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Abstract

Purpose: The digital setting empowers users to actively engage in communicative
actions. The problem is that this active communication can increase misjudgment
in determining the facts around social issues. When this communication is
integrated with partisan biases, the effects can be particularly detrimental. Our
study tested whether active communication actions regarding social issues and
different trust levels toward presidential administrations (Trump vs. Biden) would
increase belief in conspiracy theories.
Design/methodology/approach: To examine this, the study used online survey
datasets (Amazon Mechanical Turk, N = 1355) collected during July and August
2021 concerning three political issues: the Afghanistan issue, the Black Lives
Matter issue, and the Voter Fraud issue.
Findings: The findings show that among participants with more active communi-
cation actions, the higher Trump government trust is and the lower Biden
government trust is, the more belief in conspiracy theories increases. Interestingly,
interaction effects of trust in government and active communicative actions were
found among both Trump and Biden supporters.
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Practical/Social Implications: Combined with preexisting efforts to tackle
misinformation online, there are extensive efforts underway to educate laypeople
about the dangers of misinformation. People must understand that any person
could fall into belief in conspiracy theories if they do not carefully diagnose their
information behaviors.
Originality/Value: Our study can increase knowledge about people’s situational
belief in conspiracy theories based on their political stance. The study can support
future research, promoting a deeper understanding of belief in conspiracy theories.

Keywords: active communicative actions; belief in conspiracy theories; situational
theory of problem solving; trust

1 Introduction

Digital media facilitates the unconstrained spread of unverified conspiracy theories.
There aremany organizational- and institutional-level efforts to tackle the diffusion of
conspiracy theories. Fact-check centers (e.g., politifact.com, factcheck.org, snopes.
com), the academic community, and tech companies (e.g., Twitter, Meta) have
developed systems and/or algorithms to promptly detect misinformation and take it
down. However, do these efforts enable us to eliminate the fundamental problem that
conspiracy theories create? To understand this problem, the present study tests the
relationship between individuals’ trust in the Trump and Biden administrations and
the extent to which they believe in conspiracy theories.

Fact-checking organizations attempt to verify whether conspiracy theories are
false through a series of systemic research tools which analyze and compare the
claims with the original sources with experts or advice groups (Ball and Amy 2020;
Mantzarlis 2018). However, as this is human-based work, it is difficult to catch up
with the quick electronic dissemination of conspiracy theories. The fact-checking
process can only be done after conspiracy theories have spread,which necessitates
an ad-hoc approach to solving the problem. Mantzarlis (2018) identified this fact-
checking process as “ex-post, on claims of public relevance (p. 83).”

Academic efforts have shown tremendous productivity in identifying conspiracy
theories dispersed through social media platforms (e.g., Manzoor & Jimmy Singla
2019; Shu et al. 2017, 2019). This approach is different from the post hoc approach of
fact-checking, and gives some hope that we can be more effective in stopping
misinformation before it spreads.

The main objective of academic research in detecting conspiracy theories is
to find them before they spread through online channels. Mantzarlis (2018)
categorized this approach as an “ex-ante” verification method that “seeks primary
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evidence” based on various tactics such as geolocation and reverse engineering
(p. 88). There is much technical progress in understanding the structure of
conspiracy theories and detecting their dispersion. Vosoughi et al. (2018) reported
on the pattern of how false news spreads, and concluded that lies were dissemi-
nated much faster than the truth. They examined the velocity of dispersed rumors
versus true news, and found that rumors reached 1000 and 10,000 people much
faster than the true information.

In fact, people generally have low attention to the truthfulness of information
(Craft et al. 2017). In determining truthfulness of facts, individual confirmation bias
cannot be overcome by attempts to correct conspiracy theories or prevent the
spread. For this reason, when a conspiratorial idea starts to grow online, it is not
easily tackled nor completely removed by fact-checking (Ball and Amy 2020;
Ransack 2017). As digital communication offers users unprecedented power to
control the flow of information they consume, the authority of institutional en-
deavors cannot fully influence individuals’ decisions on whether information is
true or false.

The difficulty is that it is human nature for individuals to want to confirm
their beliefs. Therefore, people selectively seek information that is palatable
to their preexisting thoughts or opinions. Thus, individuals are not prone to
communications which fulfill the accuracy motivation (Chaiken et al. 1996).
Instead, other motivations steer individuals’ information behaviors, prompting
them to utilize heuristics, judgment shortcuts which essentially say that if the
results arewhat the individual wants in the end, it does notmatter if the facts along
the way are true. These heuristics are highly dependent on preexisting beliefs,
thoughts, and preferences.

Partisanship or political stance is a great cue for information selection. For
example, according to a study by Lau and Redlawsk (2001), participants who were
more politically knowledgeable and politically sophisticated used more five
different political heuristics (e.g., party, candidates’ appearance) to evaluate
candidates in elections. If you have firm background knowledge or beliefs, cues
for assessing the problem are more accessible. This means that those who use
heuristics to judge a situation would be biased at the beginning of information
search or processing. In this sense, people’s active information behaviors can
increase misgivings about “factful” information (Ball and Amy 2020; Craft et al.
2017). The positive relationship between active information behaviors and beliefs
in conspiracy theories will be elaborated upon further in the Literature Review
section.

