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Abstract

The average person possesses superficial understanding of complex causal
relations and, consequently, tends to overestimate the quality and depth of
their explanatory knowledge. In this study, we examined the role of this
illusion of explanatory depth (IOED) in politics—inflated confidence in
one’s causal understanding of political phenomena—for endorsement of
conspiracy beliefs. Utilizing a pre-/post-election panel design and a large
sample of U.S. Citizens (N = 394) recruited in the context of the 2016 presi-
dential election, we provide evidence that political IOED, but not a non-
political IOED, was associated with increased support for general and elec-
tion-specific conspiracy beliefs, particularly among political novices and
supporters of the losing candidate. We find this pattern of results net the
influence of a broad range of variables known to covary with conspiracy
beliefs. Implications for theory and the need for future research are dis-

cussed.

Conspiracy theories about government actors and
institutions are widespread and diverse, and are com-
monplace among individuals across the political ideo-
logical spectrum (Goertzel, 1994; Hofstadter, 1965;
Olmsted, 2009). As many scholars and commentators
have noted, conspiracist ideation can be understood as
the tendency to attribute outsized influence to hidden
actors or clandestine groups, often powerful and nefar-
ious, who are perceived as colluding in wide-ranging
activities to manipulate or shape important world
actions, events, and outcomes. Because many of these
beliefs are overly simplistic but non-falsifiable explana-
tions of complex, ambiguous, and often randomly
occurring phenomena, conspiracy beliefs function to
imbue meaning to otherwise chaotic, uncertain, yet
threatening phenomena (Graeupner & Coman, 2017;
Miller, Saunders, & Farhart, 2016; Sunstein, 2014;
Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009; Swami & Coles, 2010;
Uscinski & Parent, 2014).

Prior research investigating the psychology of con-
spiracy beliefs has examined the role of personality
characteristics or other individual differences (e.g.,
Abalakina-Paap, Stephan, Craig, & Gregory, 1999;
Swami et al., 2011), political or social disenfranchise-
ment (e.g., Federico, Williams, & Vitriol, 2017; Grae-
upner & Coman, 2017; Uscinski & Parent, 2014),

Joseph A. Vitriol is a Postdoctoral Fellow in the Department of
Psychology at Lehigh University. Jessecae K Marsh is an Associate
Professor of Psychology at Lehigh University.

conspiratorial mindsets (Imhoff & Bruder, 2014), and
identity-based motivated-reasoning processes (e.g.,
Carey, Nyhan, Valentino, & Liu, 2016). These findings
point to many dispositional and situational factors that
increase endorsement of conspiracy beliefs—including
perceived lack of control, heightened need for unique-
ness, high individual narcissism coupled with low
self-esteem, powerlessness, low political knowledge,
interpersonal and political distrust, disagreeableness,
paranoid cognitions and sinister attributions, and
superstitious ideation—particularly when adopting
such perspectives satisfies important psychological and
ideological needs for order, certainty, and control
(Berinsky, 2012; Cichocka, Marchlewska, Golec de
Zavala, & Olechowski, 2016; for a review, see Douglas,
Sutton, & Cichocka, 2017; Imhoff & Lamberty, 2017;
Jost, Federico, & Napier, 2009; Miller et al., 2016; Lan-
tian, Muller, Nurra, & Douglas, 2017; Sunstein, 2014;
Swami & Coles, 2010; Van Prooijen, Krouwel, & Pol-
let, 2015;). Thus, conspiracist ideation can provide an
intuitively plausible, internally consistent, and person-
ally meaningful explanation for the causes of complex,
consequential phenomena that reduce subjective
uncertainty, threat, and ambiguity about the world
(e.g., Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Miller et al., 2016;
Sunstein, 2014).

In this article, we extend these perspectives by
examining the hypothesis that unjustified and inflated
confidence in one’s understanding of the underlying
causal relationships among political phenomena (i.e.,
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actors, institutions, processes, events, and outcomes)
increases conspiracy beliefs. A substantial body of
work indicates that people generally tend to overesti-
mate the quality of their own judgments and the
depth of their explanatory knowledge, especially in
content areas involving complex causal relations (see
Rozenblit & Keil, 2002). A classic way that people’s
overestimation of their knowledge has been tested is
through the illusion of explanatory depth (IOED)
paradigm. In the IOED paradigm, participants initially
rate their confidence in their understanding of how an
object or phenomena works (e.g., how a faucet works;
what we will refer to as the pre-explanation confi-
dence judgment). Participants then provide as detailed
an explanation as they can for how the object or phe-
nomenon actually works that includes explaining the
causal links between steps of that process. Then, par-
ticipants rerate their explanatory understanding of the
object or phenomenon (post-explanation confidence
judgment). This act of trying to explain a phenomenon
reveals to participants how little they actually under-
stand about the workings of that phenomenon, result-
ing in a pre- to post-explanation reduction in self-
reported belief confidence (Fisher & Keil, 2014;
Kominsky & Keil, 2014; Rozenblit & Keil, 2002).

Given that the average person possesses only a
superficial grasp of many phenomena in daily life they
regularly interact with such as zippers or watches
(Wilson & Keil, 1998), it is no surprise that the com-
plexity of political events, actors, and policies may like-
wise not be well understood (e.g., Conover &
Feldman, 1989; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). Perhaps
in part because people tend to believe they are more
objective and less biased than others (e.g., Pronin,
2007), many express excessive confidence in the supe-
riority of their political beliefs (Raimi & Leary, 2014),
despite lacking the ability to properly ascertain their
own competence in most domains (Dunning, John-
son, Ehrlinger, & Kruger, 2003). Importantly, the act
of explaining a political policy has been shown to be
able to expose how little people actually understand of
these political phenomena and results in a reduction
of self-reported understanding of such policies (Alter,
Oppenheimer, & Zemla, 2010; Fernbach, Rogers, Fox,
& Sloman, 2013).

