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1  |   INTRODUCTION

Conspiratorial ideation is pervasive, perhaps universal (Oliver 
& Wood, 2014; Uscinski & Parent, 2014). Nevertheless, peo-
ple are not all equally susceptible to conspiracy theories. 
Personality traits, which bear rich associations with our at-
titudes and beliefs about the world (Duckitt & Sibley, 2010), 
may be important correlates of conspiracy beliefs. Still, there 

are few contemporary accounts of the links between person-
ality and conspiracy beliefs. In two recent reviews on the 
psychology of conspiracy theories, personality traits went un-
mentioned (Douglas, Sutton, & Cichocka, 2017; van Prooijen 
& Douglas, 2018). The large-scale, although not wholesale 
(Goreis & Voracek, 2019), neglect of the potential persono-
logical correlates of conspiratorial ideation may stem in part 
from two longstanding notions that are contradictory: namely, 
that such beliefs are (a) inherently psychopathological, and 
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Abstract
Objective: We sought to replicate and extend provisional research on the person-
ological correlates of conspiracy beliefs by examining their associations with ab-
normal- and normal-range personality domain-level traits and, for the first time, 
lower-order personality facets; we also examined internalizing symptoms.
Method: The study comprised four samples of community and student participants 
(Ntotal  =  1,927), and examined the cross-sectional relations between self-reported 
conspiratorial ideation and measures of (a) the six-factor model of general personal-
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features (narcissism, psychopathy, disinhibition), and (d) internalizing symptoms 
(depression, anxiety, anger).
Results: Agreeableness and conscientiousness were significant, albeit modest, nega-
tive correlates of conspiracy beliefs, although other general personality dimensions 
tended to manifest negligible associations. Significant associations between lower-
order personality facets and conspiracy beliefs, not evident at the domain level, 
emerged. Indices of IH were significant negative correlates. Conspiracy beliefs 
were also associated with a range of personality disorder features and internalizing 
symptoms.
Conclusions: Our results suggest that the nonclinical individual prone to conspira-
torial ideation is somewhat likely to display a complex mixture of traits including 
distress, immodesty, impulsivity, and negative affect. Future research should inves-
tigate potential multiplicative relations among personological variables in predicting 
conspiracy beliefs.
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therefore, fall outside of the normal-range personality do-
main or, alternatively, (b) are “too normal” and apply almost 
equally to everyone, thereby rendering investigations of in-
dividual difference correlates essentially moot. As we will 
demonstrate, neither of these assumptions withstands careful 
empirical scrutiny.

Research examining the associations between general 
personality and conspiracy beliefs is provisional and mixed 
(Goreis & Voracek, 2019; Wood & Douglas, 2019). Still, vir-
tually all of this work has focused exclusively on domain-level 
personality traits, with scant consideration of more nuanced, 
facet-level traits. Thus, it remains unclear whether and how 
general personality traits are related to conspiracy beliefs. 
In contrast, research provides at least some support for the 
suppositions that conspiracy beliefs are associated with 
maladaptive personality traits, such as paranoia and schizo-
typy (e.g., Barron et al., 2018; Oliver & Wood, 2014), and 
internalizing psychopathology, such as depression and anx-
iety (e.g., Bogart, Wagner, Galvan, & Banks, 2010; Bruder, 
Haffke, Neave, Nouripanah, & Imhoff, 2013).

In the present set of studies, we sought to build on and 
extend the nascent and largely inconsistent body of research 
on personality and conspiracy beliefs by investigating the 
conspiracy theory correlates of normal and abnormal per-
sonality traits. We examined these associations across four 
samples drawn from (a) community and (b) student popu-
lations. Although our research is cross-sectional and neces-
sarily correlational, a better understanding of the personality 
correlates of conspiracy theories may offer fruitful insights 
into the potential causal mechanisms of conspiracy belief and 
clarify several lingering ambiguities in the literature.

1.1  |  General personality traits and 
conspiracy beliefs

Because of the ubiquity of conspiratorial ideation, it is impor-
tant to consider normal-range personality traits in examina-
tions of conspiracy beliefs and not assume that conspiracy 
beliefs are germane only to individuals in extreme (fringe) 
groups. Yet, the degree to which self-reported general per-
sonality (e.g., Five Factor Model; FFM) is associated with 
conspiracy beliefs remains opaque (Wood & Douglas, 2019). 
Most studies suggest that extraversion, conscientiousness, 
and neuroticism are negligibly associated with conspiracy 
beliefs, but, for reasons that are unclear (e.g., random error 
or substantive differences owing to undetected modera-
tors), the directions of these correlations vary across stud-
ies (e.g., Orosz et al., 2016; Stojanov & Halberstadt, 2019). 
Research examining the associations between agreeableness 
and openness, on the one hand, and conspiracy beliefs, on 
the other hand, yields a somewhat more consistent picture. 
Agreeableness tends to manifest small negative associations 

with conspiracy beliefs (Brotherton, French, & Pickering, 
2013; Swami, Tran, et al., 2016), whereas openness tends to 
manifest small positive associations (Imhoff & Bruder, 2014; 
Swami et al., 2012). Still, these correlations are not invari-
ably statistically significant across studies, and other work 
has revealed associations in the opposite directions (Galliford 
& Furnham, 2017; Orosz et al., 2016; Wood & Gray, 2019).

Only one published study (Jolley, Douglas, Leite, & 
Schrader, 2019) has examined the associations between 
conspiracy beliefs and the HEXACO model of personality, 
which includes five dimensions that correspond with, but are 
not isomorphic to, the standard FFM domains and a sixth 
honesty–humility dimension (Lee & Ashton, 2018). More 
specifically, self-report measures of the FFM assess neurot-
icism and agreeableness, whereas the HEXACO assesses 
these traits spread across three dimensions, namely honesty–
humility, agreeableness, and emotionality (Ashton, Lee & de 
Vries, 2014). Jolley and colleagues (2019) found that con-
spiracy beliefs were negatively associated with honesty–hu-
mility, but nonsignificantly related to other HEXACO traits.

To clarify inconsistencies in the literature linking per-
sonality to conspiracy beliefs, Goreis and Voracek (2019) 
meta-analyzed the associations between FFM traits and such 
beliefs (k = 96, N = 12,086). Perhaps surprisingly, their re-
sults revealed no significant associations between general 
personality and conspiracy beliefs (rs ranged from −.02 
[agreeableness] to .03 [neuroticism]). Nevertheless, all pub-
lished research examining the relations between conspiracy 
beliefs and general personality has relied on domain-level 
personality trait dimensions and has not considered more 
nuanced, facet-level traits. Thus, potentially important dif-
ferences between facet-level traits and conspiracy beliefs 
may be obscured when aggregated into domain-level scores, 
a broader problem that pervades much of personality and 
psychopathology research (Smith, McCarthy, & Zapolski, 
2009). For instance, trait openness reflects at least two sepa-
rable facets, namely imagination (e.g., aesthetic appreciation) 
and intellect (e.g., inquisitiveness; DeYoung, Grazioplene, & 
Peterson, 2012). Such results raise the intriguing possibility 
that self-reported personality facets are differentially associ-
ated with conspiracy beliefs.

