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Outline for today

● Types of information disorder

● Disinformation

● Conspiracy theories



Today’s topic in one picture



1. Types of
Information Disorder



Types of information disorder

● Information disorder means that something is not right 
with the contents of the communicated message

● When looking at different types of information disorder, 
one can distinguish between Mis-information, 
Dis-information, and Mal-information

● These 3 types of information disorder differ along the 
criteria of falseness and intent to harm
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Wardle’s (2017) taxonomy of mis- and dis-information



Wardle’s (2017) taxonomy of mis- and dis-information

Mis-info Dis-info
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rakshanLet’s now focus on dis-information as it is 
both false and intentionally harmful
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2. Disinformation



Disinformation can be 

defined as fabricated or 

deliberately manipulated 

audio/visual/textual content, 

that  was intentionally 

created by its author to be 

spread and deceive people



● Disinformation is not new

● The term has been in use since 1950s

● Since then, groups, individuals, and governments have attempted 

to use disinformation to sway people’s political alignment

● Used extensively during WWII and especially during the Cold 

War



But why 
disinformation is 
spreading so much 
today?





● Widely accessible, cheap and sophisticated editing and publishing 

technology has made it easier than ever for anyone to create and distribute 

content

● Information consumption, which was once private, has become public 

because of social media

● The speed at which information is disseminated has been supercharged by 

an accelerated news cycle and mobile handsets

● Information is passed in real-time between trusted peers, and any piece of 

information is far less likely to be challenged
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In other words…

“What we see unfolding right before our eyes is 

nothing less than Moore’s Law applied to the 

distribution of mis-information: an exponential 

growth of available technology coupled with a 

rapid collapse of costs”.

-Frederic Filloux
(general manager of the Frence ePresse consortium)



Forms of disinformation

● False news articles

● Viral memes

● Videos

● Tweets or Facebook posts

● Audio recordings/podcasts

● Deepfakes
rakshan



● Disinformation is designed to 
make you react

● It typically prays on people’s 
emotions and vulnerabilities

● This helps to convince people 
to share a piece of 
disinformation more widely



● The spread of disinformation is 

driven by mechanisms such as 

“confirmation bias” and “motivated 

reasoning”

● Confirmation bias is a type of 

cognitive bias that involves 

favouring information that confirms 

previously existing beliefs or biases

● Motivated reasoning posits that 

people distort how they process 

new information in the direction of 

beliefs



People are more likely to spread 
disinformation when:

● The situation is uncertain (e.g. elections, 

natural disasters)

● They are emotionally overwhelmed and 

anxious

● The topic of discussion is of personal 

importance to them 

● They do not have primary control over 

the situation through their actions



Echo chambers

Social media platforms utilise 

algorithms to present users with the 

content that is most relevant to them

This often results in the creation of 
echo chambers or filter bubbles 

Interacting with posts, articles, and 

viewpoints that align with one’s beliefs 

reinforces pre-held beliefs and make 

users unaware of opposing narratives



How to spot disinformation online?

Let’s watch this video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gE9dFM4Bs0k


How to spot disinformation online?

● Check the source

● Look at how the post/news article are written

● Read beyond the headline

● Look for more sources

● Check in with sources you trust



3. Conspiracy theories



Defining the conspiracy theory

● Conspiracy theories can be viewed as a 

subtype of disinformation - they are both 

harmful and intentional

● Conspiracy theories tend to explain an 

event or set of circumstances as the result 

of a secret plot by usually powerful 

conspirators

● Such explanations reject the accepted 

narrative surrounding those events; the 

official version may be seen as further 

proof of the conspiracy

● Conspiratorial thinking is driven by a 

strong human desire to make sense of 

social forces that are self-relevant, 

important, and threatening

https://www.britannica.com/topic/conspiracy


The prevalence of 
conspiratorial beliefs



The prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs

Very few studies examined the 

prevalence of conspiratorial 

beliefs by using the nationally 

representative samples of 

adults



The prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs

However, what we know is that:

In the US (2011), the Financial Crisis conspiracy was endorsed by 25% of 

respondents (agree + strongly agree)

“The current financial crisis was secretly orchestrated by a small group of 
Wall Street bankers to extend the power of the Federal Reserve and further 
their control of the world’s economy”



The Sociopsychological Portrait of CT



The Sociopsychological Portrait of CT
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The Sociopsychological Portrait of CT



The prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs

Over 55% of the respondents 

agreed with at least one of the 

presented conspiracy theories!

(mind the acquiescence and other biases)



The prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs

We also know is that:

In Italy (2017), almost half of the respondents believed in at least 1 out 

of 4 conspiracy theories provided in the survey



The prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs

0 (Not plausible) - 10 (Completely plausible)



The prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs



The prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs



The prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs



The sociopsychological 
portrait of conspiracy 
believers



The sociopsychological portrait of conspiracy 
believers

Sometimes, instead of talking about the beliefs in particular conspiracy theories, 

researchers investigate the predisposition to conspiracy mentality

As such, conspiracy mentality describes the general propensity to subscribe to 

theories blaming a conspiracy of ill-intending individuals or groups for important 

societal phenomena or, in more abstract terms, the tendency to subscribe to 

“general conspiracist beliefs”



…and here is one of the ways to measure it



The sociopsychological portrait of conspiracy 
believers

Research shows that belief in conspiracy theories are 

associated with certain psychological and sociopolitical traits



The sociopsychological portrait of conspiracy 
believers

Conspiratorial beliefs 

are more likely to be 

endorsed by those, 

who display:



The sociopsychological portrait of conspiracy 
believers - psychological traits

Conspiratorial beliefs 

are more likely to be 

endorsed by those, 

who display:

● A strong desire for 

uniqueness

● Openness to new 

experience

● Low level of agreeableness



The sociopsychological portrait of conspiracy 
believers - sociopsychological traits

Conspiratorial beliefs 

are more likely to be 

endorsed by those, 

who display:

● Low perceived control of 

one’s life

● Low self-esteem

● Powerlessness



The sociopsychological portrait of conspiracy 
believers - sociopolitical traits

Conspiratorial beliefs 

are more likely to be 

endorsed by those, 

who display:

● Negative attitude to 

authority

● Political cynicism

● Fear of high power groups



The monologicality 
thesis



The Monologicality Thesis

Research observation that the 

belief in one conspiracy theory 

is usually accompanied by the 

wholesale endorsement of 

other conspiracy theories



The Monologicality Thesis

Once you believe in one conspiracy 

theory, you’re likely to believe:

- in other, thematically distant 

CTs (e.g. Covid-19 and 5G)

- in non-existent CTs (Red Bull)

- mutually incompatible CTs 

(death of Princess Diana - 

fake/murder)



Fake Red Bull Conspiracy

This is where the social 
science research gets 
really creative!



Thank you!

Dr. Kirils Makarovs

k.makarovs@exeter.ac.uk
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