As previous work has suggested, people generally
overestimate their knowledge and understanding of
many complex phenomena. In this article, we
explore whether the tendencies towards inflated
confidence in one’s causal understanding of political
phenomena, and a resistance to changing this confi-
dence, are particularly pronounced among those
who endorse conspiracy beliefs. Previous work has
suggested a basis for this possibility. Individuals with
more (vs. less) accurate knowledge of politics are
indeed less likely to endorse conspiracy beliefs
(Berinsky, 2012). Furthermore, some work indicates
that belief superiority and overconfidence can lead
to political extremism (Fernbach et al., 2013; Raimi
& Leary, 2014), and that political extremism covaries
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with increased endorsement of conspiracy theories
(Van Prooijen et al.,, 2015). These previous studies
together suggest that a well-calibrated understanding
of one’s own knowledge in the political domain
might buffer against acceptance of conspiratorial
explanations. In this article, we conduct a novel
investigation into whether people who overestimate
or maintain unjustified confidence in their under-
standing of the causal relations among political phe-
nomena are particularly likely to perceive
conspiratorial influences behind political phenomena.
Building on existing cognitive perspectives that focus
on the role of paranoid cognitions and illusory pat-
tern perceptions for the psychology of belief in con-
spiracy (e.g., Kramer, 1994; Sullivan, Landau, &
Rothschild, 2010; Whitson & Galinsky, 2008), we
leverage the IOED paradigm to investigate this
hypothesis directly.

The IOED paradigm presents an especially interest-
ing way to test the relationship between belief confi-
dence and conspiracy beliefs. The act of explanation
has been shown to illustrate to people how much they
do not understand in a variety of domains (e.g., all of
the inner workings of a zipper that allow it to function
they did not previously comprehend; Fernbach et al.,
2013; Rozenblit & Keil, 2002; Zeveney & Marsh,
2016). As such, the IOED paradigm has the unique
ability to force people into assessing the accuracy of
their beliefs and calibrating those beliefs. In this para-
digm post-explanation self-reported understanding
serves as an indicator of the extent to which partici-
pants maintain confidence in their causal understand-
ing, despite the act of explanation providing reasons to
doubt the quality of their own judgment (e.g., Rozen-
blit & Keil, 2002). Focusing on post-explanation confi-
dence ratings therefore allows us to identify people
who are highly confident in their understanding of
how phenomena work, such as political phenomena,
despite having that understanding exposed as poor.
Therefore, using the IOED paradigm to measure the
relationship between belief overconfidence and con-
spiracy beliefs allows us a unique ability to detect peo-
ple who are particularly overconfident, despite being
shown they should not be, and how that is related to
conspiracy belief endorsement.

Using a large sample of U.S. Citizens (N = 394) in
the context of the 2016 presidential election, we
examine the relationship of illusions of explanatory
depth in both a political and non-political paradigm
with conspiracy beliefs. We reasoned that explaining
the causal relation and underlying mechanisms of
public policies would expose to participants their lack
of understanding in these domains, leading them to
express less confidence in their self-reported under-
standing of political or non-political phenomena, as
has been shown in previous literature (Hypothesis 1).

We predict that people who exhibit high post-expla-
nation confidence are more likely to endorse conspir-
acy beliefs. An open question is whether conspiracy
beliefs are best predicted by overconfidence in political
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beliefs specifically, that is beliefs in the same domain
as conspiracy beliefs,! or are equally well predicted by
inflated confidence in one’s causal understanding of
phenomena across domains (devices to political phe-
nomena). Attitudinal researchers have long known
that attitudes in one domain are most closely related
to judgments and behaviors within the same domain.
For this reason, we predict that endorsement of politi-
cal conspiracies will be specifically related to post-
explanation belief confidence in political domains
(Hypothesis 2). However, we also test the relationship
between post-explanation belief confidence for non-
political phenomena and conspiracy beliefs to evaluate
whether conspiracy beliefs are related to a more global
overconfidence in one’s beliefs. We further expect to
observe these relationships above and beyond the
effect of a broad range of variables known to covary
with conspiracist ideation. To properly evaluate the
role of political-TOED on conspiracy beliefs, we there-
fore control for political and interpersonal trust, politi-
cal cynicism and efficacy, political knowledge, partisan
identity and ideological self-placement, as well as
demographic variables.

We also consider the role of both a dispositional and
a situational variable as moderators of the predicted
effect of variability in post-explanation political belief
confidence on conspiracy beliefs. High levels of confi-
dence in one’s understanding of political phenomena
after the illusion has been revealed may covary with
accurate political knowledge; that is, people who
know more about politics may be rightfully expressing
greater understanding of the phenomena. Given that
conspiracy beliefs are less common among individuals
with high (vs. low) levels of political knowledge
(Berinsky, 2012), we predict that the relationship
between conspiracy beliefs and higher post-explana-
tion understanding judgments will be stronger among
individuals with low levels of political knowledge
(Hypothesis 3). That is, people who know little about
politics but still show high levels of confidence in their
understanding of political phenomena after the reveal-
ing act of explanation are likely to be people who hold
conspiracy beliefs. As such, divergence between self-
perceived and actual understanding of political phe-
nomena may serve as a more robust predictor of con-
spiracy belief.

Finally, prominent perspectives on the psychology
of conspiracy beliefs suggest that endorsements of con-
spiracy beliefs are motivated by psychological needs
for order, structure, and certainty (e.g., Miller et al.,
2016) and thereby provide an internally consistent
and personally meaningful explanation for complex
and threatening social and political events and change
(e.g., Federico, Williams, Vitriol, 2017), including
undesirable electoral outcomes (Edelson, Alduncin,