In addition, a potentially overlooked dispositional cor-
relate of conspiracy beliefs is intellectual humility (IH), the 
propensity to be aware of one’s cognitive biases and evaluate 
the evidentiary bases for one’s beliefs (e.g., Leary et al., 2017). 
Burgeoning research suggests that IH is modestly related to 
cognitive ability, including the ability to distinguish between 
strong and weak forms of evidence in addition to real and 
fictitious claims (Krumrei-Mancuso, Haggard, LaBouff, & 
Rowatt, 2019; Leary et al., 2017). IH may be germane to hold-
ing certain attitudes and beliefs, as well, including decreased 
endorsement of anti-vaccination attitudes (Senger & Huynh, 
2020). Moreover, IH is negatively associated with narcissism, 
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raising the possibility that IH reduces risk for holding beliefs 
with excessive confidence and certainty (Krumrei-Mancuso 
& Rouse, 2016). Taken together, these results suggest that IH 
may be associated with reduced conspiracy beliefs. Further, 
an examination of the associations between conspiracy be-
liefs and IH should afford us a better understanding of the 
more granular relations between conspiracy beliefs and hu-
mility, as IH may be a variant or lower-order facet of general 
humility (Van Tongeren, Davis, Hook, & Witvliet, 2019).

1.2  |  Personality disorder traits, 
internalizing psychopathology, and 
conspiracy beliefs

In contrast with the mixed literature on general personal-
ity and conspiracy beliefs, studies indicate that conspiracy 
beliefs are robustly associated with a range of personality 
disorder traits. For instance, Swami, Tran, and colleagues 
(2016) examined the associations between dimensional per-
sonality disorder traits and conspiracy beliefs, finding that 
all dimensions of the Personality Inventory for DSM-5 (PID-
5; Krueger, Derringer, Markon, Watson, & Skodol, 2013), 
a self-report measure of personality pathology based on the 
DSM-5 Section III alternative model of personality disor-
ders, manifested medium to large positive associations with 
conspiracy beliefs. Characteristics linked to certain personal-
ity disorders and other clinical conditions, such as paranoia, 
have long played a role in theoretical accounts of conspira-
torial ideation (e.g., Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, 
1950; Hofstadter, 1964).

Although most individuals find it more comforting to 
attribute their failures to other persons or events than to 
themselves, such a propensity to externalize blame may 
be especially pronounced among narcissistic individuals 
(Miller & Campbell, 2010). Hence, narcissism may be one 
trait that predisposes individuals to adopt conspiracy beliefs 
(Cichocka, Marchlewska, & de Zavala, 2016). Preliminary re-
search suggests that narcissism, including both grandiose and 
vulnerable narcissism, is positively associated with conspir-
acy beliefs (Cichocka et al., 2016; March & Springer, 2019). 
Healthy self-esteem, in contrast, manifests small negative 
associations with conspiracy beliefs (Galliford & Furnham, 
2017; Stieger, Gumhalter, Tran, Voracek, & Swami, 2013). 
Conspiracy beliefs may provide security to narcissistic indi-
viduals, as they often afford an explanatory framework for 
threatening events that externalizes blame. Moreover, narcis-
sistic individuals tend to believe that they are more important 
than others and deserve to be the center of attention, and these 
inflated views of their own agency and authoritativeness may 
contribute to heightened perceptions of others’ intentional-
ity (March & Springer, 2019). Heightened self-confidence 
characteristic of narcissistic individuals may additionally 

contribute to them being relatively unlikely to engage in deep 
reflection regarding their gut hunches (Littrell, Fugelsang, & 
Risko, 2019).

When considering the associations between conspiracy 
beliefs and both narcissism and dimensional personality dis-
order features, it is surprising that only one study (March & 
Springer, 2019) has examined the associations between con-
spiracy beliefs and self-reported psychopathic personality 
(psychopathy). Psychopathy is a condition that overlaps with 
narcissism and reflects a complex constellation of personality 
traits, such as disinhibition, callousness, and self-centered-
ness (Miller, Hyatt, Maples-Keller, Carter, & Lynam, 2017; 
Watts, Waldman, Smith, Poore, & Lilienfeld, 2017). March 
and Springer (2019) found that both primary (e.g., manip-
ulativeness) and secondary (e.g., impulsiveness) features of 
psychopathy manifested large positive associations with con-
spiracy beliefs. Given that conspiracy beliefs are linked with a 
range of personality disorder features, it seems possible if not 
likely that conspiracy belief is associated with antagonism, 
recklessness, and an inflated sense-of-self more specifically 
rather than certain global conditions (e.g., psychopathy) per 
se. Dovetailing with these conjectures, conspiracy belief is 
associated with features of externalizing at large, including 
increased aggression and propensity for violence (Jolley 
et al., 2019; Marchlewska, Cichocka, Łozowski, Górska, & 
Winiewski, 2019).

In addition to features of externalizing, conspiracy beliefs 
manifest small to large positive associations with self-re-
ported internalizing features. Conspiracy belief is associated 
with a range of anxiety symptoms, including those compris-
ing state- and trait-anxiety (Leone, Giacomantonio, Williams, 
& Michetti, 2018), social anxiety (Lantian, Muller, Nurra, & 
Douglas, 2016), and death anxiety (Stojanov & Halberstadt, 
2019). Conspiracy beliefs also tend to manifest small posi-
tive associations with total scores on depression s inventories 
(Bogart et al., 2010; Leone et al., 2018). Although the causal 
relation, if any, between conspiracy beliefs and internalizing 
is still unclear, conspiracy beliefs may satisfy emotional and 
existential needs to make sense of negative situations (e.g., 
Douglas et al., 2019).

1.3  |  Current studies

We examined the associations between conspiracy beliefs, 
on the one hand, and self-reported personality traits, both 
normal and abnormal, IH, and internalizing psychopathol-
ogy, on the other hand, across four samples comprising (a) 
community and (b) student participants. We used multiple 
measures of conspiratorial ideation to reduce the potential in-
fluence of mono-operation bias and build in conceptual repli-
cation both within and across samples. Our investigation was 
characterized by two broad aims.
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1.3.1  |  Aim 1. Clarify the domain- and facet-
level associations of general personality traits 
with conspiracy beliefs

We hypothesized that the traditional FFM domains would 
manifest small correlations with conspiracy beliefs (Goreis 
& Voracek, 2019). We predicted that conspiracy beliefs 
would manifest small negative associations with agreea-
bleness but small positive associations with the remaining 
FFM traits. In addition, we hypothesized that honesty–
humility would manifest small to medium negative cor-
relations with conspiracy beliefs (Jolley et al., 2019). 
Similarly, we hypothesized that IH would manifest small 
to medium negative associations with conspiracy beliefs. 
Our analyses regarding the associations between the lower-
order facets of general personality and conspiracy beliefs 
were exploratory.