The situational theory of problem solving (hereafter STOPS) (Kim et al. 2011)
explains that communicative actions1 are determined by the level of situational
motivation on the issues or problems. If people perceive that the issue is a problem
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(problem recognition) which violates the expectation, is personally relevant
(involvement recognition), and has low obstacles to solve (constraint recognition),
they are moremotivated to solve their situational problems through communicative
actions. Communicative actions have two dimensions: passive (reactive) and active
(proactive). Those who are highly motivated to solve communicative problems will
engage in both types of communicative actions. In this theory, communicative ac-
tions are the outcome variables of the intrapersonal problem-solving process.
Communicative actions canpromote or repress attitudes, beliefs, andbehaviors. The
current study raises a research question regarding the effects of active communi-
cative actions on individuals’ ability to distinguish falsehoods from facts.

Many concerned voices have expressed the hazard of political polarization
cracking the foundation of democracy (e.g., Hetherington et al. 2009; Layman et al.
2006). Partisan bias has been researched as a major factor in the deteriorating of
perceived newsmedia reports’ tones (e.g., Gunther and Schmidt 2004; Perloff 2015)
and themajority of social opinions on the issues (e.g., Christen and Gunther 2003).
However, increased digital selectivity in the last decades has posed an increasing
threat to the common ground of knowledge. Widespread conspiracy theories are a
major epistemological crisis today. The danger of misinformation at the societal
level calls for more systemic, collaborative, and restrictive actions to combat it
(Mitchell and Mason 2021).

Given this background, the current study examines the relationship between
individuals’ trust toward two different governments (the Republican government
led by President Donald Trump and the Democrat government led by President Joe
Biden) and the extent to which they believe in conspiracy theories. The study used
three major socio-political issues which created a large volume of conspiracy
theories (i.e., Afghanistan, the Black Lives Matter movement, and Voter Fraud
issues). More specifically, we test the relationship between trust levels toward two
politically different administrations (Trump vs. Biden), active communicative
actions, and the level of conspiratorial beliefs about the given political issues. The
study also examines whether conspiracy beliefs flourish more when high trust
toward a certain government meets active communicative actions.

2 Literature review

2.1 Beliefs in conspiracy theories and political stance

Douglas and Sutton (2008) defined conspiracy theories as “attempts to explain the
ultimate cause of an event (usually one that is political or social) as a secret plot by
a covert alliance of powerful individuals or organizations, rather than an overt
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activity or natural occurrence” (p. 211). In journalism studies, Konkes and Lester
(2017) define conspiracy theory as “a speculative explanation for an event that
involves elite individuals secretly colluding for their interests, rather than the
public interest” (p. 827). Kim and Cao (2016) differentiate conspiracy theories from
misinformation and rumors, noting that unlike misinformation, not all conspiracy
theories are false, and that unlike rumors, they are not used to seek control
or closure in uncertain situations. The core element of a conspiracy theory in
definition is that “a group, or coalition, of powerful and evil-minded individuals” is
involved in causing malevolent events in order to achieve a hidden goal (van et al.
2017, p. 324).

Therefore, conspiracy theories are often associated with political stance and
political information consumption. People prefer to consume media outlets closer
to their political beliefs and political ideology (i.e., selective exposure) (e.g., Stroud
2010). Political ideology determines how individuals identify issues and how
political perceptions and attitudes resonate with them (Rathje 2018). Political
ideology functions as an information filter for individuals’ beliefs (Pasek et al.
2015). It is closely related to the cognitive tendency to accept information that
confirms one’s own ideas (i.e., confirmation bias) (e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick et al.
2015; Lerman and Daniel 2020) and to reject contradictory information unless the
issue is closed to one’s political ideology (Lewandowsky et al. 2012; Pasek et al.
2015). In other words, confirmation bias with regards to political ideology makes
people more likely to believe misinformation that supports what they want to
believe and less likely to believe things that are true but opposed to their political
ideology. The power of political ideology could have stronger repercussions when
taking into account belief in conspiracy theories. Hollander (2018) found that
political stance can affect belief in conspiracy theories, leading to substantial
changes in attitudes towards health and safety policies that confirm political
ideology. In terms of political ideology, Nyhan and Reifler (2010) concluded that
partisanship presents barriers to correcting misinformation for this reason.

According to Pasek et al. (2015) study, partisanship and liberal/conservative
self-identification were significantly associated with conspiracy beliefs about
President Barack Obama’s birthplace, and they further found that conservatives
had a stronger tendency to suspect the previous president’s origins. Pasek et al.
(2015) work highlights that this relationship could also happen in the opposite
direction, with liberals supporting conspiracies about conservative politicians.
Moreover, Enders andUscinski (2021b) further discussed that ideological extremity
predicted belief in conspiracies when such conspiracies aligned with people’s
partisan ideology, and the same people rejected nonpartisan conspiracy beliefs.

Scholars who study beliefs in political conspiratorial claims (e.g., Hollander
2018; Jardina and Traugott, 2019) show that they can be explained by both
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predisposition (e.g., personality) (e.g., Dagnall et al. 2015; Darwin et al. 2011;
Douglas et al. 2016) and situational belief in conspiracy theories (Kim & Lee; Kim
et al 2021). The dispositional element of belief in conspiracy theories might matter,
but as anyone can be a victim of conspiracy theories, it is worth concentrating on
situational belief in conspiracy theories. A political bias sometimes could be a
stronger predictor of belief in political fake news and conspiracies than the
predispositional tendency to believe in conspiracy theories (Faragó et al. 2019).
Partisans easily, quickly, and consistently accuse groups in the opposition, or at
least groups with ideas opposing the partisan ideology, of engaging in conspir-
acies (Smallpage et al. 2017).