'Conspiracy beliefs even when not directly about political conspira-
cies are often politicized (e.g., Princess Diana was killed by the
monarchy).
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Kreswon, Sieja, & Uscinski, 2017). The threat associ-
ated with having supported a losing candidate can pro-
mote conspiracist ideation and lead to increased
endorsement of political conspiracies among all sup-
porters of that candidate (e.g., Edelson et al., 2017;
Uscinski & Parent, 2014). Conspiratorial explanations
of undesirable electoral outcomes provide a means by
which voters can cope with having supported a losing
candidate without having to revise their preference for
that candidate or their expectation that such a candi-
date should have, in fact, won the election (i.e., parti-
san-based motivated reasoning; e.g.,, Miller et al,,
2016). However, we expect political conspiracies to be
particularly attractive to overconfident individuals
who lack objective knowledge about politics, in part,
because individuals with high (vs. low) levels of politi-
cal knowledge should be better able to generate non-
conspiratorial explanations for political outcomes that
threaten preexisting expectations and preferences.
Individuals who have unjustified confidence in their
causal understanding of politics yet lack the requisite
knowledge to account for undesirable electoral out-
comes are both motivated to explain the outcome but
also may be less able (or willing) to differentiate
between credible and conspiratorial accounts. For
these reasons, we expect divergence between self-per-
ceived and actual political knowledge to increase sup-
port for conspiracy beliefs in general, but especially
under conditions of threat that increase the motivation
or need for causal explanation. As such, we expect the
2-way interaction between post-explanation political
understanding and actual political knowledge to lead
to increased change in conspiracy beliefs pre-/post-elec-
tion among participants who voted for the losing can-
didate (i.e., Clinton supporters). We test these
hypotheses on endorsement of a general set of political
conspiracy theories (Hypothesis 4) as well as conspira-
torial explanations for the outcome of the election
(i.e., perceived electoral illegitimacy; Hypothesis 5).
More generally, Hypotheses 3, 4 and 5 may appear
counter-intuitive, given existing evidence suggesting
that individuals with high (vs. low) levels of political
knowledge are more likely to engage in motivated rea-
soning to explain undesirable or attitudinally inconsis-
tent information (e.g., Taber & Lodge, 2006), which
has been found to increase conspiracy beliefs among
supporters of losing candidates (Miller et al., 2016).
However, the focus of this study is on the conditions
under which and the individuals for whom inflated
confidence in one’s causal understanding of political
phenomena relates to endorsement of conspiracy the-
ories. As noted above, we expected inflated confidence
in one’s causal understanding of political phenomena
to be particularly likely to promote conspiracy beliefs
among individuals low (vs. high) in political knowl-
edge (H3), precisely because people who know more
about politics may have an accurate, not an inflated,
understanding of their own knowledge. Thus, the
effects of confidence in one’s understanding of political
phenomena on conspiratorial beliefs should be
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stronger among those who lack actual knowledge, and
this relationship should strengthen further when the
outcome of the election is undesirable. In sum, while
it is possible that supporters of a losing candidate who
are high (vs. low) in political knowledge will be moti-
vated, in general, to endorse conspiracy theories and
perceive as illegitimate the electoral outcome, we
nonetheless expect that post-explanation confidence
will be more strongly associated with general and elec-
tion-specific conspiracy beliefs among individuals who
lack actual political knowledge and who are motivated
to explain an undesirable and threatening electoral
outcome.

Method
Overview

We investigate the relationship between post-explana-
tion political belief confidence and conspiracy beliefs
in the context of the 2016 U.S. presidential election.
To do so, we utilized an on-line two-wave panel
design (Time 1 pre-election, October 18-19, 2016,
n =404; Time 2 post-election, November 10 to
November 15, 2016, =279; election day was
November 8, 2016). At Time 1, participants were ran-
domly assigned to participate in either a political-IOED
or non-political-IOED (device) procedure, and then
completed a battery of measures designed to evaluate
endorsement of conspiracy beliefs and perceptions of
illegitimate, conspiratorial influences on the electoral
process (i.e., Do you believe that this election will be
“rigged”?), demographics, and other known covariates
of conspiracy beliefs (described below). At T2, partici-
pants completed another battery of measures that
reassessed their endorsement of conspiracy beliefs and
perceptions of electoral illegitimacy. This longitudinal
methodological design is uncommon in psychological
research, but allows us to examine intra-individual
change over time in a real world context as a function
of the IOED and moderating variables.

Participants

Participants were 404 U.S. citizens recruited from
Amazon MTurk (34% males; age M =37.94,
SD = 13.05; 83% identity as White; and 66.4% have
earned at least a Bachelor’s degree). As planned, 10
non-U.S. citizens were excluded from analyses, as our
focus is primarily on Americans. Of the U.S. citizens
recruited at Time 1 (T1), 69% or 279 were retained at
Time 2 (T2). Although MTurk samples are not a repre-
sentative, random sample of the American public,
MTurk samples are older and more diverse than typi-
cal samples of university students, and more nationally
representative than typical internet samples (e.g.,
Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012). By utilizing MTurk,
we were able to obtain a large, non-random sample of
Americans with sufficient variability on demographic
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characteristics and, more importantly, the constructs
of interest (see Paolacci & Chandler, 2014, on the use-
fulness of MTurk for psychological research). G¥Power
was used to determine the sample size needed to
retain adequate statistical power to detect bivariate
relationship for medium effect sizes at T1, and then
MTurk participants were oversampled to adjust for the
inclusion of non-citizens in the sample. Because esti-
mated sample size was determined before any data
analysis, it was not increased after preliminary data
analyses. With the current sample size, we observed
the following levels of statistical power in order to
detect bivariate relationships between (i) Tl post-
explanation political IOED belief confidence or T1
post-explanation device IOED belief confidence and
(ii) constructs measured at T1 (Cohen’s d= .2,
Power = 41%; Cohen’s d > .5, Power = 99%) or T2
(Cohen’s d=.2, Power =32%; Cohen’s d>.5,
Power = 98%).

Procedure

At the start of TI1, participants were randomly
assigned to see items from one of two domains:
devices or politics. This paradigm adapted the basic
IOED procedure developed by Rozenblit and Keil
(2002) for each domain (see Fernbach et al., 2013;
Zeveney & Marsh, 2016). Participants first learned
how to rate their understanding of phenomena on a
7-point scale (1 =very vague understanding,
7 = very thorough understanding) using instructions
from Rozenblit and Keil (2002) and a crossbow as an
example. Participants then reported how well they
understand six political policies or devices, depending
on condition assignment. Political issues included the
following: (i) “The impact of imposing unilateral
sanctions on Iran for its nuclear program”, (ii) “The
impact of raising the retirement age for Social Secu-
rity”, (iii) “The impact of transitioning to a single-
payer health care system”, (iv) “The impact of estab-
lishing a cap-and-trade system for carbon emissions”,
(v) “The impact of reforming the immigration sys-
tem”, and (vi) “The impact of raising the minimum
wage”. Devices included: (i) “How a zipper works”,
(ii) “How a piano key makes sounds”, (iii) “How a
flush toilet operates”, (iv) “How a cylinder lock
opens with a key”, (v) “How a helicopter flies”, and
(vi) “How a sewing machine works”.