1.3.2  |  Aim 2: Elaborate on the associations 
between maladaptive functioning and 
conspiracy beliefs

We analyzed the relations between conspiracy beliefs and 
indices of personality pathology and internalizing fea-
tures. Regarding personality pathology, we hypothesized 
that conspiracy beliefs would manifest large positive cor-
relations with PID-5 traits (Swami, Weis, Lay, Barron, & 
Furnham, 2016). We also assessed narcissism and psy-
chopathy to provide enhanced content coverage of ex-
ternalizing tendencies and antagonism. We hypothesized 
that the entitlement/exploitativeness features of narcissism 
and the disinhibition and meanness features of psychopa-
thy would manifest medium to large positive correlations 
with conspiracy beliefs (Cichocka et al., 2016; March & 
Springer, 2019). Our analyses including leadership/au-
thority and boldness were exploratory, as these traits are 
often related to adaptive outcomes, such as stress immunity 
and self-esteem (Clarke, Karlov, & Neale, 2015; Latzman 
et al., 2019). Both externalizing and internalizing features 
are posited to predispose to conspiracy beliefs (Douglas 
et al., 2019); hence, we also investigated the associations 
between internalizing and conspiracy belief. We hypoth-
esized that conspiracy beliefs would manifest small posi-
tive associations with depression and anxiety (Bogart et al., 
2010; Lantian et al., 2016). In contrast, we hypothesized 
that self-esteem would be negligibly or negatively cor-
related with conspiracy beliefs (Swami, 2012). We also 
included a measure of anger, which reflects both internal-
izing and externalizing (Tellegen & Waller, 2008). We 
hypothesized that conspiracy beliefs would manifest small 
positive associations with anger (Bogart et al., 2010; Leone 
et al., 2018).

2  |   METHOD

2.1  |  Participants

In Samples 1, 3, and 4, participants were recruited from 
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), an online plat-
form through which community members can participate 
in studies for financial compensation. Research suggests 
that once screened for quality control problems, data qual-
ity from MTurk studies are broadly comparable to those 
collected from undergraduate samples and other conveni-
ence samples (Buhrmester, Talaifar, & Gosling, 2018). 
Nonetheless, there are controversies surrounding the qual-
ity of MTurk data (e.g., Chmielewski & Kucker, 2019). To 
address these data quality concerns, we (a) examined click 
counts (i.e., must have clicked at least three times on the 
consent page to advance to the next page of the survey), 
(b) administered attention checks, and (c) used published 
metrics to screen out inconsistent and overused responses 
(e.g., putting “3” for most items, even on reverse-coded 
items), on the HEXACO PI-R (Barends & de Vries, 2019). 
There were two attention checks in Samples 1 and 3 that 
required participants to accurately (a) track an argument 
and (b) respond to a question and its prompt (e.g., “Was 
Leonardo da Vinci born before or after 1698? Type either 
before or after”). In Sample 4, participants completed three 
attention checks (e.g., answering other than “agree” to an 
item stating “The sky is often blue”). In Sample 2, par-
ticipants were undergraduates enrolled in an introductory 
psychology course at a private university in the southeast. 
The same procedures were followed to ensure data quality 
in Sample 2 as in the other samples.

2.1.1  |  Sample 1

The final sample (N = 527; Mage = 38.1, SDage = 11.57) was 
primarily college-educated (40.0%), female (55.8%), and 
white (83.7%). The remainder of the sample was African 
American (11.2%), Hispanic (8.3%), and Other (1.9%). Most 
participants identified as Democratic (42.7%), followed by 
Republican (26.4%) and independent (23.0%).

2.1.2  |  Sample 2

The final sample (N = 327; Mage = 19.0, SDage = 1.76) was 
primarily female (69.1%) and white (53.2%). The remain-
der of the sample was Asian (33.9%), Hispanic (12.5%), and 
African American (7.3%). Most participants identified as 
Democratic (52.0%), followed by not identifying with a po-
litical party (21.4%) and independent (16.5%); only a minor-
ity identified as Republican (6.5%).



      |  5BOWES et al.

2.1.3  |  Sample 3

The final sample (N = 498; Mage = 39.6, SDage = 12.41) was 
primarily college-educated (38.8%), female (55.8%), and 
white (81.7%). The remainder of the sample was African 
American (10.6%), Hispanic (5.2%), and Asian (4.4%). 
Regarding political identification, most participants identi-
fied as Democratic (43.3%), followed by Republican (25.4%) 
and independent (23.1%).

2.1.4  |  Sample 4

The final sample (N  =  479; Mage  =  40.51, SDage  =  12.43) 
was primarily college-educated (36.6%), female (54.7%), 
and white (85.5%). The remainder of the sample was African 
American (8.0%), Hispanic (6.9%), and Asian (2.8%). Most 
identified as Democratic (44.5%), followed by Republican 
(26.1%) and independent (23.6 %).

2.2  |  Materials and procedure

All participants completed an online battery of self-report 
measures. Internal consistencies are presented in Tables 
S1–S7.1

2.2.1  |  Conspiratorial ideation

Scholars often parse specific from general conspiracy theo-
ries (Douglas et al., 2019). Measures of specific conspiracy 
theories present participants with a series of concrete, event-
based conspiracies (Swami et al., 2011) or assess a single 
content domain, such as beliefs about vaccinations (Shapiro, 
Holding, Perez, Amsel, & Rosberger, 2016). Measures of 
general conspiracy theories, in contrast, assess belief in de-
contextualized, nonevent-based conspiracies (Brotherton 
et al., 2013; Bruder et al., 2013). In the present investigation, 
we included measures of both general and specific conspiracy 
theories. In Samples 1 through 3, the Belief in Conspiracy 
Theories Inventory (BCTI; Swami et al., 2011) was admin-
istered. The BCTI is a 15-item self-report inventory of belief 
in specific conspiracies (e.g., “U.S. agencies intentionally 
created the AIDS epidemic and administered it to Black and 
gay men in the 1970s”), wherein participants endorse their 
level of belief via a 1 (completely false) to 6 (completely true) 
Likert-type scale. Exploratory factor analyses suggest that 
the BCTI is unidimensional (Swami, Chamorro-Premuzic, & 
Furnham, 2010).

In Sample 4, participants completed two self-report mea-
sures of conspiratorial thinking: the Generic Conspiracist 
Beliefs Scale (GCBS; Brotherton et al., 2013) and Vaccine 

Conspiracy Theories Scale (VCBS; Shapiro et al., 2016). The 
GCBS is a 15-item self-report measure of beliefs in general 
conspiracy theories (e.g., “New and advanced technology 
which would harm current industry is being suppressed”) 
that yields a total score in addition to five factor scores. In 
this study, we used the GCBS total score in all primary anal-
yses (but see Tables S8 and S9 for the correlations between 
the GCBS subdimensions and study outcomes). Participants 
indicated the degree to which they agreed with each item 
on a 1 (definitely not true) to 5 (definitely true) Likert-type 
scale. The VCBS is a 7-item self-report measure of belief in 
vaccine-related conspiracy theories (e.g., “The government 
is trying to cover up the link between vaccines and autism”), 
and participants indicated their agreement with each state-
ment on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) Likert-
type scale.