Belief in conspiracy theories is often tightly linked to politics and targeted
institutions (e.g., administrations, government agencies) because conspiracy
theories often attack institutional power and knowledge. This can be worsened
when there is a lack of trust in institutions andwhen there is fear andhatred toward
minorities (Tam and Hyelim 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic provides a good
example. In a recent study about COVID-19 and conspiracy beliefs, Republicans
and conservatives, more than Democrats and liberals, tended to think the virus
was spread deliberately.We believe this is due to fewer Democrat and liberal elites
endorsing conspiracy theories on COVID-19 (Uscinski et al. 2020). Regarding the
pandemic conspiracy, many studies maintain the importance of the public’s trust
in public health institutions and governments as the main factor necessitating
alleviation of belief in conspiracy theories on the COVID-19 virus and vaccines
(e.g., Karić and Međedović 2021; Wirawan et al. 2021).

2.2 Politicized conspiracy theories

Belief in conspiracy theories can proliferate with more political polarization as
conspiracy theories can be intentionally weaponized by political activists and
politicians (Shahrezaye et al. 2021). Conflict among opposing groups provokes the
spread and support of conspiracy theories being started or utilized by a partisan
group (Smallpage et al. 2017). Political parties use conspiracy theories to under-
mine their political opposition and find support for their interests, smoothing their
way to power (Hollander 2018; Moore 2018).

Politicians aremore trusted than scientists in politically charged andpolarized
environments (Zaller 1992), enablingwider support of a conspiracy theory.When a
party uses conspiracy theories, these theories tend to become more widespread
and end up being a factor in decision-making and influencing policies. Since
politicians promote accusations against their opponents, they contribute to
boosting conspiracy theories and their followers’ support of such beliefs
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(Smallpage et al. 2017). These notions suggest that those who trust a political
candidate or party will be more prone to believing conspiracy theories about their
opponents.

President Donald Trump often used the frame of ‘fake news’ in his political
rhetoric. He had publicly labeledmedia outlets, such as CNN, as ‘fake newsmedia’
on his Twitter account (Silva 2017). He uploaded a wrestling video which depicted
him attacking CNN on his Twitter account with the hashtag “#FraudNewsCNN.”As
this example suggests, thefierce rivalry of political rhetoric between the liberal and
conservative sides makes fake news a more legitimized form of communication
simply by keeping the conversation alive. The scope of misinformation and fake
news production extends to mainstream sources who are in many cases forced to
contest them on air, which gives the false conspiracies legitimacy simply by virtue
of being on the news. This degrades the credibility of the established institutions,
which have been regarded as producing reliable information for a long time.

Since the Trump era, these trends of disregarding mainstream sources and
giving more legitimacy to alternative sources have prevailed among right-wing
conspiracists such as with QAnon (e.g., Roose 2021). As this conspiracy grew
exponentially, cognitive polarization between the two political alignments was
exacerbated, resulting in political protests such as the Capitol Attack and the Black
Lives Matter movement. For example, the Capitol Attack broke out mainly because
of distrust in the 2021 presidential election process. The attackers increased their
doubts about the fairness or transparency of elections because Donald Trump
persisted in attacking the legitimacy of the election process. This induced many
conspiracy theories, including the so-called “voter fraud issue” in the language of
conservatives, or the “Big Lie” according to liberals. Those who endorse the voter
fraud conspiracy theories asserted without evidence that the election was
manipulated in Joe Biden’s favor.

Given this background, 2021 was a time of extremely high uncertainty and
instability. The pandemic was prolonged more than expected, and the country
went through a political transition in a climate of extreme polarization. In this
situation, the conspiracy theories spread through social media were a political
weapon, especially among right-wing supporters. Hence, we suggest research to
test whether people’s trust in two different governments enhances or mitigates
belief in conspiracy theories on some major social issues. As the conspiracy
theories attacking the liberal side were more popular in the time of the transition
era between the Trump and Biden governments, the study only focused on anti-
Biden conspiracy theories. The Republicans’ and conservatives’ dominance in
conspiracy theories (so called “ideological asymmetry in conspiracy theories”)
was considered among the main reasons to choose the anti-Biden conspiracy
theories. Enders et al. (2022) recently found that the long-lasting belief in
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ideological asymmetry (e.g., Van der Linden et al. 2021), originated from Richard
Hofstadter’s The Paranoid Style (1964), cannot be confirmed. However, as pointed
out previously, the Trump administration is unique when it comes to amplifying
conspiracy theories. Donald Trump actively used ‘conspiracies’ and ‘fake news’ for
his campaigns, like any other populist leadermaking full use of anti-establishment
sentiments, which is a core element of conspiracy theories (Enders and Uscinski
2021a). The period in which we conducted the survey was right after the Joe Biden
won the election with a close result. The Trump regime’s populist and conspiracy-
mindedmovement prevail still among half of American citizens, which is the main
reason we selected anti-Biden conspiracy theories only.

Also, studies about conspiracy theories constantly maintain that people are
vulnerable to conspiracy theories when there is a lack of information and authority
(e.g., Kim et al. 2021), and institutional trust plays a pivotal role in lowering
conspiracy belief (e.g., Miller et al. 2016; Saunders 2017). Tam and Lee also found
that institutional trust determines a person’s belief regarding recent South Korean
conspiracy theories. The study found that institutional trust showed more
powerful effects than STEM education. The COVID-19 pandemic is also a great
example as to why institutional trust is critical. The latest research regarding belief
in COVID-19-related conspiracy theories show that when people have a high trust
level of institutions, including government and health agencies, their conspiracy
beliefs regarding the coronavirus were significantly lower (e.g., Jennings et al.
2021; Van der Linden et al. 2021). Given this background, the first hypotheses are as
follows:
H1a Those who trust the Trump government will believe more in anti-Biden

conspiracy theories about political issues.
H1b Those who trust the Biden government will believe less in anti-Biden

conspiracy theories about political issues.