After reporting their level of understanding of the
six political issues or devices, participants were asked
to explain how each policy or device works as follows
(adapted from Rozenblit & Keil, 2002).

As best you can, please describe all the details you
know about __, going from the first step to the last,
and providing the causal connection between the
steps. That is, your explanation should state pre-
cisely how each step causes the next step in one
continuous chain from start to finish. In other
words, try to tell as complete a story as you can,
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with no gaps. Please take your time, as we expect
your best explanation.

After generating an explanation for a single issue or
device, participants then again rated their level of
understanding for each issue or device. This process
was repeated for each of the six policies or devices, in
a random order. Participants’ T1 ratings were averaged
across the six devices or six policies for each participant
to form an indicator of self-reported confidence in
one’s understanding of political or mnon-political
phenomena. Participants’ T2 ratings were similarly
averaged to form indicators of post-explanation self-
reported confidence. As indicated in Table 1, the items
that form each of these measures were internally con-
sistent and highly interrelated. Next, participants com-
pleted a battery of measures (described below) and
were informed that they would be contacted after the
election for a follow-up survey. At T2, participants
completed a series of measures (described below) and
were debriefed and thanked for their time.

Measures

All continuous variables were rescaled to run from 0
to 1 using a linear transformation for easier interpreta-
tion and comparison of effect sizes.

Administered Only at T1.

Ideological Self-Placement and Partisan Identifica-
tion. To assess ideological self-placement, participants
were asked, “How would you describe your political
outlook?” The responses were: 1 (very liberal), 2 (lib-
eral), 3 (somewhat liberal), 4 (moderate), 5 (somewhat con-
servative), 6 (conservative), and 7 (very conservative). To
evaluate partisan identification, participants were
asked, “How would you describe your political party
preference?”(1 = Strong Democrat, 2 = Weak Democrat,
3 = Lean Democrat, 4 = Independent, 5 = Lean Republi-
can, 6 = Weak Republican, 7 = Strong Republican). We
controlled for both indicators of political identity to
minimize the extent to which our observations are
confounded with ideological self-placement and parti-
san identification.

Political Efficacy. This was assessed using two items,
including “Sometimes politics and government seem
so complicated that people like me can’t really under-
stand what’s going on”, “People like me have no say in
what the government does.” Both of these items were
answered on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher values
coded to represent higher levels of political efficacy.

Political Cynicism. Eight items were used to assess
political cynicism on a 7-point scale. Such items
include “So many other people vote in the national
election that it doesn’t matter much to me whether I
vote or not”, and “I feel that I could do as good a job in
public office as most other people”. These items were

IOED and conspiracy

answered on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher values were
coded to represent higher levels of political cynicism.

Interpersonal Trust. This was assessed using three
items, including “Generally speaking, would you say
that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be
too careful in dealing with people?”, “Would you say
that most of the time people try to be helpful, or that
they are just looking out for themselves?”, and “Do
you think most people would try to take advantage of
you if they got the chance, or would they try to be
fair?”. Each of these items was answered on a 7-point
scale, with higher values representing higher levels of
interpersonal trust.

Political Trust. Seven items were used to evaluate
political trust on a 7-point scale, including “Do you
think that people in government waste a lot of the
money we pay in taxes, or don’t waste very much of
it?”, “Do you think that quite a few of the people run-
ning government are crooked, or do you think hardly
any of them are crooked?”, and “How much do you
feel that having elections makes the government pay
attention to what the people think —a good deal, or
not much?”. Responses were coded such that higher
values represent higher levels of political trust.

Political Knowledge. The number of correct
responses to the following items indexed political
knowledge: (i) “What job or political office does
Joseph Biden currently hold?” (ii) “What job or politi-
cal office does John Roberts currently hold?” (iii)
“What job or political office does Theresa May cur-
rently hold?” (iv) “What job or political office does
Paul Ryan currently hold?” (v) “Which political party
currently has the most members in the Senate in
Washington?” (vi) “Which political party currently
has the most members in the House of Representatives
in Washington?” (vii) “How long is the term of office
for a U.S. Senator?” (viii) “Whose responsibility is it to
nominate judges to the Federal Courts —the President,
the Congress, or the Supreme Court?”.

Vote Preference. Participants responded to the fol-
lowing item: “If the election were held today, which of
the following candidates for the President of the Uni-
ted States would you vote for?”, which was used to
assess vote preference for the major political party can-
didates (1 = Donald Trump, 0 = Hillary Clinton).

Demographics. Participants reported their age, gen-
der, race, and level of education.

Administered at Both T1 and T2.

Conspiracy Beliefs. At each measurement period,
participants were asked to report the extent to which
they believe in each of 17 different political conspira-
cies on a 7-point scale (1 = completely false, 7 = com-
pletely true; modified version of Swami et al.’s (2010)
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15-item Belief In Conspiracy Theories Scale). Such
items include “There is no “secret cabal” of powerful
people pulling the world’s strings” (Reverse-coded),
“US government agencies intentionally created the
AIDS epidemic and administered it to Black and gay
men in the 1970s”, “The assassination of John F. Ken-
nedy was not committed by the lone gunman, Lee
Harvey Oswald, but was rather a detailed, organized
conspiracy to kill the President”, and “Princess Diana’s
death was not an accident, but rather an organized
assassination, possibly by members of the British royal
family who disliked her.” Higher values represent
increased endorsement of conspiracy theories. We
selected this measure not only because of its demon-
strated utility in existing work, but also because it cap-
tures beliefs either involving (i) the outsized influence
of political individuals, actors, or institutions in shaping
world events, or (ii) explanations for events involving
political individuals, actors or institutions.