2.2.2  |  General personality

All participants completed the 100-item version of the 
HEXACO Personality Inventory-Revised (HEXACO PI-R; 
Lee & Ashton, 2018), which is a self-report measure com-
prising facet-level scales that converge on six domains. 
Honesty–Humility comprises four facets: Sincerity, Fairness, 
Greed Avoidance, and Modesty; Emotionality, which broadly 
aligns with neuroticism from the FFM, comprises four fac-
ets: Fearfulness, Anxiety, Dependence, and Sentimentality; 
Extraversion comprises four facets: Social Self-Esteem, 
Social Boldness, Sociability, and Liveliness; Agreeableness 
comprises four facets: Forgivingness, Gentleness, Flexibility, 
and Patience; Conscientiousness comprises four facets: 
Organization, Diligence, Perfectionism, and Prudence; and 
Openness comprises four facets: Aesthetic Appreciation, 
Inquisitiveness, Creativity, and Unconventionality. The 
HEXACO PI-R also contains an interstitial scale, altruism, 
that measures tendencies to be warm and sympathetic toward 
others. To quantify potential acquiescence/counter-acquies-
cence response bias, we summed all items on the HEXACO 
without reverse-coding items and used this variable as a co-
variate in secondary analyses.

2.2.3  |  Intellectual humility

In Samples 1 through 3, participants completed two self-re-
port measures of IH, the Leary General Intellectual Humility 
Scale (LIHS; Leary et al., 2017) and Comprehensive 
Intellectual Humility Scale (CIHS; Krumrei-Mancuso & 
Rouse, 2016). The LIHS is a 6-item measure that empha-
sizes the intrapersonal rather than interpersonal features of 
IH (e.g., “I reconsider my opinions when presented with 
new evidence”). Participants rated their agreement with 
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each item on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 
Likert-type scale. The CIHS is a 22-item measure that en-
compasses both intrapersonal and interpersonal features of 
this construct (e.g., “I can respect others, even if I disagree 
with them in important ways”; “My ideas are usually better 
than other people’s ideas [reversed]”). Factor analyses of 
the CIHS has revealed four dimensions: Independence of 
Intellect and Ego, Openness to Revising One’s Viewpoints, 
Respect for Others’ Viewpoints, and Lack of Intellectual 
Overconfidence. Participants rated their agreement with 
each item on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 
Likert-type scale. Factor analyses suggest that these four 
subdimensions load onto a second-order factor of general 
IH (Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse, 2016).

2.2.4  |  Personality disorder traits

In Samples 1, 2, and 4, participants completed The 
Personality Inventory for DSM-5-Brief Form (PID-
5-BF; Krueger et al., 2013), a 25-item self-report meas-
ure that aligns with the alternative model of personality 
disorders in Section III of the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual-5 (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The 
PID-5 assesses five personality dimensions: Negative 
Affect, Detachment, Antagonism, Disinhibition, and 
Psychoticism. Participants rated how characteristic certain 
emotional states and behaviors are of them on a 0 (very 
false or often false) to 3 (very true or often true) Likert-
type scale. In Samples 1 through 3, participants com-
pleted the Narcissistic Personality Inventory-13 (NPI-13; 
Gentile et al., 2013), an abbreviated version of the 40-item 
Narcissistic Personality Inventory (Raskin & Terry, 1988). 
The NPI-13 yields scores on three dimensions: Leadership/
Authority, Grandiose/Exhibitionism, and Entitlement/
Exploitativeness. The NPI-13 comprises 13 pairs of state-
ments, and participants select the statement with which 
they most agree (e.g., “I find it easy to manipulate peo-
ple” or “I don’t like it when I find myself manipulating 
people”).

In Samples 1 through 3, the triarchic psychopathy di-
mensions, namely boldness, disinhibition, and mean-
ness, were extracted from the HEXACO PI-R using 
published formulas (Marcus et al., 2019). In Sample 4, the 
Psychopathic Personality Inventory-Revised-40 (PPI-R-40; 
Eisenbarth, Lilienfeld, & Yarkoni, 2015) was administered, 
a short-form version of the 154-item PPI-R (Lilienfeld & 
Widows, 2005). The PPI-R-40 yields three dimensions 
that closely align with the triarchic psychopathy traits: 
Fearless Dominance (which corresponds with boldness), 
Self-Centered Impulsivity (which corresponds with dis-
inhibition), and coldheartedness (which corresponds 
with Meanness). Although Coldheartedness overlaps 

with Meanness, it more closely emphasizes affective de-
tachment, whereas Meanness more closely emphasizes 
antagonism.

2.2.5  |  Psychopathology and self-esteem

In Samples 1 and 2, participants completed three brief report 
versions of the Patient-Reported Outcomes Measurement 
Information System Scales for Anxiety, Depression, and 
Anger (PROMIS; Pilkonis et al., 2011). The Anxiety 
PROMIS scale is an 8-item measure of fearfulness, stress 
sensitivity, and tension. The Depression PROMIS scale is 
an 8-item measure of worthlessness, low mood, and hope-
lessness. The Anger PROMIS scale is a 5-item measure of 
irritability and emotion dysregulation. In Samples 1 and 2, 
participants also completed a 10-item self-report measure 
of self-esteem, namely the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 
(Rosenberg, 1979).

3  |   RESULTS

Effect sizes were interpreted in accordance with Gignac and 
Szodorai’s (2016) effect size guidelines for individual differ-
ences researchers. We focus our exposition on effect sizes 
rather than on statistical significance. Results from individual 
samples are presented in Tables 1 and 2. For a description 
of the results in each sample, see Supporting Information 1. 
Intercorrelations among variables are presented in Tables 
S1–S7.

3.1  |  Descriptive statistics

Distributions of the constructs in each sample are presented 
in Figures S1–S4. The means and standard deviations for 
measures of all constructs are presented in Tables S1–S7. 
Conspiracy beliefs, personality disorder traits, and indices 
of psychopathology tended to be positively skewed, whereas 
general personality traits and IH tended to be negatively 
skewed. In addition, regarding conspiratorial ideation, ap-
proximately 60% of participants in each sample yielded 
scores on the conspiracy belief measures that were less than 
half of the theoretical maxima on said measures. In Samples 
1 through 3, no participant yielded a maximum score on the 
BCTI (sample maxima ranged from 70 to 88). Nevertheless, 
skewness statistics for each construct did not exceed an ab-
solute value of 2 across samples, suggesting that skewness 
probably did not substantially influence the results. Kurtosis 
statistics exceeded an absolute value of 2 for the following 
constructs only: Entitlement/Exploitativeness in Sample 3 
(kurtosis = 2.03), the LIHS in Sample 2 (kurtosis = 2.72), 
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CIHS Openness in Sample 2 (kurtosis  =  2.58), and CIHS 
Respect in Sample 2 (kurtosis = 4.27).2

3.2  |  Mini meta-analytic summary

To analytically synthesize the results across samples 
(Table 3; Figures S5 and S6), we conducted a “mini” meta-
analysis (Goh, Hall, & Rosenthal, 2016) using the random-
effects model (N = 1,927; k = 4). Because there were two 
measures of conspiracy beliefs in Sample 4, the effect sizes 

were averaged across them so as to not artificially inflate 
confidence in our estimates. All analyses were conducted in 
R using the metafor package (Viechtbauer, 2010).3