2.3 Active communicative actions and belief in conspiracy
theories

In this study, we adopt STOPS (Kim et al. 2011) as a framework to understand
information behaviors. According to STOPS, there are three levels of communi-
cative action: acquisition, selection, and transmission. These three levels of
communicative action can either be passive or active. Passive communicative
actions corresponding to the three levels are: information attending (acquisition),
information permitting (selection), and information sharing (transmission). On the
other hand, active communicative actions are: information seeking (acquisition),
information forefending (selection), and information forwarding (transmission).
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In STOPS, people are inclined to communicate to solve problems. Our question is,
what is the effect of these communicative actions afterward? Does more commu-
nicative action produce more problematic consequences?

Recently, Kim et al. (2021) updated explanations about the current issue of
conspiracy theories’ dispersion based on STOPS. There are two routes in the
cognitive process mechanism: cognitive progression (forwarding reasoning) and
cognitive retrogression (backward reasoning). Cognitive progression is based on
evaluating evidence to reach a reasonable conclusion. In contrast, cognitive
retrogression starts with the conclusion and looks for evidence to support it. The
former has a “best solution” purpose and is open to “informed choice.” The latter
has a “best justification (or fit)” purpose and is not flexible about “information
choice.” Studies reveal that cognitive retrogression is a much risker method which
can have the effect of building hard-shelled closed-mindedness or dogmatism.

The authors suggest that the worst cases of cognitive retrogression led to
cognitive incapability. If people use their previous referent criterion to purposely
select information, they end up with cognitive arrest where they do not feel it
necessary to look for alternatives or counter facts to their own points of view. The
status of cognitive arrest will increase epistemic conviction, which creates a causal
looping chain and can lead to epistemic inertia.

The authors explained themodel by suggesting ‘conspiratorial thinking’ as an
example (in this paper, it is ‘belief in conspiracy theories’). When (1) there is a poor
relationship of trust between the public and the organization, (2) someone has a
conspiracy mindset and a situational belief in conspiracy theories, and (3) he/she
has a relevant emotional experience about the issue (affective referent criterion),
belief in conspiracy theories can follow the model of epistemic inertia. As the
person launches their communicative process from their belief, information that
they take (acquire), give (transmit), or select could be more biased. When people
pursue cognitive retrogression, they are unable to get out of their own loops of
information intake such as ‘deliberative enclaves’, ‘filter bubbles’, or ‘eco-cham-
bers’ (e.g., Sunstein 2007). Thus, active communicative actions could increase
individuals’ belief in conspiracy theories on a certain issue.

Also, belief in a conspiracy theory is related to distinctive ways of communi-
cating values, morals, and feelings (Douglas et al. 2019). Communicative actions
are a motivation to take part in conspiratorial discussions on social media
(Shahrezaye et al. 2021). Because of the engagement with issues, people are more
likely to seek information, participate in the conversation, be exposed to more
conspiratorial information, and argue with other people. Social media facilitates
the free spread of conspiracy theories, providing space and options for sharing
fake news and misinformation (Zeng and Schafer 2021). Mahl et al. (2021) noted
that “de-platformed” extremist accounts are behind the first fabrications of
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conspiracies. There are also new dark platforms (e.g., 8kun, Gab) in which like-
minded extremist users gather and share misinformation, fostering the growth of
false conspiracies (Zeng and Schager 2021). The other publics who engage in active
communicative actions spread this wrongful information to others, making
conspiracies spread.

There are several motivations for people to start and spread rumors in a world
of uncertainty and anxiety, such as the need for self-esteem, which people fulfil
online by trying to belong to a group, or to feel the power of a secret truth; yet in the
case of conspiracy theories, fact-finding seems a low priority (DiFonzo 2018). In
today’s digital world, we often find ourselves stuck in communicative echo
chambers, wherewe are only communicatingwith other peoplewho agreewith us.
If people lack trust in other sources or lack exposure to counter-arguments, or if
there are elevated levels of uncertainty about issues, then information-seeking
behaviors occur, albeit not in an accurate way (DiFonzo 2018). Therefore, ordinary
people with active communicative actions regarding conspiracy issues sometimes
enhance their conspiracy beliefs in a digital media setting.

Lastly, there is a fundamental mechanism in one’s belief in conspiracy
theories. A belief in a conspiracy is determined by ‘motivated reasoning.’ Miller
et al. (2016) argued that conspiracy endorsement should be considered as a
motivated reasoning issue. The authors indicated that politically endorsing
conspiracy theories can involve more motivation than any other context. Their
explanation exactly echoes the rationale from STOPS. According to STOPS,
people who recognize a problem more and perceive personal involvement will
have more situational motivation about the problem. Situational motivation
in STOPS predicts increased communication actions, which elevate active
communication. Put another way, active communication behaviors imply that
people already have a high level of situationalmotivation about an issue. Hence,
the active communicator would be more likely to promote conspiracy beliefs as
the outcome of a motivated reasoning process. For this reason, we postulate
that:

H2. More active communicative actions lead to more belief in anti-Biden con-
spiracy theories regardless of preference in government.

The study further questions how active communicative actions could influence
conspiracy beliefs if there are two different kinds of trust in governments.We built the
research question to ask whether trust toward two governments will bemoderated by
active communicative actions in levels of belief in conspiracy theories.