Perceived Electoral Illegitimacy. At both T1 and T2,
participants responded to eight items (on a 7-point
scale) designed to measure belief in the existence of
illegitimate, conspiratorial influences on the electoral
process. Participants responded to such items as, “Do
you believe that this election will be ‘rigged?”
(1 = not at all, 7 = yes, definitely), “Do you believe
the media is intentionally trying to influence the elec-
tion in favor of a particular candidate?” (1 = not at all,
7 = yes, definitely), “How confident are you that,
across the country, votes for the president will be
accurately cast and counted this year?” (1 = not at all
confident, 7 = very confident), and “In your opinion,
how fair will the outcome of the 2016 presidential
election be?” (1 = not at all fair, 7 = very fair). Higher
values represented increased perceptions of illegiti-
macy.

Administered Only at T2 .

Vote Choice. Participants responded to the following
item: “Which of the following candidates for the Presi-
dent of the United States did you vote for in the 2016
Election?”, which was used to assess vote preference
for the major political party candidates (1 = Donald
Trump, 0 = Hillary Clinton).

Results

As a reminder, all measures were linearly transformed
torun on a 0 to 1 scale.

2At T2, participants also completed an IOED adapted to evaluate con-
fidence in understanding of how the 2016 election was decided. This
paradigm was administered for research questions not addressed in
the current study, so we do not include it in our analyses reported
below.

IOED and conspiracy

Hypothesis 1: Explanation Will Reduce an
Ilusion of Political Understanding

To begin, we examine the IOED for both the political
and non-political domain. To do so, a repeated-mea-
sures ANOVA was used to compare differences in self-
reported understanding of political issues or devices,
separately, before and after the illusion. No covariates
were included in this model. Analyses showed a
significant effect of time for both political, F(1,
174) =77.45, p <.001; Pre-explanation M = 0.44,
SD = 0.26; Post- explanation M = 0.33, SD = 0.26, and
non-political items, F(1, 230) = 105.31, p < .001; Pre-
explanation M = 0.52, SD = 0.23; Post-explanation
M = 0.41, SD = 0.23. Thus, we observe a significant
decrease in participants’ self-perceived understanding
across both domains as has been shown in previous
research (Hypothesis 1), suggesting that the procedure
successfully revealed the IOED to participants assigned
to both a political and non-political condition (Fig-
ure 1).

H2: An Illusion of Political Understanding Will
Increase Endorsement of Conspiracy Theories

Here, we investigate the predictive utility and incre-
mental effect of political versus non-political IOED on
pre-election conspiracy beliefs, above and beyond the
effects of known correlates of endorsement of conspir-
acy theories,® including demographics, partisan and
ideological self-placement, political and interpersonal
trust, political cynicism and efficacy, and political
knowledge. Because participants’ confidence in their
self-reported understanding of political or non-political
phenomena decreased post-explanation in the IOED
paradigm, post-explanation self-reported understand-
ing serves as an indicator of the extent to which partic-
ipants have confidence in their causal understanding,
despite the act of explanation providing reasons to
doubt the quality of their own judgment (e.g., Rozen-
blit & Keil, 2002).We expect that variability in post-
explanation belief confidence in the political (but not
the non-political) domain would be associated with
conspiracy beliefs (H2).

For these analyses, ordinary least squares regression
was used to regress T1 conspiratorial beliefs on post-
explanation self-reported understanding of politics or
devices, separately, along with the aforementioned
covariates. Robust standard errors were used in all
tests on coefficients in this section to protect against
heteroskedasticity (Long & Ervin, 2000). Results sug-
gest that self-reported understanding of politics post-
explanation was associated with increased T1 endorse-
ment of conspiracy, b = .25, 95% CI (0.06, 0.44),
p = .01. In contrast, post-explanation understanding

®Analyses without covariates are available upon request, although
these results do not differ in statistically or substantively meaningtul
ways from the results reported in the main text.
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Fig. 1: Self-reported understanding of politics and devices pre-/post-explanation

of devices was unrelated to T1 conspiracy beliefs,
b= .14, 95% CI (—0.03, 0.31), p = .13. These findings
provide support for our hypothesis that ratings of
political understanding post-explanation are a robust
predictor of conspiracy beliefs (H2). Furthermore,
these results show that it is not just any type of high
confidence that predicts conspiracy beliefs, in that par-
ticipants’ post-explanation ratings for devices were not
predictive of conspiracy beliefs. Given that all variables
were recoded to run from 0 to 1, these findings indi-
cate that, moving from the lowest to highest levels of
post-explanation political belief confidence corre-
sponded with a 25% increase in endorsement of con-
spiracy theories, independent of the effect of the
covariates.

H3: An Illusion of Political Understanding Will
Increase Endorsement of Conspiracy Theories
for Voters with Low (vs. High) Levels of Political
Knowledge

Next, we examined whether the bivariate relationship
between the self-reported understanding of politics
post-explanation and conspiracy beliefs varied as a
function of explicit political knowledge, with the
expectation that the relationship would be stronger
among respondents with lower (vs. higher) levels of
actual political knowledge, net the effect of the covari-
ates. The interaction was significant for T1 conspirato-
rial beliefs, b= -.98, 95% CI (—1.62, —0.33),
p =.003.* Simple slope analyses suggest that the effect
of post-explanation political understanding ratings on
T1 conspiratorial beliefs obtained significance among
individuals low, b =1.24, 95% CI (0.55, 1.94),
p = .001, but not high, b =.77, 95% CI (0.37, 1.18),
p = .20, in political knowledge. Figure 2 represents
these findings graphically. This 2-way interaction was

“The 2-way interaction between political knowledge and post-expla-
nation device IOED was not significant as a predictor of T1 conspiracy
endorsement (p > .4).

also observed for T2 conspiracy beliefs.”> Thus, we
obtained support for H3.