Across samples, honesty–humility was a small but sig-
nificant negative correlate of conspiracy beliefs (r = −.13). 
Modesty and fairness manifested medium negative correla-
tions with conspiracy beliefs (modesty r = −.14; fairness 
r = −.15). Greed avoidance also manifested a significant, 
albeit small, and negative correlation with conspiracy 
beliefs (r  =  −.05). Sincerity was not significantly asso-
ciated with conspiracy beliefs (r  =  −.02). In contrast to 

Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3
Sample 4 
- GCBS

Sample 4 
- VCBS

1. Honesty–humility −.19a  −.05a  −.12 −.20 −.07

2. Sincerity .00 −.01 .00 −.09 −.02

3. Fairness −.21 −.09 −.16 −.25 −.06

4. Greed avoidance −.09* .00 −.06 −.08 −.03

5. Modesty −.23 −.05 −.14 −.15 −.12

6. Emotionality −.07 −.05 .02 .05 .01

7. Fearfulness −.14 −.01 −.10* .07 .01

8. Anxiety −.05 −.03 .05 .14 .03

9. Dependence −.01 −.07 .04 −.05 −.00

10. Sentimentality −.01 −.05 .05 −.05 −.02

11. Extraversion .00 −.06 .04 −.24 −.09a 

12. Social self-est. −.10* −.11* −.01 −.24 −.13

13. Social boldness .09 −.02 .05 −.16 −.06

14. Sociability .04 −.06 .06 −.16 −.04

15. Liveliness −.06 −.02 .02 −.21 −.07

16. Agreeableness −.15 −.05 −.09 −.18 −.04

17. Forgivingness −.04 −.02 −.01 −.14 .00

18. Gentleness −.07 −.01 −.04 −.11* .01

19. Flexibility −.19 −.13* −.09* −.12* −.05

20. Patience −.15 −.03 −.13 −.19 −.09

21. 
Conscientiousness

−.17 −.08 −.08 −.19a  −.21a 

22. Organization −.10* −.02 −.05 −.11* −.09

23. Diligence −.17 −.10* −.02 −.17 −.19

24. Perfectionism −.07 −.02 .02 −.07 −.12

25. Prudence −.20 −.09 −.19 −.26 −.28

26. Openness .00a  .07 .03 −.07 −.17

27. Aesthetic app. .02 .13 .00 −.02 −.07

28. Inquisitive −.12 −.02 −.07 −.13 −.21

29. Creativity .06 .03 .06 −.10* −.13

30. Unconventionality .03 .04 .12 .01 −.15

31. Altruism −.19a  −.09 −.04 −.19 −.11*

Note: Bold is p < .001, italicized is p < .01, and * is p < .05.
Abbreviations: GCBS, Generic Conspiracist Belief Scale; VCBS, Vaccine Conspiracy Belief Scale.
aDenotes that the association was significantly moderated by age. 

T A B L E  1   Correlations between 
general personality traits and conspiracy 
beliefs
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honesty–humility, domain-level emotionality (r  =  −.02) and its facets (rs ranged from −.05 [fearfulness] to .01 

Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 3
Sample 4 
- GCBS

Sample 4 
- VCBS

Intellectual 
humility

1. CIHS total −.23 −.17 −.09 – –

2. CIHS Ind. Int. 
Ego

−.18 −.13 −.07 – –

3. CIHS Openness −.11* −.10* −.05 – –

4. CIHS respect −.05 −.17 .03 – –

5. CIHS Lack Int. 
Overconf.

−.27 −.06 −.16 – –

6. LIHS −.09*a  −.06 .01 – –

NPI

1. Leadership/
authority

.25 .04 .19 – –

2. Entitlement/
exploitativeness

.16 .12* .17 – –

3. Grandiose/
exhibitionism

.17 .06 .22 – –

HEXACO 
psychopathy

4. Boldness .08 −.04b  .06 – –

5. Disinhibition .29 .12* .22 – –

6. Meanness .14a  .08 .02b  – –

PPI-R

7. Fearless 
dominance

– – – −.06 −.02a 

8. Self-centered 
impulsivity

– – – .35 .24

9. Coldheartedness – – – .09* .01

PID-5

10. Negative affect .18 .07 – .21b  .10*

11. Detachment .22 .09 – .27 .20

12. Antagonism .33 .09 – .22 .15

13. Disinhibition .31 .05 – .23 .19

14. Psychoticism .35 .14 – .31 .23

Internalizing

15. Self-esteem −.02 .04a  – – –

16. Depression .16 .17 – – –

17. Anxiety .19 .12* – – –

18. Anger .26 .07 – – –

Note: Bold is p < .001, italicized is p < .01, and * is p < .05.
Abbreviations: CIHS, Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale; GCBS, Generic Conspiracist Belief Scale; 
Ind. Int. Ego, Independence of Intellect and Ego; Lack Int. Overconf., Lack of Intellectual Overconfidence; 
LIHS, Leary Intellectual Humility Scale; NPI, Narcissistic Personality Inventory; Openness, Openness to 
Revising One’s Viewpoints; PID-5, Personality Inventory for DSM-5; PPI-R, Psychopathic Personality 
Inventory-Revise; Respect, Respect for Others’ Viewpoints; VCBS, Vaccine Conspiracy Belief Scale.
aDenotes that the association was significantly moderated by age. 
bDenotes that the association was significantly moderated by gender. 

T A B L E  2   Correlations between (a) 
intellectual humility, personality disorder 
traits, and internalizing and (b) conspiracy 
beliefs
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[anxiousness]) were not significantly associated with 
conspiracy beliefs. Extraversion (r  =  −.05) and most of 
its facets (rs ranged from −.05 [liveliness] to .00 [social 
boldness]) were also not significantly associated with con-
spiracy beliefs. Social self-esteem, however, manifested a 
small but significant negative association with conspiracy 
beliefs (r = −.10).

Agreeableness was also a small but significant negative 
correlate of conspiracy beliefs at the domain level (r = −.10), 
and two of its facets, namely flexibility and patience, too man-
ifested significant, negative correlations (flexibility r = −.13; 
patience r  =  −.12). In contrast, forgivingness and gentle-
ness were negligibly associated (forgivingness r  =  −.04; 
gentleness r  =  −.04). In addition, conscientiousness was 

T A B L E  3   Mini meta-analytic estimates of the associations between conspiracy beliefs and study variables across samples