RQ1. Is trust in the Trump and Biden governments moderated by active commu-
nicative actions in belief in anti-Biden conspiracy theories?
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3 Methods

3.1 Data

This study used recent debatable issues in the United States: The Black Lives
Matter issue, the Voter Fraud issue, and the Afghanistan issue (in chronological
order). These three issues increased partisan conflicts and are closely associated
with conflicts between the two political ideology alignments. The Black Live
Matters movement started in 2014, but reached a nationwide level of protest after
video of George Floyd’s killing went viral in 2020. The Floyd case exacerbated
race issues, especially regarding police violence. Support for BLM was more
pronounced because the government leader at the time, Donald Trump, was
perceived to have openly supported right-wing positions up to and includingwhite
supremacy. This claim is supported by Trump’s unsubstantiated attacks on
Barrack Obama’s citizenship, his obsession with building a wall at the Mexican
border, and his comment that all African leaders are in charge of shithole coun-
tries, implying that is what was in store for us with Obama as President.

The Voter Fraud issue is connected with the Capitol Attack of January 2021.
Trump had been lying about the pervasiveness of voter fraud since the 2016
election, claiming Hillary Clinton’s vote count was inflated by voter fraud. Many
people believe this was the beginning of Trump’s campaign to shake confidence in
the election process. The pandemic led to increased mail-in voting, which Donald
Trump falsely characterized as unreliable. And Trump invented stories or plucked
anecdotes from social media describing all kinds of voter fraud, but no evidence
has ever been found that the level of voter fraud was enough to change the results
of the election. Those who firmly believed that the electionwasmanipulated could
legitimize their violent attacks on the Capitol, which caused the loss of several
lives.

The Afghanistan issue is different from the first two issues. When the U.S.
government withdrew troops after losing the war with the Taliban, the downward
trend of the Biden approval rate was reinforced. Although many experts and
Democrat pundits accused the previous administration’s diplomatic and security
policy of failing, the public perception of Biden’s leadership was damaged by the
Taliban insurgency, which gave ammunition for conservative supporters’ or
Trump supporters’ conspiratorial accusations on the issue.

To examine the hypotheses, we collected Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk)
data during July and August 2021 about three political issues inviting conspira-
torial claims – the Afghanistan issue, the Black Lives Matter issue, and the Voter
Fraud issue. The survey only collected information from respondentswho are older
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than 18 years old, use English, and reside in the United States. We also recruited
respondents whose HIT approval rate is higher than 97%, and the total approval
count is over 1000. The respondents received $1.70 as a compensation. The total N
was 1355. Of the participants, 47% were female (N = 638), and 53% were male
(N = 717). The average age was about 41 years old, and more than 70% of
respondents were white (N = 1039). More than a half of the participants answered
that their highest level of education was higher than a Bachelor’s degree (77.1%,
N = 1051).

3.2 Measures

All measures are administered with 5-Likert scales (1 = Strongly Disagree,
5 = Strongly Agree). Please find the descriptive statistics in Appendix 1 and the
specific items used for variables in Appendix 2.

Trust Toward Two Different Governments. The study measured levels of
trust in two different governments by modifying the items from Huang’s (2001)
Organization-Public Relationship Assessment (OPRA) measures: Trust in the
Trump Administration (α = 0.97) and Trust in the Biden Administration (α = 0.96),
with six similar items. For example, Trump government trust was measured by the
question “Sound principles guided the Trump administration’s behavior,” while
Biden government trust was measured by the same question changing only the
name: “Sound principles guided the Biden administration’s behavior.”

Belief in Conspiracy Theories. As mentioned earlier, there are more
conspiracy theories against the Biden government and Democrats. Therefore, we
only use conspiratorial arguments against the Biden government. Belief in
conspiracy theories was measured by asking how much the respondents believed
in the suggested conspiracy theories for three issues: the Afghanistan Issue used
two items (r = 0.76) (e.g., I think President Joe Biden intentionally let Afghanistan
fall to the Taliban as part of a scheme to bring in more refugees, to change the U.S.
population and give Democrats permanent political control). The BLM Issue used
three items (α = 0.93) (e.g., I think Black Lives Matter (BLM) vandalized businesses
downtown, especially targeting white communities). The Voter Fraud issue used
five items (α = 0.89) (e.g., I think Dominion voting machines changed or deleted
votes for Trump). Those conspiracy theories were collected based on the list from
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snopes.com, one of the independent fact-checking organizations which debunk
misinformation/fake news.1

Active Communicative Actions. We adopted STOPS (Kim et al. 2011) to
measure the active communicative actions. We operationalized the composite
index for active communicative actions (α = 0.93) of the public (i.e., information
seeking (four items, α = 0.95), information forwarding (four items, α = 0.96), and
information forefending (four items, α = 0.95)) based on the theory.2

Control Variables. We controlled gender (female = 1, male = 0), race
(white = 1, non-white = 0), education level, and age.

4 Results

To examine two hypotheses and one research question, we conducted a multiple
regression analysis using STATA 16.1. We created two separate models testing
Trump government trust and Biden government trust. Unlike partisanship (party
identification), trust toward government includes many factors such as capability,
integrity, and credibility. Therefore, the test was conducted using two different
models, including one of government trust.

Hypothesis 1: Proposed that the level of trust in two different governments has a
profound impact on conspiracy thinking about political issues. H1a predicted that
higher Trump government trust increases belief in anti-Biden conspiracy theories.
As H1a suggested, all three social issues showed that those who held more trust in
the Trump government had a higher level of belief in conspiracy theories (β = 0.719
(Afghanistan), β = 0.755 (BLM), β = 0.786 (Voter fraud), ps < 0.001) (see Table 1).
H1b predicted, in contrast, that higher Biden government trust will have a negative
relationship with belief in conspiracy theories (β = −0.057, p < 0.05 (Afghanistan),
β = −0.268 (BLM), β = −0.243 (Voter fraud), ps < 0.001) (see Table 2).

