academic.
(304784040). Retrieved from
http://ezproxy.lib.calpoly.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertationstheses/relationship-between-locus-control-heterosexism/docview/304784040/se2?accountid=10362
Pennycook, G., Cannon, T. D., & Rand, D. G. (2018). Prior exposure increases perceived
accuracy of fake news. Journal of experimental psychology. General, 147(12), 1865–1880.
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0000465
Rucas, S. L., & Miller, A. A. (2013). Locus of control and sleep in evolutionary
perspective. Journal of Social, Evolutionary, and Cultural Psychology, 7(2), 79-96.
doi:10.1037/h0099208
Smith, William G. (2008). Does Gender Influence Online Survey Participation?: A Recordlinkage Analysis of University Faculty Online Survey Response Behavior. ERIC Document
Reproduction Service No. ED 501717. 1-22.
Stojanov A, Bering JM, Halberstadt J (2020) Does Perceived Lack of Control Lead to
Conspiracy Theory Beliefs? Findings from an online MTurk sample. PLoS ONE 15(8):
e0237771. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0237771
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.
doi:10.26613/esic.1.1.20
Twenge, J. M., Zhang, L., & Im, C. (2004). Its Beyond My Control: A Cross-Temporal MetaAnalysis of Increasing Externality in Locus of Control, 1960-2002. Personality and Social
Psychology Review, 8(3), 308-319. doi:10.1207/s15327957pspr0803_5
Van der Meer, Toni G. L. A., Hameleers, M & Kroon, A. C., (2020) Crafting Our Own Biased
Media Diets: The Effects of Confirmation, Source, and Negativity Bias on Selective
Attendance to Online News, Mass Communication and Society, 23:6, 937-967, DOI:
10.1080/15205436.2020.1782432
van Prooijen, J., & Douglas, K. M. (2018). Belief in conspiracy theories: Basic principles of an
emerging research domain. European Journal of Social Psychology, 48(7), 897-908.
doi:10.1002/ejsp.2530
van Prooijen, J., & Douglas, K. M. (2017). Conspiracy theories as part of history: The role of
societal crisis situations. Memory Studies, 10(3), 323-333. doi:10.1177/1750698017701615
van Prooijen, J., & Vugt, M. V. (2018). Conspiracy Theories: Evolved Functions and
Psychological Mechanisms. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 13(6), 770-788.
doi:10.1177/1745691618774270
van Prooijen, J.-W., Krouwel, A. P. M., & Pollet, T. V. (2015). Political Extremism Predicts
Belief in Conspiracy Theories. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 6(5), 570–
578. https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550614567356

Papile 56

Zonis, M., & Joseph, C. (1994). Conspiracy Thinking in the Middle East. Political Psychology,
15(3), 443-459. doi:10.2307/3791566