Constructs r SE 95% CI Constructs r SE 95% CI

1. Honesty–humility −.13 .03 −.18, −.07 Intellectual humility

2. Sincerity −.02 .02 −.06, .03 32. CIHS Total −.17 .04 −.25, −.08

3. Fairness −.15 .02 −.21, −.11 33. CIHS Independence of 
Intellect and Ego

−.13 .03 −.19, −.06

4. Greed avoidance −.05* .02 −.10, −.01 34. CIHS Openness to Revising 
One’s Viewpoints

−.09 .03 −.14, −.04

5. Modesty −.14 .04 −.22, −.07 35. CIHS Respect for Others’ 
Viewpoints

−.06 .06 −.18, .05

6. Emotionality −.02 .03 −.07, .03 36. CIHS Lack Intellectual 
Overconfidence

−.17 .06 −.20, −.05

7. Fearfulness −.05 .04 −.14, .03 37. LIHS −.04 .03 −.11, .01

8. Anxiety .01 .03 −.05, .08 NPI

9. Dependence −.01 .02 −.06, .03 38. Leadership/Authority .16 .06 .04, .29

10. Sentimentality −.01 .02 −.05, .03 39. Entitlement/Exploitativeness .15 .03 .10, .20

11. Extraversion −.05 .04 −.13, .04 40. Grandiose/Exhibitionism .15 .05 .06, .25

12. Social self-esteem −.10 .04 −.17, −.03 Psychopathy

13. Social boldness .00 .04 −.08, .09 41. Boldness/Fearless Dominance .02 .03 −.05, .08

14. Sociability −.02 .04 −.10, .06 42. Disinhibition/Self-centered 
Impulsivity

.24 .04 .16, .32

15. Liveliness −.05 .03 −.12, .02 43. Meanness/Coldheartedness .09 .02 .05, .14

16. Agreeableness −.10 .02 −.15, −.06 PID-5

17. Forgivingness −.03 .02 −.08, .01 47. Negative Affect .14 .03 .07, .20

18. Gentleness −.04 .02 −.09, .00 48. Detachment .19 .05 .09, .28

19. Flexibility −.13 .03 −.17, −.06 49. Antagonism .21 .07 .06, .35

20. Patience −.12 .02 −.17, −.08 50. Disinhibition .20* .08 .04, .35

21. Conscientiousness −.13 .03 −.20, −.07 51. Psychoticism .26 .07 .14, .39

22. Organization −.07 .02 −.11, −.02 Internalizing

23. Diligence −.12 .04 −.19, −.04 52. Self-esteem .01 .03 −.06, .07

24. Perfectionism −.04 .03 −.09, .01 53. Depression .17 .03 .10, .23

25. Prudence −.19 .04 −.27, −.12 54. Anxiety .16 .04 .09, .23

26. Openness −.01 .04 −.09, .07 55. Anger .16 .10 −.02, .36

27. Aesthetic 
appreciation

.02 .04 −.05, .10 – – – –

28. Inquisitiveness −.10 .03 −.16, −.03 – – – –

29. Creativity .01 .04 −.07, .09 – – – –

30. Unconventionality .03 .04 −.05, .11 – – – –

31. Altruism −.12 .03 −.19, −.05 – – – –

Note: Bold is p < .001, italicized is p < .01, and * is p < .05.
Abbreviations: CIHS, Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale; LIHS, Leary Intellectual Humility Scale; NPI, Narcissistic Personality Inventory; PID-5, Personality 
Inventory for DSM-5.
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significantly, negatively correlated with conspiracy beliefs, 
although the correlation was small (r = −.13). Organization, 
diligence, and prudence also manifested significant and neg-
ative correlations with conspiracy beliefs that were small to 
medium (rs ranged from −.07 [organization] to −.19 [pru-
dence]). Perfectionism, however, was negligibly associated 
with conspiracy beliefs (r = −.04). Domain-level openness 
was negligibly associated with conspiracy beliefs (r = −.01), 
and most of its facets were also negligibly associated (rs 
ranged from .01 [creativity] to .02 [aesthetic appreciation]). 
Inquisitiveness, however, manifested a small but significant 
negative correlation with conspiracy beliefs (r  =  −.10). 
Finally, altruism was weakly negatively associated with con-
spiracy beliefs, and the relation was significant (r = −.12).

Consistent with the association between honesty–humil-
ity and conspiracy beliefs, the CIHS manifested a moderate, 
negative correlation with conspiracy beliefs (CIHS r = −.17; 
N = 1,448, k = 3). The LIHS, however, was negligibly asso-
ciated (r = −.04). Most CIHS subdimensions also manifested 
significant negative correlations with conspiracy beliefs (rs 
ranged from −.17 [Lack of Intellectual Overconfidence] 
to −.09 [Openness to Revising One’s Views]). Respect for 
Others’ Viewpoints, however, was negligibly correlated 
(r = −.06).

All PID-5 dimensions were consistent positive correlates 
of conspiracy beliefs (rs ranged from .14 [negative affect] to 
.26 [psychoticism]; N = 1,429, k = 3).4 In addition, narcissism 
dimensions manifested small positive correlations with con-
spiracy beliefs (rs ranged from .15 [grandiose/exhibitionism 
& entitlement/exploitativeness] to .16 [leadership/authority]; 
N = 1,448, k = 3). Meanness and disinhibition psychopathy 
traits also manifested small to medium positive correlations 
with conspiracy beliefs (meanness r  =  .09; disinhibition 
r = .24). Boldness, however, was negligibly associated with 
conspiracy beliefs (r = .02). Self-esteem and anger were also 
negligibly associated with conspiracy beliefs (self-esteem 
r = −.01; anger r = .16; N = 950, k = 2). Depression and anx-
iety manifested small, albeit significant, positive correlations 
with conspiracy beliefs (depression r = .17; anxiety r = .16; 
N = 950, k = 2).

3.3  |  Relative importance analyses

To clarify the proportionate contribution of each individual 
difference construct relative to other constructs in statisti-
cally predicting conspiratorial ideation, we used relative im-
portance, or relative weights, analyses. Relative importance 
analyses decompose the total variance into the proportion-
ate contribution of the predictor variables (Tonidandel & 
LeBreton, 2011). Relative importance analyses were con-
ducted using RWA-Web (Tonidandel & LeBreton, 2015) 
based on the raw data for each sample. The raw and rescaled 

(i.e., the percentage of the variance attributable to each pre-
dictor variable in the model) weights in addition to inferential 
statistics (generated based on 10,000 bootstrapped samples) 
are presented in Table S8.

HEXACO dimensions collectively accounted for an aver-
age 5% the variance in conspiracy beliefs. Across samples, 
specific HEXACO dimensions accounted for an average 
6% (emotionality) to 29% (conscientiousness) of the vari-
ance in conspiracy beliefs. IH dimensions accounted for an 
average 7% of the variance in conspiracy beliefs. Specific 
IH dimensions accounted for an average 6% (LIHS) to 40% 
(CIHS Lack of Intellectual Overconfidence) of the variance 
in conspiracy beliefs. Regarding abnormal personality fea-
tures, PID-5 dimensions collectively accounted for an av-
erage 9% of the variance in conspiratorial ideation. Across 
samples, specific PID-5 dimensions accounted for an average 
8% (negative affect) to 38% (psychoticism) of the variance 
in conspiratorial ideation. Psychopathy traits collectively ac-
counted for an average 7% of the variance in conspiratorial 
ideation. Across samples, psychopathy dimensions accounted 
for an average 8% (boldness) to 83% (disinhibition) of the 
variance in conspiracy beliefs. Narcissism traits collectively 
accounted for an average 4% of the variance in conspiracy 
beliefs. Across, samples specific narcissism dimensions ac-
counted for an average 27% (grandiose/exhibitionism) to 42% 
(entitlement/exploitativeness) of the variance in conspiracy 
beliefs. Internalizing symptoms collectively accounted for an 
average 5% of the variance in conspiracy beliefs. Across sam-
ples, features of internalizing accounted for an average 3% 
(self-esteem, reversed) to 41% (depression) of the variance in 
conspiracy beliefs.