Hypothesis 2: Predicted that active communicative actions regarding the issues
would enhance anti-Biden conspiracy thinking. This hypothesis did not

1 Note 1: STOPS used ‘communicative actions’ of problem solving to show that communication is
behavior-based. It includes six different information behaviors according to the active/passive
form and three types of behaviors (acquisition, transmission, selection). The behavioral approach
to communication originates from the behavioral-strategic paradigm in public relations theory. In
the behavioral-strategic paradigm, themembers of publics (ordinary people) are actively involved
with communication processes through behaviors (Please see Grunig (2018) and Kim et al. (2010)).
2 Note 2: The Cronbach’s alpha values were computed for all three issues.
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particularize a partisan group in anticipating effects. The results show that the
active communicative actions increased participants’ belief in conspiracy theories
concerning the three issues. In the first model, including Trump government trust
only, all the issues showed significant effects (β = 0.104 (Afghanistan), β = 0.064
(BLM), and β = 0.075 (Voter fraud), ps < 0.001) (see Table 1). The second model
included Biden government trust only, and all three issues showed significant
effects (β = 0.398 (Afghanistan), β = 0.382 (BLM), and β = 0.577 (Voter fraud),

Table : Trump government trust and active communicative actions on on belief in conspiracy
theories about three political issues.

Afghanistan BLM Voter fraud

Trump Gov. Trust .b (.) .b (.) .b (.)
Active communicative actions (ACA) .b (.) .b (.) .b (.)
Trump Gov. Trust x ACA .b (.) .a (.) .b (.)
Female =  −. (−.) −. (−.) −. (−.)
White =  −. (-.) . (.) . (.)
Education level .b (.) −. (−.) −. (−.)
Age −.b (−.) −. (−.) −. (−.)
N   

R-sq . . .
adj. R-sq . . .
F .b

.b
.b

Standardized beta coefficients; t-value in parentheses; ap < . ,bp < ..

Table : Biden government trust and active communicative actions on belief in conspiracy the-
ories about three political issues.

Afghanistan BLM Voter fraud

Biden Gov. Trust −.a (−.) −.c (−.) −.c (−.)
Active communicative actions (ACA) .c (.) .c (.) .c (.)
Biden Gov. Trust x ACA .c (.) .c (.) .c (.)
Female =  −.b (−.) −.c (−.) −.a (−.)
White =  . (.) . (.) . (.)
Education level .c (.) . (.) . (.)
Age −.c (−.) −. (−.) −. (−.)
N   

R-sq . . .
adj. R-sq . . .
F .c

.c
.c

Standardized Beta Coefficients; t-value in parentheses; ap < . bp < . cp < ..
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ps < 0.001) (see Table 2). Compared with the second model, the first model’s
coefficients of active communicative actions were smaller, which means Trump
government trust explains more variance of belief in conspiracy theories. On the
other hand, the second model controlling Biden government trust supports the
theory that active communicative actions regarding conspiracy issues can still
increase belief in conspiracy theories.

The research question asked whether there is any interaction effect of
government trust and active communicative actions on belief in conspiracy
theories. Both models showed significant effects of interaction terms. In
the first model, all three issues had significant coefficients (β = 0.072,
p < 0.001 (Afghanistan), β = 0.039 (BLM) p < 0.05, and β = 0.057 (Voter fraud),
p < 0.001). In addition, these patterns were similarly found in every issue
(β = 0.174 (Afghanistan), β = 0.216 (BLM), and β = 0.134 (Voter fraud),
ps < 0.001). However, the interpretation of this interaction should be substan-
tially different.

The first model’s moderation effects explained that low Trump government
trust was barely affected by changes in the level of active communicative actions.
The noticeable effects were only found in the high trust groups. As the active
communicative actions increased, the high Trump trust group increased their

Figure 1: The effects of active communicative actions (trust in the trump government).
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beliefs in conspiracy theories (see Figure 1). As the study only deals with con-
spiracy theories against the Biden government, Trump government support has
more powerful effects on belief in conspiracy theories.

The second model’s significant interaction portrayed dissimilar cases.
Unlike the first model, the active communicative actions’ effects were larger
and differed based on the issues. The high Biden trust group started at the
lowest point of belief in conspiracy theories, but as the level of active
communicative actions grew, their belief in conspiracy theories quickly
increased. The slope is much steeper as compared with the first model. Also, in
the case of the Voter Fraud issue, the low and high trust group both increased
their beliefs in conspiracy theories as active communicative actions increased.
The first model did not show this pattern, where the low Trump trust group did
not have any effects from active communicative actions for all three issues.
However, the second model showed that the low Biden trust group increased
their beliefs in conspiracy theories about the Voter Fraud issue while the high
Trump trust group did (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: The effects of active communicative actions (trust in the Biden government).
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5 Discussion

The study tried to illustrate the relationship between trust toward two different
governments (Trump vs. Biden), active communicative actions, and belief in
conspiracy theories. It found that trust in governments and active communi-
cative actions play a significant role. Belief in conspiracy theories against the
Biden government was associated with high Trump government trust and low
Biden government trust. Additionally, if people were more engaged with active
communicative actions, including information-seeking, -forefending, and
-forwarding about these issues, they were more likely to believe the conspiracy
scenarios. This pattern would seem too obvious, but interaction effect results
depict a more intriguing picture.

