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Abstract

Conspiracy thinking can be viewed as a form of narrative
comprehension. We routinely infer actors’ goals and plans
when someone tells us a story. However, comprehenders
extend this practice when considering real-world events, which
are not orchestrated by a narrator. Comprehenders routinely
favor information that is consistent with their perspective, but
conspiracy thinkers likely do this to a greater extent, due to the
low levels of cognitive reflection they exhibit. Comprehenders
supplement incoming information with background knowledge.
Conspiracy thinkers do this as well, but their knowledge base
deviates from that of the mainstream, as a result of exposure to
large amounts of misinformation.
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Introduction
Conspiracy thinking is a complex phenomenon that has
social, political, and psychological aspects. Within psy-
chology, the topic has been mostly the focus of social
psychology [1,2] and political psychology [3,4]. The
present opinion takes a more cognitive tack, by viewing
conspiracy thinking through the lens of cognitive the-
ories of language comprehension.

Two elements of the current discussion on conspiracy
thinking are aligned with the perspective put forth here.
First, one of the reasons that people engage in conspir-
acy thinking is epistemic in nature; they are motivated
to achieve a coherent mental representation of some
state of affairs in the world [3]. Second, conspiracy
www.sciencedirect.com
narratives have been found to have entertainment value
[5], as does misinformation in general [6]. The notion of
conspiracy thinking as an attempt to achieve a coherent
mental representation of a state of affairs, which might
have some entertainment value, is reminiscent of how
narrative comprehension has been conceptualized in the
last several decades in cognitive psychology.

My contention is that conspiracy thinking can be viewed
as the construction and maintenance of an ever-evolving
but coherent mental representation of a set of (often
unrelated) events in the world under the assumption

that these are orchestrated by a group of nefarious
agents [1,2]. Events that are reported in the news are
viewed by conspiracy thinkers as manifestations of this
plan and incorporated into the evolving mental repre-
sentation. For example, conspiracy thinkers are more
likely to view the coronavirus as created by humans than
others [7].

The author of a fictional story arranges the narrated
events in such a manner that the structure is both
entertaining and coherent. In this, the author folows

Anton Chehkov, who famously is reported to have said, if
in the first act you have hung a pistol on the wall, then in the
following one it should be fired. In other words, in a good
story every described event is relevant to the mental
representation the comprehender is constructing. Con-
spiracy thinkers extend this way of understanding
fictional texts to the real world, assuming that events are
not coincidental but are part of some hidden master
plan, and should therefore become part of their evolving
mental representation of world events.

Situation models and narratives
The mental representations that I am referring to are
called situation models in studies of language compre-
hension. A situation model is a coherent mental rep-
resentation of a state of affairs described in a text [8,9].

Although there is also research on expository text, the
main focus in research on situation models has involved
narratives; they are not only easier to understand and
remember than expository texts [10], but are also
closer to everyday experience. Narratives are ubiqui-
tous in our lives. We tell each other stories on a daily
basis (e.g., about problems during our commute to work
or about a nice restaurant we visited), we read news
stories and novels, and we watch TV shows. It has been
argued that we experience events vicariously through
narratives [11,12].
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Narratives are about characters, events, actions, goals,
and plans, all taking place within a given setting or
collection of settings. Understanding such narrated
event sequences involves integrating the narrated in-
formation with background knowledge, as narrators
generally will omit information that can be assumed to
already be part of the comprehender’s background
knowledge. Thus, the comprehender’s background

knowledge is used to fill the gaps left by the narrator. For
example, if you tell a story about visiting a restaurant,
you will assume that the listener already knows about
restaurants, so that you do not need to explain the roles
or functions of waiters, cutlery, and tips [13].

Situation models are constructed by integrating the
explicitly presented information in a narrative with
background knowledge. They contain information about
settings, individuals, actions, events, and the relations
among them [9]. In fact, comprehending events without

the intervention of a narrative is assumed to proceed in a
similar manner [14,15].