H4: An Illusion of Political Understanding Will
Increase Endorsement of Conspiracy Theories,
Pre/Post Election, for Voters with Low (vs. High)
Levels of Political Knowledge and Who
Supported the Losing Candidate

Next, we explore the extent to which the 2-way
interaction between post-explanation political under-
standing and political knowledge is conditioned on
vote choice, with the expectation that the relation-
ship between increased self-reported post-explana-
tion understanding and increased conspiratorial
belief would be greatest among individuals (i) low
(vs. high) in knowledge and (ii) who voted for the
losing (vs. winning) candidate, in this case, Clinton
(vs. Trump). For this analysis, we are interested in
change in conspiratorial belief pre-/post-election as a
function of T1 (i) post-explanation belief confidence,
(ii) explicit political knowledge, and (ii) vote choice.
To estimate the change in a dependent variable over
time, we included its lagged value (e.g., the value
from TI1) as a predictor in OLS regression—in this
case, Tl conspiracy endorsement (see Finkel, 1995;
Lenz, 2013).

Consistent with H4, the 3-way interaction on T1 to
T2 change in conspiracy endorsement was marginally
significant, b = .71, 95% CI (—0.03, 1.45), p = .06.
However, the 2-way interaction between political
knowledge was marginally significant for Clinton,
b=—-.52, 95% CI (—1.08, 0.04), p=.07, but not
Trump supporters, b = .02, 95% CI (0.02, 0.56),
p = .98. Simple slope analyses on Clinton supporters
indicate that post-explanation political belief confi-
dence was associated with a marginally significant
increase in conspiratorial beliefs for participants high

°These analyses are redundant with T1 conspiracy endorsement, but
are available upon request.
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Fig. 2: Effect of post-explanation understanding of politics on T1 endorsement of conspiracy beliefs by explicit political knowledge

in political knowledge, b = 0.29, 95% CI (—0.05,
0.63), p = .09, and among individuals low in political
knowledge, b = 0.54, 95% CI (—0.05, 0.63), p = .08,
although inspection of the unstandardized coefficients
suggests this effect was larger among people low (vs.
high) in explicit political knowledge. These estimates
are summarized in Tables 2—4.

In sum, we find evidence to suggest that higher
post-explanation political belief confidence was associ-
ated with increased conspiratorial beliefs, particularly
among participants low in explicit political knowledge

who voted for the losing candidate in the 2016 presi-
dential election.

H5: An Illusion of Political Understanding Will
Increase Perceived Electoral Illegitimacy, Pre/
Post Election, for Voters with Low (vs. High)
Levels of Political Knowledge and Who
Supported the Losing Candidate

Finally, we investigate the predictive utility and incre-
mental effect of political versus non-political

Table 2. Pre/post-election change in general conspiracy theory endorsement and perceived electoral illegitimacy as a function of political IOED,

political knowledge, and major party vote choice

General conspiracy endorsement

Electoral illegitimacy

Predictor b 95% ClI b 95% ClI
Race (1 = white) 0.02 —0.04, 0.07 0.06* -0.01,0.13
Gender (1 =male) —0.02 —0.06, 0.02 0.01 0.04, 0.07
Education —0.00 -0.12,0.12 —0.05 —0.21,0.10
Age 0.06 —-0.03,0.16 0.05 —-0.07,0.18
Ideology 0.04 —0.09, 0.17 -0.14* —0.31, 0.03
Party ID -0.03 —-0.16, 0.10 —0.06 —0.24,0.12
Political efficacy 0.08 —0.06, 0.21 0.15* —0.02, 0.32
Political trust 0.09 -0.12,0.29 0.01 —0.26, 0.28
Interpersonal trust —0.05 —0.16, 0.06 -0.07 —0.20, 0.07
Political cynicism 0.02 —0.15,0.19 —0.06 —-0.27,0.16
T1DV 0.88*** 0.77,0.99 0.30*** 0.15, 0.44
Vote choice(1 = Trump) 0.24* —0.003, 0.49 0.28* —0.05, 0.60
Political knowledge 0.29% 0.05, 0.53 0.45** 0.14, 0.77
Political IOED 0.563* 0.02, 1.05 0.89* 0.20, 1.58
2-way (PK/IOED) —0.66* —1.28, —0.04 —1.13** —1.95, —0.30
2-way (PKN/C) —0.35*% —0.66, —0.03 —0.44* —0.84, —0.03
2-way (IOEDNC) —0.58" -1.18, 0.01 —0.65 —1.43,0.14
3-way 0.71* —0.03, 1.45 0.99* 0.01, 1.96
Intercept -0.27* —0.55, 0.003 -0.07 —0.42,0.28
F(df) 37.42 (18, 96), p < .001 3.51 (18, 96), p < .001

Adjusted R? 0.78 0.28

N 115 115

Notes: Entries are ordinary least squares unstandardized regression coefficients. Variances estimates based on the HC3 method.

*p<.10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Table 3. Pre/Post-election change in general conspiracy theory
endorsement and perceived electoral illegitimacy as a function of polit-
ical IOED and political knowledge, Clinton supporters only

General conspiracy

endorsement Electoral illegitimacy
Predictor b 95% CI b 95% Cl
Race —0.00 —0.05, 0.07 0.07* -0.01,0.15
(1 = white)
Gender -0.02 —0.03, 0.02 0.01 0.06, 0.08
(1 =male)
Education 0.03 -0.09,0.12  -0.07 —0.28,0.13
Age 0.03 —0.07,0.16 0.04 —0.14,0.22
Ideology 0.03 -0.10,0.17  -0.07 -0.28,0.14
Party ID 0.04 -0.10,0.10 -0.14 —0.39, 0.11
Political efficacy ~ 0.04 —0.10, 0.21 0.19* —0.04,0.42
Political trust 0.15 -0.07,029 -0.19 -0.57,0.18
Interpersonal —0.06 —0.18,0.06 —-0.16 —0.36, 0.05
trust
Political —0.01 -0.18,0.19  —0.05 -0.32,0.22
cynicism
T1DV 0.90***  0.77,0.99 0.29**  0.10,0.48
Political 0.26* 0.05, 0.89 0.49**  0.14,0.84
knowledge
Political IOED 0.42* —0.05, 0.47 0.91* 0.12, 1.69
2-way -0.52% -1.08,0.04 -1.16% —2.09, —0.22
(PK/IOED)
Intercept -0.25% -0.51, -0.01  0.00 —0.41,0.42
F(df) 28.45 3.65 (14, 61), p < .001
(14, 61),
p < .001
Adjusted R? 0.84 0.33
N 76 76