The Trump supporters elevated their conspiracy thinking through active
communication concerning the issues. Aswemirror this trend to the opposite side,
more support for the Biden government correlates with repression of belief in
conspiracy theories. However, contrary to the common expectation, people who
have a high support level for the Biden government increased their beliefs in
conspiracy theories and anti-Biden arguments if they were communicatively
active.

We think that those two types of supporters would operate with different
mechanisms. As for the Trump supporters, they strengthened their belief in
their preexisting conclusion on the issue through communicative actions. This
case can be well explained by Kim et al. (2021) epistemic inertia model. Con-
trastingly, the reason Biden supporters increased their conspiracy thinking is
more complicated. First, we can think about the Biden supporters’ practice of
reasonable skepticism. In the past, some conspiracy theories turned out to be
true after a while (e.g., Project MKUltra, Tuskegee syphilis experiment, Iran-
Contra Affair). These conspiracy theories help people to critically think about
situations and prevent them from having blind faith in their leaders. Second, we
could also think of the possibility that a high-level supporter could accept two
dimensions of belief in conspiracy theories. By actively seeking information
related to the conspiratorial accusation, they believe that there could be some
truth behind the theory.

We also found that there is a similar pattern although there are some differ-
ences in the nature of the issue: the Afghanistan issue is an international issue, but
the other two issues (BLM and Voter Fraud) are domestic issues. Many political
communication studies assert that American citizens are ignorant of foreign affairs
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(Thrall 2018) mainly due to the media eco-system. News organizations cover
international affairs less than domestic affairs (Kohut and Robert 1995). The
reasons can be demonstrated mainly in a twofold manner: First, foreign affairs
are hard to cover for their high news-making cost (e.g., Utley 1997). News orga-
nizations and journalists must rely on more foreign resources like correspon-
dent networks, or they are burdened with extra expenditures to send people out
of the country for in-depth research. Second, news market consumers are not
interested in foreign affairs (The Pew Research Center 2012; Reuter Institute
2012) because people believe that international events are ‘their’ issues rather
than “our’ issues. Ownership of such issues essentially, therefore, is not given
to ordinary people but to the states’ elites (Kohut and Robert 1995). On top of
this, as already maintained in a series of studies, especially in America,
governmental debates about foreign crises actually have much more impact on
decisions than the movements of public opinions (Benett 1990; Groeling and
Baum 2008). In sum, the smaller supplies and demands of foreign news inside
the country makes the public less influential over the government’s decisions.
These are common arguments in the TV news era as to why people are more
ignorant of foreign affairs and policy concerning news media factors. This
situation has been further aggravated with the introduction of the Internet.
Some scholars indicate that online news users have shown less interest in
international news (Reuter Institute 2012), and provision of international news
on the internet is highly concentrated with a small number of global news
agencies (Paterson 2007), so the Internet does not bring any groundbreaking
alternation in producing and consuming foreign news at all.

It is also necessary to discuss whether this tendency will be ‘accelerated’ in
this Internet-dominant time while news gets rapidly softened. This tendency is
paralleled with the universal commercialization trend of news media (Hallin &
Mancini 2004) regardless of its type. Today, as soft news prevails and hard news
shrinks, the international coverage is a perfect target for cuts attempting to
increase the efficiency of news production in business by eliminating time-
consuming and expensive elements. As we previously observed in the TV news
age, as people are more surrounded by a less deliberating communication
environment, much smaller portions of the audience or only political elites
would have steady interests in international news.

As discussed, digital communication could boost propagation of conspir-
acy theories about foreign affairs issues. However, this study did not show any
substantial difference in terms of belief in conspiracy theories. This could be
explained by two scenarios. First, the public’s indifference and selective
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consumption about the political-social issues are universal. Thus, effects do not
differ by the type of issue. Second, the Afghanistan issue can be considered as a
domestic issue because it impacts American politics and society directly.
The American government does not have any control over the Afghanistan
government and the country accepts refuges from Afghanistan wars. As prior
studies have argued (Benett 1990; Groeling and Baum 2008), if an international
issue has a domestic effect, people would have more motivation to selectively
consume information about the issue.

5.1 Limitations and future studies

The study has several limitations. First, the data used in the present study
cannot demonstrate exactly what motivated the high Biden trust group to
develop higher belief in conspiracy theories through active communicative
actions. In future research, it is necessary to employ anti-Trump conspiracy
theories and test various issues. It also may be that only Trump affects the test
cases in this way, which would result in a lower relevance to the Trump gov-
ernment in predicting future outcomes.

In addition, future work can include measurements referring to media lit-
eracy. When publics are knowledgeable about sources of information, specific
formats that news sites utilize to provide stories, and aspects such as the in-
clusion of contrasting arguments, they can distinguish the professionalism
behind the source of the information and be more skeptical in believing in-
formation provided by non-traditional news outlets and potential conspiracies
(Craft et al. 2017). It would be interesting to compare the levels of media literacy
of partisan publics in addition to their previous conspiratorial belief, and to
segment publics based on their literacy level to test differences in conspiracy
belief and communicative actions.

Second, this study only used one dataset obtained from Amazon MTurk. To
increase the reliability of the findings, several studies using representative data
or other methodologies would be necessary. As mentioned before, the dataset
was collected in a climate of high uncertainty, political tensions, and polari-
zation, with the recent Capitol Attack and consequent distrust. It would be
interesting to re-conduct the study including recent issues which publics are
familiar with, but in a less politically tense climate. While trust may not have
returned to the levels prior to the Capitol Attack, the tension prevailing in the
American society at the time the data was collected has diminished
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considerably. The reduction of tension may prime different communicative
actions, which is worthy of study in order to understand publics and better
predict their behaviors, given that political tension happens in a cyclical
fashion (Rudolph and Evans 2005).