4  |   DISCUSSION

The present investigation examined the multifarious relations 
among conspiracy beliefs and self-reported individual dif-
ference variables of relevance, including normal and abnor-
mal-range personality traits, IH, and internalizing features. 
Results suggested a nuanced and complex picture. Consistent 
with the meta-analysis of Goreis and Voracek (2019), the re-
lations between FFM domains and conspiracy beliefs were 
small and often negligible. Conscientiousness and agreea-
bleness were significant, albeit weak, negative correlates of 
conspiracy beliefs; other FFM dimensions were negligible 
correlates. Honesty–humility was a consistent negative, albeit 
weak, correlate of conspiracy beliefs. Relative importance 
analyses revealed that honesty–humility and conscientious-
ness were comparatively robust correlates of conspiracy 
beliefs, as they accounted for an average 50% of the vari-
ance in conspiracy beliefs relative to the other HEXACO di-
mensions. In addition, trait altruism and conspiracy beliefs 
were weakly, but consistently, negatively associated. We 
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also found significant associations between certain person-
ality facets and conspiracy beliefs that were obscured when 
combined into a global score. Regarding extraversion, social 
self-esteem was weakly, negatively correlated with conspir-
acy beliefs. Regarding openness, inquisitiveness was weakly, 
negatively correlated with conspiracy beliefs.

Burrowing deeper into the associations between humility 
and conspiracy beliefs, we found that IH, both at the dimen-
sion- and subdimension-level, manifested small to medium 
negative correlations with conspiracy beliefs. The IH sub-
dimension of respect for others’ viewpoints, however, was 
negligibly associated, perhaps suggesting that the interper-
sonal aspects of IH are less robust negative correlates of 
conspiracy beliefs compared with its metacognitive aspects. 
The tendency to lack intellectual confidence accounted for 
approximately 40% of the variance in conspiracy beliefs rela-
tive to other IH dimensions and measures.

In line with previous research (Swami, Weis, et al., 2016), 
PID-5 traits manifested fairly robust positive associations 
with conspiracy beliefs. These results may be puzzling in 
light of the small relations between general personality and 
conspiracy beliefs. Some contend “that the PID-5 can be un-
derstood as a measure of the FFM” (Griffin & Samuel, 2014, 
p. 4), and PID-5 dimensions tend to manifest large conver-
gent correlations with their corresponding FFM dimensions 
(Griffin & Samuel, 2014). Nevertheless, compared with most 
measures of normal-range personality, the PID-5 may detect 
extremes of general personality traits that are germane to 
decreased satisfaction with and quality of life, impaired so-
cial and work-related functioning, and greater interpersonal 
distress (Simms & Calabrese, 2016). Thus, the maladaptive 
variants of general personality may be more closely linked 
to conspiracy beliefs than are normal-range traits, perhaps 
because they are more imbued with, or least reflective of, 
maladjustment.

It is also possible, however, that the moderate-to-large 
correlations between certain personality disorder dimensions 
(e.g., PID-5 psychoticism) and conspiracy beliefs in part 
reflect method covariance, perhaps arising from covarying 
response styles. For example, participants who score highly 
on both PID-5 psychoticism and conspiracy beliefs might be 
inclined to endorse a large number of low base-rate or so-
cially undesirable items regardless of their specific content. 
This methodological artifact may be relatively independent 
of genuine substantive overlap across measures, as “respon-
dents may tend to prefer or avoid particular categories, re-
gardless of the levels of the trait being measured” (Park & 
Wu, 2019, p. 912; see also Berg, 1959, for a discussion of 
the deviation hypothesis). Scores on the PID-5 and con-
spiracy belief measures tended to be positively skewed, for 
instance, with overlapping distributions. Moreover, the cor-
relations between conspiracy beliefs and the PID-5 scales 
were smaller in Sample 2 compared with other samples, and 

the distributions of both conspiracy beliefs and the PID-5 
scales were less positively skewed in this sample compared 
with the other samples. These results are consistent with the 
possibility of extreme response styles potentially undergird-
ing the relations between conspiracy beliefs and personality 
disorder traits, as the correlations were attenuated when there 
was lower skewness in the distributions. Although relative 
importance analyses indicated potentially important differ-
ences across the PID-5 dimensions in their associations with 
conspiracy beliefs––for example, psychoticism accounted for 
nearly 40% of the variance in conspiracy beliefs relative to 
other PID-5 dimensions––we cannot exclude the possibility 
that such findings are partly attributable to the greater skew-
ness of certain PID-5 dimensions relative to others.

Hence, future research is needed to clarify the nature of 
these relations using (a) informant-reports of personality 
disorder traits and/or conspiracy beliefs and (b) independent 
behavioral observations (e.g., measures of how often individ-
uals who endorse conspiracy theories via self-report engage 
in health-protective behaviors in the real world; Allington, 
Duffy, Wessely, & Dhavan, 2020). Such research would elu-
cidate whether the correlations between conspiracy beliefs 
and certain self-reported personality disorder traits are in-
flated at least in part to the propensity to endorse low base-
rate or unusual items independent of their content.

Nevertheless, the tendency to endorse socially undesir-
able items across measures may reflect substantive variation 
in addition to or in lieu of methodological variation. For ex-
ample, the propensity to view oneself and the world in a pes-
simistic light might contribute to elevated scores on socially 
undesirable responding, and these elevated scores, in turn, 
may reflect response bias, trait pessimism, or a combination 
of the two (e.g., McGrath, Mitchell, Kim, & Hough, 2010). 
Furthermore, individuals with high scores on trait psy-
choticism, who are prone to perceiving patterns in random 
data, and hence, to committing false-positive errors (Blain, 
Longenecker, Grazioplene, Klimes-Dougan, & DeYoung, 
2020), may have a lower threshold for perceiving implausible 
scenarios as plausible. Finally, we found little evidence that 
response bias in the form of acquiescence undergirded the as-
sociations between PID-5 traits and conspiracy beliefs when 
we covaried for indicators of this response bias or examined 
it as a moderator.

We found that narcissism dimensions were moderately 
positively correlated with conspiracy beliefs, as well; self-es-
teem, however, was negligibly associated. These results 
suggest that fragile self-esteem and grandiosity rather than 
normal-range self-esteem best predict conspiracy beliefs 
(Cichocka et al., 2016). Dovetailing with these associations, 
meanness and disinhibition psychopathy traits were pos-
itive correlates of conspiracy beliefs; boldness traits, how-
ever, were not significantly associated. Given that boldness 
comprises agentic extraversion, this latter result was broadly 
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consistent with the negligible association between extra-
version and conspiracy beliefs. Relative important analyses 
indicated that the entitlement and impulsivity features of psy-
chopathy and narcissism accounted for 40% to 80% of the 
variance in conspiracy beliefs; these results are consistent 
with the general personality findings, as honesty–humility 
(which is at least partially reflective of low meanness) and 
conscientiousness (which is at least partially reflective of low 
impulsivity) emerged as relatively more robust correlates of 
conspiracy beliefs than other HEXACO traits.