Notes: Entries are ordinary least squares unstandardized regression
coefficients. Variances estimates based on the HC3 method.
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

understanding on pre-/post-election change in per-
ceived electoral illegitimacy, above and beyond vari-
ables known to covary with conspiratorial beliefs, and
as a function of explicit political knowledge and major
party vote choice. Change in conspiratorial beliefs
about the electoral process before and after the 2016
U.S. presidential election provides an even stronger
test of the extent to which such theories are attractive
explanations for important albeit threatening world
events. We have already shown that general endorse-
ment of political conspiracies was more common
among participants with inflated post-explanation
confidence in their causal understanding of political
(but not non-political) phenomena, who lack actual
knowledge of politics, and who supported a losing can-
didate. Here, we extend this logic to evaluate whether
a similar dynamic also accounts for increased support
for conspiracy theories that provide a plausible
account for a significant but threatening world event
(election of the opposition candidate for U.S. presi-
dency). For these analyses, ordinary least squares
regression was used to regress T1 to T2 change in per-
ceived electoral legitimacy on post-explanation self-
reported understanding of politics or devices, sepa-
rately, along with the covariates. Robust standard

J. A. Vitriol & J. K. Marsh

errors were used in all tests on coefficients in this sec-
tion to protect against heteroskedasticity. The primary
test of our hypothesis concerns the interaction
between post-explanation politics understanding,
explicit political knowledge, and vote choice. We
expected post-explanation self-reported understanding
of politics, but not devices, to be associated with
increased perceptions of electoral illegitimacy among
participants low in political knowledge and who voted
for the losing candidate (H5).

Tables 2—4 summarize the results of these analyses.
Results indicate that the 3-way interaction between (i)
post-explanation belief confidence, (ii), explicit politi-
cal knowledge, and (iii) vote choice on pre-/post-elec-
tion perceptions of electoral legitimacy obtained
significance for the political IOED condition, b = .99,
95% CI (0.01, 1.96), p = .05, but not the device IOED
condition, b = —.16, 95% CI (—1.09, 0.77), p = .73.
Furthermore, the interaction between the political
IOED and explicit political knowledge obtained signifi-
cance for Clinton supporters, b= —1.16, 95% CI
(—2.09, —0.22), p =.02, but not Trump supporters,
b= —-.03, 95% CI (—0.62, 0.55), p = .91. Among Clin-
ton supporters, post-explanation political belief confi-
dence was more strongly associated with pre-/post-
election increases in perceived electoral illegitimacy
for people low, b = 1.19, 95% CI (0.18, 2.19), p = .02,
but not for those high, b = -.20, 95% CI (—0.57,
0.18), p = .30, in political knowledge. The effect of
post-explanation political belief confidence on pre-/
post-election change in perceived electoral illegitimacy
as a function of political knowledge is represented
graphically in Figure 3 for Clinton and Trump support-
ers, separately. Thus, consistent with H5, inflated con-
fidence in one’s understanding of political phenomena
even after having to explain those phenomena was
associated with increased perceptions of conspiratorial
influences on the electoral process among participants
with low (vs. high) levels of actual political knowledge
and who voted for the losing candidate.

General Discussion

In this study, we examined the role of inflated confi-
dence in one’s causal understanding of political phe-
nomena for endorsement of conspiratorial beliefs. The
average person possesses superficial understanding of
complex causal relations and, consequently, tends to
overestimate the quality and depth of their explana-
tory knowledge (e.g., Kruger & Dunning, 1999; Wil-
son & Keil, 1998). This illusion of explanatory depth
has been examined in a broad range of areas (e.g.,
Rozenblit & Keil, 2002), but a paucity of research has
investigated these processes in political domains (but
see Fernbach et al., 2013)—an inherently abstruse yet
consequential context (e.g., Conover & Feldman,
1989; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Vitriol, Reifen
Tagar, & Federico, 2017; Wilson & Keil, 1998). Con-
spiratorial beliefs serve as explanations for complex,
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Fig. 3: Effect of post-explanation understanding of politics on pre-/post-election change in perceived electoral illegitimacy by political knowl-

edge, Clinton or Trump support

ambiguous, and threatening political phenomena
(e.g., Graeupner & Coman, 2017; Miller, Saunders, &
Farhart, 2016; Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009; Swami &
Coles, 2010; Uscinski & Parent, 2014; Federico, Wil-
liams, Vitriol, 2017). Accordingly, we reasoned that
illusions of explanatory depth for political phenomena
would be uniquely related to endorsement of conspir-
atorial beliefs. Yet, the extent to which illusions of
causality and explanatory understanding underpin
conspiratorial thinking, as has been observed for belief
in pseudoscience and superstition (e.g., Matute, Yar-
ritu, & Vadillo, 2011), has been empirically and theo-
retically neglected.

We addressed this gap in research on the psychology
of conspiratorial beliefs in the context of the 2016 U.S.
presidential election. We found that requiring partici-
pants to explain political and non-political phenomena
decreased self-reported belief confidence, consistent
with other research on the IOED (e.g., Fernbach et al.,
2013; Fisher & Keil, 2014; Kominsky & Keil, 2014;
Zeveney & Marsh, 2016). More importantly, we found
that variability in post-explanation confidence in one’s
understanding of political (but not non-political phe-
nomena) predicted general conspiratorial beliefs, net
the effects of a broad range of variables known to asso-
ciate with conspiratorial ideation. In other words, peo-
ple who still held high confidence in their political
understanding despite the sobering effects of explana-
tion were more likely to hold conspiratorial beliefs.
Together, this pattern of evidence supports our claim
that political illusions of explanatory depth,

independent of but along with a host of other individ-
ual difference variables, are associated with belief in
conspiracy theories.