6 Conclusion

The current study could provide a better understanding of how ordinary people
can situationally fall into belief in conspiracy theories when they are highly
engaged with communicative actions. By integrating preexisting efforts tackling
conspiracy theories, this study calls for the necessity to educate the peoplewith the
knowledge that anyone could fall into conspiracy beliefs if they do not carefully
diagnose their information behaviors.

Additionally, many studies have paid attention to dispositional factors
such as partisanship, but this study highlights the importance of situational
conspiracy thinking (situational belief in conspiracy theories) and communi-
cative factors to contribute to people’s conspiracy belief. It contributes theo-
retically to grasping the essential mechanism of conspiracy belief. In particular,
the political conspiracy belief has been approached more through the lens of
partisanship. This paper suggests that conspiracy belief can be explained by
communicative factors, not only by partisanship. For those who are not
partisan or politically sophisticated, belief in politico-social issues can be
developed if they are situationally motivated and undertake active communi-
cation. Hence, to better understand belief in conspiracy theories, further dis-
cussion is required about how communicative actions induce or alleviate
conspiracy thinking.

Efforts in reducing conspiracy thinking are critical for people to think more
deeply about the different situations they face and prevent them from blindly
following political leaders. Bringing the situational theory of problem solving
(STOPS) and communicative actions together with conspiratorial thinking en-
ables better understanding of the processes of conspiracy belief; moreover, it
provides solutions to prevent such beliefs. Understanding different commu-
nicative actions and diagnosing behaviors enacted by publics, taking into ac-
count dispositional factors, are crucial elements for understanding the different
steps that publics face when seeking information, sharing conspiracy-related
information, and contributing to the expansion of conspiracies and blind faith
in leaders.
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Appendix 2

Items

Trust in the Trump Administration (α = 0.97).
1. Sound principles guided the Trump administration’s behavior
2. When the Trump administration made an important decision, people knew the

government would consider the decision’s impact on members.
3. The Trump administration treated its publics fairly.
4. I feel positive about the direction in which the Trump administration was

heading.
5. The Trump administration had the ability to accomplish what it said it will do.
6. The Trump administration could keep its promises to its publics.

Trust in the Biden Administration (α = 0.96).
1. Sound principles guides the Biden administration’s behavior.
2. When the Biden administration makes an important decision, people know the

government will consider the decision’s impact on members.
3. The Biden administration treats its publics fairly.
4. I feel positive about the direction in which the Biden administration is heading.
5. The Biden administration has the ability to accomplish what it will do.
6. The Biden administration can keep its promises to its publics.

Belief in Conspiracy Theories about Afghanistan Issue (r = 0.76).
1. I think President Joe Biden intentionally let Afghanistan fall to the Taliban as

part of a scheme to bring inmore refugees, change the U.S. population and give
Democrats permanent political control.

2. I thinkPresident JoeBidenwhenhewasavicepresident hadSEALTeam6killed as
part of a cover-up after a purportedly failed assassination of Osama bin Laden.

Belief in Conspiracy Theories about BLM Issue (α = 0.93).
1. I think Black Lives Matter (BLM) vandalized businesses in downtown,

especially targeting white communities.
2. I think Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement and the left-wing anti-fascist

movement Antifa are closely linked.
3. I think George Soros funded Black LivesMatter (BLM)movement to destroy the U.S.

Belief in Conspiracy Theories about Voter fraud Issue (α = 0.89).
1. I think Dominion voting machines changed or deleted votes for Trump.
2. I think Sharpie markers did not invalidate Trump votes in Arizona.
3. I think mail-in voting was rife with fraud.
4. I think poll watchers were blocked from observing.
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5. I think there were thousands of votes by dead people or people voting multiple
times.

Active Communicative Actions.
Note: The same items were measured separately for three different issues

(i.e., Afghanistan, BLM, Voter Fraud).

Information Seeking (α = 0.95).
1. I often search for more information about this issue (Afghanistan/BLM/Voter

Fraud Issue) on Internet.
2. I have searched for more information about this issue (Afghanistan/BLM/Voter

Fraud Issue) on the websites or experts in the related industry.
3. I often search for news articles or blog postings related to this issue

(Afghanistan/BLM/Voter Fraud Issue).
4. I have spent some time and effort to find information related to this issue

(Afghanistan/BLM/Voter Fraud Issue).

Information Forwarding (α = 0.96).
1. I am willing to spare my time to discuss this issue (Afghanistan/BLM/Voter

Fraud Issue) with someone I do not know well.
2. When there are opportunities, I explain this issue (Afghanistan/BLM/Voter

Fraud Issue) to my family members and/or friends.
3. I (often) have conversations with people around me about this issue

(Afghanistan/BLM/Voter Fraud Issue).
4. I look for chances to share my knowledge and thoughts about this issue

(Afghanistan/BLM/Voter Fraud Issue).

Information Forefending (α = 0.95).
1. I have invested enough time and energy to understand this issue (Afghanistan/

BLM/Voter Fraud Issue) so I can classify information quickly.
2. I can easily judge the value of information about this issue (Afghanistan/BLM/

Voter Fraud Issue).
3. I know where to go when I need updated information regarding this issue

(Afghanistan/BLM/Voter Fraud Issue).
4. I have a selection of trusted sources that I check for updates on this issue

(Afghanistan/BLM/Voter Fraud Issue).
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