Narratives can be seen as a set of prompts to construct
situation models. These prompts do not only provide
explicit information about a situation, but they also
serve to activate the comprehender’s background
knowledge. This activation process is often called
inferencing, although this assumes a conscious process,
whereas knowledge activation is conceived of as auto-
matic [16].

Recent theoretical developments view situation-model
construction as the routine combination of three
different processes: activation, integration, and valida-
tion [17e19]. This last step is included to account for
the fact that comprehenders sometimes encounter in-
formation that conflicts with their background knowl-
edge. They routinely validate this information against
their evolving situation model.

Goal inferences
Various components of background knowledge can be
activated during comprehension, including knowledge
about spatial locations and arrangements, temporal re-

lations, physical characteristics of individuals and ob-
jects, as well as causal relations between events [9].
Particularly relevant to conspiracy thinking is knowledge
related to the goals and plans of protagonists. A goal/plan
structure helps one establish a coherent situation model
by connecting reported events.

We make such goal-based inferences routinely during
comprehension [20]. For example, if we read, The sniper
looked through his scope, we infer he is looking for his
target, because he wants to kill this person. If we sub-

sequently read He saw the man in the crowd, we infer that
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the man in question must be the target. If we then read,
The man went down, we assume he was shot by the sniper
as part of his plan, even though this was not stated
explicitly. We have inferred the sniper’s goal and this
provides the background for interpreting what
happened to the man in the crowd. Having inferred the
goal, we are able to integrate all three events into a
single mental structure.

Making goal-based inferences and validating incoming
information against our evolving situation models are
routine cognitive practices. It is my contention here that
the same mental coherence-building mechanisms that
are at work in narrative comprehension are also at work
in conspiracy thinking. As such, it is to be expected that
people prefer conspiracy narratives over less coherent
narratives [5]. Goal/plan structures are powerful mech-
anisms to integrate a large number of events and actions
under one rubric and thus achieve a coherent situation

model. In this sense, they have clear epistemic value [21].

Knowledge activation, integration, and validation are
routine aspects of normal situation-model construction.
They occur without much cognitive effort and without
cognitive reflection. There is no reason to think that this
is different in conspiracy thinking. More generally, it is
known that processing misinformation involves more
automatic than deliberate processing [22e28]. It in-
volves perceiving patterns in random information
[29e31]. Moreover, the situation-model perspective is

consistent with the view that conspiracy thinking in-
volves exaggerated agency detection [29,32] [e] [34]).
After all, inferring agents and goals is part-and-parcel of
narrative comprehension.

Integrating information from multiple sources
So far, I have described situation models as mental
representations that are formed during the processing of
a single document. Often, however, situation models are
built by integrating information from multiple sources.
The topic of multi-source integration is being studied in
educational psychology [18,19,35]. This research is
often targeted at teaching students to properly integrate
information from multiple documents. It aspires to be

prescriptive: how does one properly or optimally inte-
grate information from multiple documents? How does
one deal with conflicting information?

Conspiracy thinking often involves integrating infor-
mation from disparate sources and non-traditional
sources [32]. To understand how this occurs, a
descriptive perspective on multi-source integration is
needed: how do people actually integrate statements
from multiple sources (e.g., YouTube videos, blog posts,
discussion forums)? More specifically, how do they deal

with belief-inconsistent information?
www.sciencedirect.com
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To begin answering this question from the current
perspective, we need to consider how people deal with
inconsistent information during normal comprehension.
It is assumed that the process of validation can in theory
take place in two steps [17e19]. The first step involves
routine comprehension processes and is driven by strong
prior expectations. The second step is cognitively much
more demanding; it requires working memory capacity,

advanced epistemological beliefs, and the metacognitive
goal of achieving a balanced mental representation of
the controversy. There are sufficient reasons to believe
that, in this, conspiracy thinking is not different
from normal comprehension and therefore relies
heavily on step one, which is viewed as the default in
normal comprehension.