In addition to extending the IOED paradigm to polit-
ical domains in novel ways, our findings also enrich
existing perspectives investigating the psychology of
conspiratorial beliefs. In particular, prior work suggests
that endorsement of conspiracy theories is particularly
common among political novices and individuals who
are political disenfranchised or powerless (Berinsky,
2012; Miller et al., 2016; Uscinski & Parent, 2014). For
these reasons, we tested the moderating role of indi-
vidual differences in political knowledge and of having
voted for the losing candidate for the effects of the
post-explanation  political belief confidence on
endorsement of conspiracy theories. Our findings sup-
port prior research by showing that, among political
novices and supporters of the losing candidate, post-
explanation political belief confidence predicted pre-
to post-election change in both general conspiratorial
beliefs and specific conspiratorial theories that provide
a causal explanation for the outcome of the election;
net controls, higher post-explanation political belief
confidence was associated with an increase in general
and election-specific conspiratorial beliefs among vot-
ing citizens with lower levels of actual political knowl-
edge and for whom the electoral outcome was
inconsistent with candidate preferences. That the
political IOED was associated with change, pre-/post-
election, in conspiratorial beliefs as a function of both
theoretically relevant dispositional and situational
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moderators provides even stronger evidence for the
important role of inflated confidence in one’s causal
understanding of politics for conspiratorial beliefs (e.g.,
Finkel, 1995).

Our findings additionally expand our knowledge
of how the IOED influences people’s reasoning and
decision-making in several ways. First, our findings
add to the growing observations of the IOED in
phenomena besides everyday devices (Alter et al.,
2010; Fernbach et al., 2013; Fisher & Keil, 2014;
Sloman & Rabb, 2016; Zeveney & Marsh, 2016),
further demonstrating the robustness of people’s
overconfidence in their perceived causal under-
standing of the world. Second, our results provide
one of the first demonstrations of how the IOED
can affect other kinds of beliefs (Fernbach et al.,
2013), enriching our understanding of the conse-
quences explanation can have in other areas of rea-
soning. Finally, we contribute to a growing body of
work that has explored individual differences within
an IOED paradigm. Previous work has shown that
people with more formal education show less of an
illusion for familiar everyday phenomena than peo-
ple with less formal education (Fisher & Keil,
2016). Such work has focused on how certain peo-
ple are better calibrated about their prior knowl-
edge and therefore show a smaller drop pre- and
post-explanation because of lower pre-explanation
ratings. To our knowledge, we are the first to
explore how levels of confidence after explanation
are associated with other beliefs like conspiratorial
beliefs.

It is important to note that, while we have confi-
dence in our overall pattern of findings and believe this
aptly characterizes some of the psychological processes
underpinning conspiratorial belief, we have only tested
these hypotheses in a single U.S. electoral context and
using an MTurk sample. The 2016 U.S. election, in par-
ticular, was a closely contested, confrontational, and
polarizing campaign that featured anti-establishment
and even conspiratorial rhetoric (e.g., Horton, 2016),
widely disseminated false information (e.g., Swire,
Berinsky, Lewandowsky, & Ecker, 2017), and ongoing
questions about the legitimacy of the electoral out-
come (Kiley, 2017). Perhaps the 2016 U.S. presidential
election was ripe for conspiratorial beliefs in ways that
made particularly relevant the impact of inflated causal
understanding of political phenomena on political
choice and beliefs, including conspiratorial ideation.
Furthermore, the evidence in support of Hypothesis 4
—that the political TOED would lead to increased
endorsement of conspiracy theories among individuals
with low (vs. high) levels of political knowledge and
who supported the losing candidate—was supported
with marginally significant findings. Thus, future
research should seek to extend and replicate these
findings in additional political contexts, including out-
side the U.S., involving a different set of candidates
and using alternative convenience sampling tech-
niques or more nationally representative samples.

IOED and conspiracy

Several additional questions also await future
research. For example, what individual difference vari-
ables covary with inflated political belief confidence?
We included as controls in our analyses variables
known to associate with conspiratorial belief, but an
additional line of inquiry could focus on factors associ-
ated with overconfidence (e.g., Fisher & Keil, 2016),
such as inaccurate self-evaluations (Mabe & West,
1982; Pronin, 2007), self-perceived knowledge (Dun-
ning et al., 2003), and exposure to partisan and polar-
ized, yet attitudinally congruent, information sources
(e.g., Prior, 2013). Additional research should also
consider alternative  downstream consequences
beyond attitude extremity (Fernbach et al., 2013) and
conspiratorial beliefs, including, for example, its poten-
tial effect on information seeking (e.g., biased hypoth-
esis testing; Devine, Hirt, & Gehrke, 1990), ideological
constraint (e.g., Ansolabehere, Rodden, & Snyder,
2008), social action and political participation (Fed-
erico, Fisher, & Deason, 2017), pseudoscientific (e.g.,
Pennycook, Cheyne, Barr, Koehler, & Fugelsang,
2015) and superstitious beliefs (Matute et al., 2011),
and illusory pattern perception (e.g. Whitson & Galin-
sky, 2008), among others.

Finally, to the extent that conspiratorial belief is
underpinned by illusions of explanatory understand-
ing, the IOED paradigm might be a useful strategy for
reducing conspiratorial ideation. Political mispercep-
tions are very difficult to correct (Lewandowsky, Ober-
auer, & Gignac, 2013; Nyhan & Reifler, 2010), and
efforts to do so often backfire (Flynn, Nyhan, & Reifler,
2017). However, one promising avenue to correcting
political misperceptions focuses on replacing inaccu-
rate causal inferences with an alternative causal expla-
nation (e.g., Nyhan & Reifler, 2015). Perhaps
requiring participants to explain the underlying causal
relation among factors central to a particular conspir-
acy theory would reduce confidence in those beliefs
and, over time, attenuate conspiratorial thinking.
Examination of potential antecedents and alternative
downstream consequences of political IOED represents
a fruitful way of extending our investigation to better
understand the role of inflated confidence in one’s
causal understanding of political phenomena for cog-
nition and behavior, and may even point to strategies
for attenuating endorsement and dissemination of
conspiratorial beliefs.
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