Furthermore, our results indicate that anxiety and de-
pression symptoms manifest small positive correlations with 
conspiracy beliefs. These results are consistent with suppo-
sitions that conspiracy beliefs may arise from strong emo-
tional reactions to negative life events (Douglas et al., 2019; 
van Prooijen & Douglas, 2018). The association between 
anger and conspiracy beliefs, however, was statistically neg-
ligible. Nevertheless, relative importance analyses indicated 
that anger accounted for relatively more variance in conspir-
acy beliefs than did depression. Thus, additional research is 
needed to clarify the links between conspiracy beliefs and 
anger. For instance, anger may be positively associated with 
certain conspiracies, such as those linked to violence, but 
negligibly associated with others (e.g., aliens have made con-
tact with humans and the government is hiding it).

4.1  |  Limitations and future directions

The present study was marked by several strengths that 
distinguish it from other studies, and is arguably the first 
to comprehensively examine the associations between gen-
eral personality facets and conspiracy beliefs. Nevertheless, 
this study was also marked by limitations that warrant con-
sideration in future research. First, our study was cross-
sectional, precluding conclusions about temporal, let alone 
causal, precedence in the examined associations. We also 
relied on self-report measures of individual differences con-
structs, rendering our results at least partially susceptible to 
mono-method bias. Still, our results indicated significant 
differentiation across constructs, suggesting the presence 
of substantive covariance rising above method covariance. 
Future studies should use a multi-method approach to exam-
ine the robustness of these associations across methodologies 
and shed light on potential causal mechanisms.

Additionally, we used the brief-form version of the PID-
5, and it was not possible to extract facet-level scores from 
this measure (Anderson, Sellbom, & Salekin, 2018). Hence, 
we were not able to assess the relations between DSM-5 
Section III personality disorders and conspiracy beliefs (e.g., 
Maples et al., 2015). In future research, examining the rela-
tions between a range of DSM-5 Section III personality dis-
order traits and diagnoses, on the one hand, and conspiracy 

beliefs, on the other hand, may be fruitful. Such analyses may 
elucidate whether conspiracy beliefs are related to certain 
personality disorders specifically, such as schizotypal per-
sonality disorder (e.g., Barron et al., 2018), or general per-
sonality maladjustment more broadly. Similarly, we did not 
assess externalizing disorders per se. Given the links between 
externalizing features, such as impulsivity and violence pro-
pensity (Jolley et al., 2019; Swami, Weis, et al., 2016), and 
conspiracy beliefs, in future work it may be helpful to clarify 
the relations between externalizing disorder features and con-
spiracy beliefs.

We also relied on the HEXACO PI-R to measure gen-
eral personality. Although the HEXACO and measures of 
the FFM overlap, there are potentially important conceptual 
and empirical differences across these measures, particularly 
concerning the disparities between (a) FFM neuroticism and 
agreeableness, and (b) HEXACO honesty–humility, emo-
tionality, and agreeableness (Ashton et al., 2014). As such, 
they may manifest overlapping but separable nomological 
networks with certain individual difference constructs (e.g., 
psychopathy; Gaughan, Miller, & Lynam, 2012). Hence, it be 
would worthwhile to examine the relations between conspir-
acy beliefs and general personality using multiple measures 
of general personality to clarify potential boundary condi-
tions concerning these relations.

Because our results suggest that the associations between 
general personality and conspiratorial ideation tend to be 
modest or even weak, they leave open the intriguing possibil-
ity that the multiplicative combination of certain psycholog-
ical features more robustly predicts conspiracy beliefs than 
said features in isolation. As Hart and Graether (2018) noted, 
“it seems possible that some traits or tendencies would pre-
dict conspiracy belief only or mainly in the presence of com-
plementary traits or tendencies” (p. 231). For instance, in the 
current studies, the flexibility and patience facets of agree-
ableness were weak negative correlates of conspiracy beliefs. 
In a multiplicative model, high flexibility in conjunction with 
high patience may best predict decreased risk for conspiracy 
beliefs compared with either trait in isolation. In future stud-
ies of conspiracy beliefs, it would be worthwhile to examine 
hypothesis-driven interactions among traits, bearing in mind 
that large sample sizes will typically be needed to detect such 
interactions if they are present.

4.2  |  Conclusion

In conclusion, our findings paint a multifaceted, albeit still 
hazy, portrait of the modal conspiracy-prone individual. A 
mixture of narcissism and undue intellectual certainty, on the 
one hand, conjoined with poor impulse control, angst, inter-
personal alienation, and reduced inquisitiveness, on the other 
hand, may provide a personological recipe for a tendency to 



      |  13BOWES et al.

impetuously latch on to spurious but confidently held causal 
narratives that account for one’s distress and resentment. To 
the persons fitting this portrait, positing a world populated by 
malevolent actors hatching secret plots may be comforting, 
as it may afford at least a partial explanation for their oth-
erwise inexplicable negative emotions. From the standpoint 
of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1962), it may be 
psychologically easier to invoke an external attribution, in 
this case, a conspiratorial worldview, to account for one’s 
dissatisfaction than to posit an internal attribution. Such in-
dividuals may not see a compelling reason to double-check 
their intuitions because they are certain that they are correct. 
At the same time, given the relatively modest or weak ef-
fect sizes we have reported, the picture we offer here is best 
regarded as a fuzzy sketch, ideally one to be fleshed out in 
future research.
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ENDNOTES
	1	 Other individual differences (e.g., cognitive styles) and critical-think-

ing measures (e.g., an online intelligence test) were included in this 
data set, but they were not analyzed as a part of this report. 

	2	 Output with all relevant descriptive statistics is available in Supporting 
Information. 

	3	 Exploratory meta-regression analyses indicated that gender and age 
(examined in separate models) significantly moderated the relation-
ships between conspiracy beliefs and the following constructs: (a) 
PID-5 Detachment, (b) Disinhibition (psychopathy), (c) Leadership/
Authority (narcissism), and (d) Grandiose/Exhibitionism (narcis-
sism). Regarding the gender moderation results, all indicated that 
the relationships between conspiracy beliefs and the aforementioned 
constructs decreased as the percentage of females in the samples in-
creased. Regarding the age moderation results, all indicated that the 
relationships between conspiracy beliefs and the aforementioned con-
structs increased as the average age of the samples increased. Given 
the exploratory and unpredicted nature of these findings, we refrain 
from interpreting them pending replication in other samples. These 
results are available from the first-author upon request. 

	4	 Given that items on the conspiracy beliefs and PID-5 inventories 
were keyed in the same direction and yielded similar distributions 

(see Figures S1–S4), at least some of the statistically significant 
findings may be attributable to method variance. Thus, in sec-
ondary analyses, we examined whether acquiescence bias on the 
HEXACO PI-R significantly moderated the associations between 
PID-5 dimensions and conspiracy beliefs using meta-regression 
(see Supporting Information 1, Footnote 3, for hierarchical re-
gression analyses in which response bias was entered into the first 
step of the regression and PID-5 dimensions were entered into the 
second step of the regression in each sample). Only 1 result was 
statistically significant: response bias significantly moderated the 
relationship between PID-5 Detachment and conspiracy beliefs 
such that the relation decreased as response bias scores increased. 
Again, given the exploratory and unpredicted nature of this result, 
we refrain from interpreting it pending replication in other samples 
(see Figure S7). 
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