The consolidation of misinformation in memory
In the process of validation, comprehenders process
information that they deem plausible (e.g., event E

occurred because nefarious group G wanted it to occur)
more deeply than information that they deem implau-
sible (e.g., event E is a random occurrence). In addition,
conspiracy thinkers exhibit a mistrust of experts and
authoritative sources [7,38]. These processes combine
to produce a knowledge base in comprehenders that
increasingly deviates from mainstream thought and may
include specific higher-level cognitive structures used in
reasoning [39,40].

It is important to reconsider the notion of background

knowledge in forming situation models against this
backdrop. As already noted, situation models are formed
by integrating incoming information with and validating
it against background knowledge. But what if this
“knowledge” actually consists of information that does
not correspond to reality?

As far as the processes of knowledge activation per se is
concerned, the truth value of statements is irrelevant.
An additional issue is that, once misinformation or
disinformation has become part of background knowl-

edge, and possibly of a situation model, it becomes
notoriously difficult to dislodge, a phenomenon known
as the continued-influence effect [41e44]. It is difficult to
overcome the continued-influence effect by correcting
misinformation after the fact, debunking, but preemp-
tive labeling information as misinformation, prebunking,
appears more effective [45].

Nevertheless, in terms of situation-model construction,
misinformation functions just like any other type of
background knowledge, filling in the gaps between

events and actions. As a result, this ‘knowledge’ is
readily available for being integrated into an evolving
situation model, as information about novel events is
processed. As a result, the situation model revolving
around a conspiracy is continuously strengthened.
www.sciencedirect.com
It would be interesting to examine if higher-level
knowledge structures, such as schemata, are formed
during this process, as these might facilitate a way of
thinking in which one conspiracy narrative is viewed as
evidence for other narratives [39,40], a form of ‘retro-
gressive cognition’ [46] in which incoming information is
only used to strengthen existing beliefs.
Conclusions and outlook
According to the current analysis, there are two issues
that make conspiracy thinking a form of situation-
model construction.

First, conspiracy thinkers (over)use goal-based in-
ferences, as these stem from their view of events as
being orchestrated by a cabal of malevolent actors and
from their overactive agency-detection mechanisms.
Assuming an implied agent or groups of agents has
cognitive benefits. It allows one to tie together a pre-
sumably unrelated set of events, under the assumption
that they are part of some nefarious scheme.

A reviewer pointed out a caveat here. In the case of 9/11,

for example, the official narrative is quite coherent,
whereas conspiracy narratives about this event–and the
situation models to which they give rise–are more con-
voluted. Thus, although conspiracy thinkers might have
an exaggerated desire for coherent situation models, this
desire can be overridden by an even stronger force, the
distrust of authoritative sources [47].

Second, conspiracy thinkers are likely to exist in an in-
formation ecosystem that is replete with misinforma-
tion. This forms the background knowledge that they

routinely activate when comprehending new informa-
tion about an event or information about a new event. If
this view is correct, it suggests that conspiracy thinking
is a negative cycle of routine cognitive processes that
puts people on a path that leads them further and
further away from mainstream thinking.

The current opinion complements extant views on
conspiracy thinking, bolstering some of the claims made
therein. At the same time, it offers a somewhat different
perspective in that it focuses on the process of forming a

coherent representation, a situation model, rather than
on the motivation to have one or on the manifestation of
one in a narrative. Elements of conspiracy situation
model construction are the activation, integration, and
validation of information based on cues in the
source material.

In conspiracy thinking, information is often taken from
multiple sources. Comprehension research has looked at
multi-source integration mostly from an educational,
prescriptive, perspective but the present view suggests
Current Opinion in Psychology 2022, 47:101413
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the need for a descriptive approach to multi-source
integration in the context of conspiracy thinking.

Taken together, the current opinion argues for a detailed
process view of conspiracy thinking based on our
knowledge of how situation models are formed. This is
likely to lead to a better understanding of the cognitive
mechanisms underlying conspiracy thinking.
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